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CHAPTER ONE : THE STUDY OF A MEGACHURCH CONGREGATIONtc \l1 "CHAPTER ONE : THE STUDY OF A MEGACHURCH CONGREGATION
Congregations everywhere are thick gatherings of complicated actions, each parish distinctive in its expression, each possessing its own genius yet incarnating in that peculiarity the worldly message and mission of Christ.  

 (James Hopewell, 1987:17)

Welcome to Chapel Hill Harvester Church! Wherever you're from, whatever circumstance has led you to cross our path, we receive you with joy!  It's not accidental that you have joined us today.  Be assured that it's part of the divine purpose of God.  By now you're probably aware that you've come to an unusual church today.  For one thing, you'll find the message will be challenging.  For another, the worship in music and dance may be a new experience for you.  You may never have worshiped in a church of this size, or one with so many ministries and facilities. Maybe even the racial harmony is new to you.  That's because Chapel Hill is a church with a vision -- a divine mission to fulfill.  And that's what we hope you'll sense while you are with us today. 
(Chapel Hill Harvester Church's  first-timers brochure)

The religious life of Americans has been poked, prodded, and analyzed in every conceivable fashion over the last half century.  Several times a year, pollsters report how many citizens believe in the virgin birth, claim to be "born again," or have ever spoken in tongues.  The rising and falling membership rates of various denominations are watched as carefully as stock market fluxuations.  The escapades of aberrant cult leaders and flamboyant televangelists are carefully scrutinized.  Yet, even with all this attention being paid to religious phenomena, researchers and reporters seldom turn their attention in any depth toward the place of origin of these beliefs, the fortunes of denominational  figures, and even the cult prophet or TV preacher ‑‑ the congregation.  

The congregation is the "bedrock of the American religious system"  (Warner, 1994:54).  It is in this institution, the local church, that the spiritual journeys of almost all religious persons are birthed and nurtured.  Without an understanding of congregational life, data on religious beliefs and practices are little more than meaningless, disembodied statistics.  These beliefs are not generated spontaneously out of thin air.  They are grounded in a particular context, have a distinct historical tradition, and find their life or death within congregations.  

Likewise, denominations are not composed just of membership figures, organizational styles, or pronouncements regarding homosexuality and the ordination of women.   Denominations are collections of  congregations.  As go individual churches, so goes the denomination (Warner, 1994:58‑59).  After all, the local congregation long preceded the denomination as a social and religious institution (Holifield, 1994).

Even those media‑hungry TV preachers and televangelists are not just "talking heads."  Most of them represent a particular church and shepherd a congregational flock as well as entertain a television audience.  At the very least these religious entrepreneurs and purveyors of Christian infomercials were formed, for better or worse, in congregations.  An appreciation of their specific religious traditions and revivalistic heritage might even make their messages and popularity more comprehensible.

This dissertation addresses religious beliefs, denominational trajectories, and television personalities as well as many other topics but within the context of the local church, the congregation.  This is specifically the story of one megachurch, one very large congregation called Chapel Hill Harvester Church.  It is a narrative which tells of the church’s founding, its senior minister’s life, its development into and appeal as a megachurch, and its near death as a viable congregation.  Yet, this narrative also demonstrates the wealth of knowledge about religion in America that is contained not just in this particular congregation, but in any religious community when it is examined carefully.  In the words of Wind and Lewis, "To overlook the congregational character of American religion is thus to overlook much of the source of American religious vitality" (1994:9).

The study of congregations does not just describe the religious sensibilities of Americans; it also provides one with a glimpse into American society.  Congregations are not isolated, "closed systems" functioning independently of the cultural, social, and personal milieu of American society (Dudley, 1983).  Societal influences are at work shaping each congregation, religious service, and church member.  Even unknowingly these factors are reflected in the actions of every religious community.  Whether it is the worship liturgy, the petitions in prayer, or the pastor’s sermon, volumes are spoken about the ideals of a group of people.  Not only do these overtly religious acts  tell of the everyday lives and cultural realities of the parishioners, but so too do the more informal rituals such as the greeting of visitors, the Wednesday fellowship dinners,  and the gossip around the Sunday school coffee pot.  Thus, a sensitive and nuanced analysis of one congregation can shed considerable light on the cultural, social, and personal religious dynamics present in the society.  One picture of congregational life can be worth a thousand questionnaires, denominational pronouncements, and televangelist exposes when it comes to understanding religion in America.

FOCUS ON THE STUDY OF CONGREGATIONStc \l2 "FOCUS ON THE STUDY OF CONGREGATIONS
The story of Earl Paulk and Chapel Hill Harvester Church demonstrates the "rich and strange" complexity of congregational life.  This reality is true not only for a community of 10,000 but also for a fellowship of 100 (Williams, 1974).  For too long, researchers and commentators on the religious life in the United States have overlooked the value of an intense socio‑historical study of individual congregations.  This dissertation is offered as one of several recent efforts to correct that oversight.  

The field of congregational studies, as this study of the cultures and world views of churches has come to be called, is a relatively recent addition to the examination of religion.
   Throughout the last century scholars made various attempts to survey and understand churches.  These efforts almost always relied on either statistical analysis of questionnaires, theological critique, or pragmatic organizational investigations aimed at improving ministry.  For the most part, these inquiries advanced the scholarly understanding of the congregation, although they often lacked a ground level perspective on the phenomena, overlooking the culture and meaningful everyday experiences of the social life of the participants.

In the 1970's, several pioneering studies, notably Heilman (1973) and Williams (1974), employed ethnographic research techniques and the perspective of anthropology and symbolic interactionism to examine local religious communities.  In doing this these authors provided a picture into the everyday lives and religiosity of real people.  They treated their respective religious organizations, the synagogue Kehillat Kodesh and Zion Holiness Church, as distinctive subcultures with important and instructive stories to tell.  Their rich "thick descriptions" of these communities offered a view that was seldom seen in the study of religious phenomena (Geertz, 1973).

In the early 1980's, another group of researchers produced a novel perspective of a single congregation.  Carl Dudley, as the editor of Building Effective Ministry (1983), enlisted the participation of numerous scholars with different disciplinary approaches to examine Wiltshire United Methodist Church.  What this study lacked in depth and richness demonstrated by previous studies, it made up for in breadth of analytical lenses.  This book clearly showed the importance of multiple research perspectives in understanding the congregation.  

Following this effort, the academic discipline of congregational studies began to take shape, aided by James Hopewell's  Congregation (1987) and the collaborative Handbook for Congregational Studies (Carroll, et al.,1986).  These books, and the several conferences and institutes supported by significant grants from the Lilly Endowment, gave the discipline a necessary boost.  These efforts were paralleled by the more pragmatic, less academic, attempts by church consultants and growth specialists to provide practical insights and "how to" manuals for those interested in improving their own congregations (Mead,1972; Miller, 1990; Schaller,1980; Towns et al., 1981; Wagner, 1976).

More recently academic researchers have turned their attention upon singular congregations in an effort to understand religious life and history from the perspective of the local church (Ammerman, 1987; Warner, 1988; and Wind & Lewis, 1994a,b).  Many of these studies intensely examined the subculture of specific churches while relating their internal realities to larger contextual and societal issues. In describing the functioning of one fundamentalist church, Ammerman (1987) offered an overview of the Protestant Fundamentalist movement.  In a similar fashion, Stephen Warner (1988) illuminated the diverse societal trends and cultural tensions pulling at Mainline Protestantism in his study of Mendocino Presbyterian Church.  The present study follows in that tradition in an attempt to describe a recent religious phenomena, the  rise of megachurches, through the lens of an indepth examination of one such congregation.

MEGACHURCHES ON THE RELIGIOUS HORIZONtc \l2 "MEGACHURCHES ON THE RELIGIOUS HORIZON
Very large congregations have existed throughout the history of the world's religions.  For centuries massive Catholic cathedrals, Islamic mosques, and Protestant ”First Churches“  had a presence in heavily populated urban centers.  Likewise, an occasional charismatic personality might attract a following which numbered in the thousands.
  These numerically successful religious enterprises were often seen as marvels to admire, anomalies to investigate, or aberrant  incidents to dismiss.  Seldom have they been understood as symptomatic of distinct cultural currents or reflective of new societal trends.  With the rapid numerical proliferation of these mega‑congregations in recent years, however, that is exactly how they must be viewed.  Both religious researchers and the general public must begin to view these churches not as individual isolated cases of extreme success, but as a religious organizational pattern which has arisen in relation to distinct societal changes.   

Since 1970, the numbers of these enormous Protestant congregations have risen dramatically.  In 1949 an informal study of what were called ”very large“ Sunday school  programs identified ten such congregations, all of which were Baptist (Entzminger, 1949).  Twenty years later, Elmer Towns (1969) complied a list of 15 congregations with Sunday school attendance over 2000 persons.  With the new decade, however, rapid growth took place within many churches.  In 1976 Towns listed forty Sunday Schools with attendances that large (1976).  By 1980, he and his coauthors reported at least one hundred congregations with average attendance of 2000 persons in worship services (Towns,  et al., 1981).  More recent efforts by several researchers, including Olson (1988), Vaughan (1990,1991,1992,1993), Zook (1993) and Thumma (1993b), have identified over 350 megachurches with worship attendance of 2000 persons or more.

Megachurches, as they have come to be called, include the largest and some of the most powerful churches in the United States, yet they have been overlooked as a category of study by most academic researchers of religion in America.
   The appearance of these very large congregations is one of the most significant recent developments on the religious landscape in the last thirty years (Schaller,1990; Vaughan,1993).  

The label of "megachurch" has come to denote any congregation with an attendance of 2000 or more persons each week at its worship services.
  This label has been applied to Protestant Christian congregations, to the exclusion of religious gatherings of Roman Catholics, Muslims, and persons of other faiths.  The final chapter of this study will address this issue further as well as other structural and demographic characteristics which generally characterize megachurches.  Initially, however, a Protestant Christian theological perspective and the size variable are presented as the definitive characteristics of the modern megachurch in the United States.  

As of 1995, there were nearly 400 such congregations in the United States.  The average weekly cumulative attendance at these churches is over one and a half million persons.  Smaller churches continue to attain the megachurch size criterion at the rate of one every two to three weeks (Vaughan, 1990a, 1993).  Many of the current megachurches are among the fastest growing congregations in the country (Vaughan, 1990b, 1991, 1992 ).  The patterns of "successful" ministry, as demonstrated by these large churches, are held in high esteem by many smaller churches, patterns which they desire to duplicate (Schaller, 1990 &1992; Eiesland, 1995).  From all indications, the megachurch phenomenon will not disappear anytime in the near future.

  It is not just the rapid proliferation and powerful ministerial influence which makes the megachurch phenomenon such an important religious reality. These massive congregations have a distinct resonance, a "fit," with contemporary American culture and values, especially with the middle class, suburban, baby boomer segment of society.  Parallels can be drawn between the appearance of these churches and the rise of other mega‑institutional realities such as the megamall, the warehouse supermarket, the multiplex theater, and the massive conglomerate high schools (Schaller, 1990 & 1992; Eiesland, 1995).  The same social tastes, cultural norms, and market forces shaped each of them.  A study of megachurches, therefore, has much to say about both the spiritual needs and cultural realities of a significant segment of American society.  This theme will be addressed in detail in the final chapter.

Furthermore, the actual social power and influence these congregations exert is considerable.  The monetary resources they generate, when combined with their abundant volunteer labor force, present a sizable force for societal change.  In service to individuals in their communities, megachurches effect tremendous personal change through their "seven‑day‑a‑week" ministries (Schaller, 1992).  These congregations offer tutorial and educational programs, health clinics, job networks, psychological counseling, and a diverse array of self‑help services.  As an economic base of the community, these churches not only generate funds which are then distributed throughout the locale, but their extensive membership provides a considerable pool of clientele for the neighboring restaurants, gas stations, and other local businesses.  These congregations may ensure social stability for neighborhoods in transition.  Likewise, many of these churches offer their facilities to the local community as "public gathering spaces."  Politically, megachurches have become the favorite haunts of those seeking public office.  Politicians frequent these churches when attempting to rally support for new legislation.  Few other social settings provide such an ideal opportunity for addressing thousands of concerned, registered voters as does the megachurch.  With the power of this voting constituency in one's pocket, the megachurch pastor is able to wield more than just moral persuasion when attempting to influence the decisions of city and county officials.

Finally, the symbolic message of megachurches is at least as impressive as their actual presence in society.  They represent a tangible and powerful presence of God in a secularized world.  They seem to offer sizable evidence which directly counters the secular expectations of the demise of religion in modern society.  Whether they actually challenge the secularizing effects of modernity is another question.  With their size, central location, extensive ministries, and abundant public relations budget, however, megachurches are not only highly visible and prominently successful, but they also symbolize a powerful public religious presence.

For each of these reasons, then, an understanding of the megachurch phenomenon is necessary for anyone interested in religion in the United States. Yet like all religious realities, this phenomenon must be examined at ground level, in its congregational form, to be fully understood.  This study attempts to portray this grounded reality.

A Particular Megachurchtc \l3 "A Particular Megachurch
At first glance, the church which is the focus of this study, Chapel Hill Harvester Church, seems hardly a representative example of an American congregation, either large or small.  In 1991 the church was identified as one of the ten largest Protestant congregations in the United States.  Even more unusual, it was one of the few very large Protestant Christian congregations which could boast of an integrated, multiracial membership.  Its founder and senior minister, Earl Paulk Jr., has had a successful national and international television ministry.  He is the foremost proponent of a variety of Pentecostal Dominionist thinking called Kingdom Theology.  Likewise, few congregations have endured as much controversy and allegations of sexual and authority abuse as this church.  Yet, even with all its distinctiveness, the narrative of Chapel Hill Harvester Church and the personal history of Bishop Earl Paulk, provide numerous insights both into the life of megachurches and into their fit in contemporary American religious life.   

At the same time, the following historical narrative of Chapel Hill Harvester Church/ The Cathedral at Chapel Hill is not intended to function conclusively as the representative example of all megachurches.  An investigation of the history, development, and structures of this church, however, does highlight many of the characteristics shared by a majority of large churches.  The advantages of resources, community visibility, and social prominence are addressed as well as the considerable difficulties of organizational complexity, membership cohesion, and clergy authority which result from the mega‑proportions.  Being a megachurch brings with it an unique set of both benefits and problems.  This tension, along with many other dynamics of the megachurch, can be seen best through the lens of an in-depth study of one such congregation.

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONStc \l2 "METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Before beginning an exploration of the church, however, a description of the methodological approach of this study is in order.  My original intent was to examine the contemporary social reality of this congregation.  I had planned to describe this phenomenon from the static, single frame standpoint of a present moment.  I, then, expected to explicate the symbolic and structural components of this photographic image frozen in time with the aid of certain theoretical categories.  Approximately two years into the study, however, I realized that a snap shot portrayal of this social reality would be inadequate and deceptive.
  Many of the most significant dynamics and characteristics of the congregation were those which could only be observed across time, longitudinally.  For this church, and most megachurches, adaptation to a changing context is what facilitates their success.  This contextual flexibility, likewise, shapes the nature of the interaction between the church’s leadership and its membership.  Therefore, I intentionally adopted a social historical approach mid way into the study.  Using this approach I was able to illuminate key patterns and significant trends evident within this congregation’s dynamic history, but often latent in its present everyday reality.
   

In undertaking this study I chose what  Wind and Lewis (1994a:10) described as  "methodological pluralism" as the most adequate way to uncover the treasure within this ”earthen vessel“ (Gustafson, 1961).  With that in mind I employed multiple disciplinary methods in the study of this congregation.  For five years (from 1988 to 1992) I was engaged in participant observation of 145 worship services, numerous weekly staff and administrative meetings, and other classes, healing services, marriage retreats, and new members orientations.
  I formally interviewed 42 congregational members selected randomly from the church roster, as well as 49 members of the clergy and staff.  I further conducted focused group interviews with 47 members from this random interview listing (Morgan & Spanish, 1984).  In addition, I had informal discussion with hundreds of members, former members, Atlanta's community and religious leaders, and local residents in the church's neighborhood.  I examined the church's extensive archival material and  viewed over thirty video‑taped services from the period between 1978 and 1985.  From the church's audio tape library, I randomly selected recordings of five services for each year from 1974 to 1991.  I engaged in extensive content analysis of these tapes.  I was also given tapes of certain sermons determined by the church presbytery to be "pivotal" for the life of the congregation.  Finally, I distributed approximately 2000 questionnaires during Sunday worship services and performed analysis on the 694 useable forms which were returned to me.  The research appendix contains more methodological detail, including copies of interview schedules, content analysis forms, and the questionnaire.

The data gained from these diverse methodological sources acted as a corrective to the subjective and perceptional biases sometimes associated with participant observation.  By cross‑referencing and comparing  the various results derived from the questionnaire, the content analysis of the audio tape and archival data, the findings from the interviews, my qualitative observations, and reflections based on my experiences, I was better able to check and correct misperceptions or mistaken inferences in relation to the empirical data.
  In an attempt to determine the representativeness of this single case, I also engaged in an extensive investigation of the writings on megachurches along with  the literature provided by dozens of these large congregations throughout the country, and visits to fourteen megachurches in the Atlanta area and several others around the country.   

 
The decision to frame my research as a social history, likewise, required me to reevaluate my predetermined mode of presenting my results.  Rather than forming the chapters around set analytical and interpretative themes with the story as data, I chose to allow the story of the church to guide the writing.  Not only did this presentational form seem better suited to the research method, but it also resonated with the character of the church itself.  Although Earl Paulk has produced many books, the oral tradition of the congregation was central to his preaching, members' commitment, and the church's identity.  The church grounded its sense of itself, its congregational identity, in this interactive and narrative portrayal of its history (Hopewell, 1987).  With this in mind, a narrative retelling of the church's history seemed to be the most appropriate mode of presentation for this dissertation.  

This work is not, however, just a rehearsal of the church’s history as the members would describe it.  I have shaped the telling of their story in my own way.  To deny this would be not only dishonest, but impossible to accomplish in the first place.  All our portrayals of reality are personal and interpretative.  Nevertheless, I have attempted to present as historically accurate a picture as possible.  With that in mind, I use the actual name of the church, with the church’s permission granted in 1988.  I have also not disguised the names of the church leadership since they are actual persons in this historical account.   I have, however, avoided using names, or used pseudonyms for those persons who reported statements to me in confidence or regarding a sensitive subject.
   

Many former members have confirmed this story's authenticity.  They say they  recognize themselves in it.  That is high praise to an ethnographic researcher.  At the same time, this portrayal is not solely in their "words."  The theories of sociology, psychology, anthropology, and history inform its telling.  It is not these theories, however, which guide this study.  Rather it is the church's narravtive itself and those themes which arose in my research as important for how the church was structured, how leadership functioned, or how the congregation made sense of itself. 

  
My rendering of this congregational narrative is based on a number of sources, some of which are more interpretative than others.  Human recollection of past events are always reshaped to fit a present reality.  This is certainly true of some of the resources used in this study.  Much of the data regarding Earl Paulk's early life is derived from his official biography with its obvious agenda  of presenting Paulk as an extraordinary man of God.
  Many of the "facts" reported in relation to  initial years of the church are dependent upon this source.  Although in terms of the church's history personal recollections and archival records temper the bias of the biography.  Another factor influencing the presented data was that interviews with disgruntled former members were often the source for many of the more recent "contested allegations."  Finally, an additional source of church’s history from 1985 to the present included my own direct involvement in and experience of the congregation.
  Hopefully, my self‑disclosures throughout this work will inform the reader of any of my own personal and theoretical biases.  

This narrative, however, represents the diverse "facts" about the church as I came to uncover them.  The story is shaped around the social patterns and time periods which appeared to be the most significant in understanding the life of this church.  This portrayal is, at points, considerably different from the official version of the history which developed in the minds of the leadership and was transmitted to the membership.  Paulk's biography and his various comments in news reports offer another side of the story, an official portrayal of the church's history and position on various significant events.  Before I begin with the story of the congregation, however, let me lay out for you the story of my involvement in the church. 

My Entrance: The Right Place at the Right Time tc \l3 "My Entrance: The Right Place at the Right Time 
In the Spring of 1988 I sat in a Chapel Hill Harvester worship service with Frank Lechner, an Emory professor.  Having previously studied the church's ministry to homosexuals (Thumma, 1987), I was there attempting to explain to him the general dynamics of this unique and intriguing congregation.  Knowing that I would begin a PhD program  that Fall, he suggested I make this group the focus of my dissertation.  I initially balked at the idea of researching a congregation with as many members as the city of my birth had residents.  Nevertheless, the idea appealed to me and in July of that year, I petitioned Earl Paulk for permission to study the church.  This began five years of interaction with Chapel Hill Harvester Church.

My initial meeting with Bishop Paulk lasted several hours.  In this interview the Bishop "tested my spirit" to see if I was as I claimed, "objective and unbiased."  Once satisfied, he granted me complete access to the church, its records, and its membership.  Earl Paulk encouraged me to record what I saw going on at the church and above all to be, as he said, "scientifically objective and critical. That way the world will respect what you report."  The senior minister challenged me to correct the misunderstandings "the world" had about their ministry.  He fervently insisted that I use the church's name and not attempt to disguise its identity.  He asserted that their ministry was, "A model of the local community church, to enliven what I see as a dying church in America."  Finally, he noted offhandedly that they were not a "cult" as some people had claimed since they were not isolated and secretative.  He assured me they were open to the "world's reporters" including myself.  After all, he insisted, they had nothing to hide.

What he, no doubt, also perceived in me at that meeting was ignorance.  I was completely unaware that the church had recently been harshly criticized by the larger evangelical world (see chapters 8 and 9 below).  My introduction into the congregation coincided with a period of intense public relations efforts initiated by the church leadership to correct their tarnished image.  My suggestion of honestly reporting the activities and life of the congregation must have sounded enticing after what I later found they had just endured because of being judged by their "words" rather than their "actions."  I had unknowingly given Paulk and the leadership another avenue by which the church's accomplishments could be recorded and proclaimed.  

I chose to study this particular congregation for several reasons.  First, I was already familiar with the church.  I was also intensely fascinated by the success of this and other megachurches.  I wanted to know how and why this tremendous growth had taken place.  I was somewhat puzzled by how the church’s fervent conservative theology supported an active community outreach and progressive social ministries.  I was also intrigued by the racial and economic diversity of the congregation, and how such differences could be unified.  Finally, I had a great interest in Protestant Charismatic Christianity.  

My studies in sociology of religion led me to realize that the Protestant Charismatic movement, especially among nondenominational churches, had been seriously neglected as an area of study.  My personal religious quest had brought me into fellowship with several Charismatic congregations in the 1970's.  Once upon a time I had learned the Charismatic "language," spoken in tongues, listened to Christian rock, watched people being healed, and been the recipient of several prophecies.  Although the Charismatic Christian perspective was no longer my way of understanding God or framing my spiritual experiences, I was still sympathetic to this religious form.  More than many of my colleagues in sociology of religion, I felt that I could relate to this religious community as an insider.  I realized that the Protestant Charismatic world was one which was seldom given a voice in academic circles.  And I felt as if I was in a perfect position to make that world accessible.  With that in mind, I joined the church a few months into my study.  

An Aside -- The Meaning of Membershiptc \l3 "An Aside -- The Meaning of Membership
At Chapel Hill Harvester, as in many megachurches, membership is very loosely defined, theologically.  Anyone can participate or join with a minimum of effort.  What constituted "real“ membership for the church leaders was commitment.  The church holds that total commitment to its vision is what actually defines a "real member."  This commitment, described as "being in covenant," was primarily an internal and spiritual orientation.  Externally, both committed and marginal members looked quite similar.  

In reality, there were at least four observable categories of membership in the approximately 12,000 member (5000 households) Chapel Hill Harvester congregation of 1990.
   The first two categories, "core" and "committed" members, could be described as exhibiting a very high level of commitment with the majority of persons having joined the church prior to 1985.  The third membership category, "moderate" members, was defined by a medium level of commitment, although still considerably higher than the average Christian as described by Gallup (1991) or Roof and McKinney (1987).  This group of members included persons who joined throughout the church's history.  "Marginal" members, the fourth category, were persons of low commitment levels, with a majority of these persons having come to the church since 1985.
 

"Core members" accounted for approximately five percent of the church (250 households, 600 people).  They were almost entirely Caucasian, middle aged, and middle class.  They were overwhelmingly members of the clergy, church staff, and ministry leadership.  These members often spent well over fifteen hours a week at the church.  They always gave both a tithe (10 percent) and offerings (any amount beyond the 10 percent) totaling more than 15 percent of their income.  They were almost all two‑parent families.  For most of these members, the church was their life.

"Committed members" made up about fifteen percent of the congregation (750 households, 1800 people).  These members always tithed, spent at least five hours a week at church, often volunteered in ministries, participated in small group gatherings, and submitted to the authority of their deacon and pastor.  This group equally comprised white and black members, was somewhat younger and financially sound.  Many were typical middle‑class families, although there were some singles and nontraditional families.

"Moderate members" totaled approximately 30 percent of the membership (1500 households, 3600 people).  Moderate members attended church weekly, might tithe, and occasionally participated in church ministries.  They were less inclined to submit to the authority and discipline structures of the church.  Nevertheless, they were "good" members.  Approximately 65‑70 percent of this group were African Americans.  This group was considerably more diverse in age and marital status, as well as economically and educationally.

Finally, "marginal members" accounted for the remaining 50 percent of the membership (2500 households, 6000 people).  Persons in this group had low levels of commitment.  They might attend once or twice a month.  Seldom did more than a quarter of this group attend any given week.  Only fifteen percent of this category had a record of any identifiable giving in a year.  If others in this group contributed, it was anonymously in cash.  About 75‑85 percent of this group was African American.  It also comprised more single persons and single heads of households, as well as more members of the working class and those persons with less education.

Juggling My Multiple Rolestc \l3 "Juggling My Multiple Roles
I was an okay ”moderate“ member.  I attended worship services every week just as other moderate members.  I took copious notes.  I chatted after church.  I even volunteered to do menial tasks such as pasting labels on copies of the church newspaper.   I was not just a participant; however, I was also an observer and researcher.  This multiplicity of roles created for me, as it has for many other persons engaged in fieldwork, many complex social situations (Adler & Adler, 1987; Ammerman, 1987; Jorgensen, 1989; Warner, 1991b).  I never tithed, nor submitted to the spiritual authority of my assigned "shepherding pastor" as a committed covenant member might.  My hours away from the church were filled with the mundane but necessary research tasks such as the tedious transcription of conversations, a detailed recording of my observations, and the filing of the pounds of miscellaneous pamphlets, flyers, newspapers and bulletins collected in the field.  I also had to balance the roles and responsibilities of PhD course work, a job, a marriage, and later raising several children with my research.  At certain times the roles overlapped, and for the first several years my school duties kept me from too great a commitment to the field. 

I had entered into this social situation with the hope of being an unobtrusive participant observer.  Having previously researched smaller and more intimate social settings,  I approached this massive organization with little worry of either affecting or contaminating its social dynamics.  The church's size and reputation definitely gave me, as an unobtrusive researcher, a considerable advantage in interacting with most members.  Nobody ever pretended to know everybody else and yet, as Charismatic Christians, most members were very outgoing and would talk to anyone.  When I informed others of my research, the church's sense of self‑importance and uniqueness provided them with sufficient reasons for my interest.  

Given this level of acceptance by the general membership, I spent many enjoyable hours listening to stories, sharing meals, swapping insights into an earlier sermon, and commiserating about the deteriorating state of the country.  From these interactions I gained valuable information about members' lives and what the church meant to them.  For the first two years of the research project these pursuits occupied what little free time I had apart from the PhD course work and my wife.  The research was not my life, rather it was essentially an ”interesting hobby.“  I had no problem distinguishing between my researcher role and the many other parts of my self‑identity.

By early 1990, I began to realize, however, that Sunday worship and the views of the general members offered only one side of the story of the church.  In order to get a fuller and deeper understanding, I would have to pass through a metaphorical "glass ceiling" which kept the leadership dynamics and the inner workings of the church hidden from a majority of the congregation.  I later thought of this barrier to the upper echelon as a "one‑way mirrored glass ceiling" since from the point of view of the general membership those above looked just like the folks below.  From the vantage point of the leadership, however, one could clearly perceive the considerable differences between the two levels.

In the ecology of the organization there were a number of ways to gain entrance into this exclusive realm.  First, one could become a very active "covenant partner in the Kingdom" which required considerable personal sacrifice, including submission to a spiritual authority and large monetary contributions.  Entrance in this manner would have necessitated a level of commitment which I was unwilling to adopt.  A second mode of entrance was through blood or spiritual familial ties to Bishop Paulk.  This path was not open to me either.  A third path was to be employed on staff and then strive to gain the trust and confidence of those involved in this upper tier of church leadership.   It was this third path that became my entrance venue.  This avenue was inadvertently opened as a result of the role Bishop Paulk bestowed upon me, somewhat against my explicit wishes.  He and the staff seemed to make sense of my presence and involvement by envisioning me as the unofficial chronicler of this "unique move of God."  Staff members later told me they had seen me as the one who would proclaim to the world their efforts at embodying the Kingdom of God.  

At first I thought this role might be acceptable.  After all it had gained me entrance into the upper echelons of leadership.  Functioning within this role, I could be "neutral" and objective about the "facts" I uncovered.  The church leadership readily accepted many of my early observations, both those of praise   and of criticism.  I soon realized, however, that interacting at this level in the organization forced me to question both the role assignment and my implicit assumptions about "unbiased" research.  My academic pursuits required me to ask challenging and sensitive questions.  Pastors and staff members perceived me as disobeying my Bishop‑defined role because I was also interested in the less flattering church dynamics.  I was encouraged to record insightful prophecies and moments of success, but reprimanded for writing down certain potentially embarrassing comments and actions.  

As I dug deeper into the workings of this level, I began to hear people "joking" about my being a spy.  Along with a commonly‑held suspicion of the press by most nondenominational Charismatic megachurches (especially during the scandals of Bakker, Swaggert and others), other events in the church's history had produced a guardedness among the staff.  I was watched carefully.  Access to unflattering documents was mired in verbal red tape.  I later found out that conversations and interviews I had with staff members were reported verbatim to senior clergy persons.  In formal meetings of ministry leaders or administrative personnel, my presence was always casually acknowledged, possibly so everyone knew I was in attendance.  It soon became very clear that at this level in the church's organization, there would be no "inconspicuous marginality" to my interactions.  

I began to compensate for the leadership's guardedness.  I became more cautious about what questions I asked, and to whom I asked them.  I also turned to an intense investigation of historical physical documents (tapes, church records, and videos) which were less easily distorted.  Finally, and mostly unconsciously, I began to redefine my social role with certain staff members by becoming more personally vulnerable and socially intimate.  This effort was successful to some extent, and my roles as informal church historian and social researcher blurred into friendship.  These developing relationships provided me with a few key informants who offered accounts of meetings I missed.  This evidence showed significant differences in what was said and done when I was not present at a meeting.  

The redefinition of my roles and relationships was also partly a consequence of the now three years of involvement in the church and my growing commitment to this dissertation project as a full‑time venture.  More of my self‑identity became tied up in this research.  I began to lose a clear sense of my multiple social roles.  Who I was had become more and more defined by my study of this congregation.  

This dynamic was aided by another natural social psychological process.  Unbeknownst to me, I had begun to be socialized into the ethos of the church.  This ethos was characterized by an aggrandized devotion to Bishop Paulk, an elitist sense of self‑importance, a feeling of being persecuted, the knowledge of spiritual superiority, and a strong triumphalism.  The influence of this perspective became more pronounced as I finished my exams and began to spend all my free time at the church.  Over a period of years I unconsciously began to accept this exaggerated self‑portrayal.  I heard myself defend the church's reputation before my colleagues.  I, too, saw the efforts of the church as unique and on the cutting edge.  I was becoming an ideological member, a native. 

I was never fully conscious of my becoming schooled into thinking as a member of the group; although this process did create certain tensions in me, especially when I engaged in intense interactions with the core group of church leaders.  Access to the closed ranks of the leadership increased the social pressure on me to conform and obey the social norms.  At times, I left meetings feeling vaguely guilty about my lack of commitment to the church since after all I was questioning the decisions and judgments of the leadership.  I found myself spending more time with the leadership, while distancing myself from interaction with the ordinary members.  I began to cherish the weekly staff lunches, and the chance to see friends, exchange gossip, and laugh over some insider joke.  Finally, I began to develop a mild sense of pride in having direct access to the leaders of this special move of God.  

These natural processes of socialization and institutionalization, often indiscriminately labeled as "brainwashing" and "mind control," are subtle and effective.
  An incident took place, however, which both brought these dynamics to my attention and enabled me to reorient myself as a researcher.  During a conversation with fellow students and my dissertation advisor Nancy Ammerman, I was confronted with having lost my "objectivity."  My prolonged, sincere, and open interaction with the church and its leaders had allowed me to be re‑socialized by the group's ideology.  At the same time, my encounters with my colleagues, and my later self‑reflection on their observations, illuminated and then diminished the power these social processes had on my sense of self.
  

Through this process, I learned a powerful lesson about both the institutional and ideological pressures at the church and the dynamics of Earl Paulk's charismatic authority.  The experience of becoming immersed in the church's ethos, of "going native," proved very valuable in making sense of the crisis the church was about to experience.  I began to understand how a member's lack of alternative external perspectives contributed to many of the difficulties at the church.  I also learned just how fragile and situational the membership's commitment and Paulk's charisma were.  I had a glimpse at what it was like to be a member, not just a participating moderate member but also an indoctrinated highly‑involved insider.   

From the standpoint of qualitative research methodology, this experience taught me that "going native" was not necessarily something to fear.  It was not a condition from which there was no recovery.  Rather it was a interactional stance in relation to another subject.  The loss of an "objective stance" was not a loss at all.  All "objectivity" is in relation to a frame of reference.  For a while my dominant referent point became the church.  Later, with the assistance of my academic conversation partners and especially my dissertation director, I returned to the disciplinary frame of sociology of religion.  For me, this experience highlighted the importance of having multiple conversation partners or several frames of reference when one is engaged in long‑term field research.  Yet, it also affirmed the importance of periodically stepping outside the social scientific frame of reference into the role of being a more authentic participant.

Another pivotal event, which took place many months later, again let me see the depth to which I had been socialized.  It also brought to light the difficulty I had maintaining a consistent researcher role while investigating this congregation's complex, multi‑layered social reality.  One morning during an informal interview, an unassuming staff member informed me that she would soon be leaving the church.  Quite curious, I pushed her for reasons.  She startled me with a tale that included emotional manipulation, sexual harassment, and spiritual intimidation at the hand of one of the associate ministers.  Her personal account was augmented by similar stories, related secondhand, involving other employees, former members, and numerous pastors.  

Our conversation appeared to provide her with a cathartic release; however, it left me surprised and intrigued.  After several years of research, I was given, in a few minutes time, a glimpse into the back rooms of the inner circle of leadership, rooms I am certain that I was never to see.  When I heard these allegations of abuse and betrayal by the leadership, my initial response was, like most of the congregation a year later, characterized by disbelief and skepticism.  I set out to verify the truthfulness of her claims and, if they were true, to determine the full extent of the abuse.  Interestingly, just possessing this "forbidden" information seemed to open doors for me to hear from other members similar stories of sexual harassment, intimidation, and the use of spiritual threats to insure compliance and obedience.  

I was by this time quite conscious of the dynamics of socialization at work in the church, but at that moment I realized that these forces had been so effective that I had mentally down‑played many of the less flattering incidents I had observed and recorded.  Past comments and events came immediately to my mind.  I had discarded these incidents as insignificant anomalies in the character of the congregation.  Suddenly I saw them in a new light.  Knowledge of this piece of the organizational puzzle brought a clarity and unity to the entire picture.  Whereas previously many aspects of the leadership culture and internal dynamics were confusing and disjointed, they now fit together perfectly; they made sense.

About this same time and for related reasons, a prominent female staff person, whose duties included public relations, ghostwriting Paulk's books, and acting as my liaison, quit both her job and the church.  In numerous interviews after she left, she verified many of the stories I had heard and added countless others (see chapter ten).  Evidence gathered from dozens of men and women since then has confirmed the existence of abusive power relations between certain pastors and members of the staff and core followers.

The two years of events that followed these revelations are extremely complicated, but briefly they included: a plethora of "rumors" circulating among members, the exodus of over two‑thirds of the membership including a number of pastors and members of Earl Paulk's own family, numerous television and newspaper stories, two pastors reluctantly admitting to "past and present indiscretions," a serious budgetary problem which included losses of $80,000 a week (half the budget), a layoff of two‑thirds of the staff, and the formation of an informal network of ex‑members dedicated to exposing the "cultic nature" and abusive practices which they argued were rampant in the church.  

In the midst of all these events, my research role was tossed to and fro.  Those inside the church saw me as a spy and perhaps even the person responsible for leaking stories to the press.  Certain persons with whom I formerly had good rapport, began responding in stiff, predictable, and plastic phrases.  Many of the clergy appeared embarrassed around me, well aware that I knew more than they ever wanted recorded about the church.  Bishop Paulk redoubled his efforts to either persuade or intimidate me into presenting a favorable "official" account.  To do this, he used spiritual threats about God striking down those who "touched an anointed move of God."  When these intimidations did not dissuade me from interviewing former members, Bishop Paulk, in front of his entire staff, "joked" that he had a 38 caliber pistol and would load it and come after me if I used what I knew to discredit him or the church.   


At the same time, many of those who had left the church related to me as either a confessor or as an expert to help them understand the spiritual betrayal they felt.  Almost all of these former members envisioned me as the person who would expose the truth about this church and in so doing hasten the downfall of the institution they now abhorred.  

Needless to say this conflict within the church provided me with an effortless, but not painless, "exit from the field."  I realized that it was no longer possible to maintain my research role, even if I wanted to.  Although it has not been said to me directly, the clear impression was that the clergy sincerely regretted allowing me to study them.  As an involved participant, I had accidentally been present to hear their confessions of sin and witness the abuses of authority.  As a sociologist determined to understand this religious phenomenon,  I could not ignore those behaviors that were so central to the functioning of the organization.  

HOW THE TALE UNFOLDStc \l2 "HOW THE TALE UNFOLDS
The development of this dissertation parallels the unfolding drama of the congregation and its senior minister.  Each chapter covers a distinct, often slightly overlapping, time period in the church's history.  Many of the breaks between episodes, and between chapters, occur at natural transitions in the story.  Several of the later chapter divisions, however, are based on my assessment of the church's development or shifts in the church's character and organization.  Each of the chapters, while intimately tied to actual church events and incidents, offers a social and theoretical frame in which to understand that historical period as well as the unfolding portrayal of the complex dynamics of the growth and functioning of modern megachurches.

The story begins not with the church itself but with the early life of its founder and senior minister.  Given the profound influence Earl Paulk Junior had on the development and character of this congregation, an examination of his personal history is essential to understand fully the dynamics of Chapel Hill Harvester Church.  Chapter two traces his early life, his successful tenure with the Pentecostal Church of God denomination, and his subsequent dismissal from that body.  The story continues in chapter three (1960 - 1972) with a description of the young independent ministry, Gospel Harvester Tabernacle, which Earl Paulk established after his departure from the Church of God.   Chapter four sketches the three year period, from 1973 through 1975, following the church's move to a new suburban location.  This period shows the church experimenting with diverse self-presentations as it begins to adjust to its new surroundings and a new name, Chapel Hill Harvester Church. 

Nineteen seventy-six and nineteen seventy-seven, covered by chapter five, describe a gradual shift that took place in Earl Paulk's theological orientation following the introduction of beliefs from the Charismatic Movement.  The period of the church's explosive growth from 1978 to 1980 is discussed in chapter six.  At this point in its history the church achieved megachurch proportions as a result of the highly successful and somewhat controversial youth movement called Alpha.  Chapter seven, covering the years 1981 through 1984, shows the various theological and structural adaptations undertaken by the church leadership to order the chaotic growth and to organize the congregation as a megachurch around the vision of Paulk's Kingdom Theology.  

No sooner had the congregation stabilized than a series of internal and external crises threatens to undermine Earl Paulk's authority and the ideological foundations of this large church.  This period of testing from 1985 to 1987 is described in chapter eight.  Chapter nine, covering the years 1988 through 1990, offers an overview of the triumphant megachurch that emerges from its trials as a powerful and active "demonstration of the kingdom."   The narrative of this congregation comes to a close in chapter ten with a description of the emotional events which take place during 1991 and 1992.   

Finally, the concluding chapter ,eleven, offers a summary of the historical tale.  Drawing on the story of Chapel Hill Harvester Church and other research on megachurches, a general description of this phenomenon is presented.   These very large congregations have arisen within the last twenty-five years in relationship to a changing social and cultural context.  It is their fit with this contemporary reality that makes them so popular.  It is, however, the way they understand and organize the spiritual lives of their members that makes them bearers of a new, unique way of being religious in America. 

� See Wind & Lewis, 1994; Stokes and Roozen, 1991; Hopewell, 1987  for the history of efforts to study congregational life.  


� One exception to this generalization is Joseph Fichter’s excellent book Southern Parish (1951).


�John Vaughan (1984:30�32; 1993:17�28) , offers an excellent summary of  some of these historic large congregations. 


�Any exact count of the number of megachurches in the country is complicated by the  independent, nondenominational status of many of these churches as well as their fluxuating attendance figures.


� Several researchers (Brasher, 1992; Miller & Kennedy, 1991; Richardson, 1991) have done recent studies of megachurches, although these studies say little about the phenomenon as a whole.  Only Vaughan (1993) and Schaller (1990,1992) have attempted to generalize about the megachurch movement.


� Researchers doing initial analysis of megachurches were divided over what attendance figures constituted a megachurch with Brasher (1992) suggesting 1500, Schaller (1990) using 1000, and Olson (1988) even including church as small as 800.  More recent research (Thumma, 1993; Zook 1993; Vaughan, 1993;  Neibuhr, 1995) appears to agree on the 2000 figure as the general numerical cutoff for a megachurch.


�Warner (1991b:178) points out some of the problems with  ”freeze�framing social process to a static model“  and draws on Van Maanen (1988) in support of this position.


�Wind and Lewis (1994b) make a strong argument for employing historical insights in attempting to understand congregational life.  This is one of the guiding premises of their two volume edited works American Congregations.


� Following Adler and Adler (1987), Burawoy et al. (1991), Jorgensen (1989), and others, this path of investigation is based on the theoretical assumptions of the  interactionist theorists Mead and Goffman as well as the ethnomethodologists and existential sociologists such as Becker (1963), Douglas (1976), and Schutz (1970).  This approach is grounded in the insight that all social knowledge and meaning is the product of interaction.  My intention was to study this congregation "in their own time and space, in their everyday lives" (Burawoy,1991:2).  


� This method of comparatively using diverse methods of data collection to arrive at a more complete perception of the social situation by compensating for the limitations of each of the methods has been called "triangulation" by  Warner (1991b:177) and others.  


�Warner (1991b:184�185) discusses his similar handling of his case study of Mendocino Presbyterian Church in an attempt to write ”real social history“ and yet protect the privacy of his subjects.


�The bias in this biographic narrative was confirmed by its author, Tricia Weeks.  Likewise, in the following pages ample evidence will be offered to prove this point.


�See Warner (1988:73�79) for a discussion of using ones experiences as data for the case study.


�This categorization is only partially based on questionnaire data, my initial perception of  these  membership categories came from observation and interviews.  The 1990 questionnaire over�represented  those in the most committed categories.  The characteristics evident in the questionnaire for each member group confirmed my earlier observations. 


�The generic descriptions of the size and characteristics of these membership categories are only approximate and function as "ideal types" (Weber, 1949:42�44) 


�The literature on ”cults“ and the ”anti�cult movement“ will be discussed further below.  For an excellent summary of its history see Shupe & Bromley (1991). 


�Several works on methodology  (Such as Warner, 1988:70)  speak of the need to intentionally maintain ones multiple roles and outside conversation partners.  I did not purposely disconnect from these other voices, but rather it was a natural separation as I spent more time at the church and became socialized into their ethos.





