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 CHAPTER TEN:   THE SPOILING OF THE KINGDOM   (1991-    )tc \l1 " CHAPTER TEN:   THE SPOILING OF THE KINGDOM   (1991-    )
We are moving into a new dimension.... I said, but none of you will remember this, that there would be a letdown when we move into the Cathedral.  Don't jump to any conclusions from the bad reports of money and our enemies today, but give it a little space and we'll see what happens.  Wait and we will pull this out of the fire yet again. 

(Earl Paulk, 10/16/91)

Misplaced trust spoils the Kingdom.  The secrets of the Kingdom cannot be put in unworthy hands.... The vulnerability that God would allow you must be a "vulnerability of trust," or the Kingdom of God has no chance at all but to spoil. 

(Earl Paulk, 5/15/83)

We will follow authority because there is effectiveness in ministry.  When effectiveness in ministry is lost with it also goes a corrupt ministry that will end in bankruptcy or a gradual diminishing from lack of support. 

(Earl Paulk, 2/20/77)

The World Congress on the Kingdom of God came and went without the "world" noticing.  Soon the congregation would move into one of the largest sanctuaries in the country; although this too would attract only minimal attention.  Several months later, few people would see President George Bush presenting a "point of light" award to the congregation.  And yet, less than a year after these events, media cameras would be poised waiting to capture Earl Paulk's every word.  Reporters would hound the presbytery, staff, and members for their comments on the most recent church events.  Talk radio shows would dedicate their programs to mindless discussions of the church's leadership.  News of Chapel Hill Harvester would be displayed in dozens of articles by local and national newspapers and magazines.  The church's name would be mentioned on all the television networks in the city for many days running.  What was it that would spark this interest, this much sought after prominence in the eyes of the city?  The events which finally gained the church the notoriety it had long sought were allegations of sexual scandal and stories of abuse of authority by the presbytery.  These assertions rocked the congregation and eventually led to a church one fifth its former size.  Its ministries were all but destroyed.  Only the 7700 seat "Cathedral to the Holy Spirit" would remain,  a nearly empty symbol of what the Kingdom could have been.

These stories of scandals and abuse did not, however, cause this dramatic turn of events for the triumphant church of the previous chapter by themselves alone.  Rather these allegations were only one piece of a complex unfolding of dynamics which resulted in the near downfall of this megachurch.  Recent ministry failures such as the World Congress and the difficulty of completing the Cathedral had begun to undermine the image of Earl Paulk as a successful and prophetic charismatic leader.  Paulk's age, his impaired health, and the constant pleas for money derailed his appealing practical sermons.  The congregation's ever changing membership and the difficulty of incorporating newer members into the existing structures resulted in many who had become spectators and minimally committed attenders.   Relational networks of existing core and committed members were severely disturbed after efforts were undertaken to restructure the covenant community groups.  This action in turn disrupted many of these groups' informal ministries which members had come to cherish as their service outlet to the community.  At a time when a sense of stability and continuity was needed to weather this storm, the move into the cavernous cathedral destroyed even the comfort of "having one's place" in worship.  Paulk's recent deemphasis of his kingdom message in favor of the "Cathedral concept," likewise, gave members little familiar ideology to which to cling.  Most certainly, trust in "the church family," and especially the fatherly figure of Earl Paulk, was shaken by the insinuations of sexual misconduct.  

More serious damage, however, was done to this level of trust by the actions of Paulk and church leadership themselves in response to these events.  In the eyes of many ordinary members, these leaders acted in a desperate, irresponsible, and vindictive manner.  Finally, many were willing to overlook all of these difficulties in order to remain faithful to Earl Paulk's Kingdom vision.   In a bold attempt to reduce the damage his faltering image might  have on the "vision," Paulk separated himself from this central, powerful congregational ideal.  He argued that the vision belonged to the congregation -- it was theirs and they should not abandon it.  This message was taken to heart.  Members took ownership of this ideal, extracted it from its ties both to Paulk and the church, and left with the "vision" intact as their personal possession.

This church was founded on a vision.  It was this vision, in its many mutations and alterations, that members embraced and which unified them.  However, this vision was Earl Paulk's possession; God had spoken it directly to him.   Every sermon, media resource, and church structure reminded the congregation of this reality.  Acceptance of this vision included a commitment to Paulk.  The kingdom was, after all, built on trust in him.  In order to ensure that linkage remained intact, however, Paulk had to prove trustworthy as a father figure, as a prophet, and as a spiritual leader - he had to produce.  But production was down and the rewards of the Kingdom were waning.  Then, just when the connection between Paulk and the vision was strained, he intentionally distanced himself from it.   From that point on it was only  a matter of time until the Kingdom came completely undone.  This chapter is the story of that undoing.

THE FORCES OF EROSIONtc \l2 "THE FORCES OF EROSION
Much like Chapel Hill Harvester's spectacular growth in the late seventies, the stage for its near collapse was set years before the rapid drop in membership became a reality.  Several preexisting dynamics stressed the congregational milieu to such an extent that they allowed more destructive allegations to surface.   These factors which began to undermine the "triumphant local church" included a  disappointing World Congress conference, the pressure of not being able to raise sufficient funds to complete the Cathedral, the ever‑increasing new membership demands on the organization, and the reconfiguration of the congregational covenant communities.  Each of these situations began to erode the soil of trust from under the foundation of the Kingdom.  As a result cracks began to develop in the idealized identities of the church and its trustworthy charismatic leader Earl Paulk.

The World Congress tc \l3 "The World Congress 
The late fall 1990 conference, billed as the "World Congress on the Kingdom of God," was to be a spectacular three day event with over fifty speakers of notoriety from the Charismatic world.
  Bill Hamon  had prophesied that it would draw 25,000 people.  The church leadership poured thousands of dollars into advertising and honorariums for speakers and foreign guests.  The anticipation and expectation surrounding this event was enormous.  The reality was strikingly dismal.  The conference drew only approximately 450 paid registrations with the remainder of the 3000 nightly attendance being church members.  Instead of the awaited delegates from a hundred countries, at most seventy were represented and many of these were subsidized.  None of the press corp, not even the religious press, covered the event.  In the end, the church "lost face," and a large amount of money, due to the conference. 

Like many of the activities at the church by this point in its history, the anticipation of the event far exceeded the reality of the situation.  Staff had to over-promote an event making it seem greater than previous undertakings to maintain Paulk's image as a successful leader.  This strategy worked well if the event took place in Central America in a ministry to which few members had immediate access.   This event, unlike the other inflated realities of the church's life, took place in the sanctuary in full view of the membership.  No one left the church because of the discouraging reality of the World Congress.  The disillusionment of the event, however, allowed doubts to creep into the minds of several members with whom I spoke.  One such member reflected this attitude, "You know I realized then that we were not all that we were cracked up to be."  

Paulk and the leadership were also clearly upset by the outcome of the World Congress.  This disappointment was evidenced more by what was not said after the conference.  The event was never discussed in my presence in staff meetings.  Nor did the leadership at any time revel in the "successes" of the World Congress as they would have had it been an actual success.  Earl mentioned it publicly only once, the following Sunday.  In a passing remark, by which he no doubt intended to redirect the congregation toward new goals, Paulk suggested, "the World Congress has been an example of what has been accomplished, BUT God has much more for us..." (11/18/90).  The message conveyed by Earl and the leadership was that this event was best put behind them and forgotten.  Yet this undeniable failure of the Congress to fulfill its expectations had been witnessed by all and was not easily forgotten.

Bearing the Cross of a Cathedral tc \l3 "Bearing the Cross of a Cathedral 
The World Congress contributed to a second unfulfilled expectation, that of the unfinished Cathedral of the Holy Spirit.  Like the conference itself, this deficiency in Paulk's prophetic ability cast an undeniably large shadow on the glory of the Kingdom.  After the considerable publicity which boasted that the World Congress would be held in the brand‑new cathedral, conferees had to gather in the stark cinder block and concrete "airplane hanger" K Center.  Prior to the event Earl had goaded the congregation into increased giving by stating that God had told him that the cathedral would have to be completed in time for the Congress.  Yet, the incomplete cathedral stood humiliatingly just a few feet outside his office window.  In the newspaper published for the conference, Paulk justified the unfinished building as God's punishment of the congregation for its pride and self‑reliance.  He commented, "We wanted to have [the cathedral] ready so badly to let you be the first to enjoy it with us.  But God taught us another valuable lesson [in humility]."  

The disappointment and shame of not finishing the Cathedral for the World Congress was no doubt experienced at some level by the entire congregation.  Several of the members expressed to me their embarrassment at having to "host the world" in the K Center.   Others voiced their frustration at working so hard to raise the money to complete the cathedral, only to have it stand empty during the conference.

The push to finish the new sanctuary did not end with the World Congress.  Instead the completion of the building became the central focus of the entire church.  Building costs continued to escalate.  Overruns and additions demanded more loans.  Mounting interest payments on these bonds weighed heavily on the congregation's shoulders.
  By 1990, the administrator had begun to juggle which bills to pay from the resources for that week.  The bond payments were often postponed several weeks, only to be caught up after a particularly abundant offering.  Several incidental staff members were dismissed in cost‑cutting measures.    A call for "double tithing" was issued by Paulk (3/17/91).  The tithing histories of members were analyzed.   Letters were sent to those faithful in giving as well as to those who had not contributed or who were giving less than previously.  Every attempt was undertaken to find formulas and gimmicks to increase giving.   Worship services came to be judged on how plentiful the offering had been.  In the midst of this effort, some staff members became quite apprehensive, as one related, "I'm very concerned with this cathedral situation.  I think it's kind of like the crowning accomplishment of the ministry.  My fear is it may crown his [ministry] and kill ours!" 

This emphasis on giving which had irritated members throughout the previous historical period, was now after several years beginning to both upset and tax them.  By mid 1991 quite a few committed and moderate members complained in interviews about this constant emphasis on giving.
  While donating 15 to 30 percent of their income, many expressed feelings of guilt over not giving enough such as one long time member, "I have been giving ten years and can't give any more. I don't want the guilt any longer."  He did keep giving for another year, however.  One tithing couple related their feelings in response to these high pressure tactics. 

The big thing was that we couldn't even go on vacation without being consumed with guilt...or every time we bought an article of clothing. Our pastor said, `But (Bishop's) not talking to you [when he pleads for more money]' And even though we heard him say that we can't feel like that because we are so consumed by guilt. It's hard to live with.

Several people expressed their harbored thoughts of ill‑will toward those less‑responsive members who were not "giving their fair share."  One female member commented, "If everybody just tithed, then we wouldn't have to hear this week after week!"  Marginal members also complained that Paulk was preaching too much about money.  One such member explained, "I don't really receive a lot from the Bishop in worship anymore."  A few of these members even left because of the emphasis on giving.  The senior minister, in an effort to reduce the number of free-riders in the congregation, actually encouraged their departure.  He often rebuked disgruntled members as he did in one sermon (3/17/91), 

God is going to test you [with double tithing] for double obedience and if some folks start grumbling and complaining.... Take your little dollar and find you a little place...by the side of the road where you can have control and forget about prophetic ministry.

Other members implied the church was more concerned about their wallets than their souls.  One infrequent attender commented, "I got a letter from the Bishop. It says that we miss you being here, and with the church being so large, we know you aren't paying tithe.... Isn't that a good way to know that I'm not there!"  For many of these people the cost of being a member was beginning to outweigh, or at least put strains on, the benefits of belonging.  A deacon reflected perceptively on the tensions felt by those in his care. 

There is this great inner conflict that our people are suffering under, and I'm telling you, they are not going to put up with it for long.  This is a voluntary situation; They don't have to go to church here.  Some people feel like they have to because of their spiritual authority, and if they leave they will be forsaking their covenant with God, so they are stuck in this church.  They are just going to have to do it, have to pay the price, or they're going to go to hell.  Soon they might realize this is hell and leave.

 Nevertheless, as long as Paulk framed the difficulty in spiritual terms, the leadership generally trusted him to "pull us out of the fire yet again."  Earl was fond of saying, as he did in one staff meeting, "Finances are a spiritual problem, not an organizational problem."  He preached sacrificial giving and the core and committed members gave sacrificially.  For the most part  the congregation as a whole had complete faith in Paulk and felt certain they would overcome this momentary financial hindrance.
    One committed member reflected on her ambivalent, but optimistic, feelings about the money situation. 

The cathedral is pressing us.  It gets frustrating to hear Bishop Paulk get very angry (and I would be too being in his position with all the pressure) having to come back Sunday after Sunday and be upset with the people when we as individuals are giving a lot.  It does get tiring sometimes, but that's okay.  It's got to be done.  All this will be over soon.  

Even with this generally optimistic congregational mind set, the financial burden of the cathedral began to take its toll on members' perception of Paulk's divine leadership.  Although only a small percentage  of members were overtly outspoken in their challenges before 1992, the undercurrents were beginning to tug at the foundation of the kingdom.
  The reflections of a committed member during this time hint at her uneasiness about openly criticizing church leaders.

 Some people aren't accountable. I've thought maybe we shouldn't have done this or that, but I figured that the leadership was responsible and if not, well they are going to answer to God.  I'm doing my part....ah, (pause) sometimes I think that we should make the leadership more accountable. 

The beginnings of this erosion of complete trust can be seen in the mid 1991 remarks of a committed white member who had given 15 percent of her income the previous year.

If I were staying [she was being relocated by her employer] I would want to question leadership, `Why are we building so fast?  Why not take our time?'  If God said it, that's fine, but I question if God said it because the cathedral has caused a lot of suffering of the people. 

Who Are These Spectators?

Another factor which began to burden the already stressed foundations of the kingdom was its changing congregational composition.   The membership had begun to shift dramatically over the previous three or four years.  The most obvious component of that change was racially, toward a predominantly African American congregation.
   A much more troublesome characteristic for the organization, however, was the continuing flood of new, less committed members regardless of race.
  This increasing number of marginal members generally exhibited traits which severely jeopardized the vitality of the organization.  

Since 1988, but especially between Fall 1990 and the opening of the Cathedral in October 1991, countless "first timers" and new members filled the congregational ranks each Sunday.   By 1991, I estimated that as much as fifty percent of the congregation could be categorized as marginal members.
  Perhaps this percentage had remained constant over the church's history; however, it was a much more noticeable burden when it represented many thousand rather than a few hundred persons.  Judging from my interviews and observations, a majority of these marginal members had come within the previous four years.  Most of the less committed long time members had been weeded out prior to 1988 by numerous periods of crisis and testing (whether by the shift to spiritualism in the late 70's, the Alpha explosion at the turn of the decade,  the tent year in 1983-84, the influx of African Americans by 1985, or by the internal and external criticism of the mid 1980's).  The recent past, however, had been characterized by a relatively calm, triumphant period which was attractive to many new members -- folks who had come to worship in the "triumphant church" they saw advertised on television.  They came because Chapel Hill Harvester Church was a big, successful church; they had not sacrificed to help create this big, successful church.  Many of this group then could best be described as spectators rather than committed participants in the demonstration of the Kingdom.  

In general, those who joined the church between 1988 and 1991(nearly a third of the total respondents) and filled out the questionnaire were substantially different from the other respondents.  On average this group spent fewer hours at church, participated less in service ministry activities, had fewer friends and family at the church, and lived further away from the church.   As a group, these members scored lower on questions of key kingdom doctrines, knew less of the church's history, and had read fewer of Paulk's books.   These more recent members also reaped fewer benefits of the church, according to the survey findings.  They reported having fewer counseling sessions with pastors, participated more infrequently in the "Overcomers" and social ministries.   At the same time, however, these folks were approximately the same age as the earlier members, which meant they would have joined the church later in life than other members.  Their levels of education were comparable to members joining prior to 1988.  These more recent members made less money and gave a smaller percentage of it to the church.   Over thirty percent reported that they were originally attracted to and presently found the preaching and worship service to be the most attractive feature of the church.  Another twenty percent named Earl Paulk as the church's most attractive feature.  The relationship to the church, for many of these members, could be characterized best, in the words of one of them, as "a fine place to worship" (See Table 6 for a summary of those coming in 1991; Table 5 for those who joined from 1988 to 1990). 
Not only were these newer members less committed, minimally involved, and receiving fewer benefits of belonging, but less effort was being made to incorporate them into the church structures.  The formal and informal leadership structures were firmly in place, with all the slots filled.  Because much of the church's attention had been directed toward the World Congress and the cathedral, new ministry opportunities were scarce, as were openings on pastors' visitation calendars.  As will be discussed below, a restructuring of covenant communities likewise hindered the incorporation of these persons into the congregation through fellowship networks.  Even volunteer positions were at a minimum because of the church's large professionalized staff.  If these new members wanted to become "real committed members" of the church, it would take a serious effort on 

TABLE 6
	Demographics For Members Joining in 1991
	
	
	

	Characteristics
	White
	African American
	Total

	Total Number
	19**
	44
	74

	Mean Age in 1991 
	39.7
	37.3
	38.0

	Mean Age at joining
	*
	*
	*

	Gender: Female 
	57.9
	68.2
	64.8

	Marital Status:
	
	
	

	   Married
	57.9
	47.7
	50.7

	   Divorced
	10.5
	9.1
	11.3

	   Never Married
	21.1
	27.3
	25.4

	Education:College degree or more
	47.4
	55.8
	55.1

	Income: +$30,000 
	50.0
	46.5
	48.5

	Occupation:
	
	
	

	   Clerical
	21.1
	30.2
	26.1

	   Service
	10.5
	11.6
	11.6

	   Managerial
	10.5
	9.3
	11.6

	   Professional
	10.5
	7.0
	7.2

	   Self-Employed
	10.5
	4.7
	7.2

	Southern Birthplace
	63.2
	31.8
	37.8

	Community of Birth
	
	
	

	   Rural/town/city
	42.1
	34.1
	37.1

	   Urban/suburban
	57.9
	65.9
	62.9

	Mean Childhood Moves
	2.6
	2.4
	2.4

	Characteristics
	White
	African American
	Total

	Hours at Church/ Week:
	
	
	

	   0-3 hours
	10.5
	26.2
	19.4

	   4-6 hours
	36.8
	47.6
	44.4

	   7-10 hours
	47.4
	14.3
	25.0

	   11 or more
	5.3
	11.9
	11.2

	New Christian 
	10.5
	29.5
	25.7

	Mean # CHHC Friends
	1.7
	1.5
	1.5

	Giving: 10 % or More
	89.5
	70.5
	77.1

	Previous Denomination:
	
	
	

	   Liberal/Moderate
	15.8
	6.8
	8.1

	   Conservative
	21.1
	38.6
	31.1

	   Pentecostal
	21.1
	25.0
	23.0

	   Catholic
	5.3
	6.8
	5.4

	   Charismatic/Nondenom
	31.6
	15.9
	18.9

	   Other
	0.0
	2.3
	6.8

	    None
	5.3
	4.5
	6.8

	Live in Church Zipcode
	5.6
	11.4
	8.2

	Mean Paulk Books Read
	4.3
	1.5
	2.9


their part because the church was not reaching out to them.

  
The church leadership often discussed the shifting congregational configuration privately in ministry meetings.  During these discussions race, rather than level of commitment or new member incorporation, was the focus of the discussion.  The leadership blamed this sense of diminished commitment on race rather than on the fact that new members of all races were being neglected.   The characterization of new members often expressed by clergy and staff in presbytery meetings was that they were predominantly single mothers, lived in nearby communities, and had very little income.  This was not an accurate description, however, judging from my observations, interviews, and the survey results.  Many new members were indeed single mothers, but they often drove 20 minutes or more to come to church, were well educated, and made a considerable amount of money.  One of the main reasons for this misperception was that leadership had very little contact or interaction with these newer members.

The solution the leadership arrived at was also racially-based.  They decided to sponsor events aimed at attracting white suburbanites from the northern part of the city.  Several major arts performances were presented in 1991 including an original ballet, a "DeKalb International Choral Festival" with Robert Shaw, and a piano concert cosponsored by an Atlanta piano gallery.  The church presented several major dramas, festivals, and celebrations open to the public. They hosted an environmental conference with Jacques Cousteau's son as the keynote speaker.  The church even gave lessons, using a dramatic and humorous video shown during worship services, on how to witness in a inoffensive manner.  These videos stressed a soft‑sell approach of telling friends what the church was doing.  The focus of these lessons was to promote outreach to wealthy white persons,  judging from the Caucasian actors, their stories of successful evangelism, and those activities used to describe the church.  The idea was that if the church could entice whites with money into becoming members the commitment problems would cease.

 Breaking The Ties That Bindtc \l3 " Breaking The Ties That Bind
Another important factor, an organizational decision to restructure the covenant community groups,  contributed drastically to the weakening of the congregational fabric of relational unity.  This decision was made by Earl Paulk, against the advice of several members of the presbytery, immediately following the World Congress meetings.  Discarding the existing geographic‑based divisions, Paulk opted for a reassignment of all church members into new covenant communities based on a random selection.  Members were also arbitrarily assigned to one of the fourteen new pastoral groups.  It was entirely possible for each member to get a new area pastor, a new deacon, and a new covenant community with a new leader -- none of which might live in that member's immediate locale.   

In a meeting to inform church staff of these changes, Paulk presented his rationale for the change as based on race.  He stated that the membership of Chapel Hill Harvester are "one in Christ"...and they should not be divided by culture.... We cannot allow a resegregation of the congregation" (12/14/90).  Many of the neighborhood fellowship groups, reflecting their local racial context, were racially unbalanced.  "Some groups are 97 percent black," Earl noted during this explanation.  He went on to argue, "How can we say that this is an expression of Chapel Hill?.... Each of these covenant communities must be reflective of the whole of the church" (12/14/90). 

Another less obvious reason for the shuffling was also apparent in Paulk's comments.  He saw this action as a way to ensure the allegiance of the membership, to allow them only one consistent pastoral authority figure.  To that end he counseled, "There are some cliquish groups that need to be broken up.... I want [the people] to know I am their pastor" (12/14/90).  This motive was confirmed by several former pastors as what they perceived to be Paulk's primary reason for the change.

These new groups were called "connection groups," implying their intent was to foster new connections within the congregation.  Ironically, the new arrangement attempted to "connect" group leader with members scattered throughout the city, some as far as 35 minutes away.  One deacon who was also a  connection group leader commented about this reshuffling, "I have people in my deacon group from all over the city and it is impossible to get them all together.  There are hundreds of people out there who are very frustrated with this."    

Interestingly, another form of connection group arose in addition to the randomly fabricated ones.  These groups functioned more like "lifestyle enclaves" (Bellah, et al., 1985:71-75).  They gathered together, as Paulk said, "people who have common interests and need to be together to facilitate tasks" within the larger church (12/14/90).  Clusters of members formed around common interests (such as the ecological and political action groups), careers (including groups for lawyers, doctors, and pilots), and ministerial gifts (like the connection groups for parking lot attendants, church school workers, and choir members).  This type of connection group replaced the geographic and neighborhood-based racial segregation with a clustering based on individual interest, which indirectly resulted in a segregation by economic class and status.

 The entire revised fellowship system was a dismal failure.  I spoke with many members who had no idea who their deacon was, had never met their area pastor, and flatly refused to drive across town to attend a "connection" group.  Unlike the former arrangement where nearly two thousand participated, these connection groups drew at most several hundred.
  The rearrangement of social ties and pastoral and deaconal assignments infuriated long‑time members.  One reflected, "It's become over-organized. I liked the voluntary aspect of the covenant community groups versus now being assigned to a group and you have to go; it's mandatory service."  Another member suggested, 

We've lost something.  I used to always say, 'You don't get lost [in this big church] because you know where your local group meets and you have real contact with your area pastor.'  But I think connection groups have changed all that... It has for me.

I heard reports of a few committed and core members even dropping out of active church participation because the intentional severing of fellowship and ministerial ties they had worked so hard to create.  Paulk's disruption and remolding of the established groups into artificially created categories was disastrous.  At a time when intimacy and fellowship were necessary to endure the shaking of the congregation's foundation, the networks promoting it closeness and camaraderie were destroyed.  It is impossible to estimate the amount of damage this restructuring did to the congregation.  The words of one passionate woman summarize the possible effects of this situation.

I heard Bishop Paulk say once that in his experience as a long-time pastor unless people have real fellowship and real friends in a church, they will leave eventually.  You need that to help edify and build you up and you build them up.  We need interaction with one another and we're not getting it now! 

A TENUOUS ENVIRONMENTtc \l2 "A TENUOUS ENVIRONMENT
By the beginning of 1991 the kingdom suddenly did not look as successful as it had been portrayed.  There was quite a bit less about which to be triumphant.  The World Congress fell far below expectations.  The Cathedral stood empty and unoccupied.  The church was many million dollars in debt, and yet Earl Paulk continued to plead for money six to ten times a sermon.  New members joined and fell away; those that remained were minimally committed.  The fellowship bonds holding long time members together had  been severed abruptly by Paulk.  This in turn dismantled many of the informal ministries instituted by the laity.  

 As one who desired to be judged by his fruit, Earl Paulk had found this recent harvest rather meager.  More significantly, the membership also noticed his lack of accomplishments.  These multiple difficulties demonstrated to them that the church might not always be victorious.   Earl Paulk might not even be the successful prophetic leader they thought him to be.  These several troublesome situations had shaped an atmosphere whereby Paulk and the church itself began to appear flawed and fallible.  This environment of doubt created the possibility for  valid criticism of Paulk's decisions.  His authority could be questioned as the incongruities between prophesied expectations and disappointing realities became so blatant.   These discrepancies had created a crack in the ideal image of Earl Paulk and of Chapel Hill Harvester Church.

By themselves alone, these monetary and organizational problems might have been resolved without further diminishing Paulk's charismatic persona.  These issues, however, did not end the parade of troubles to be faced by the congregation.   Before the leadership even had a chance to address the mild disenchantment in the milieu, a few highly influential and well respected members left the church for a variety of reasons.  These defections magnified the congregation's doubt.   Their departure caused an immediate and intense response by the church leadership.  It was Paulk's impassioned, and often vehement, response toward one defector in particular which prompted further speculation about what was taking place.  The leadership's dire warnings of fraternization with former members raised many inquiries, which in turn created more problems.
  The leadership's attempts to patch these flaws were counter productive, showing them to be desperate and not in control.  Soon, the gaping holes in the church's identity and Earl Paulk's image allowed multitudes of increasingly disgruntled members an avenue of easy exit.  

The manner in which this process unfolded before my eyes was perhaps the most fascinating social interaction I ever observed.  For every action taken by disgruntled members, the church leadership responded with their own counterattack in order to shore up the rapidly deteriorating perception of success and Paulk's personal authority.  Because of the interactive, chaotic, and highly engaging character of this brief yet crucial period in the church's history, I have attempted to describe the events chronologically when possible.  This style of portrayal, although less conducive to theoretical analysis, hopefully captures the fervent social dynamics of the events.  This story offers a glimpse at the seldom observed process of the deconstruction of the authority of a charismatic leader.
  This undermining of Earl Paulk's charisma continued, then, with an indirect personal challenge presented by the defection of several key members.

THE JUDAS SPIRITStc \l2 "SPIRITS
By the middle of 1991 I had the sense that a mild disillusionment was developing among staff members.  Throughout the year I had questioned Tricia Weeks, my assigned "contact person," regarding several missing pieces of church history to no avail.  Then, during an interview in July, she finally provided me with "forbidden"  information about Alpha and several members who left over the past ten years.  This was the first time in three years of questioning that I heard an unflattering version of the church's history.
  From this moment on, I had the distinct impression that Tricia was losing her undying commitment to the church.  What I did not know was that at this time she and Earl Paulk were embroiled in a severe disagreement over whether she or the youngest daughter of the administrator should be the church's public relations person.  This conflict ended when Paulk informed her that the public relations post had never been assigned to her nor was it to be her job at the church.  She interpreted this decision as an indication of the impervious organizational nepotism in place, as well as a personal rebuff after her years of committed service to the church.
  

Tricia was not the only person from whom I sensed a change.  In conversations during the mid summer several staff persons referred to the church leadership as "they," instead of "we," a distancing reference which took me by surprise.
  I also began to notice that weekly lunchtime staff meetings were  becoming less well attended.  These subtle developments hinted that the staff was not immune to the currents of frustration being felt by the membership in general. 

Tricia Weeks level of commitment did not improve during the summer.  She began attending worship services with less frequency.
  Finally, at the end of August, she resigned her position and officially left the church.   Her departure was announced in a presbytery meeting a few days later.  During this meeting it was reported to me that Earl Paulk insinuated Tricia left after he rebuffed her sexual advances.  He portrayed her as a "spurned woman with a fatal attraction."  Publicly, he explained to the staff in very vague terms that she left over an employment disagreement.  Several members of the press, however, were told that she was on a sabbatical.  

Tricia Weeks had many dear friends on staff, was a valued employee, and had been the public face of the church for several years to reporters, researchers, and visiting dignitaries.  She typified a whole cluster of core and committed, middle‑aged and middle class white members who had come during and just after the Alpha explosion.  Like many of them, she had switched from a mainline denomination in search of deeper spiritual experiences and solid biblical teaching.  She believed in the vision of the ministry and had sacrificed much of her personal career in service to the Kingdom.  In some sense she symbolized for many of her peers both complete commitment to the ministry and the rewards which this brought.  She was a longtime staff member.  She had a reserved front row seat in the sanctuary.  And, she had access to and intimate knowledge of Bishop Paulk.  After all, she had written his biography.

Almost immediately staff members' questions and wonderings were answered by allegations and rumors, fueled in part by Paulk's comments in the presbytery meeting.  Soon this woman who had been so central to the congregation was being described from the pulpit as an enemy of the church.  Although she was never named by Paulk during this time, given his analogical pattern of preaching, anyone who was aware of her departure knew exactly to whom Earl Paulk was referring.  Tricia was characterized in the familiar terms he had used for years in describing his "Hemphill Incident."  She was "a woman scorned" who had betrayed his trust and attempted to control and take over his ministry.  Like the previous incident, Earl Paulk shrouded this situation in uncertainty and innuendos.  Unlike the 1960 event, however, this was not ancient history; furthermore many people in the church knew Tricia's phone number.  Countless members called "to forgive and restore" their friend and to plead with her to stop "attacking the Bishop."  For their efforts they heard a surprising new tale from the former public relations person.  To anyone who called and asked, she exclaimed, "My word to them about Chapel Hill was RUN!"

In an interview a month after leaving, Tricia attributed much of her decision to depart to the personal toll her public relations job had taken.  She explained that the dissonance between knowing the reality of the church's internal dynamics and having to uphold the surface perception of the ideal tore her apart inside.  She told of her dissatisfaction with the church portraying itself as "the model and standard" for other churches to copy.   She related that about a year previous she identified this source of psychological tension.
  She described this moment as, "I had never heard [our identity] verbalized exactly like that before [that we were the example of what a local church should be]...and to hear it just made me sick to my stomach."  More than anyone else Tricia was directly involved in, as she said, "making a bad situation look good."  Exhausted by a dynamic which required ever‑intensifying efforts to maintain the idealized image, she abandoned the task.  In explaining this tension she stated, "I could not reconcile internally saying that this ministry was exemplary.... I functioned as a protector and rescuer of him on so many occasions...now I don't want to answer questions for this ministry any longer."  In this sense, she epitomized the then unspoken and unrecognized tension within the entire congregation -- the struggle to live up to an image that had expanded beyond the reality just to maintain a successful identity.  Her actions foreshadowed what was to take place later.   Perhaps more importantly, her departure presented yet another challenge to Paulk's basis of authority as she blazed the trail for others to follow.

On this and other occasions, Tricia Weeks began to disclose what seemed to be an almost unbelievable dimension of the church.  She spoke of a "relaxed moral code" including a long standing pattern of sexual misconduct by several members of the clergy.
   Tricia also verified stories of clergy sanctioned abortions and countless adulterous relationships among church leadership which led to divorces and re‑marriages.
  She confirmed the existence of the informal doctrine of "Kingdom Relationships," as discussed in chapter six.  Almost a year later, in the Fall of 1992, she finally disclosed her own alleged adulterous "kingdom relationship" with Earl Paulk that had extended from February 1986 to September 1988.  

These revelations so radically contradicted my general perceptions of the church that for a month or more I doubted their authenticity.  Yet this "forbidden knowledge" began to bring coherence to many of the puzzling social dynamics, insider jokes, and rumors I had heard the previous three years.
  Soon, I began to hear similar allegations in private from long departed former members as well as current victims of the abuse.  None of this information became public knowledge to members for several months.  Most members remained completely perplexed as to why Tricia left, why she was attacking the church, and why Bishop Paulk responded to this so vehemently.  For those few who did learn of her "forbidden" knowledge, it explained both her desire to leave and Earl Paulk's aggressive accusatory response to her departure.

Not long after Tricia Weeks left, an older core couple exited the church suddenly.  The husband of this couple had begun the ministry to homosexuals while he attempted to "leave the lifestyle" himself (Thumma, 1987).  His wife of ten years was the director of the drama department and wrote many of the church's plays.  They were both well liked and highly committed members of the congregation.  They, too, left without any explanation; they just stopped coming.  After their friends began to inquire about their departure, this couple attributed their departure to a dispute with Clariece Paulk over decisions in the Worship and Arts program.  They had also just heard the story of the sexual exploitation of a close female friend by one of the church's ministers.  This couple was considerably less central, as well as symbolically less significant, to the functioning of the church than was Tricia Weeks, but their exodus amplified the general sense that something was seriously wrong at the church.
   

Within a month of these departures a few younger women also left the church suddenly.  The most influential of those to leave was Laura Gunter.  Joining the Alpha movement as a young impressionable teen, Laura rapidly advanced to the leadership rank of an Alpha elder disciple.  Later she moved into church staff positions, and eventually was selected as a covenant community leader and deaconess.  According to Pastor Lynn Mays she was being "groomed to be a pastor."  Laura was the only female, non‑family member, from the ranks of the Alpha elder disciples to be on the pastoral track.

In the eyes of many of her peers (all of whom were former leaders in Alpha and now staunch congregational members) as well as the youth of the church with whom she was working, Laura was a "rescued orphan" who had been adopted by the church.  In 1979 after a severe family crisis, Pastor Duane had "assumed a father role" in her life and often referred to her as a "spiritual daughter."  Her friends saw her, in the words of one of them, as "the virgin child of Chapel Hill Harvester."  Her purity of cause and commitment to the church were above reproach.  

After an October 24th meeting with pastors Lynn Mays and Duane Swilley, she abruptly quit the church and completely dropped out of sight for several months with no explanation.  Her departure caused considerable puzzlement and concern among her friends.  Although she had struggled with her emotions surrounding this decision for months, she told only her family why she left the church and went into seclusion.  According to her later publicly disclosed comments, Laura had been sexually molested by Pastor Swilley six years earlier while in counseling with him to deal with her mother who lay dying of cancer.  Pastor Duane had told her these acts would develop a deeper level of trust in her.  He explained that most members and leadership could not understand this "higher truth," these "Kingdom relationships."  He informed her that both his wife Sunny and "Uncle Earl...were aware of it and approved of it."  Above all, Duane told her to "tell no one."  For several years she did just that, because, as she explained, "We were taught that spiritual authority was to never be violated."  Yet after considerable soul‑searching and reading about abusive relationships following the departure of Tricia and the other couple, Laura came to understand what happened to her was "sin and abuse."   Her trust in the system and its pastors had been eroded; she could no longer believe that these incidents were "spiritual" and proper.  

Almost immediately following the October meeting rumors began to circulate that Laura was "full of spirits" and had challenged the authority of the presbytery.  One couple, who were ardent church supporters and heavy contributors as well as being Laura's best friends, was summoned to a damage control meeting with Lynn and Duane the following morning.  While weeping, Duane confessed to having fondled Laura several years earlier and for that he begged their forgiveness.  At the same time he commented that he could not understand why Laura presently was acting as she did.  Lynn speculated that she was under the control of an evil spirit.  They downplayed the incident of abuse to such a degree that the couple left the meeting trusting church leadership and denying their friend.
  At this time very few members knew Laura's story, yet her rapid exit on top of the several others continued to raise questions in the minds of members.  

 
The departures of these several persons did represent a significant loss, both actual and symbolic, to the congregation.  In staff meetings following these events Paulk attempted to downplay the damage.   Historically, other key persons had left and the church survived.  Presently, however, Chapel Hill Harvester was at a point unlike any other in its history.  The offerings consistently fell below budget.  The Cathedral, still far from completion, was scheduled to be occupied in a few weeks.   The pressure on Earl Paulk continued to mount.  The church's immune system, as well as Paulk's authority, were being seriously weakened by the stresses of these events.  Paulk counseled the congregation in one sermon on how he hoped they would respond to this situation, "Difficulties do not always call for introspection...like it might be something we have done wrong.... That is not necessarily true; this present distress is only for a moment" (9/11/91).   

What caused considerable speculation within the congregation, however, were less the losses of key persons than Paulk's intense reactions to and veiled warnings about these former members.  In meetings and in Sunday sermons Paulk often implied these former members had set out to destroy the church.  He would comment, "When folks have axes to grind they never attack in those areas, they attack elsewhere.... We must be protected from the evil tongue" (9/18/91).  Paulk maligned these persons' character and warned his congregation to avoid any association with them, commenting in one sermon (9/22/91),

Don't desire to be with scorners in a social setting.... You are not to keep company with the sexually immoral people...in your fellowship...not even to eat with that person, don't fellowship, or even socialize.... Put away that wicked person, one among you.

Paulk's accusations, however, sparked many questions in the minds of core members.  How could these persons they respected, trusted, and loved have become "wicked," "controlling spirits," and "bent on the destruction of the church" immediately following their departure?  Why were their friends, and former central figures the congregation, now being indicted with "unjustly touching an anointed ministry" and sentenced with the guarantee that "...their self‑destruction will not be far away" (9/18/91).  Much of the  congregation was in a quandary.  In an effort to resolve this perplexity and restore trust, the leadership went on the offensive.

THE COUNTER-OFFENSIVEtc \l2 "THE COUNTER-OFFENSIVE
Even with this turmoil, the main event occupying the minds of most members was the move to the cathedral.  Utilizing this moment of transition to a new sanctuary, Paulk and the leadership embraced the  position of making a "new beginning."  They determined to defend the church by accentuating the positive.  Every effort was made to portray a revitalized congregational reality.  The leadership began to develop, as Paulk said in one meeting, a "new image projection" (10/2/91).  Apparently they hoped to counter the growing uneasiness by overwhelming the membership with a new evidence of success.  What this evidence  turned out to be, however, was a recombination of several well‑worn themes from the past.  Paulk and the church leadership relied on the ideology which had worked previously.  Each of the themes of success, satanic attacks, prophetic spiritual leadership, and trust in Earl Paulk as the father figure were used to demonstrate the legitimacy of the church's new image.  These efforts did not restore the membership's full confidence in Earl Paulk, especially after his health seemed to be failing.  In a desperate move to bolster the congregation's commitment, he had to resort to a more serious tactic, that of portraying "the vision" as more important than and independent of him as its communicator.

The Success of a Full Cathedral tc \l3 "The Success of a Full Cathedral 
From early in the church's history success had been cast as the proof of God's anointing upon the ministry.  Throughout the Summer and early Fall new members poured into the church.  Both services in the K center were packed even through the normally lean vacation months.   Likewise, the move to the cathedral was envisioned as the successful progression to a higher spiritual dimension.  "We are going to a new dimension, not just going to a bigger building" (10/2/91).  The countdown to the move whipped members into a frenzy of expectation.  The rewards of the new dimension, it was said, would far outweigh the momentary troubles.  "Words of prophecy" were given that the new sanctuary would be a "special dwelling place of the Holy Spirit."  The spiritual anointing on the building would be so strong, the leadership proclaimed, that miracles and healings would happen spontaneously.  Members were assured the church's monetary problems would disappear with the generous offerings from the huge flood of new members attracted to the cathedral.  This success would make everything right again.  

Yet as Earl Paulk commented a few days prior to moving into the cathedral, "This excitement of change is being overshadowed by threats" (10/2/91). This "birthing" of a new dimension would be accompanied by "the pains of labor and delivery," Don Paulk instructed, "No birthing takes place without pain" (10/2/91).  Even the church's success was cast as being responsible for the church's troubles.  Earl  spoke of the "peril of success."  The lone successful "bird," he commented, "always becomes the one to be shot off the wire" (10/2/91).  Pushing his point further, he questioned, "Do you hear about some little church in Stockbridge?  No, but we sneeze and break wind and you read about it in the paper."  He argued that the church's growth, likewise, was responsible for the recent defections, "Some people can not handle growth....It's too much responsibility for them" (10/2/91). 

On October 6, 1991 this new dimension was brought into existence in all its glory.  The Cathedral of the Holy Spirit became the tangible expression of the church's success.  It was the pinnacle of Earl Paulk's ministry.  Regular and infrequent attenders alike flocked to the church for this momentous service.  Thousands streamed into the massive 150,000 square foot neo‑Gothic brick and concrete structure, complete with a large "rose window" and a spire rising several hundred feet into the air.   Worshipers were also greeted by the signs of incompletion - muddy landscape and dirty pieces of carpet functioning as welcome mats.  Walls of unpainted sheetrock and exposed iron beams with halls littered with wire and construction scraps adorned the interior of the structure.  The rear of the cathedral existed only as a skeleton‑like frame, giving the building the feel of a one-sided prop from a movie set.  These distractions, however, were perceived by most members as nothing more than signs of a successful work in progress.

In sharp contrast to the littered construction debris, members, upon passing through the inner doors into the expansive sanctuary with its two balconies overhead, were awe‑struck by an atmosphere which exuded a rich, opulent, and almost regal, quality.  The plush carpet of deep maroon, walnut stained pews, gold painted iron rails, and marble altar together combined to create an impressive image.  The ornate cathedral arches on the wall behind the massive wooden pulpit, the dozens of chairs filled with presbytery on the high platform, and the extensive orchestra and 200 member robed choir all provided a beautiful backdrop for the watchful eye of the television cameras, now unobtrusively located in the rear of the sanctuary.  The front wall adorned with organ pipes and beautiful cloth banners embroidered with diverse Christian symbols drew one's gaze skyward.  Nearly 100 feet above the floor, three of the ten planned paintings hid a huge bank of lights and speakers.  There was no doubt about it, this was the sanctuary of a "successful" church.  It was a church which, in the words of one member, "rivals many of the great Cathedrals in Europe."

By service time that first Sunday the 7700 seats were full.  The aisles were packed with standing worshipers and many hundred late‑comers had to be turned away.  The service was a triumphant celebration of thirty years of independent ministry.   Earl Paulk proudly proclaimed, "This is a long way from a desert place in Phoenix to this great cathedral!... This is a place of destiny."  His sermon, entitled "Whosoever will," described the church's fulfillment of the kingdom vision.  It had become a community of refuge and diversity, embracing people of every nationality, race, income bracket, and denomination.  Paulk concluded this sermon by dramatically retelling the story of his Phoenix vision.  He wept as he described his sense of the fulfillment of that vision in this structure and congregation.  

Like Solomon with his renowned temple, Earl Paulk and the cathedral congregation were ready to entertain a visit by a symbolic Queen of Sheba.  At this triumphant moment in the church's history, a drama "When Sheba Comes" was performed the following week in the new building.
  This, too, was a spectacular performance with lavish costumes and props as it portrayed a triumphant church to which the "world" would be drawn.  

The following Sunday was the annual celebration of "harvest" homecoming.   The revelry of success continued.  On this occasion the church was packed, although not overflowing.  The service again was one of celebration and triumphant reflection on the history of the ministry.  Many well‑known ministers, county officials, and business leaders were invited to the service and several spoke words of congratulations.  Hundreds of visitors from networking churches also attended.  In order to emphasize its successful status a four page bulletin was distributed to the congregation.  This bulletin described every achievement of the previous year, including the addition of 1484 new members, 136 infants, and seventeen networking churches into the congregational fold.  

This dramatic success, however, was inadequate in reversing the difficult situation in which the church found itself.  In fact, the cathedral success compounded the difficulties more than it alleviated them.  The glorious "Harvest Sunday" service produced only $108,000 in offering, nearly 100,000 dollars below the expected figure.  The church was at this point two months behind on its loan payments.   Cold weather was coming and the building was still incomplete.  Paulk had often pleaded, said one member, "'If you can just sacrifice until we get in things will be okay,' and now  we are in and he is still saying 'you know it costs us money to run this place.'" In fact the cost of holding services in the cathedral exceeded expectations.  All the many promises of spiritual vitality, healing, and an inpouring of new members did not materialize either.  In addition, many long time members had difficulty with the adjustment to the expansive auditorium.  One older white woman exclaimed, "it is just so massive; I get lost in it."  Another long time black female member in her seventies complained, "Everybody had their seat at the K center.  Nobody has 'a place' in the cathedral."  At a time when many members needed consistency and stability, the move further dislocated them and added to their anxiety and level of stress.   Finally, attendance in the cathedral, never again close to that of the first two weeks, was evident to all in attendance.  Neither the pews nor the prophecies of healings, prosperity and spiritual awakening were being filled.   

In the midst of this inability to ensure continual success in order to legitimate his charisma, Earl Paulk began an effort to base his authority in the past successes of the church.   He often reminded the congregation of the church's history, where they had come from.  During this period Paulk's sermon references to the church's history were three times those of any other time (an average of 3.3 per sermon).  Likewise, he used his status as "founder" more frequently in sermons than at any other historical period (.3 per sermon).  Essentially, this effort implied that if Paulk's present success were inadequate to ground his authority as leader, then members were to also take into account his past accomplishments as a basis for putting their trust in him.

Satan Attacks Successtc \l3 "Satan Attacks Success
An emphasis on these successes, either past or present, did not eliminate Earl Paulk's problems; however, they did offer him a rhetorical outlet to explain the continuing trouble.  During an October staff meeting, he reasoned that the "Harvest Sunday" offering was modest because the church's successes were being attacked by Satan (10/16/91).  "The Devil hit me with what he knew would defeat me," he stated.  Like earlier in his history, Paulk emphasized a dualist perception of reality, casting Satan as the enemy, in order to rally and unify the congregation.  

The Devil, and more importantly his minion -- those "bitter people who will stop at nothing...to destroy the vision,"  were directly responsible for the adversity which spoiled their success, according to Paulk.
  "There have been satanic forces released in the last few months," he explained in a large meeting of church leadership and then continued, "If I were Satan I would war against us" (10/26/91).  "We are being attacked by people...but Satan can not have [this ministry]," commented another leader (10/16/91).  Further, Paulk cautioned members to avoid any interaction with these "satanic forces."  He admonished the congregation, "If you give an ear or fellowship with them, you are helping to destroy this ministry" (10/16/91) and "Even by rubbing shoulders with them you could be guilty" (10/26/91).  Finally, Paulk punctuated his warnings with threats of spiritual destruction, "We'll be attacked by people, but vengeance is mine saith the Lord.  You can touch men, but don't touch the anointed things of God, and this (ministry) is an anointed thing of God" (10/16/91).  This offensive tactic not only provided a common enemy against which the congregation could rally but it also acted as a strong motivation for members to avoid those who left.  By keeping members from any involvement with these wayward folks, the leadership hoped to minimize the damage done by their "gossiping."  The warnings functioned as spiritual intimidation with threats of divine punishment for those who disobeyed.

I Told You So...  tc \l3 "I Told You So...  
Another tack Paulk and the presbytery took to protect the church was to revitalize Earl Paulk's image as a spiritual prophet.  References to him as spiritual leader by others increased, as did his own, all couched in a spiritualized portrayal of the church's present trouble.  "We can't just move out of the rational mind, but we have to look beyond it in our spiritual mind to see the solution to these problems," Don Paulk advised (10/30/91).  The problems were the tangible evidence of heavenly warfare between the forces of good and evil.  As Earl Paulk commented, "Every time I have begun to preach on the 'secret places of God' I've done hand to hand combat with satanic forces.... When we enter into the realm of challenging his authority in this world then he gets active" (11/18/91).  The solution, therefore, was spiritual as well, as Earl directed the congregation, "We need to pray to release the necessary resources to meet our needs and bind subtle spirits of gossip and idle talk" (10/26/91).  He explained, "When we bring the powers of the next [spiritual] realm into this one, then we will not be subject to the authority of Satan" (10/16/91).  Consequently, several prayer services were organized during the weekends.  A 24 hour a day prayer vigil was also instituted and continued for nearly a year.

Paulk's prophetic status was constantly affirmed before the membership both by himself -- "I really am a prophet" -- and by other presbytery members -- "He is a man of God."  During this period Earl Paulk also often reminded the congregation of his prophecies regarding their current difficulties.  "None of you will remember this," he stated, "[I said] there will be a letdown when we move into the cathedral" (10/16/91).  He claimed he had foreseen the allegations as well, "For three years I warned you, 'Watch because savage wolves would come among you'" (10/20/91).  When Earl prophesied, "People are going to fill your ears with junk...but do not grow weary in your mission," he prepared the congregation to treat the future allegations as unfounded lies.  He further prophesied doom to those who came against him, "There will be consequences coming from the heavenly realm, if I am a man of God" (10/26/91).  

These comments, however, did little to counter the difficulties facing the church and Paulk's authority.  Too many claims had been made by Paulk about the cathedral which were not fulfilled.  Very few members commented on these failed prophesies at the time, but the situation was such that neither did members embrace a prophetic Paulk to the exclusion of what was taking place around them.  With his prophetic identity in jeopardy, Earl Paulk fell back on an even earlier and more basic ground of his position, that of being the family patriarch and a fallen, frail human being who possessed a call by God.

We Are All Familytc \l3 "We Are All Family
Another effort undertaken to counter these difficulties was to remind members of their connections to the church as a surrogate family.  For many of the Alpha movement the family identity had been a potent emotional tie and reward of being part of the Kingdom.  The image of the church as a family, however, had diminished considerably over the past ten years.  The distinction of Paulk as the head of the family now functioned to solidify only his spiritual and actual family.  Nevertheless, Earl Paulk reintroduced this image in an attempt to create congregational unity and ground his faltering level of trust with members.  One of the ways he attempted to restore this trust was by exhibiting his own vulnerability to the church.  He further used these images of his humanity to emphasize the fact that physically he was a "frail" human being.  What gave him his authority was the divine anointing and mission which had been laid upon him by the Holy Spirit.  Members, therefore, were encouraged to ignore his personal failures for the sake of the anointing he had been given.

Earl Paulk used this approach first on those with whom he had the closest relationships.  During staff meetings he began to confide his "secrets" to his core staff members.  Don Paulk echoed this theme of familial closeness stating that it transcended employer/employee relations.  "You are important, more than a staff. You are the heart, a real part of this ministry." Don commented (10/30/91).  On another occasion Earl Paulk mentioned that his openness with others had created many of the current problems, saying "We run risks with those we love."  In one staff meeting, prior to describing aspects of his 1960 affair, he disclosed, "I have never shared this with anyone but my family."  

An aspect of this "secret‑telling" or familial vulnerability with members included having the  presbytery confess their human frailties.  Several pastors testified in public of their personal problems including divorces and ministerial failures.  Don even reminded the congregation at one point, "[This ministry] was raised on human frailty and failure" (10/30/91).   Earl admitted, "We are real.... We know we have people who make mistakes.... We are sinners; we all make mistakes" (10/2/91).  Don Paulk described this condition during an interview, "To me your human frailty endears you to me, rather than [the attitude of] 'I can't accept your humanity. I can't accept your flesh. All I want from you is perfection.'  And that's not what God wants from us."

This rhetoric did shape how many core members discussed what was taking place at the church.  One such person explained in relation to the leadership, "I want people to accept my humanness so I accept theirs."  Another core member and staff person commented, "What people do in their own lives is their business.... It doesn't have anything to do with the ministry."   A third church leader shared, "The more I have gotten to know the man, the more I respect his character and his integrity.... It has caused my respect for him to grow."  Besides helping to create an atmosphere of intimacy, mutual sharing, and admissions of weaknesses, these efforts prepared the congregation for possible revelations of misconduct by their leadership.  The leadership attempted to portray themselves as no different than any other ministry or big business.   As Don commented in an interview, I don't care where you go, here, First Baptist, IBM, or General Motors.  You have got human problems; you've got human frailty."   Don foreshadowed future events when he commented in one October meeting, "[Before these troubles end] you are going to see flesh and see passion" (10/30/91).  

Even in the midst of these admissions of human imperfection, however, the vision was declared to be of divine origin and essential for the congregation.  "I don't know of a perfect church on earth... We are a church anointed of God to a mission!.... It's our vision, our calling of God," Paulk proclaimed to approximately 2000 core members and leaders (10/26/91).   Don counseled, "[God] would not have given us the vision if he would not have given us the resources and ability to finish it" (10/30/91).  The leadership implored the congregation in services to hold on to this mission, "You are a part of something bigger than all of us!...This is a resource center.  We have the opportunity to speak into the lives of leaders of many countries" (10/20/91).

Paulk preached many sermons which combined these two themes of human fallenness and a divine anointing.  He often rehearsed the stories of the Biblical characters Samson, David, and Joseph much as he had in the earliest days of the church in Inman Park.  Each of these personalities were described as weak in the flesh but mighty in obedience to their calling.  Paulk explained about Samson, "He was still blessed in his spirit even though he was compromised in his flesh.... He compromised his flesh but his anointing remained!" (9/22/91).  Of David he taught, "David had messed up but he still hadn't lost his anointing" (9/22/91).  "God‑called leaders are still flesh," Paulk reminded the church (10/20/91).  On the other hand, Earl Paulk also warned the congregation of the wicked women who tempted these men of God.  Delilah and Jezebel were described as "controlling women" with "takeover spirits" (9/22/91).  The comparisons to current situations were not lost on the listening audience.  In case they missed the reference, however, Don Paulk clarified it during a passionate outburst to several staff, "You got Delilah, Jezebel, Salome, and you got Tricia Weeks."

These various strategies were meant to increase intimacy and thereby instill a greater level of trust among the members.  The implication of the familial closeness based on secret‑telling, veiled admissions of imperfection, and complete dedication to the anointed leader with a vision was to increase the congregation's trust of Paulk.  Since the kingdom was built in trust, honest admissions by leadership supposedly increased this sense of confidence.  After all, Earl explained, "Nobody has ever said this church is perfect... [You should] trust leadership for the right reasons" (10/9/91).  He warned the congregation that certain former members would attempt to steal the confidence members had in the leadership with their rumors.  He explained in one sermon, "Those over you in the Lord, they will hear from God for you. [Others] will come and destroy the trust of you in your shepherd. (10/20/91).  

The challenge before members, first implicitly and later explicitly in the lyrics of a often‑sung hymn from this time, was "Whose report will you believe?" -- In whom would they put their trust?  Paulk asserted publicly over and over what he privately told me, "I believe in what I am doing, I am sincere."  To demonstrate his trustworthiness and prove his innocence to the staff and core members, he and Don joked about the accusations themselves.  Earl jested, "This week some ladies on staff came up to me and said, 'Please harass me.'  Why there was even talk about the size of Don's organ, Clariece talks about the size of her organ all the time" (10/16/91).  His brother challenged the truthfulness of the rumors, "If ever the accusations about me [sleeping with many women] were true, I'd be proud in my spirit" (10/30/91).  Finally, both Earl and Don Paulk often presented their version of the "real" reasons certain people left, either threatening to or actually disclosing what they felt were these persons' hidden motives.   Don Paulk described the situation in an interview. 

They are trying to destroy the church.  I can go down a list of everyone of these people and tell you what their hidden agenda is because I know what they are.... And if they keep on pressing I'm going to reveal their hidden agenda and it is going to be nasty.... If there is one thing this church has stood for it is mercy.

This challenge to the congregation and staff to choose between trust in its leadership and trust in the former members was a successful strategy at the early stages in the unfolding drama.  As more and more members joined the ranks of the departed, however, the decision to accept Earl Paulk's version of what was happening became more difficult.  For the moment, however, Earl Paulk was still seen as the leader of a successful church, a prophet, and a loving father and friend who was being attacked by Satan.

SICK WITH DESPERATIONtc \l2 "SICK WITH DESPERATION
In the midst of these events, Earl Paulk began to resemble the "frail human being" he portrayed.   He showed signs of intense strain, appearing distracted, preoccupied, and anxious.  His face, which seemed to age overnight, looked worn and haggard.  Given the pressure of the situation, his countenance was not too surprising.  His demeanor, however, was certainly not the appropriate persona for a powerful charismatic leader.  I began to hear whispers of worry from the staff about the Bishop's health.  One secretary even suggested that Earl Paulk had "the look of a desperate man."

The full extent of Earl Paulk's desperation was soon revealed.  He called an impromptu leadership meeting the last Sunday evening in October during a World Series game in which the Atlanta Braves were attempting to win the 1991 World Series.  Attendance at this meeting, rather than watching the game, required great sacrifice on the part of the leadership and this researcher.  At this meeting Paulk sketched the church's predicament in vivid detail for the approximately 2000 church leaders and core members present.  He reported that the offerings had been $50‑60,000 dollars below budget for the last several weeks.  Paulk argued that the church had pared the staff excesses to a minimum and that to reduce the budget further would hinder "ministry."  His only solution was to raise revenue.  In that regard he challenged this group of members who were giving well over ten percent of their income to "truly sacrifice" using as examples going without meals and losing their homes.  As a final incentive to give, he warned those business leaders whose financial futures were tied to the success of the church, "Unless we recover quickly we will have to do some drastic things."  Paulk grimly explained this might entail the lending agency taking over their finances.  

They would control the money and then the vision of God, or we could declare bankruptcy.  I would rather do this than let them control what happens here.... But if we declare bankruptcy, some of you who are in business for yourselves would get hurt too.  

Gone was the strong, self‑confident charismatic leader.  Paulk had resorted to pleading and blackmail to cajole these members into giving more money.  As Don admitted a few days later, "We are broken vessels."  In this meeting, the core membership had seen a desperate Earl Paulk, and from that point on many began to perceive him in a different light.  The atmosphere of blind faith and complete trust began to dissipate.  

Another incident immediately followed this meeting further eroded the congregation's confidence in the strength of their senior minister.  Two days later, a successful businessman and the church's largest giver, told Earl Paulk of his desire to leave the church.  This was an extremely troubling situation since the man had given the church a third of his income, over 100,000 dollars, the previous year.  The following day Paulk called him at home and asked for a ride to the doctor.  While with the physician, Earl Paulk was diagnosed with extreme hypertension and was put on two weeks bed rest.  On the way home, Earl asked this business leader to address the staff at the weekly meeting that day, telling him to "just say what was on his heart." 
  At that lunch meeting, the man graphically portrayed Bishop Paulk's condition.  He pleaded with the staff to shoulder more responsibility and not burden their leader with trivial problems.  "We need to re‑distribute the weight...to protect him, insulate him," he encouraged, "This might be God, we need to keep open to hear from God."  Surprisingly his lunch visit was the final time this businessman attended any church function.  Once again a significant core member departed with hardly a word of warning.  The blow his leaving had to the budget and the morale of the core members was considerable.

Earl Paulk's mandated bed rest kept him temporarily absent from the day‑to‑day activities of the church.  His absence caused many of the staff to express great concern over Bishop Paulk's health and his future role at the church.  Several pastors worried that the church might not survive without the senior minister at the helm.  Don added to this fear in his description of Earl's possible role after coming back to the church, "Before Bishop was the sail, catching the wind and keeping the whole church moving. Now he is to be the rudder, directing it but it is also moving by itself with momentum" (11/15/91).  Earl Paulk himself greatly intensified this concern with his initial comment to the staff after he was back, "I don't mind dying if the church wins" (11/15/91).

Those with whom I spoke among the general church membership were even more apprehensive about the Bishop's illness.  One moderate member reflected, "We were there the Sunday when it seemed like the Bishop was preaching with his last breath, we where so worried."  Others told me they were in prayer constantly about Earl Paulk's health, as one core member exclaimed, "We are not ready to make it on our own [as a church]."  Although this illness may have created some congregational unity through compassion, it also severely shook the membership's perception of Earl Paulk as a strong, vital leader. 

With the advent season approaching, Paulk and the leadership continued to stress the dangerous situation in which the church had found itself.  This was done, perhaps, in an effort to goad members onto greater giving, but instead it generated even more anxiety among the membership.  One December morning while the offering was being taken, Earl flatly declared,"The ministry is in jeopardy, I'm not sure we are going to make it" (12/1/91).  He used the context of "World AIDS Day" (12/1/91) to preach extensively on "survival in the midst of trouble,"‑‑ a message at least as relevant to the congregation as it was to the persons with AIDS in the audience.  This sermon characterized the anxious atmosphere of the leadership.  He proclaimed, "God is concerned about our survival.... God doesn't want us to lose this ministry" (12/1/91).  The hopefulness of God being on their side was overshadowed by the sense of impending doom and the difficult circumstances.   Bishop Paulk even admitted that sleep gave him no reprieve from the troubles, "I was having some bad nightmares about an empty cathedral and my wife put some pictures of the first Sunday in the cathedral by my bed" (12/1/91).  Paulk continued by describing his desperate frame of mind,"...everything round about seemed to say 'you'll not be able to succeed' and you look around and say, 'Is there an answer, a way out, a way to go?'" (12/1/91).  Over and over he acknowledged his own weakness (12/1/91).

Seeking God's will for this ministry... [has] become a tremendous burden and a tremendous internal task.   What are you going to do when everything around you says, 'we are not going to make it'?  And I am talking to Chapel Hill, to the people I love.  Is it a lack of commitment or is it economic depression?  How do we make it through these rough seas.... We are in a place of false brethren, in a place of accusation...in a place of survival.  

As a antidote for both his and the congregation's severely weakened spirits, Paulk prescribed a revitalized  awareness of the church's kingdom vision.
  He commented in one sermon, "We are not just another little church by the side of the road, we are called of God to demonstrate the Kingdom" (12/1/91).  He implored the membership to hold to this vision, "believing that God has victory in his camp."

STAY FOR THE VISION! tc \l2 "STAY FOR THE VISION! 
During the late 1980's Earl Paulk had invited the congregation to share his vision in an effort to incorporate the diverse ministries under one unified demonstration of a triumphant church.  His sharing of "the vision" changed how it began to be perceived -- from something Earl Paulk owned and the congregation followed, to an internalized reality each member possessed and could actively demonstrate.  This shift in Paulk's rhetoric diminished his singular ownership of "the vision" even as it both empowered members' individual ministerial efforts and centralized these into one demonstration of the Kingdom.  The move could be perceived in Paulk's statement, "The kingdom of God is within you; That's where it is!  We become Christ to the world and because we live out kingdom principles.... It's a mentality" (4/19/91).  Now, many trials and his illness later, Paulk resumed this divestiture of "the vision" as his personal property.  With his prophetic authority and the power of his personal charisma began to wane, he intentionally continued this distancing of himself from the reality of the vision.  The people were to obey and follow, not him per se, but an objectified and independent "vision."
  This shift can be seen clearly in his comment, "We are just fallible humans, but the vision is what's important! (1/28/91).  

  
Paulk's message of staying for "the vision" was readily accepted by most members.  It allowed them to overlook Paulk's failures and their eroding trust in him even as they concentrated on saving "the vision."  Those core and committed members I interviewed expressed considerable commitment to "the vision."  As one member said, "The vision is just too important to abandon.  We can't throw it away and begin again!"   Another staff member explained, "I believe in the vision, that's why I've stayed."   They almost never expressed disappointment in the vision.   If the vision was criticized, it was not the vision itself members critiqued but the church's recent embodiment of it.  These members would then express the need to return to the original "vision" of the church.  One staff person verbalized this desire.

A number of us are feeling the same way, that things need to be changed.  We need to get back to 'ministry'. Even Bishop's daughter has started to feel this way, and there are some other ministers, the young folk my age, who are coming to this same awareness.  There is a whole generation who have picked up on the original vision and are trying to return to it.  There is an interesting revival...about to take place.

Conversely, members were on occasion highly critical of the leadership.  They spoke of their dissatisfaction with the "leadership" in the handling of the cathedral building project, the restructuring of covenant communities, and their treatment of new members.   Most members were silent regarding any possible negative opinions of Earl Paulk.  During this time, however, I began to hear members verbally separate themselves from their spiritual leader.  The comments of one staff member reflect this detachment from Paulk.  

I am here working for God.  I love Bishop Paulk and respect him more highly than any man in the world, but I'm not working for him.  I am working for God and [Paulk] is an instrument that God uses to help me.  If Bishop Paulk were gone tomorrow, I'm still working for God.

  Other core and committed members started to express doubts about Paulk's authority.  One member suggested, 

When I hear something I don't just jump on it.  I have to pray and get a confirmation.  I have to feel like this is what the Lord is telling me to do.  Not that I don't trust the Bishop, but I seek God myself too.

Those members who had invested their lives in this ministry were intent on making the "vision" work.  "Whatever it takes to stay in this vision and to make it work we are willing to do," as one said.  All that was required was a reclamation of the original goal.  "We need to get back to where people need people again rather than to where people need buildings or people need projects...," claimed a core member.  Another core member claimed if they just worked harder all would be well because, "The problems here are not so bad that they can't be fixed if we just work at them from the inside."  One committed member summarized his feelings in this manner.

I have tried to push myself to leave on occasion not out of anger but out of financial necessity.  I've just never been able to do it because there is still a commitment, a spiritual commitment to the vision -- a call to be here. 

Many church leaders testified in public of their commitment to the work they had begun.  A young pastor who had risen through the Alpha ranks stated, "I was in this thing since I was 17, and I want to see it go until I die, and see it continually, progressively grow."  A prosperous businessman and core member admonished the congregation, "Don't lose your investment. I've been through too many battles to leave just because some say [the church] is too big."  Another successful business leader and a deacon expressed his commitment in a similar fashion.

A person called me to tell me to call another person to find out what was really going on at Chapel Hill Harvester...but this is just like a business, there are good times and bad.  I'll just feed on the fruits.  There is too much good still. I've come too far to start over. 

Every single staff and core member I interviewed from November 1991 through January 1992 explicitly denied any inclination to "abandon ship."  One core member told me emphatically, "I don't think leaving is the answer." "It has never crossed my mind to want to leave," another church leader asserted but then quickly added, "but it does make you weary."  This comment hinted at latent uncertainty beneath a staunchly supportive veneer.  Many of the core and committed members began to discuss their alternative reasons for staying.  One said, "It would be hard to pull us away from here because we are getting the teaching and so many things available to you that other churches can't possible offer."   Another asserted, "I think it is a ministry that is worth saving, just because of the people here.  The staff and core persons with prominent roles in the church were repeatedly warned by Paulk not to copy the actions of those who had declared, "'Bishop, preacher, brother Paulk, I'm with you forever' while they sat on the front row...then they disappear and attack!" (12/21/91).  None of these members with whom I spoke wanted to be compared to the "quitters."  One firmly asserted, "This is our church and if we see problems then we have to change it.... These other people aren't doing anything about it.  They are just complaining and then leaving."  Ironically, all but two of core personnel I formally interviewed during these months left the church within six months. 

In random formal and informal interviews with the marginal members during this time none ever expressed a desire to leave the church.  No one discussed the monetary issues or Earl Paulk's health problems unless I introduced them.  I got the distinct impression that those in this segment of the congregation were intentionally choosing not to think about the situation.  They trusted the leadership, as one member stated, "to guide us through this valley."  They had less commitment to the church, and as long as worship continued to be spiritual, entertaining, and of a high quality they were content.  As one marginal member expressed in an interview, "I'm getting what I need out of the church.... With a church this size you can't expect everybody to be one hundred percent pure in motive."

THE NEW YEAR'S RESOLUTIONS tc \l2 "THE NEW YEAR'S RESOLUTIONS 
Nineteen ninety‑two became a symbolic marker of a change in strategy for the leadership in relation to the church's woes.   Since neither attacking the enemy nor strengthening Paulk's image had diminished their troubles, the presbytery resolved "to will" their problems away.   Following a "positive thinking" approach,  the leadership proclaimed 1992 as the year of "positive action."  Much like the  visualization techniques of Norman Vincent Peale and Robert Schuller, Paulk encouraged the membership to "see it [completion of the cathedral and payment of the half million dollar overdue debt] in your imagination.  By the Spirit.... start to believe it." (1/19/92).  He challenged them to reinterpret the past year, "Has this been a 'year of failure' or a 'year of testing'?"  Once again he framed the entire situation as a spiritual problem with a spiritual solution, and the solution had been given to him in a revelation by God.  There would be no more reduction of ministry, no dwelling on past, nor any "giving an ear to Satan's accusations."   As the prophet and "oracle of God," Earl would "speak forth"  this solution, and then it was up to the congregation to actualize it.
  This divine strategy, given as a prophecy by Earl Paulk, greeted members in the final bulletin of 1991.  It read,

And the Lord would say to us this morning that He's bringing us not just into positive thinking but into positive action.... I call this a year of positive action in the household‑‑of positive action in your finances.... I will not leave you in a valley of indecisiveness, but I will bring you to the mountaintop where you will see clearly, you'll think clearly and you'll begin to act clearly.  And when you turn back to the battle field you'll not listen to the voice of the enemy, you'll not listen to the voice of fear and to the voice of doubt, but you'll listen to the voice of victory.  You will believe MY report.

The following Sunday Earl presented the substance of this solution.
  The first "positive action" was to increase giving by gathering new members and encouraging less committed members to tithe.  Paulk commented that first Sunday, "You don't belong here if you can't look around and see faces you have brought" (1/5/92).  To facilitate this effort the leadership distributed bumper stickers containing the motivational slogan "2000 in 92."  Increasing tithing among the current membership was even more of a challenge.  The years of financial crisis had tapped members dry.  Paulk's only option to increase giving among long time members was to resort to desperate tactics.  He employed harsh spiritual threats by explicitly tying giving to salvation.  "I know what I've heard from God, tithing has to do with your salvation.... The tithe is not an option it has to do with heaven and hell," he commanded (1/5/92).  Don Paulk repeatedly told the congregation that the clergy would not provide pastoral counseling unless a member was a tither, commenting that "up until now, we have been too nice" (1/19/92).  Earl Paulk attempted to employ humor to soften these imperatives, "You women say, 'the way to my bedroom is through tithing at my church', now that would get some positive action around here" (1/12/92).   Generally these threats had damaging  repercussions.  Many folks were fed up with hearing about money, especially once their salvation was linked to their giving.

A second "action" given by God was designed to pay off the previous year's outstanding debt.  This three‑fold effort encouraged members: to contribute their tax refunds; to surrender their seldom used family valuables during a "special treasures" day to coincide with St. Valentines day; and to purchase burial plots in the yet to be constructed "Cathedral Gardens" cemetery.  This announcement generated an enormous negative reaction in both more and less involved members.  Although a number of members pledged their income tax refunds and several hundred contributed "special treasures," the debt was not erased as had been promised.   Several large givers confided to me that they found Earl's justification of these "unbiblical" ideas by claiming they were "God‑given" to be abhorrent.  As one member commented, "I never questioned that he heard from God before he said that about my taxes.  Now I question everything!"

The third aspect of this plan was to increase the church's exposure in the city.  As Paulk advised, "God wants us to be more visible in Atlanta" (1/12/92).  With this, the leadership accepted the local CBS television affiliate's offer of a choice broadcast time.  The commitment burdened the already strained budget even further.  Jimmy Swaggert, one of Earl Paulk's most out‑spoken critics, had previously occupied this time slot.  This action gave members another leadership decision to question, as one said, "I want to know why we are going on TV more, when we can't even make our budget or finish the cathedral."

The final "positive action" involved an increased focus on ministry to congregational members, an attempt to increase the rewards of membership.  Evening classes at the "school of life skills" were expanded and promoted vigorously.   Sunday "Christian study hour" classes were extensively advertised.  A monthly newsletter, the Cathedral Headline, was started to replace the defunct newspaper and soon filled with advertised events and opportunities for service and fellowship.  The leadership also attempted to rejuvenate the failed "connection groups."  In addition, efforts were made to revive the youth program.  Earl Paulk's comments implied a desire to recreate an "Alpha-like" event.  He spoke of a "a new generation" and the need to "turn to their energy...get them involved.  After all this is their church too" (1/5/92).   A singing group composed predominantly of African American youth was organized.  In comments reminiscent of the Alpha band, Paulk stated, "I want a choir to set this city on fire"  (1/5/92).  He even prophesied a youth revival stating, "Before the year is out I'll have gang members bringing their guns down to the altar" (1/5/92).  This positive action in general did address the concerns of those interested in reclaiming the original vision of "members serving members."  This impetus also intensified the desire on the part of many to do something other than give money to help restore the vision.  It was the only "positive action" that was not greeted by negative reactions from the congregation.

THE VISION IS YOURS -- DO SOMETHING TO SAVE IT tc \l2 "THE VISION IS YOURS -- DO SOMETHING TO SAVE IT 
In his own attempt to save the vision, Earl Paulk objectified it, distanced himself from it, and offered it to members as their possession.  By doing this, he opened the door to lay involvement, not just in various ministries as before, but in the leadership and managing of the church to overcome this crisis.  Many members were quite disillusioned by the feeble attempts of the presbytery to end the troubles.  They wanted to lend a hand in order to save "the vision."  Business leaders from the congregation began to petition Paulk with offers of problem analysis and organizational assistance.  Capitalizing on this interest, the presbytery began to encourage congregational involvement in running the church.  A slogan, "Every member a minister," captured this idea.  Paulk preached of the blessings of active involvement in this work of God, comparing them to those who recently abandoned the vision.  He instructed the congregation, "Nobody is leaving Chapel Hill except quitters.... God does not want complainers or murmurers, he wants doers" (1/5/92).   A new volunteer recruitment effort called the "Night Shift" was started to channel "doers" into the slots vacated by dismissed staff persons.  

As a part of this effort, Paulk attempted to alter his leadership style drastically.  Uncharacteristically, he announced in a ministry meeting in mid January, "I don't want 'yes men'.... I don't want an atmosphere of intimidation. You can give input to anything you want to, you can even disagree with me theologically."
  The administrative staff and leadership were asked for solutions.  Beginning in February every pastor fasted for seven days.  However, this participatory openness did not last.  The church's administrator and longtime family friend, John Bridges, determined that "the one area we can cut expenses is staff."  To that end he wrote Earl and Don with an offer to resign his position.  This letter was viewed as a serious act of betrayal by one of the original charter members of the church, rather than what it was meant to be, John's effort at helping the church out of the financial crisis.   Earl Paulk responded explosively in a staff meeting.  He accused the entire staff of betraying him, exclaimed that he did not trust any of them, and announced that they all were officially laid off.  None of those  with whom I spoke took his statements seriously, excusing Paulk's outburst as the administrator did, 

I believe he trusts me, what he may not trust is whether I will be here next week.... He is a man and he gets frustrated like everybody else and maybe says some things...he regrets, like to the staff last week...I didn't take offense from it.

Nevertheless, immediately after the meeting Pastors Lynn and Duane convened a presbytery meeting to soften Earl's remarks.  The message gleaned from this incident by many of the staff was that the church, their jobs, and their relationship with Earl Paulk were all in very serious trouble.  Their actions could not remedy the situation, and if they tried they would be silenced and accused of treason as John Bridges had been.  Although Earl later repeatedly explained in numerous meetings that he had overstated his feelings of distrust among the staff, a breach had developed in his relationships with staff.  Even Don described the atmosphere as "you really reach a place where you don't know who to trust."  The staff had quickly became disempowered and disconnected.  They had seen Earl Paulk's closest friend try to do something and be severely reprimanded for it.  In his act, they all had lost the reward which they had strived so hard to gain, Paulk's trust and love. 

Among the laity, however, this feeling of empowerment to act individually on the vision would not be suppressed so easily.  The February Cathedral Headline described an "epidemic of 'contagious enthusiasm' breaking out among the members" of the church.  This "fresh fire of the Holy Spirit," as it was called, stimulated considerable lay activity, as concerned members contributed non-monetarily toward reform as they saw fit.  By mid February, the congregation had created a "positive action" plan of their own making.  Paulk's secretary was flooded with letters and calls from lay business leaders wanting a voice in church leadership.  These successful entrepreneurs had been inspired to succeed through Paulk's preaching and this success underwrote much of the church's ministry.  They were no longer the same directionless, youthful sheep of ten years earlier.  They had followed Paulk's guidance to seek out God's will for their lives, develop unique ideas, venture into risky enterprises confident in the protection of the covenant, and become tools in God's plan.  They had developed into confident business leaders who were used to and willing to take charge if given the opportunity.  These same business persons began meeting early in the morning to pray and strategize.  Paulk attempted to stall them from taking charge, but they would not remain on hold for long.

During this time rumblings could also be heard from other lay members regarding the church's ministries.  Volunteers protested about a lack of support for their various efforts.  Church teachers complained of a need for repairs in the classrooms.  Nursery workers grumbled over unsafe conditions.  Several African American members vehemently pointed out perceived racial inequities.  These members mentioned the obvious unequal distribution of blacks in the entertainment and menial service (child care, maintenance, and parking lot) ministries of the church, the limited representation of blacks in the clergy ranks, and the devaluation of their African heritage by Paulk.  Several black members admitted to harboring extreme resentment over the selection of a white woman to play the role of Sheba in the 1991 play, "When Sheba Comes."  One man exclaimed, "All the blacks know that Sheba was black.... We all know this and I think it was like a slap in the face to place Mona [the Caucasian wife of one of the pastors] in that position when we have other qualified blacks to play Sheba.  It rubs us the wrong way."

A "WILD KINGDOM"tc \l2 "A "WILD KINGDOM"
In the midst of this flurry of lay involvement, another crisis unfolded which intensified the volatile climate of the congregation.  Vic Carter, an African American television reporter for the local ABC affiliate who lived in a nearby neighborhood and had a history of investigating the church, had heard many of the rumors circulating about the church.   He asked Paulk if he could cover the upcoming "special treasures day" where members were to donate their valuables to the church.  The presbytery were very apprehensive about his visit, given the nature of the service, but determined it was impossible to exclude him without the impression of wrongdoing (2/23/92).   The reporter's cameras were prominent as members surrendered their family treasures of silver, jewels, coin collections, furs, and antiques to the cathedral cause.  During an interview with Earl Paulk following the service these cameras captured a much more unflattering image of the church, however.  On camera, Vic Carter directly questioned Paulk about the rumors of financial mismanagement, improper family employment, immorality among church pastors, the reality of bankruptcy, and Paulk's authoritarian leadership.  Caught off guard, Earl Paulk admitted to "a pastor's indiscretion."
 Following the interview, Paulk was visibly shaken.  So too would his identity be severely damaged if the leadership did not act immediately .  The church countered that afternoon with threats to file a lawsuit against the television station.  This caused the station to shelve the interview for the moment.  The threat of this recording and the anxiety over when it would be shown nearly drove the leadership insane with worry.   The television station's hesitation, however, provided an opportunity for Earl Paulk to prepare his congregation for the worst.

It Is Not My Faulttc \l3 "It Is Not My Fault
Too many voices, and now a very public one, were calling for answers to difficult questions.  The potential challenging issues of the interview would have to be addressed.  Paulk would have to offer an explanation for the church's difficulties.  An effort was undertaken to defuse Vic Carter's interview and remove blame from both Earl Paulk and "the vision."  The first step was for Duane Swilley to confess his sexual sin to the presbytery.  Several days later, still under the severe pressure of anticipating the broadcast of the interview, Earl Paulk offered core lay leaders an opportunity to give their input into the church's troubles.  Before allowing them "to speak their minds," Paulk spent considerable time defending himself on the issues addressed by the interview.  According to the reflections of one business person, Bishop Paulk was congenial and open to their suggestions.  He took responsibility for several issues and apologized for his errors.  He promised that he would hold periodic meetings and would establish a counsel of one hundred lay leaders to advise him on church affairs.  At the end of the four hour encounter everybody left feeling good and as if they were heard. 

Almost immediately, however, allegations of favoritism by those not invited to this meeting began to surface.  Several lay leaders issued a demand for other similar meetings.  Phone calls were nonstop between members.  At this point a majority of moderate and marginal members were in the dark about recent events and the allegations.  Between the anxiety of members who knew what had happened and the frustration of those who did not, the rumors intensified.  Paulk would have to respond quickly to this wave of rumors which threatening to overwhelm the congregation if left unchecked.  Respond he did -- from the pulpit that Sunday morning.   Earl summoned every bit of the spiritual power he possessed to reassert his authority.  He forcefully reversed his conciliatory and cooperative stance of the previous Friday with statements such as "your job is not to judge me...but to listen..." (2/23/92)! 

His tone shifted drastically several hours later as he addressed approximately 2500 members called to a special meeting of the church's leadership.  He began by apologizing to lay leaders about the Friday meeting, promising the disgruntled "your turn will come."   He also announced he was through being amiable toward former members, saying "I wrote letters, left calls on their machines.  I crawled on my belly like an old dog, but today...God told me my crawling days are over for a while."  He then quickly asserted, "Even though you left us we still want to fellowship with you."  He reflected on how much he had loved those who left but he also warned them, and his membership, of his power.

I loved them.... I stayed close to them.... I could allow myself to get bitter.  Now what I'm going to say here I pray to God, 'Holy Spirit hold me chargeable, Let me say it with love.'  Those who attack us have aberrated lifestyles and as a pastor I know those things, but they know me enough to know I would never uncover them, I'm not in the job of fighting back.

Following these opening remarks, Paulk presented his rebuttal of the interview, an interview which none of the members had seen or ever would see although this was not known at the time.  Essentially he went through each of Vic Carter's allegations and claimed he was not responsible, not at fault.  He offered excuses for his vulnerability to Vic Carter, claiming he was "desperately tired...since I tire more easily now than I once did" and innocently naive "because I think everybody loves me."  He claimed to have no ultimate authority in administrative affairs or church management, "The church belongs to you. It is operated by a board ‑‑ I have absolutely no power over what happens to this property.  He asserted that he was not the  church's singular authority; rather it was governed by democratic practices, "...every time we added to this property, who made that decision?  You did as a conference.  Who voted to build the cathedral? You did as a conference."  He stated he had no hand in setting salaries, opening the financial records for inspection, "I don't mind you checking with [the administrator] what big money we get."  He even announced that he had no awareness of the church's financial situation, "[if we are] about to go into chapter eleven, I'm not aware of that and I'm NOT!  I made no decision about misspending money.... It has always been a corporate decision."   He denied approving any financial expenditure: the extravagant spending by the Worship and Arts department; the expansion of the television ministry, the cathedral construction overruns, or even the daily administrative and salary issues.  He disavowed having any influence over the church's money management, "The finances on the project that we have here is either decided by the conference or by the board.... How the money is spent once it comes in is decided by the administrator."  Earl Paulk then reaffirmed that he "did hear from God" regarding the tax returns and special treasures day.   Finally in regards to the immorality of a pastor, he asserted that he knew nothing about it until he learned of the allegations by the rumor mill.  Earl concluded this meeting by pleading with the core and committed members, "I desperately need the input of our business people.... I need your input.... I never resent your questions."  He reminded the gathered members of his loving nature, "If I have made any mistakes at all or bad decisions it is because I love people."

The repercussions from this meeting were staggering among the core, committed, and moderate groupings of members.  These more highly involved members had firsthand knowledge of Earl Paulk's power and influence in the inner workings of the church.  Likewise, they all had listened to hundreds of sermons where Paulk preached exactly the opposite message about his role in the church.  Many persons told me they could not believe Bishop Paulk had used the pulpit to tell such lies.  One core staff person, who only weeks before swore she would not leave, commented the following week that she was on her way out saying, "I cannot take the use of the pulpit for propaganda, spreading lies, and covering up, but blaming the money problems on the administrator was the last straw."  These members were well aware that Earl Paulk controlled the church and the boards.  Several members echoed one man's question, "If Earl is not in charge, then who is?  Who is running the show"  Paulk's efforts to avoid shouldering the blame for the church's problems had so undermined his credibility and trustworthiness that one woman confessed, "I don't know what to believe anymore, I don't know what is true and what isn't."  Both she and many others concluded that if Paulk would lie about issues they knew to be true, perhaps he was lying as well about the rumors being baseless.   Another businessman and large giver reported, "I really saw what Bishop Paulk was made of."  

Dozens of core, committed, and moderate members either began to attend church elsewhere or gradually started severing ties with the church following this meeting.  Many members with whom I spoke admitted that they began to withhold much of their offering from this point forward, although they continued to attend.  After months of wavering, Barry Smith even made an internal commitment to himself to leave and began covertly looking for another job.  He said his decision was based on the realization that change could never come from within.  "It made me sick, I realized he is not correctable or accountable," he commented, "It did something to me. I lost my trust and hope."  Another core pastor told me flatly, "I have no trust in anything he says anymore." 

Not everyone reacted negatively toward Paulk's speech.  Pastor Lynn Mays affirmed Paulk in a leadership meeting the following day, "It was your best sermon...timely, bold and prophetic."  Other staff and core members confessed to their disbelief of the rumors as one said, "If there was any proof to these allegations then I would leave, but I haven't seen any so I'm staying."  Another staff person responded positively to the presbytery's efforts at inclusion.  He commented, "There is an air and attitude unlike anything I've seen here before...like they are more willing to listen to the opinions of the underlings."  Finally, those committed, moderate, and marginal members who were either unfamiliar with the internal dynamics of the church or who had not been present at this meeting continued to accept Paulk's portrayal of church dynamics.

It Is God's Faulttc \l3 "It Is God's Fault
The following few weeks were spent by the presbytery in efforts to control the damage done by Paulk's presentation.  The leadership undertook several counter measures to shore up the rapidly eroding congregational trust in Earl Paulk.
  The rhetorical culmination of these efforts came in the form of a reinterpretation of the cause for the current troubles.  Beginning in March, Paulk and the presbytery spoke often of seeing God's hand at work in this suffering. The Bishop referred to a "time of testing," stating that he was beginning to "see the scriptures in a new way" (3/11/92).  It was neither Paulk's fault, nor the board's, the administrator, or any other leader's fault.  Instead it was God's fault.  The leadership perceived God's hand  at work in this "shaking of the church structures."  The membership losses were not due to Satan or errors of leadership, but rather it was "God doing all this purging" (3/11/92).  Paulk commented, "Sometimes in order for the body to stay healthy offending members had to be cut off" (3/11/92).

   This shift of interpretation allowed him to recast the situation as a positive effort of purifying the vision, rather than in a defensive posture of fending off Satan's attacks.  The church's difficulties existed in order to cleanse the motives and purposes of its members.  Once again the kingdom was being refined  through fiery trials.  Likewise, with ever increasing numbers of defectors, Satan could not receive the credit for this much damage, nor would Earl shoulder the blame for "offending" ex‑members.  Therefore, the buck was passed upstairs as Paulk explained (3/11/92).  

The Body of Christ would have to be purged and purified in order for it to be the appropriate bride of Christ.... Offense is what creates a clear and pure form of Christianity.  That's what is going on now.  It isn't me doing the cutting, the offending, or even Satan...but it is God doing it.

Earl used countless scriptural references to Job, Daniel in the lion's den, the trio in the fiery furnace, David's troubles, and the testing of Paul in order to demonstrate the validity of this doctrine (3/8/92).

This is a time of tremendous shaking and from it God will settle down to a core of people who understand...the gospel of the Kingdom... God said the shaking is not coming from Satan, the shaking is coming from God. That's what he did to Job.

Those Shaken Loosetc \l3 "Those Shaken Loose
If this process of purification and pruning had removed the free riders, the spectators, and the less committed, the church would have no doubt survived intact and perhaps might even become stronger.  What actually happened, however, was that many of the core and committed members and staff were the ones shaken loose from the congregation throughout the Spring.  Many of these highly involved persons felt the greatest sense of betrayal, knew the most of the questionable situations, and had sacrificed considerably to actualize the vision.
  Like Tricia Weeks, these persons were held in high esteem by the congregation; their departure sent a powerful message, especially when several of those leaving were Paulk's daughters.  The older two offspring and their husbands, who were pastors at the church, left within a month of each other.
   Pastor Duane Swilley also distanced himself from the church, having begun an  independent traveling ministry.  The pastor in charge of the international ministry departed for his native Puerto Rico to start his own church.  Pastor Smith finally turned in his resignation as well.
  In addition several other pastors,  two core "elders" in the church, and numerous heads of ministries also severed their ties to the congregation. 

The departure of many of his natural and spiritual family was a significant loss for Earl Paulk.  He responded to these defections with anger and hostility, commenting in a Wednesday evening service that any of his family who did not agree with the vision were free to leave.  He asserted that he had plenty of "spiritual sons and daughters at the church who could carry on the vision" (3/11/92).   Nevertheless, this loss was a severe blow to the image of Chapel Hill Harvester as a "family church."  More than that, this exodus of so many persons central to his ministry further eroded Paulk's image as a trusted leader above reproach.   

Whenever significant members departed, Paulk and the remaining presbytery would insinuate these folk had problematic character faults, would label them as a "Judas" or a "Jezebel," and would demonstratively "kiss them off" from the pulpit.  Paulk's pattern from the past, of denigrating those who left, was only partially effective in keeping the blame off himself and the church.  As one former member related, "This is the first time ever that [Paulk] has not been able to turn the questioning back on the individual who brought the question, because there are too many people doing the questioning!"  More moderate and marginal members began to wonder what was really going on, who was really at fault.  All the while Paulk continued to warn these members to avoid those who had left, "You don't need to get out and flirt with those people who are not in covenant, those who are dissident, or those who don't understand the vision" (5/3/92). 

In spite of Earl Paulk's many warnings about fraternizing with the enemy, a significant amount of communication took place between current and former members.  Given the close ties, especially among the core members, Paulk's derogatory remarks and actions soon reached the offended party.  These comments often enraged the targeted defectors.  Some drew on the energy of indignation and anger to empower them in efforts against their former church.  Others continued in a reflective but passive state of mind, frustrated and bewildered pondering "why us?" or "how could we have been so foolish?"  Many of those leaving were worn and weary from the years of kingdom sacrifice and expressed a desire to "drop out and rest," as one man put it.
  Several persons began to talk of their departure in the language of a "divorce" or "falling out of love."
   "We are going through a grieving process, like it was when I got divorced."  Others reflected on the dynamics that had kept them silent and obedient for so long.  As one core couple related, "When we saw  Earl as a God it was harder to bring things up about him and against him.  Now that we are beginning to see him as a man, it is so much easier to state our grievances."
 

By the middle of Spring I would estimate that over three hundred families of the approximately 1000 families which comprised the core and committed levels of membership had left.  All of these persons were formerly solid supporters of the church, having attended over five years and given well over ten percent of their yearly income.  Many more members, who were determined to leave but had obligations to the church such as children in the academy or business interests in the church, withheld much of their money and began attending less frequently.  Rumors spread about a mass exodus of members that would take place after Easter and of another group of members who were prepared to depart when the school year ended.  Many of these persons expressed that they were not leaving because of the "rumors."  In fact, most of those with whom I talked had little or no knowledge of the allegations of immorality.  Rather these members discussed having been dissatisfied and burdened for several years.  Now that others were leaving, they too took the opportunity to exit.  The reflection of one former member summarize this dynamic, "[The desire to leave] been building up in a lot of us for some time now....but seeing people you have confidence in bailing out that makes the decision easier." 

These combined losses worsened the already severe monetary conditions.  During this time the stated weekly budget was $155,000 dollars, yet the average offering from February to April was approximately $130,000 dollars a week.  In early March, Paulk announced to the staff, still numbering well over one hundred, that a mandatory pay cut was into effect with reductions of 30 percent for the founding pastors, 20 percent for pastors, and 15 percent for staff.  He also informed them that the church would be pulling out of many television markets after April.  Earl mourned, "I weep in my spirit when we take a step backward" (3/1/92).

Troubles arose from several other fronts as well.  Former core members drafted a three page letter outlining 18 ethical and fiduciary concerns regarding the church's management.  This letter was sent anonymously to the lending agency and bond holders of the Cathedral's debt.  Another former volunteer leader of young adults wrote and presented  a five page theological treatise identifying the flaws in Earl Paulk's thinking to the presbytery.  He and other ex-members petitioned several nationally known ministers to investigate the church and demand that Paulk correct any abuses they found (as outlined in the Biblical passages, 1 Corinthians 5:1‑6:5 Matthew 18:15‑17, often taught by Paulk).
   At the same time, numerous business men and women became even more vocal in their dissatisfaction with the church leadership.  The promised "Friday meetings with the Bishop" had not materialized and these persons were very upset about being excluded after having been guaranteed a role in the church's recovery.  Clearly, 1992 was not turning out as Earl Paulk and the church leadership had hoped.  As of this point, however, Vic Carter's taped interview still sat on a shelf, the rumors continued to be unsubstantiated stories spread by those "bent on destroying the church," and Sunday attendance in the Cathedral remained at nearly 5000.   This atmosphere of speculation and uncertainty about the veracity of these stories was about to end.  The next significant incident in this eventful year would lend considerable credence to the allegations.

"SO THERE IS SOME TRUTH TO THESE RUMORS!"tc \l2 ""SO THERE IS SOME TRUTH TO THESE RUMORS!"
This incident began on the third of May with an emotional explosion in the church's crowded mall atrium between Sunday services.  One of the pastors was chastising a core member and active leader in several ministries for her recent lack of participation.  She responded to his reprimand repeatedly in a loud voice, delivering a powerful message, "If you want me to participate then you keep Don Paulk from fucking my daughter."  This comment, no doubt, peaked the interest of the many members milling around in the atrium.  The young woman to whom she referred, Rebecca Moses (Becky), had come to the church early in the Alpha movement, been adopted by core members, worked on staff in various capacities, and eventually taught at the academy.  She had recently ended a year long sexual affair with Don Paulk.  Becky  was severely distraught after bringing the extramarital affair to a conclusion and intended to keep the matter private, just between her family and the church leadership.  Her public comments six months later indicated that she interpreted this affair as a "spiritually‑elevated" Kingdom relationship that "would not be wrong in the eyes of God...and would in fact be 'beneficial to the church'" (press release, 11/16/92).  She later claimed that Don had exploited his clergy authority and spiritual familial role to seduce her into having intercourse with him (White, 1992e).  Her adopted mother's public outburst, and a meeting the following week with Becky's lawyer, triggered a swift reaction by the church leadership to avoid further speculation, rumors, and allegations.  

Three days later, Don announced to the church staff that he had been involved in "sexual indiscretions" with a parishioner.  Within a few hours the press knew of this confession.  The Atlanta Journal and Constitution reported Don Paulk's admission the next day.  A rapid barrage of media coverage followed for several days including extensive television coverage and another in-depth Atlanta Journal and Constitution article outlining the church's recent financial, membership, and sexual woes (White, 1992a). 

Mother's day Sunday May 10, 1992 found the Cathedral filled with its largest attendance since its  inaugural service.  The loyal and the curious both arrived early for the ten o'clock service.  As one woman told her companion, "I really feel like we need to present the best image we can today."  When I questioned another member he responded, "I'm here as much out of curiosity as anything."  Members' anticipation of Don Paulk's statement charged the atmosphere of the stately sanctuary.  After several triumphal orchestra pieces, Earl Paulk opened this media‑covered worship time with a litany of good reports.  He related that giving had increased the last several Sundays, that Atlanta's Mayor had just called in support of the church as had numerous national religious leaders, and that there would be a "new surge of church growth, God promised me a sign.  We shall proceed with great growth and humility" (5/10/92).  During the offering, he encouraged members, "the giving today is indicative of the state of the church."  After honoring the mothers in the audience, and noting that all his daughters were in the service, he called Don to the pulpit to read a statement.

Don's appearance was met with thunderous applause and a standing ovation which lasted nearly two minutes.  He began his statement by berating the media, calling them "electronic vultures."  Don Paulk then lamented that his "first recognition [in 32 years] had to be one like this" (5/10/92).  He continued by arguing that he was a "human man, guilty of mistakes.... I am not here today as a martyr or hero, but as a fallen wounded soldier" (5/10/92).  Don admitted that the rumors and news stories of the previous week were true, "there was an improper involvement...improprieties that do not become a pastor....This involvement was made public, but is now ended" (5/10/92).  He then assured members that he had already confessed his sin and had received God's forgiveness.  He apologized to his family, the congregation, the "body of Christ" and to the "young lady who has confessed publicly of our deeds."  He added that this affair was "with a friend and fellow worker...this involvement was by mutual consent, there was no force or intimidation" (5/10/92).  He concluded by once again making Satan responsible for the church's troubles, "I unwittingly became one of Satan's stooges....The ultimate goal of Satan is to destroy this church....Satan has seen his finest hour in this tragedy but the victory is God's" (5/10/92).  Following this, he resigned as a pastor.

Earl Paulk, his family, and the presbytery wept while embracing Don in a show of support.  After several minutes of this emotional display, Paulk began his sermon.  He spoke on the "true character of the church" as it is "surfacing in dealing with sin."  Earl Paulk outlined the various characteristics of the true church as compassion, righteousness, mercy, forgiveness, truth, and restoration.  Continuing, Paulk blamed those who had recently left, implying the "dissident members" were in collusion with "world systems" and with Satan.  "The church is being attacked by satanic forces," he argued, "the way to scatter sheep is to attack the shepherd.  Satan has taken one step too many" (5/10/92).  Paulk concluded with the promise, "There will be a proper restoration process for Pastor Don.... Whether it is three days, three months, or three years, there will be an adequate restoration that will please God.  Trust us with that" (5/10/92).

Many in the congregation immediately rallied around Don and the church leadership.  One core member exclaimed, "We will not be moved by the world, by its accusations."  Even after Don's confession, many members continued to interpret his admission as false and nothing more than untrue allegations.  A marginal member verified this perception in her comment after the service.  "I don't know if I believe [these allegations], but even if they are true he is a good man and we should stand behind him."  Others perceived themselves as the remaining few who acknowledged the truth, "We are a faithful remnant standing in the gap."  Finally, several expressed the need to forgive if they desired forgiveness themselves.  One member echoed this in her statement to an Atlanta Journal and Constitution reporter, "We have to rally around him because we sin too.... He confessed to us, and we must do what the Bible instructs.  If he is not restored, then I don't have any hope" (Laccetti, 1992).

In the evening service Benson Idahosa, the ICCC member from Nigeria, delivered what he described as a "message from God."  Once again, the events of the church were viewed as God's intentions rather than as Satan's attacks.  He instructed the membership, "I'm here to plead with you, don't be distracted. This is God's doing.... I'm here to tell you, God's hand is upon this ministry" (5/10/92).  The message he traveled from Africa to proclaim concerned Don but was directed to Bishop Paulk and the church leadership. 

We are not going to let the world and the press dictate the direction of the church....Restore [Don] as quickly as possible!  Please don't allow what the world might say to rule this ministry.  Don't let this man die prematurely.... Call Don back as quickly as you can....Let him be back to his post next Sunday. 

With this comment, he led Don from a pew, up onto the rostrum, and placed him directly behind Earl Paulk's chair.  Pastor Clements then rose, walked to the pulpit, and solemnly confirmed this message to be from God.  In response to this prophetic pronouncement Earl Paulk suggested that Don take a three week sabbatical.  Don Paulk had been restored.  

After Idahosa patched this hole in the image of the church's leadership, the next several weeks were devoted to similar efforts at restoring various aspects of the shaken structure.  From the pulpit Earl Paulk redefined what trust meant in this context of acknowledged misconduct, "I don't feel like I could trust anybody who doesn't walk with a limp" (5/17/92).  According to one pastor, in a presbytery meeting Paulk clarified what "walking with a limp" meant ‑‑ "one who has had some kind of moral problem."  Yet on several occasions, he denied any sexual wrongdoing by himself or others with comments such as, "There is nothing wrong sexually," "I'm not keeping my harem; that's ridiculous!" and "there's no `sexual groups'."  At the same time, he continued to threaten those "who touch anointed things...or like Sam said Sunday night, 'troubles will come, but woe unto him by whom they come'" (5/27/92).  The leadership expanded the causes of their troubles to include all possible sources, identifying the root of their troubles as within God's plan, as the result of evil ex-members out to destroy them, and as a consequence of Satan's attack on their successful efforts at building the Kingdom.  

Paulk blamed each of these culprits, often in the same sermon, "When Pentecostal and Charismatic people are trying to kill you it must be of God" and conversely, "I know I'm doing something right because the devil is fighting me" (5/23/92).  This pattern continued several Sundays with comments that also implied their troubles were the result of growth to a higher spiritual reality such as, "God is building a new community, before he could do that he had to put us into chaos....These pains...appear chaotic but for those with spiritual insight they can see God's hand at work" and then "I'm enraged when I see what the devil has done to this place....Satan has had his field day, but it is over now" (5/29/92).  Don Paulk also argued that their problems could be attributed to the church's rapid growth out pacing its organizational structures, "These are pains of growth, and we are still growing. Paradigm shifts are often painful" (5/29/92). Earl Paulk even when so far as to explain their troubles for my benefit as a natural process of a group's maturation.  "Any sociologist worth his salt knows that for a group to be successful it has to go through times like these to draw the core together in order to continue to grow," he instructed (5/27/92).

The worship service on the last Sunday of May was a celebration of Earl Paulk's 65th birthday.  The membership in attendance was petitioned to give an extra "present" to Paulk.  Special giving envelopes were printed with "Happy 65th Birthday Bishop Paulk" for the occasion.  A note was sent from his wife Norma to all television partners asking for a birthday offering as well.   Since Don's admission, giving had continued to plummet.  Several weekly offerings in May and June totaled less than 100,000 dollars, well below the reduced budgetary figure of 126,000 dollars.  By the end of May the church was, according to Don Paulk, 400,000 dollars behind in its bond payments (5/31/92).  Because of this, Earl Paulk and John Bridges paid a visit to the lending agency in Dallas to repair their faltering financial situation.   At this meeting they were told to cut the church budget by $25,000 dollars a week.  He reported this desperate situation during a staff celebration of his 65th birthday, relating to them, "Don and John [the administrator] made the list....I only approved it."  According to Paulk, the decisions were based on "how we can get ministry done still." "But," he went on to say, "it is a weeding out, only those faithful will stay....Those who stay will be called in and questioned about what they believe and their trustworthiness" (5/27/92).  Not long after this meeting, thirty‑four employees were released, reducing the number of staff from 157 to 123 persons.  At the same time, several more staff and clergy left voluntarily.

This Sunday birthday service also marked Don Paulk's return to ministry.  The tenor of the service was triumphal, and powerfully celebratory.  Much was said of Don and Earl's relationship including how Earl was like a father to Don.  The sermon focused on the story of the prodigal son and family togetherness.  Don, then, addressed the congregation at length,  commenting "I have risen and I am here to fight again!"  He suggested that "daytime TV is more tame than life here at Chapel Hill."  He assured the congregation that "the Kingdom was still built in trust.... The final chapter hasn't been written yet."  Don then ended the service by "kissing off" and wishing good riddance to those who had left.  Immediately after​wards, approximately two dozen persons in the congregation stood up and stormed out, while the rest of the church rose to give him a standing ovation.

THE TRUTH SHALL SET YOU FREEtc \l2 "THE TRUTH SHALL SET YOU FREE
Don Paulk's substantiation of several of the rumors, as well as his non-repentant attitude and the church leadership's cavalier attitude in restoring him, incensed many of the members.  According to many of those who left, it was not specifically Don's adulterous actions that drove them away.  Rather it was the leadership's efforts in framing the incident through lies and deception in order to maintain their image and authority which gave them adequate cause to disaffiliate.   A former member related his conversation and observations of a family from the church. 

One couple said to me, `I don't care if I saw the Bishop having sex with a woman right in front of me.  He is a man of God and he's anointed and I am not leaving him!'  And now three weeks later they have left the church because of the way this was handled.

The leadership's actions were perceived by those with whom I talked as a glossing over existing problems and as evidence that they were unwilling to change their path or be corrected.  One committed white male member reported shortly after this event, "I have to leave now.... I know there is more going on and always will be."  A committed white female member stated this act had severed her trust in the church, "There's no hold on me now.... I'm getting out of this place."  A moderate black male member pointed to the congregation's reaction to Don Paulk's adultery as the reason for his immediate departure.  He recalled, "When our church greeted Don, who had come to admit a sin, with a standing ovation I thought 'what depths had we sunk to?' and I left."   Following Don's rapid reinstatement, a large number of students resigned from the church's academy and college along with numerous teachers and other staff persons.  In all, nearly one thousand members, mostly of the committed and moderate levels of the congregation, left within several weeks of these events.  Attendance at Sunday services from May to September hovered at approximately 3000.  

  At this time, the pressures of deciding whether or not to remain committed to the church switched from those who had left to those still attending.  With such a large group of well respected members gone, the momentum began to pull toward the church's exits.  As a member said, "We began to fall like dominos."  The tide had turned.  Members now were having to define and defend why they were staying rather than attacking those who had left.  I began to be approached by many persons still in the church.  They volunteered reasons for their staying.  Whether they felt they needed to convince me, or themselves, of the good still in the church, their comments often were delivered in an intense, impassioned, and defensive manner.  Interestingly, most of the reasons given paralleled the efforts Paulk had made to keep his charismatic authority intact -- the family and loving people, the vision, his prophetic anointing, and past success.  One committed member explained to me, "I've thought about the worse case scenario and if the bottom falls out [financially] I'd still love living here because I love the people."  "People have left because the occasional negative thing affects them, but nothing has affected me really negatively," said another.  "Maybe some of that was true," a staunchly supportive pastor admitted, "but I believe in the vision and what they do in their private lives doesn't matter to me."  A young pastor from the Alpha ranks resolutely affirmed, "I'm going to stand by him no matter what...till the day I die."  A third elderly pastor, distraught and searching, questioned me at length.

How could such meaningful, good, upright, faithful people believe such incredible things like wife swapping.  These things just are not true, the Bishop told me himself.  There was just that one incident with Don.  God's anointing is still on this ministry.  How could these people believe these things and say them after all that Bishop Paulk had done, all this ministry had accomplished?

Other members who remained reported that they had in fact severed their emotional and financial ties to Paulk and the church, but not to their ministry in the congregation.  One woman echoed a theme I heard from quite a few active members. 

Don did not 'repent!'  I know there are very serious problems going on and because of these I've completely stopped giving them my money, but I can't really stop my helping others.  I'm still at Overcomers, though half my counseling group is gone...and the East Lake literacy program.... I'm happy doing these ministries so why should I quit? 

The confession by Don Paulk changed the dynamics at the church.  No longer could Earl Paulk insist that the rumors were fabrications and idle gossip.  He had admitted his nephew Duane was guilty and  his own brother had confessed to adultery with a young church member.  By their own words the leadership proved that there was some truth to the rumors.  Again, they were shown to have lied to the congregation.  These falsehoods demonstrated that the church leadership might not be entirely trustworthy.  As a result Paulk and other church leaders stated over and again, that the Kingdom was built in trust, but that members should now trust "the vision" (5/31/92, 6/10/92, 6/28/92).  

This mass exodus of members, the loss of a majority of the core and committed members, further undermined congregational trust in Paulk.  Although it seemed each week as if his appealing sermon rhetoric in the context of the emotionally charged worship services could still generate support and the commitment of members, without a solid core community or supportive social networks his charisma had little lasting power over them.   A staff person and singer who left at this time remarked, "I came because of one man, and now I'm leaving because of one man," yet less than a month before he swore to me that he would never abandon Paulk.  It was not until every one of his close friends had departed that he too came to that decision.  Paulk's charismatic authority could not have arisen without a supportive community; and  neither could it be maintained in social isolation. 

These actions on the part of the Paulks also confirmed for former members that their decision to exit had been necessary and timely.  Many of those members who had already departed perceived these events as a "slap in the face" but also as vindication.  After being told they were evil for believing the rumors, they found out these rumors were true.  No apology ever came from Earl Paulk.  In fact, he continued to attack those who had left.  One ex‑member summarized these feelings in her comment.  "We are mad as hell at (Don's) arrogance and Earl sweeping this under the rug."  Several groups of these former core and committed members, began to bond together informally.  Many communicated with the press and held supportive gatherings where they would trade stories, discuss outrageous gossip, and vent frustrations.   Parties were held which often contained equal numbers of former and current members, leading to, as one person put it, "some strange dynamics."  

Jokes and sarcasm circulated through the networks of former members and, given these overlapping social groupings, into spheres of remaining members.  Some comments, with serious overtones reflecting the perceived desperateness of the situation, contained references to the Jonestown tragedy.  On several occasions I heard former members remark to those still involved in the church "Don't drink the koolade" and "I hope no congressman comes here to see what's happening,".  Other statements, although lighter in nature, betrayed underlying feelings of intense anger and animosity by ex‑members.  One woman joked about printing tee shirts with the slogans, "I'd rather be a 'casual Christian' (at the time Earl Paulk was referring to ex‑members by this title) than have casual sex with Earl Paulk" and "I'd rather be a casual Christian than an casualty of CHHC."  Earl's book Sex is God's Idea took on a new meaning for these members, as did Don's book entitled, I Laugh, I Cry.  Former members suggested many alternatives to Don's title, including I Slept, I Lied and I Screw, You Cry.  A few of these persons who lived in the church communities even began to follow members of the Paulk family wherever they went.

At the same time, Earl's daughter and son‑in‑law began a new church, "The Family Church."  This alternative worship opportunity attracted many "wounded sheep" from Earl Paulk's fold.  Members could leave Paulk without leaving their friends.  Each of these various groupings of former members offered alternative social worlds to replace the one which they had abandoned.  Ex‑members created new stories, a new vocabulary, new networks of friends, and a new communities of support.  In doing so they established social structures which aided the departure of others and also sustained their own animosity against the church and its leaders.  

This community reflection also enabled many of the former members to realize that "the vision" was their possession, that it did not belong to Earl Paulk or the church.  Several expressed that they had come to realize the vision was, as Earl had said, "just lived out Christianity," and that they could live it out elsewhere.  Much of this empowerment from their reinterpretation of the vision did not come until a year or more after leaving the church.  For the first year or more after leaving, many of the core and committed members remained filled with anger and what several reported as "embarrassment over having been duped."

ANOTHER SPIRITUAL SOLUTIONtc \l2 "ANOTHER SPIRITUAL SOLUTION
Meanwhile the church leadership launched several proactive spiritual measures designed to revitalize the existing members' morale and overcome the defensive atmosphere of the congregation.  These efforts were framed by Paulk as a "paradigm shift" to a higher spiritual plane.  The congregation was envisioned as moving to a new level of spiritual awareness, "God promised us a total new level.... We've had great revelations, but many of them are passing away for the more glorious" (6/28/92).  Satan's role was again minimized; God was perceived as being in charge.  Paulk exclaimed, "God knows exactly what He is doing....God is doing something and it is God that I know! (6/28/92).  He was insistent that the church's "vision" remained strong.  "I held on to the vision....The vision is still intact," he informed the congregation (6/7/92).  In that regard, he spoke of his own return to the core message of this original vision.  Earl Paulk reported in one staff meeting that he had reread The Ultimate Kingdom and listened to several key sermons.  He commented about these, "they sounded as if somebody else was preaching. We can't fall away from those messages" (7/15/92).  What these strategies called for was the spiritual renewal of the membership.  Once again Paulk's strategies at maintaining his legitimacy focused on those features of his identity which previously had been most important in grounding his authority.   

To accomplish this spiritual intensification, the congregation was encouraged to practice diverse Christian disciplines.  The church published a book, The Holy Spirit is Real, based on an extensive teaching series by Earl Paulk which everyone was encouraged to read it.  Mention was often made of the Baptism of the Holy Ghost and various gifts of the Spirit.  An impassioned call was made for "prayer warriors" to maintain the 24 hour a day intercessory "Underground Army Watch."  The congregation was often reminded, "prayer changes things."  They were encouraged to fast and to meditate on "the word." Throughout June and July healing services were held and reports of miraculous healings became rampant.  In sermons, Paulk suggested that those who had left were "casual Christians" and had lost their commitment to Jesus.  He stated, "When you really got commitment...you don't get weary.  If you are not here, the problem is that you have fallen out of love with Jesus.... After all these years I'm falling in love with Jesus again" (6/28/92).

Another effort of revitalization took the form of restructuring the family relationships and the familial trust of the congregation.  Many of those for whom the church had been a surrogate family, now had disappeared.  This "divorce" not only severed actual relational ties between many members causing a sense of loss and grief, but it also created an instability and anxiety in the social fabric of the congregation.  Rituals had to be enacted to re‑establish order in the social world (Geertz, 1973).  New patterns of relational bonds had to be forged and demonstrated.  The chaotic situation, which included his daughters, their families, and his nephew all leaving the church's active ministry, had severely eroded the identity of the church as family and Paulk as "father."  Likewise, members' trust in "family members" who had just confessed to committing adultery was strained considerably.   Overtly, the ritual activity intended to restore this familial pattern was the month long "Family to Family Revival."  This reunion‑like event included the Mushegan's, Earl's oldest sister, and her family, and was held every week night and on Sunday evenings.  Several other relatives of Paulk also preached in services throughout the Summer.  These meetings modeled a familial intimacy and symbolized the close knit ties which were missing from the congregation.  The rhetoric at the time focused on God granting the congregation a new "spirit of a father," grafting spiritual sons and daughters into the family tree, and retelling many stories from the church's history.  Those blood relatives who remained were given more prominent roles in the organizational structure as well.  

These diverse spiritual and familial efforts, however, had little effect on the tenor and direction the congregation was heading.  The social bases of Earl Paulk's charismatic authority were weakened severely.  Those core and committed members who had supported Paulk in the construction of his charismatic identity were too few in number to maintain it.  Too many key families had lost trust in Paulk's charismatic persona.  The Kingdom was being dismantled from its foundation up due to a lack of trust.  Likewise, no longer was there adequate evidence of either Paulk's personal, or the church's collective successes to counteract the adversity being suffered.  The prophet was no longer producing. 

Given the size of this megachurch, its long established webs of interpersonal relationships were crucial for maintaining intimacy and a commitment to the church's vision of the Kingdom, as well as trust in Paulk's authority.  The informal relational webs of those who remained, however, were in shambles since so many of their friends had departed.  Likewise, following the restructuring of covenant communities/ connection groups, the formal organizational networks had become ineffective and were practically nonexistent.  For most of the remaining members, the only actual connection between them was the worship service, mediated by a man whose spiritual leadership many of them had begun to doubt.  As the number of committed members continued to shrink, the majority of those in services became comprised of newcomers, moderate, and marginal members.  These newer members were not "outcasts" who had been "rescued" by Earl Paulk and the church.  Nor did they know the success stories of the church, or even its history.  Their membership had come at a relatively low cost compared to those who were leaving.  To compound things, this group contained few wealthy donors and those with money, being less committed, gave less freely.  Paulk acknowledged this in his sermon comments, "I've got some people around here that have an Ananias and Sapphira spirit here...If you are blessed to hear this sermon today...and you don't tithe, you are going to suffer" (5/16/93).   In all, these efforts did not rectify the serious institutional, relational, and authority crisis facing the church.  Paulk's authority came to rest on his office as bishop, his place as church founder, and his position as pastor of a rapidly diminishing church.

THE CALM BEFORE ANOTHER STORM
By mid Summer the drastic nature of the situation required additional, and radical, strategies.  These actions indicate just how desperate Paulk and the presbytery were.  Serious efforts to reduce expenses were put into place.  Some property was sold, television time was further cut, and volunteers were used increasingly for routine day to day affairs.  A record of the offering each week was removed from the bulletin, presumably to avoid reminding the congregation of that depressing fact.  Paulk also appointed five businessmen from the remaining ranks of the core and committed members to fill vacated seats on the Church's  Board of Directors.  He charged them with the task of reaching an organizational solution to the crisis.  After several weeks, they recommended, among other things, that the church cut its paid staff to the "essential 25."  Earl requested that they make the determination regarding which staff to keep.  From all outward indication, then, these men were given considerable power to effect actual changes in the organization.  Some staff cuts took place, and combined with more voluntary resignations, approximately fifty employees remained. Yet, at this time, several new pastors and staff persons were added.  Any actual distribution of power to these men soon dissipated as Earl Paulk reclaimed control when the church attendance and giving stabilized momentarily throughout the Fall.  

From late Summer through October relative calm settled over the church.  An attendance of approximately 3000 and a weekly income of around $80,000 offered a tolerable, although tight, situation.  The lending agency reduced the monthly bond payments, and with staff cuts, reduced television demands, and scaled down ministries, the church's financial burdens eased temporarily.   Paulk continued to attack those who had left, this time on a new front.   Given that his congregation was now eighty-five percent or more African American, he charged those who left with racism. "Folks are leaving because they don't like the racial mix in this church right at a time when we were getting international notoriety for it," he claimed in one sermon (6/7/92).  Continuing he commented, "We were the only white church to stay in South DeKalb, the only church that stayed..."(6/7/92).  "God put us out here, not in Buckhead, in a racially tense area to raise up a standard" he remarked several months later (9/28/92, TV broadcast).

Paulk also boldly challenged his accusers from the pulpit, "Enough is enough, let's get some proof.  A decade or two of lies is enough" (9/28/92, TV broadcast), yet no "evidence" of wrongdoing or any further "disclosures of sins" came to light.  By this point any vocal dissident had left the church.  Likewise, no overt external pressure from former members was being exerted on the church.  Instead, many were trying to put the church behind them and get on with their lives.  On several occasions, however, it was reported that Earl prophesied that those who left would be destitute within three years or have other calamities befall them.  I too had departed from the scene after Earl Paulk's threat on my life (see Chapter One).
  Therefore, the only attack on his credibility came from the rhetoric he himself used to frame the situation for the remaining members.  His own defensiveness and portrayal of the enemy was the solitary reminder of the previous conflict.  

  So confident were Paulk and the leadership of their victory over their accusers that the annual church conference that October focused on "The Church in Crisis."  This three day conference featured Charles Simpson, formerly of Christian Growth Ministries, and presented teachings on how to: handle the restoration of immoral clergy, effect staff layoffs, restructure the church, and deal with slanderous persons.  To dramatize the church's spiritual victory, a play based on Samson's life was performed for this conference.  The leadership of the church attempted to equate this period of history to when Samson's "hair began to grow," meaning that, like Samson, the church's covenant with God was restored, and also like Samson, the church's strength was returning.  What was left unstated was the conclusion of the story of Samson.  Soon, the church would crush those who had abused it, as Samson had the Philistines.  Even as Samson met his death during this effort, so too would this act of retribution lead to the church's further undoing.

THE BEST DEFENSE IS A GOOD OFFENSEtc \l2 "THE BEST DEFENSE IS A GOOD OFFENSE
The apparent calm of Autumn was deceptive then, for troubling currents continued to circulate beneath the overt tranquility.  Members of all levels of commitment still trickled away from the church.  Finances did not improve dramatically.  Newly appointed Board members took Paulk to task for not heeding their suggestions.  As early as September one of them confided that "Earl was trying to run us off."  The stories which continued to pass between former members were eventually channeled to several religious periodicals.  Finally, unbeknownst to current and former members, the woman with whom Don Paulk had confessed to having an affair was in negotiation with the church's legal counsel over compensation for her pain and suffering.  To demonstrate her seriousness, Rebecca Moses' counsel had drawn up a suit asking for a considerable sum of money in damages, but had not filed it.  Once again Earl Paulk responded to this threat by taking the offensive, this time prompted by his lawyer, and once again the repercussions of his actions caused more damage to his image as spiritual leader.

On November 13, 1992 the church filed a twenty‑four million dollar law suit against seven former members, which included Rebecca Moses, Tricia Weeks, Barry Smith, an ex-staff person, and three former male lay leaders.
  The suit alleged that these persons "formed and fomented a conspiracy to inflict financial harm" upon the church.  It charged these defendants with six counts of libel, slander, malicious interference, and intentional harm to the business practices,  reputation, and functioning of the church.  

Almost immediately much of Atlanta was abuzz with the controversy.  Newspaper articles and television stories chronicled the event in sensational detail.  Four days after being served the lawsuit, Becky Moses held a press conference (her first public appearance since Don Paulk confessed his relationship with her) to defend herself against the church's charges.  This was immediately countered by Earl Paulk, who organized his own press conference to convene two hours after hers.  These dueling conferences created even more media coverage.  During one of his interviews, Paulk defended the suit and his legal attack of former members as a "preemptive strike" of sorts to gain a legal upper hand in case Ms. Moses ever filed her suit.
 

This action created intense shock waves among members and former members.  Those named in the lawsuit were stunned and outraged.  Former pastor Barry Smith reported, "I've already been hurt a lot," he said, "but to work with people and be as close to them as I have been, and then try to peacefully move on, and have them come back and sue me, I'm shocked by it" (White, 1992b,c).  While these defendants struggled to arrange for legal representation, many persons inside and outside of the church questioned the action in light of biblical injunctions about a church suing its members.  One person exclaimed, "I always thought Bishop Paulk taught us as Christians we were not to take one another to court.
  

The core and committed members who still remained at the church responded in one of two ways: either they were so repulsed by this action that they immediately left (as many did), or they drew in tighter toward the center of the leadership.  Several of those in this latter group refused to interact with ex‑members who had been their friends.  One such pastor exclaimed to a former member, "If the ship goes down, I'm going down with it no matter what you say.  I don't care what he did or didn't do, I believe in the vision!"  Another core member, when he denied Earl Paulk had ever admitted to a sexual impropriety, was given the newspaper article recording this admission.  The member immediately wadded it up and threw it on the ground commenting, "I don't want to read this. I don't want to see this."  Of the other less committed moderate and marginal members, many continued to attend the church for worship.  Several of these persons reported the sentiment expressed by two women, "These are just allegations, one bad person doesn't make the whole thing bad." and "I go to that church because I feel God is calling me to go to it."  Finally, quite a few persons in these membership levels just quietly drifted away into other churches.

The church launched a second attack against Ms. Moses by name, and indirectly at all former members, the following Sunday.  In a volatile service before approximately 2000 members, Paulk denied any wrongdoing, assured the congregation that "we will survive," and asserted "the captain is still at the helm and all is well" (11/22/92).  Members were encouraged in song to "Fight on soldier, don't give up the journey."  Paulk promised those who remained would become "pillars of the church."  Finally, after telling several stories from the church's past, he challenged those in the congregation to make a final decision.

If you joined something that you didn't know about then unjoin yourself and go your way and leave us alone.  This is a ministry of refuge.  It was begun as one and its never going to change.... I want you to go and I want you to go in a hurry and let the people stay here who want to do something for God!

At the end of the service Earl Paulk provided an opportunity for remaining members to contribute to the church's defense fund.   He also distributed a statement to all adult members which answered questions about the lawsuit.  In graphic detail, this letter portrayed Rebecca Moses as a temptress who, while posing seductively, would greet Don in his office each morning with the comment "Paulk, can we have sex today."  It alleged that Ms. Moses was sexually promiscuous with both males and females.  The letter portrayed her as akin to Jessica Hahn only out for money and publicity.  Finally, it argued that she and other former members had formed a conspiracy to destroy not just Chapel Hill Harvester but "the Church as an institution."  This letter prompted the judge involved in the case to impose a gag order the following day on all parties involved or else, he commented, "no one would survive with their reputations intact" (White, 1992g).  

The court ordered silence shelved the issue for a time publicly.  Behind the scenes, however, trouble continued to brew.  The repressed anger of former members grew in intensity, even as the church reached "an accommodation" with Becky Moses.
  Once this issue was settled, the church promptly dropped its suit.  Again, the church leadership's actions demonstrated their underlying intentions and further  infuriated former members.  Many of those persons saw the church as using the lawsuit to intimidate the woman into quietly obeying their wishes.  Several months later Paulk even admitted this in a letter to networking churches (2/4/93).  

We felt at the time to release the lawyers to circumvent a suit being made against us by filing before they had the opportunity to do so.  Immediately after it had served its purpose, we dropped the suit as we had planned.

A day after the dismissal an article appeared in the Atlanta Journal and Constitution (White, 1992h) which described the sexual abuse charges being made by five other female former members.  This time allegations were made against both Earl and Don Paulk as well as his nephews Duane and Alan Mushegan.  Several male ex‑members joined these women a few days later in a news conference to describe their experiences.  Each participant, many of whom had been previously named in the church's suit, described a system of indoctrination, abused trust, and authoritarian leadership that they found to be rampant at the church.  

Again, the interest of much of the city was excited.  Radio talk shows picked up the story and featured irreverent, free‑for‑all discussions about "long dong Paulk" and the "Cathedral of the holy flickering tongue."  Several callers to these programs blamed the women and supported the church.  The vast majority of callers, however, ridiculed the church and its presbytery.  In addition to this media exposure, CNN and the Associated Press,  television expose shows such as Hardcopy and Inside Edition, People magazine, and newspaper reporters from the San Francisco Examiner, the Boston Globe, the Washington Post and the Atlanta Journal and Constitution contacted those involved.  One major television network assigned a producer and several writers to create a movie about the subject.  Earl Paulk's public image and the church's reputation in the city once again took a serious beating. 

The Charismatic Christian voice in journalism and a former ardent supporter of Paulk's ministry, the magazine Charisma and Christian Life, also entered into this media frenzy.  The widely read magazine ran two consecutive two‑page articles in January and February of 1993 (Justice, 1993a,b).  Its editor, Stephen Strang, wrote an editorial in his other journal aimed at pastors, Ministries Today, explaining his position and actions (1993).  He condemned Paulk's lack of accountability and the minimal response by other Christian leaders as inexcusable.  The printed letters of response in April were evenly balanced, five in support of Paulk and the church and five in support of the magazine's efforts.  The following month all eight letters printed, several written by well‑known pastors of large churches, were strongly in favor of the pastoral accountability called for by the editor.  This public exposure to those most directly within Paulk's sphere of influence clearly damaged the church's image in the Charismatic Christian world.  In the long run, however, this publicity, whether secular or religious, had little direct effect on the church.  It did not become the focus of national attention.  Neither Paulk nor the other ministers were charged with any crime.  Most of Atlanta's residents have forgotten these incidents, as has the broader Christian community.  For the most part, the church has settled, into a considerably scaled down version of its former self.  As one of its current pastors commented, "This is the kind of phenomenon that is going to take several years to evaluate.... We have momentum on our side."

THE LAST CHAPTER?tc \l2 "THE LAST CHAPTER?
There can be no doubt, however, that the institutional reality of Chapel Hill Harvester Church/ The Cathedral of the Holy Spirit suffered an immense blow throughout this two year period.  My estimates are that 75 percent of the core members, 90 percent of committed members, and 60 percent of moderate and marginal members left the church.  Likewise, nearly 90 percent of the white members and 60 percent of the black members departed.  The church's attendance decreased by 2/3rds from around 7000 to 2000, while its income dropped from an average of 160,000 to less than 70,000 per week.  Its number and scope of ministries were greatly reduced, although it still has 20 pastors.  The church services now can be seen only on the TBN network.   Paulk's status among other Charismatic ministers has been considerably diminished.  He is no longer on the board of regents at Oral Roberts University, nor a part of Roberts' "International Charismatic Bible Ministries" and Robert Schuller's "Churches Uniting in Global Missions."  The International Communion of Charismatic Churches has disbanded.   Paulk's church is no longer has one of the largest in the country.  It is just another megachurch with a 7700 seat Cathedral, and a huge ministerial complex sitting in the middle of an underdeveloped part of the county which is 95 percent African American.  

More so than the institutional and structural reality of the church, Earl Paulk's personal identity and authority were nearly destroyed.  He is still seen by the few ardent core members who have remained as the same vital charismatic authority he once was.  He continues to preach, "The last chapter has not been written about this ministry" (1/8/93).   In sermons he still prophesies, "In the next months you won't have one empty space" (1/8/93), and "If it is of God you cannot overthrow it, lest you be found to be fighting against God.... The vision cannot be overthrown." (5/16/93), although the vibrant success has not come.  In one sermon following these events he was found pleading with God, perhaps much as he had after the Hemphill incident, "Give us one more chance.  Let your Spirit move in this place.  Once more God! Once more God!" (5/16/93).  His references to being persecuted and the "rumormongers" who are attempting to destroy the church have not ceased, "If your pastor is not being persecuted then he is not pleasing God" (8/19/93, television broadcast).  The themes of rebirth, acceptance of human frailty, and the church being a refuge of the outcast continue to be preached and have remained meaningful for a portion of the congregation.   

Although the church has continued to draw new members since 1993, about an equal number leave by natural attrition.  In 1996 the church's attendance averaged around 2000 persons.  Almost all of those I have talked with who presently attend, came since 1990 and an overwhelming majority are African American.
  These members know of the charges of sexual abuse but argue either that these stories are untrue, they were past sins for which the pastors have repented and received forgiveness, or that "everyone is human and these things happen."  At the same time, few are aware of the full story or the history of the church.  None of these persons I have interviewed is involved in ministry through the church.  They attend on Sunday, love the service, and give whatever they feel led to contribute.   They are primarily what I have described as marginal or moderate members.  

As the name change to The Cathedral of the Holy Spirit implies, Chapel Hill Harvester Church is nothing like the congregation it was just a few years ago.  Its televised services attempt to portray a vital, growing multiracial congregation; however, the camera lingers long on the few white faces in the audience.  Other camera angles are carefully calculated to show only the full middle section of the lower level, and not the many thousand empty seats.  Two thousand persons in attendance is, by any account, a significant number of persons, but situated in a 7700 seat auditorium they imply a dying church.  Along with the strains of defensiveness in the voice of Earl Paulk who is nearing seventy years old, the impression is of the countless churches throughout the country where a "faithful remnant" struggles to hold on to a building three or four times its necessary size just for the sake of what once was.  The Kingdom is not completely spoiled, but in the words of Earl Paulk from nearly a decade prior, it is "gradual diminishing from lack of support."  

The events described in this chapter graphically illuminate the process of the deconstruction of charismatic authority.  The erosion of Earl Paulk's identity can be seen to contain the same elements as those which functioned in its construction.  "The vision" and Kingdom theology played a part in how Paulk attempted to reframe what was taking place as he tried to strengthen his faltering image.  Likewise, members both consciously and unintentionally used the entire visionary message presented to them to critique and judge what they saw as lacking in the ministry.  They called out for a return to the "original vision" and when this did not happen, they took their version of it and left.  

As formerly solid members began to leave, they took not only pieces of Paulk's vision, but also the ground of his authority.  The connecting networks of social ministries and covenant communities might have hindered this exodus had they not been dismantled.  So too might have the kingdom vision itself, if it had not been weakened by Paulk having made it more egalitarian, sharing its ownership and power with the congregation.  This kingdom vision had been built both on trust in Earl Paulk and on the success he could generate.  As his successes became less frequent, and failures more often, the power of his prophetic authority waned.  Trust in his leadership, likewise, began to be questioned.  In numerous efforts to persevere the vision and his authority, Paulk attempted to democratize the church's decision making processes, to base his authority on the past success of the church, and to employ the church's media resources to create a synthetic portrayal of vitality.  Eventually, however, the costs of remaining a member outweighed the rewards of staying.  Members had lost their friends, their mission, their status, and their cause.  Paulk's personality alone was inadequate to hold them.  The interactional system which had created "Paulk the charismatic leader" was gone and with it went the highly successful, distinctive ministry known as Chapel Hill Harvester Church.  The heart and authority of these massive megachurches, however, reside in the spirit and dedication of the individual members of their churches.   Once the dedication of their people dies, so too does their Spirit.  

� The guest list was a virtual "Whos Who" of Charismatic leaders including Oral Roberts, his son Richard, Dick Iverson, Bill Hamon, Ern Baxter, Bob Weiner, Dennis Peacock, Malcolm Smith, Anne Gimenez, Paul Paino, and Charles Simpson.  A spokesperson for President Bush, Leigh Ann Metzger who also happened to have been an Alpha participant as a youth, the Georgia governor, Atlanta's mayor, and the County's CEO were on hand and addressed the audience.  The conference was simultaneously translated into four languages to the participants from other countries.  A 200+ page informative syllabus was produced.  And many musical groups, dance troupes and videos entertained the participants.


�The interest and bond payments began to take an ever�increasing bite out of the church's operating capital.  In 1988, this expenditure represented 14.5 percent of the total 7.2 million dollar revenue (or approximately one million).  Two years later, by 1990, the bond payment with interest amounted to 21 percent of the 10.5 million dollar income (or almost 2.25 million dollars).  See Appendix D for a graph of the income in relation to the interest being paid on the bonds.  


� In response to an open-ended question about the church's weaknesses from the 1991 questionnaire over ten percent (74 people out of 694) mentioned the financial problems.   Over six percent of respondents suggested that the membership's level of accountability and commitment were the church's greatest weakness. 


� Paulk responded to the critical comments that "all he preaches anymore is about money."  First, he decreased the number of times he referred to giving, from a high average of 9.3 references per sermon in the 1988�90 period to a moderate 6.8/sermon in 1991�92 (See Appendix B-34).  In addition, he often remarked as he was taking offering that he hated being a "fund raiser."  He invited other ministers such as Benson Idahosa, John Avanzini and Bill Swad to raise funds for him.  The latter two are well�known preachers of prosperity who publish books of strategies for how to achieve wealth.  In these talks,  it was essentially promised that money given to the church would "return 100 fold."  This strategy backfired on Paulk, however.  As time passed this promised prosperity and the rewards of giving a "double tithe" did not materialize.  This disappointment again offered a challenge to Paulk's authority and prophetic insight.


� In the 1991 survey question about the church's weaknesses only three percent of respondents noted the need for better organization and administrative accountability at the church.  When respondents were offered a neutral open-ended context in which to comment on the church less than five percent remarked that they were frustrated or concerned with the present congregational situation and none of these persons blamed the leadership.


� Given that the congregation was now over 75 percent African American, with blacks making up nearly 90 percent of first timers and new converts during 1990 to 1992, the worship format continued to adopt more black music sounds of R&B, Gospel, and Soul.  The worship atmosphere in both services had a distinctive black "feel" to it,  which possibly alienated the remaining white members further.  Swaying with the beat of the music, a talent which, it was observed, many of the older white men had not mastered, was rapidly becoming the congregational norm.  Paulk increased his references to race to its highest level ever (5.2/sermon, see Appendix B-29).  He also began to praise the "diversity" of the congregation in sermons (2.3/sermon, twice as high as any other period).  Yet, arguably the congregation was less diverse than it had been in the past.


� Certainly the lower level of commitment was in part due to these members having spent less time at the church.  Not all those who joined during this time were minimally committed, but a large majority of them were.  A comparison of the white and African American members who joined during this period and responded to the survey shows the recent African American members were considerably less involved than the 1988 to 1991 group as a whole.  Given that they comprised a majority of the new members, the race of the more recent members could have had a considerable impact on the congregational situation.


� See the discussion of membership categories in chapter one.   For the most part, these approximately 5000 "marginal" members would have been heartily embraced in most churches where a less intense level of commitment was required.  At Chapel Hill Harvester Church they were viewed as free-riders and dead weight. 


� It is interesting that both the 1991 survey and my interviews included many comments from both older and more recent members about the church needing to "close the backdoor" and make a better effort at retaining and incorporating the newer members into the life of congregation.  Nearly ten percent of the survey respondents cited these areas as the church's top weaknesses.  Paulk's sermon references to self-improvement and strengthening ones individual vocation dropped dramatically during this time from nearly 10 references per sermon to just over two. 


� This radical reshuffling as an effort to diminish friendship ties and disrupt members' loyalties to other church leaders would fit a common pattern among many charismatic leaders.  These leaders, in an attempt to ensure that all lines of authority and loyalty were directly to them, often intentionally created chaotic events and disturbed the social milieu (Wallis, 1982:37; Johnson, 1991). 


� The number of covenant communities dropped from approximately 125 during the 1988 to 1990 period, to 62 in July of 1991,  to 46 in July of 1992.  


� Evidence of the extent of these warnings and references to the trouble taking place around the leadership can be found in the number of references in Paulk's sermons to congregational strife during this time.  His average number of references jumped from two per sermon in the previous period to almost 12 per sermon in this historical period (see Appendix B-36 tables).


� A number of scholarly works indirectly address the dynamics of religious figures losing their charisma., mostly in relation to the structural dynamics of the routinization process.  Certainly  Weber (1968) addressed this issue in his discussion of precariousness of pure charisma.  Likewise, both Johnson (1992) and Wallis (1982, 1993) address a founder's response to the routinizing processes within a religious movement.  Mickler (1986) describes the charismatic leadership of the Unification church and how Rev. Moon dealt with the considerable difficulties which befell his religious organization.  Timothy Miller (1991), in his edited work When Prophets Die, gathers together several articles which also address this dynamic.  None of these works, however, present an eyewitness account of the process of the delegitimation of a leader's charismatic authority.


� Another core staff person involved in the financial affairs of the church commented, "There are some things under the surface that you would never see because we deliberately hid things.  When we had conferences...we were told not to say negative things.  We're not supposed to disclose the dirty laundry, because it is really an image issue more than honesty."


�  Another dynamic in their relationship I was unaware of at the time was that Tricia Weeks claimed to have had an affair with Paulk several years earlier.  He, on the other hand, claimed she had come on to him and that he had rebuffed her advances.  


� Also around this time, a close relationship between myself and one of the younger pastors, Barry Smith began to develop.  This pastor, who was a central Alpha leader, had recently enrolled in seminary.  This exposure to new ideas and critical thinking processes encouraged him to challenge the church's accepted norms.   In many of our discussions he related his dissatisfaction with Paulk's suppression of dissent among the clergy.  He commented, "I feel as a part of the presbytery I know I have a right and a responsibility to say something...Then I weigh that against, 'Would I even be listened to?' No!  A lot of anger has built up because I can't say what I want to say, and I feel like I need to say under God."  These verbalized concerns marked the beginning of the end for him.  Although he vacillated for many months over leaving, actually Barry Smith began to separate ideologically prior to or during our early conversations. 


� Weeks' departure from Chapel Hill Harvester, as well as the defection of Rev. Smith and others, for the most part follows the broad stages of deconversion from a new religion described in Jacobs (1989).  These members' disaffiliations do not exemplify all the steps that Jacobs discusses under each stage.  Clearly, however, Weeks severs her ties to the church (Jacobs' stage 1) long before she is able to cut off her emotional connection to Earl Paulk (Jacobs' stage 2).  It was a number of years, however, before she was able to separate fully from the church's social reality (Jacobs' stage 3).  This same pattern is generally true for all of those former members with whom I spoke.  In fact the same pattern of disengagement was true for my own disconnection from the church.  


� From my interviews with numerous former members, far more members called the recently departed wanting to know why they left than were called by these few ex�members.  In fact, Tricia reported on several occasions that she just "wanted to be left alone."  She stated, "I don't want to take the story anywhere" and commented that the only reason she talked to me was because of our lengthy relationship.  She had no intention of exposing the church's affairs, and did not tell her story publicly until the church served her with a lawsuit over a year later.


� No doubt her extramarital relationship with Paulk, although it had happened several years earlier, also colored her portrayal of the idealized version of the church.   


� This pattern of charismatic leaders and founders of new religious movements indulging "the darker desires of their subconscious" (Wallis, 1993:177) is quite common.  Wallis (1993, 1986, 1982) among others, suggests that "charismatic leaders may be able to render followers exclusively dependent upon them, eliminating constrains or inhibitions upon their whims, leading to the possible emergence of unconventional sexual practices and violence" (1993:177).  Perhaps this situation is more widespread that just a few isolated new religions given the recent rash of books and articles about clergy sexual abuse (Fortune, 1989; Pellauer, 1987; Jordan-Lake, 1991)  Several surveys report suggest as many as 10 to 15 percent of clergy are guilty of sexual malfeasance (Jordan-Lake, 1991).  Ronald Enroth (1992) has written extensively on the forms of abuse some churches or their pastors can inflict on members. 


� I had heard accounts of pastors' marital difficulties and illicit propositions of female staff persons in the preceding weeks from several women, see my discussion of this in chapter one.


� For instance, I continually wondered why Paulk surrounded himself with women.  These few women had unrestricted access to him and seemed to wield considerable power in the organization.  Other times staff members joked about keeping their garage doors closed so no one could tell whose car was at their houses.  I had often heard rumors from many people that Don Paulk had affairs with women who were later  forced out of their staff position once the relationship ended.  At one point I was completely baffled by a specific comment of Earl Paulk's about illicit relationships until the confessions by Tricia Weeks and others framed a context in which to make sense of it. His comment was, "It's your will to do it [have an affair]....You have to realize that you are a part of it too. You will to make a choice.  So you have to face the responsibility of choice. Many just attempt to accuse other people....You should just get closed�mouthed about it since you were an active part of it anyway." 





� Wright (1987:67ff.) proposes that there are three types of departures from an intense religious commitment: covert, overt, and declarative.  He found that those who participated longer in a group usually chose the later two strategies of leaving.  Those leaving Chapel Hill Harvester during this time exemplify the covert style of leaving unannounced, without fanfare, and with the intent not to create a scene.  Rather, as will be seen, it was Paulk and the leadership which brought these members' departures into the open.  


�  About four months later, Laura Gunter broke her self�imposed silence and visited a few of her closest friends who were also core members and valued staff persons.  She explained in detail her relationship with Duane and how she had concluded that it was sinful and abusive.  This disclosure prompted several other women to reflect on their interactions with Duane Swilley.  One of these women commented, "We realized that it happened to all of us.  Laura broke the 'no�talk rule' and it freed us to admit it to ourselves and others, that we were not alone and it wasn't an isolated incident."  Another woman reflected, "I could accept the slips, but now I knew this was a lifestyle....They were raping and pillaging the sheep. They became devils to me."  The confession and transmission of such stories began to circulate among the staff women, core, and committed members.  


� Ironically, this play was written by one of the women who had departed a few weeks earlier.  One of these former members commented on the day of the play, "There they are standing up and saying that we are the example of what a local church should be...and it is the greatest lie of all!  That is the issue for me.  You shouldn't say 'come and see' and then 'when Sheba comes' you are not going to let Sheba get too close."    


� Satan was identified as and talked about almost entirely as personified in those members who left.  Evidence of this can be seen in the fact that Paulk's references to Satan in his sermons actually dropped during this time but his comments about congregational strife jumped dramatically (see Appendix B-4).  


� These warnings were effective only for some people.   Occasionally several of Tricia Weeks' friends inquired as to how she was doing, stated that they missed her, and asked me to pass along their greetings.  A few of them stated that they were unwilling to call her due to the sanctions if anyone found out.   Many members, however, contacted her, at first, in an attempt to correct her errant ways and later to hear what she had to say.  Paulk's warnings about "touching the anointed move of God," however, had a powerful effect on most of the core and committed members judging from their comments.  Several of the recently departed members shared that they were concerned about their own and my safety.  Tricia even cautioned me, "If I were you I would be very careful."  Even after members left the church, there seemed to be an unspoken fear that divine retribution would befall them for speaking evil of Paulk's anointed ministry. Many attributed their random misfortune, no matter how insignificant, to God's displeasure of their leaving the church. 





� Indication of the diminishing personal connection Paulk had with church members can be seen in the reduction of his reliance on familial and relational references in sermons.  His paternalistic comments decreased to their lowest point since the 1974�75 period (4.8/sermon, see Appendix B-21) and references to love, family, and relationships were very low as well.  See the sermon content analysis tables in Appendix B-9, B-10, and B-12.


� As an example of how far trust in Paulk had deteriorated by this point among the staff, there was considerable debate among active and former members whether Earl Paulk was actually ill or just using his weakness to rally sympathy and create unity in the congregation and of course to pressure this crucial member into staying.


� This was an interesting rhetorical feat since Earl Paulk had for some time been de-emphasizing the kingdom in favor of the "Cathedral Concept."  See his number of references to kingdom (Appendix B-8).  Instead what he did was to incorporate the kingdom idea into the vision of the church (Appendix B-27).  A combination of his references to kingdom and vision equal or exceed his use of these term in preceding periods of the church's history.


� Evidence of this change can be garnered from the content analysis of Paulk's sermons.  During this period Paulk's references to obedience, submission, congregational unity, and the anointing of his ministry all decrease (See Appendix B-23, B-24, B-25, B-28).  At the same time his references to "the vision" were at the highest point ever, an average of 13.4 times per sermon (Appendix B-27).  In addition his emphasis of individual discipline and the church's and members' social ministries were climbing (See Appendix B-22 and B-31).   


� In the first Sunday sermon of new year Paulk made at least 16 references to speaking for God, hearing specifically from God, or reporting what "God says."


� The media productions of the church were used to their fullest extent to reinforce this message.  Church bulletins printed portions of the sermon for several weeks.  A tape of the service was offered to all members at no cost.  In several services video highlights of this sermon were presented in a humorous upbeat manner and were viewed by the worshiping congregation on the Cathedral's five enormous screens.


� This statement represents a considerable shift given the church administrator's 1991 comment in a public seminar on the church as corporation in which he stated, " When [our Bishop] feels like he's heard from God, and maybe in relation to finances, he lets us [the board] know and I guarantee you everyone on that board will fall right in line.... Call it a yes board, Okay!  Call it a yes board, but that is the way we operate."


� Earl Paulk had recently begun to assert that the exodus of white members was due to their racist attitudes.  One African American I interviewed expressed a slightly different perspective.  "Things are happening here that are also making the blacks uncomfortable.  I've been hearing certain things about a 'black flight' also.  We do not feel like we are getting a fair shake."  He was careful, however, to complain about the staff and not to blame Bishop Paulk directly.  He commented, "It's not with the Bishop's vision, but those that are connected to the Bishop, where the problems lie."


� The young woman, Laura Gunter, had finally begun to talk of her abuse by Pastor Duane Swilley.  It was this situation about which Mr. Carter specifically asked Earl Paulk.


� In an effort to defuse the threat of this taped interview, Paulk condemned the "accusatory spirits" rampant in the secular and religious media.  Paulk used the "unjust" criticism of several televangelists including Robert Tilton, and Benny Hinn by the television show "Prime Time" as an example of this trend.  Christian "cult�watchers" were also identified as spreading untruths in the recent books such as Toxic Faith and Churches that Abuse thereby destroying the faith of "the flock" in their shepherds.  During one worship service Paulk commented "God made us addictive persons.... It's just who you are addicted to.... These books on toxic faith and abusive leadership, they are as rotten as hell. They just want to tear down confidence in leadership" (6/28/92).


� One such effort included Paulk legitimating his authority not in his personality and success, but in an episcopal polity structure. "We are not a congregational church, we are an episcopal church."  He argued extensively that this was based on the paradigm of Moses, and that congregational democracy was not biblical.  However, this new polity structure did not negate the necessity of trust in him as its singular leader.  "I am the head, and it is based on trust, and if certain people didn't trust this head, then they needed to move on" (2/26/92).  Another effort undertaken was to present Paulk as a popular religious leader.  Over the following weeks many national and international religious personalities visited the church.  Several of the Bishops in the ICCC were asked to preach.  Reports of Earl at Robert Schuller's Crystal Cathedral, meeting with Jimmy Carter, and addressing the Georgia State legislature were related to staff and congregation at every opportunity.  Then at the end of February, the church's image got an unexpected shot in the arm.  While on a stop in Atlanta, President Bush presented the church with a "Point of Light" award.  The leadership took full advantage of the footage from this brief ceremony.  The first Sunday service in March included a long video presentation of the positive things happening at the church.  This was interpreted by many of the increasingly skeptical members with whom I spoke as a "media Blitz" and an effort to give "the perception of success" to counter the negative circumstances.  The mistrust of leadership had reached such a level that many members refused to accept anything from Paulk unquestioned.


The church's television program at this time was filled with statements and images of their success.  The "Point of Light" award ceremony was replayed several times.  It was also covered by the local television networks.  Paulk even prepared his friends and political allies in the state senate for the potential media attacks by Vic Carter.  Before his prayer to open the Session he commented, "Germany had its Hitler, Italy had its Mussolini, Russia has its Stalin and the US has its media" (2/26/92).  He warned these politicians that the cancerous media could easily come after them next. 


� Wright (1987) notes that those with the highest levels of "encapsulation," the most intense loyalties and devotions often become the most disillusioned and suffer the most from departure from a strong religious commitment. 


� Earl Paulk continued to portray his family members as involved in the church long after they actually decided to leave.  He commented in May, "My family has not left me, they are here and we are very much in love.... Beth has stepped down (because of stress and strain) but is still a minister in this place..and has no intention of leaving.  Sam and Becky are here whether they agree or disagree, and Joy is here.   Steve 3 or 4 years ago talked about beginning a ministry, with the approval of this church." 


� It is interesting that even at this late date Barry Smith respected Paulk and his ministry enough to end their relationship on a positive note.  He recalled this separation publicly months later, "When I left I even had a personal conversation with Earl Paulk.  I told him I was not his enemy, that I was his friend.  I thought it was time for me to move on, and I thought it would be best for all of us.  I tried to make the transition as peaceably as possible" (White, 1992c).


� Wright (1984, 1987), Jacobs (1989), Enroth (1992) and others discuss emotions and attitudes surrounding defection from a new religious movement.  Jacobs specifically proposes stages of withdraw from an intense religious commitment (1989:126-132).


� Wright compares the symptoms of departing from an intense commitment in a new religious movement with those of leaving a long term marriage relationship (1987:5, 1984).


� The reasons given for leaving, much like members' attraction to Paulk and the church, depended on their relational ties to the church and the needs they had fulfilled by their commitment.  Wright (1987:176) described five factors that contributed to the likelihood of defection: "(1) the breakdown in member's insulation from the outside world; (2) unregulated development of dyadic relationships within the communal context; (3) perceived lack of success in achieving world transformation; (4) failure to meet affective needs of a primary group; and (5) inconsistencies between the actions of leaders and the ideas they symbolically represent." (Quoted in Jacobs, 1989:9).  Both he and Jacobs argue that it is the defector's relationship in response to a leader's actions that had the greatest influence on the decision to leave.


� These efforts were to no avail, however.  The few church leaders who did contact Paulk privately about the charges accepted his version of the story without talking to those who made the accusations.  See Strang (1993:15�16) and Justice (1993:6) for details of these events.


� After Bishop Paulk's threat I returned to the church only three times, once for a press conference, once for a worship service at which I and my guests were followed continually by a deacon, and once for a church drama also with out-of -town visitors.  Twice a pastor at the church, Bob Hunter, called me.  He wanted to know the status of my research and offer an explanation for Earl Paulk's threat.  


� I speak of "the church" as filing the lawsuit and pressuring the former members because in the document the entire church, including all its members since "Every member is a minister," were named as the ones bringing suit.  By all accounts, however, this decision was made entirely by the Paulk family and their lawyers.  


� The grounds for the suit perhaps had been in Paulk's mind for quite some time since in his sermon on 5/10/92 Paulk commented," These dissident members...have been illegally tampering with the ability of a church incorporated under the law to do business. This is a violation of the law.  Laws broken against us: invasion of privacy, disturbing a worship activity, efforts to destroy the ability of a corporation to do business, slander of character by spreading rumors. All of these are legal matters...." 


� Paulk, in his 5/10/92 sermon stated that he would not prosecute former members legally since, " We will not allow the outside world to judge this church.... In the Bible we are told not to take our grievances to the world.... How dare you take your problems in dealing with sin and offense to the world." 


� Even though the church's law suit was said to have been instigated because of the church's refusal to "pay hush money" the settlement with Ms. Moses allegedly involved a payment of $300,000 in exchange for no further public disclosure on her part.


� Given the threat against my life I discontinued research on site research after July 1992.  Therefore, my conversations with those still at the church have been quite limited.  I have spoken with seven persons in the past four years who attend the church.  All of these persons were met as strangers, accidentally in various social situations.





