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CHAPTER THREE: IN SEARCH OF A VISION (1960‑1972)tc \l1 "CHAPTER THREE: IN SEARCH OF A VISION (1960‑1972)
And it would be a vision that would change not only the lives of these families, but perhaps the lives and direction of thousands, maybe millions of people.... Like the mythical phoenix rising triumphantly from the ashes, in the desert city of Phoenix, Arizona, God raised up a prophet through the impartation of a vision.... 

(Harvest Times, 6(6):1,8, 1983)

Earl sat in the driver’s seat of his white Chevy sedan weeping openly as he and his family members began the long hot drive to California.  At age thirty three, he was experiencing feelings he had never before known, feelings of rejection, despair, and a hopelessness for the future.  The weeks since leaving Hemphill were spent in contemplation at his sister's home.  Reports of rumors and innuendos about him circulated during the meetings of the denomination's Ordained Counsel.  These confirmed for Earl Paulk that there was no longer a place for him in the Church of God.  After many discussions and prayers with Harry Mushegan, Earl's brother‑in‑law, the two men decided to join their resources and ministerial futures together.  Both perceived their calling to be the establishment of a ministry of restoration and compassion for abandoned and abused people.  They envisioned themselves as "harvesters" of "scattered sheep" (Weeks, 1986:191).  This theme which formed the core essence of what the Paulks' ministry was to be for the future was taken from Matthew 9:36‑38,

But when Jesus saw the multitudes, He was moved with compassion on them, because they fainted and were scattered abroad as sheep having no shepherd.  Then saith He to His disciples, 'the harvest truly is plenteous, but the laborers are few; pray ye therefore the Lord of the harvest, that He will send forth laborers into His harvest.

The future independent, nondenominational church resided as an idea in Earl Paulk’s mind.  Paulk, now freed from the constraints he experienced in the Church of God, was afforded the opportunity to create something original.  This congregational idea formed around Earl Paulk’s experiences of his own suffering and sense of defeat.  The identity of this yet to be formed church became established by a visionary revelation which was also Paulk's.  From its inception, then, the church was an extension of Earl Paulk’s ambition and experiences.   This is a central component of many megachurches, as it is most independent ministries.  The senior pastor is the ideological and visionary leader.  It is his drive and determination which shape the congregational reality from its conception.  This distinct vision and sense of itself as a congregation, its unique identity, are crucial in drawing persons to an independent ministry such as this.  In crass economic terms, the product must have attractive packaging and an enticing sales pitch in order to be appealing.
  

At the same time, a unique identity does not, by itself,  produce a successful product.  It must also be accompanied by significant substance and a loyal audience.  These twelve years of the church’s early history, then, function as, to continue the economic metaphor, a test market and a time to refine the product among those most loyal to Earl Paulk himself.  The familial quality of the relationships between leadership and committed members during this time are most pronounced.  The congregation that initially gathered around Paulk understood themselves as a “faithful family,” with him as their surrogate father or brother.  This early method of Paulk’s relating to the congregation formed significant patterns for the future of the church, not just in interaction but also handling conflict and displaying power.  Likewise, the minimal pressure of a small family run business allowed Paulk the opportunity to polish his craft in preaching, as well as experiment with relating to the local community and its needs.  Almost no megachurch begins large and successful.  It is often at the initial formation of such churches where one can see the genius of these congregations and leaders develop and take root.  Although this period of the church’s history has often been characterized by members as insignificant and transitory, numerous later congregational patterns and social dynamics can be seen as having their origins in this time period.  In order to see how and why these threads of the present congregational fabric came to be it is necessary to return to the story.

WESTWARD TO A LAND OF PROMISE
Having agreed upon the  “harvester” focus,  Harry and Earl decided to begin a new ministry in Los Angeles, Harry's childhood home.  Earl's younger brother Don, who had just graduated from the Church of God’s undergraduate school Lee College, also cast his lot with his brother.  Paulk's biographer described Don at this point in his life as a light‑hearted youthful optimist who saw this as an adventure.  Harry, Earl, and Don turned their backs on the Church of God.  With strong determination, they packed all their belongings on trailers and, with their families, headed Westward.  

A few days into their trip, the caravan of outcasts arrived at the home of Harry's brother in Phoenix, Arizona, to rest before continuing their journey to the west coast.  There they met with the predictable outcome of Earl's hasty and unexplained departure from the Hemphill Avenue Church and the denomination.  Harry's brother, Nap, had received numerous calls from concerned clergy and church members about Earl's actions.  According to Weeks, these tales were greatly exaggerated and embellished with untruths.  The seeming betrayal of former friends nearly destroyed Earl.  He was filled with feelings of bitterness and rage, but also despair and utter defeat (Weeks, 1986:200-01 ).  While consoling them after this devastating news, Nap shared a plan he believed was from God.  He had just been offered a small church building in downtown Phoenix and wanted his brother and Earl to join him.  Coin​cidentally, he was moving into a new house which left his current furnished residence and a guest house vacant.  In response to this “obvious” sign from God, the families decided to return to Phoenix after a brief trip to Los Angeles to preach at a scheduled revival.  

The Los Angeles revival was a success for Earl Paulk, but more importantly it confirmed two aspects of his ministry.  First, the revival was marked by the "outpouring of the Holy Spirit's blessings [which] signi​fied a 'signs following' evidence that God honored their ministry's direc​tion" (Weeks, 1986:203).  This success assured Earl Jr. that God's anointing and calling were still upon him.  The second confirmation he received related to the continuing and ever‑present persecution from the Hemphill incident.  Callers from Atlanta had even spread their malicious stories to the leadership of the Los Angeles church.  Earl realized that the "rumors" would follow him wherever he went, possibly for the rest of his life (Weeks, 1986).    

Upon their return to Phoenix, the Paulk clan began to reestablish their lives and ministry.  Earl purchased Nap's former residence.  They enrolled the children in school.  Their young church grew rapidly thanks to daily evangel​istic revival meetings.  In a few short weeks Phoenix had become their new home.

A Vision of a Return to the Lions' Dentc \l3 "A Vision of a Return to the Lions' Den
It was after one of these daily revival meetings, however, that Earl found his plans, and future, drastically altered.  He experienced what he identified as a vision from God offering a new direction for his ministry.  He was to return to Atlanta.  In the city of his defeat, God would raise up Earl's new ministry to address the hurting and outcast members of society.  As if by divine confirmation, two letters arrived that day from members of the Hemphill church asking Earl to return and begin an independent ministry.  One of those letters was written by, then Hemphill member, John Bridges.  He and his young bride enjoyed Earl Paulk's ministry and wanted him to be their pastor even if it meant leaving their church home.  With this encouragement, the Paulk clan contemplated a return to Georgia, just ten weeks from the time they left Atlanta.  

Earl's vision and the confirming letters did not engender an immediate "leap of faith" into cars bound for Atlanta.  Rather in a pragmatic and cautious manner, Don was sent back by airplane to meet with John and Dottie Bridges and other Hemphill members interested in joining with their still speculative church.  The fleece was found to be dry.  Around a dozen people responded positively to the idea of a new independent ministry.  Don called Earl and asked for one thousand dollars to offer as a down payment on a former Lutheran church for sale in Inman Park, a suburban area east of Atlanta.  With this guarantee of support, the rest of the family began the long trip back by automobile.  In a few days the Paulk ministerial team arrived and, by December of that year, founded Gospel Harvester Tabernacle.

Earl Paulk's Phoenix vision forms a crucial facet of both his and the young church's developing narrative and identity.  Much like the story of his indiscretion at Hemphill Avenue Church of God, the account of this vision has undergone considerable revision and reinterpretation throughout the church's history.  As the context in which Earl and the congregation found themselves changed, so did the specific details of the vision.  These revisions will be explored in depth in the following chapters.  The significance of this event was that it provided a challenge to be met by the seemingly defeated minister.  It also offered him a rhetoric of rebirth and an intentional positioning of himself in a hostile environment.  The content and symbolic importance of this vision have grown and complexified over the years, but it remains a powerful unifying social reality even for those who later left the church.   This  vision, and its embodiment in worship rituals, church structures, and sermon references both defined and ordered the mission of the church.  At the same time, participation in these rituals, involvement in the structures, and attention to the sermons shaped and developed the character of the membership around this symbolic ideal (Geertz, 1973).

The Birth of a New Identitytc \l3 "The Birth of a New Identity
The long trip out West and back again allowed each of the family members to reflect on their lives with the Church of God and on their future without it.  Paulk's biographer records his sentiment about leaving the denomination (Weeks, 1986:197).

That denomination had cradled him, raised him, and provided him a place to minister when he was only seventeen years old.  But now the umbilical cord was irrevocably cut.  The shock of that severing began a new life, but the uncertainty of his identity now ‑‑ and identity crisis with consequences affecting many lives ‑‑ left him running like Moses into the desert.  Like Moses, he questioned all the unexplainable dealings and callings of God in his life, including God's judgment for his own mistakes and many hurts and misunderstandings resulting from this choice. 

Much as the biography describes it, the events of 1960 could be seen as an excursion into a desert wilderness after having left a comfortable, although controlled, situation in a “Church of God Egypt.”  This desert journey was, first, in search of a new identity and, then, in hopes of finding  a promised land.  Borrowing from anthropological insights, this period of Paulk’s life can be seen as the liminal, transitional, phase in a rite of passage through which he had to pass in order to arrive at a stable, reintegrated new  state of being (Turner, 1969).  Both the revelatory experience and the humiliation of “being run out of town” offered Paulk the symbolic vitality around which he could reorder his own sense of purpose.
  The theme of rebirth after a fall became Earl's core identity, his "master status" (Becker, 1963) which re-organized the rest of his reality.  The "harvester of wounded souls" image provided him strength to continue in ministry.  Thus, in response to his own psychological needs, Paulk fashioned a ministerial ideal in which he could shape his own uncertain identity and diminished self‑worth.  This identity was then confirmed by a mystical experience of God calling him back to the city of his defeat and humiliation.

The image of being restored after defeat has functioned as a powerful narrative not only for Earl Paulk and his family, but also for the church’s ethos that unfolded over time.
    Building a "place of refuge" for the "wounded and outcast of society" became a central focus of the church’s  missions and ministries.  This perspective facilitated the construction of institutional structures which reinforced the identity.  In turn, this embodied identity attracted and maintained the participation of a particular type of person, those who were defeated, hurting, and needy.  Because of this, the “from defeat to restoration” scenario was replayed countless times, not only in Earl Paulk's recitation of his and the church's story, but even in the actual experiences of many  members. 

This narrative of overcoming defeat had solid scriptural grounding, as it paralleled the stories of many Old Testament figures, including Moses, David, and Solomon.
  Even the rejection of Jesus by his hometown, as well as his crucifixion and resurrection, fit into this general theme.  These comparisons were not lost on the symbol‑astute Paulk.  In a sermon in 1976 he reflected on this, "I was to go to what I call my cross, oddly enough at the age of thirty‑three, the same age Jesus was."  

The rebirth image, likewise, echoed certain powerful cultural themes evident in the rhetoric of both Atlanta and the South in general.   Atlanta's own public image and vision for itself had long been connected to the story of the phoenix, the beautiful mythical bird which rises out of the ashes of its previous destruction.  The city’s devastation during the Civil War led to its 1887 adoption of this symbol for its official seal (Shavin & Galphin, 1985).  This  resurrection motif was, likewise, a powerful symbol for the entire Southern region (Tindall, 1964; Reed, 1983; Smith, 1985 ).  The South's defeat in the Civil War resulted in the investment of considerable emotional energy and cultural capital in its efforts to “rise again” (Gaston, 1970; Reed, 1983, 1972; Smith, 1985).  

This  identity did not function entirely in a positive fashion for Paulk or the congregation, however.  The indelible scars of the events which created this identity seem to have left Paulk with latent feelings of mild paranoia and martyrdom.  As will be seen clearly in the following chapters, Paulk often portrayed himself and the church as battered, abused, and despised underdogs.  Many times this perspective was merged with stories of his earlier persecution and torment as the son of a holiness preacher. 

THE PERFECT POPULATIONtc \l2 "THE PERFECT POPULATION
The church property which the Paulks purchased was located in an unique and historic part of the city called Inman Park.  It was developed in the 1880's by Joel Hurt as Atlanta's first "planned suburb."  For over two decades it was the center of the city's social life.  Along the tree‑lined avenues stood large stately Victorian homes.  One‑time residents in this prestigious area included Asa G. Candler, the long-time president of the Coca‑Cola company and former mayor of the city, Warren Candler, Bishop of the Methodist Church and a former president of Emory University, and Ernest Woodruff, the president of the Trust Company of Georgia (Shavin & Galphin, 1985; Bradley, 1980).  

After the turn of the century most of the notable residents moved further north to Ansley Park and Buckhead, or east to the Druid Hills area.  The community became a sedate middle class neighborhood.  After World War II, however, the status of residents in Inman Park declined even further.  Most of the middle class whites moved to suburbs further away from downtown.  The beautiful old homes were divided into multifamily residences or stood empty and fell into disre​pair.  Large populations of Blacks took up occupancy only a few hundred yards west. 
  Many of the residents in the sixties and early seventies were poorer white laborers.  A few blocks to the east was the Little Five Points area, which was then and is to this day, the focal point for the city's hippies, beats, and other members of the youth counterculture.  By 1960, when the Paulks and Mushegans purchased their homes and the church, the area ranked among the lowest rent districts in Atlan​ta.  It also contained one of the largest and most concentrated popula​tions of low‑income whites in the city (Bradley, 1980:115).  This area was overwhelmingly white (97.7%).  Residents had an average of 9.5 years of education.  Approximately ten percent owned their own homes, and the median family income was 4153 dollars (U.S. Census Bureau, 1960).

This was an ideal population for the newly established Gospel Harvester Tabernacle.  Many of the local residents were, no doubt, familiar with a Pentecostal-like message.  Quite a few were displaced mill workers from other rural Southern areas.  Although the members of the Church of God were slowly climbing the socioeconomic ladder, the majority still resembled these residents (Crews, 1990).  They could relate to the worship and theology of the church, and Earl Paulk could relate to them.  At the same time, the harvester emphasis on outreach to hurting people also fit the situational context of its neighbors.  They were marginal members of a rapidly chang​ing city and social environment.  Many of them had been uprooted from their family homes to come to the city in search of employment.  They were disillusioned with their situation and were in the midst of insta​bility, like Paulk himself.  They were outcasts from the booming economic growth in the surrounding metropolitan area. 

A TABERNACLED TIME OF CONGREGATIONAL TRANSITIONtc \l2 "A TABERNACLED TIME OF CONGREGATIONAL TRANSITION
The early years of the ministry of Gospel Harvester Tabernacle focused primarily on addressing the physical and spiritual needs of its local constituents.  Much of this early period, however, has been de-emphasized in the narrative history of the church.  Except for a few incidents, the years between 1960 and 1972 constitute a lost decade.  If Earl Paulk’s personal journey out West and back could be characterized as a liminal period, so too can this phase in the church's history be portrayed as temporary and transitional, an organizational liminality.
  This intown ministry was understood, perhaps then but certainly in 1986 when the biography was written, as a transitional phase for the church.  The Tabernacle was envisioned as a way station, and a prelude to, or preparation for, the important ministry yet to come.

One reason for the historical de-emphasis of this period of the church's history  was that the congregational ethos later became oriented around particular revelatory moments, none of which occurred during this period.  Both Paulk and the church are later portrayed as moving from one revelation of God's will and direction for the congregation to the next.  Within this perspective, the 1960 vision was the first revelatory signpost and the 1973 exodus from the Inman Park area was the second.  This spiritual interpretation has severed the lived reality of the congregation from the realization that its cur​rent situation was actually the product of a long developmental progression of ideas.  This decade of social marginality and mundane ministry did not fit into the revelatory scheme, except as a side note when it related to the later story.  Earl Paulk's status as well as the church's sense of itself eventually became completely spiritualized.  Given this later ideological situation, it is not too surprising that every one of the charter members I interviewed overlooked this time period.  From their perspective very little of significance took place during these years.  However, from my archival research a number of the formative themes of the church, both ideologically and institutionally, can be seen developing during these years.  The ideas taking shape during this transition period include the church's identity as a family ministry of "Harvesters" who address the  fallen and struggle to rise out of the ashes of their defeat.  In these years aspects of Earl Paulk's preaching style, worship forms, use of the media for ministry, and response to racial issues began to form around this powerful central identity.  Finally, the decision in 1972  to follow the membership to the suburbs set the stage for the next act in the congregation's unfolding drama.

THE HARVESTER FAMILYtc \l2 "THE HARVESTER FAMILY
The twelve year history of the Gospel Harvester Tabernacle initiated the development of the  identity of Paulk's ministry and established the organizational structures which support it.  The early visionary guidance, which "the harvesters" received in the scripture Matthew 9:36‑38 prior to their trip westward, directed their ministry to be "dedicated to 'scattered sheep' wanting and needing spiritual restoration and direction" (Weeks, 1986:215).  The identity of the church, as reflected in the language of its bulletins, appeared to focus specifically on verse 37 of that chapter in Matthew, "the harvest truly is plenteous, but the laborers are few."  This image is one of unbounded evangelism.  Paulk's personal inclination, given his feelings of being rejected by the Church of God, was to turn no one away, regardless of their personal sins.  Although an examination of the church's offi​cial statement of faith from that time does not overtly reflect this emphasis, it was clearly present in the church ethos as reflected in the weekly bulletins.  The ideological conviction of fervent evangelism, to "harvest the scattered sheep who had no shepherd," was firmly established during this phase of the church's history.

If this harvester image provided the impetus for evangelism, the extended family, which later included Paulk's spiritual family as well, supplied the labor to implement that effort.  Earl and Harry Mushegan began the church as a joint ministry.  Don was employed as the youth pastor and choir director.  Within two weeks Don's new wife Clariece Miller Paulk, would become church organist and secretary.  Many of the family members taught Sunday School.  During those early days Don, Clariece, and Norma created "The Harvester Trio" to provide the special music for the services.  The first service, held on December 5, 1960, clearly reflected this pattern of familial involvement.  A total of 39 people attended the service, with one third being members of the ministers' families.

The similarities between the family‑operated Gospel Harvester Tabernacle and a family‑owned business are striking.  Paulk began with little capital, but armed with a unique, marketable product he started a small, but eventually successful entrepreneurial business (Drucker, 1985).  The ownership and management of this family business were predominantly in his hands as the founder and, less directly, in the hands of other family member employees (Bork, 1986; Dyer, 1986).  Likewise, the challenges yet to be faced by this family business, such as outsider participation, the need for expert advice, crisis management, and choosing a successor to the founder, are all issues which parallel the dynamics of similar organizations in the economic sphere (Bork, 1986).
   

The church leadership was organized around the informal interactions among relatives, based on models of family seniority established early in the Paulk family.  Earl Jr., as the first born male,  became the head of their patriarchal clan.  Harry Mushegan, however, was Earl's senior, although not a blood relative of the family.  Apparently, a ministerial partnership did not suit either of these strong male egos.  Although there is no written indication of friction, within a few months time Harry volun​tarily took a temporary position as an assistant pastor at a local Assembly of God congregation.  Then, in June of 1961, he and Myrtle "felt led of the Lord" to begin their own church, on the north side of the city, as a sister congrega​tion to Paulk's (Weeks, 1986:235).

The remaining family members were not without role tensions and disagreements.  From an early date, Don's comments indicate that there was considerable tension between him and his brother (personal interview; Weeks, 1986:256).  Earl Paulk’s patriarchal authority apparently clashed with the personality of Don's new bride Clariece as well.  Earl's biographer comments that Clariece grew up in a strongly matriarchal household, and herself was outspoken and opinionated (interestingly, this is similar to the description of Earl's mother).  Weeks goes on to state that Clariece, "soon discovered that adjustments to married life included far more than getting along with easy‑going Don" (1986:227).  The biography never discloses how these tensions were resolved.  Clariece, however, in a very brief amount of time came to oversee the worship component of the church which represented a significant portion of a slim budget.  

Earl Paulk's later pattern for dealing with dissenting women in the church’s leadership can be seen in his dealings with Clariece.  First, she was employed by the church as a staff person, thus making her both dependent and beholden to the organization and to Earl as senior minister.  Second, she was given a stereotypical feminine and non-threatening role in the ministry.  In Clariece's case, this role included worship and arts, church plays, and all musical performances.  Through years of intense and intimate contact with Earl Paulk while planning worship services, the two eventually begin to share similar opinions and perspectives.  In essence, her wishes became his wishes and vice versa.  Likewise, many of her strongly held desires were satisfied, even at the expense of other programs.  Yet at the same time, her efforts were occasionally the target of informal ridicule and jest.  This pattern of interaction with women has been repeated numerous times with different women throughout the history of the church.

THE STRUGGLE FOR SUCCESStc \l2 "THE STRUGGLE FOR SUCCESS
The biography portrays the church's first few years as a difficult struggle for the Paulk family.  Yet an underlying confidence of building a successful growing church can also be seen even during these early years.  Don and Earl had to work full time as carpenters for a local builder to supplement the church income and pay the $30,000 mortgage.  Earl also purchased a triplex as an investment during this time.  The oldest church records show that by Easter 1961, after the first four months of operation, the church had approximately fifty in attendance, with a $179.02 deficit even after Earl and Harry contributed $1650 of their own money.  However, by October 1961, at the first homecoming celebration called "Harvest Sunday," the church had increased to 145 members with 250 enrolled in Sunday School.  This rapid expansion prompted the writer of the October 1, 1961 bulletin to exclaim, "the Tabernacle enjoys one of the fastest growing Sunday Schools in the city."  At the Easter service the following year, Gospel Harvester had, according to the worship bulletin, 181 members with 317 persons attending the worship service and  228 in Sunday School.  The church grew rapidly enough that by 1964 they were raising money to purchase a larger sanctuary two blocks away.  By 1967 the offering ranged from 350 to 550 dollars per week and attendance was reported to be consistently in the hundreds.

This fervent desire for successful growth quickly became a feature of the church's identity.  In a 1964 building fund drive pamphlet, the church leadership wrote that growth was essential to a healthy church.  "Only a church that is expanding its ministry and outreach is fulfilling the commandment of Jesus....The church that stops growing starts dying." Components of successful growth were described as including personal sacrifice ("there is no cause in the world that deserves sacrifice more than the expanding of a church program to win and train people for God"), giving ("less than 20% of our membership tithe consistently"), being in perfect unity ("God will not bless a divided people.... Christian love demands oneness of purpose"), bringing in others, and having a "friendly" openness to all persons ("Churches are remembered by how friendly they are. This is the best way to help your church grow.").   Each of these characteristics continued to be emphasized throughout the history of the congregation.

Two other specific factors were tied to the success and strength of the church.  First, the booklet made the congregation's health, spiritual maturity, and success directly dependent on the spirituality of its members.  "No church is more spiritual than its people.  Individual and group consecration are necessary to have a spiritual church," stated the booklet author.   The spiritual lives of members were defined as including several personal disciplines such as prayer, fasting, Bible reading, and giving.  This definition of spirituality, however, also included considerable congregational commitment, “group consecration,” such as regular attendance, involvement in activities, and personal individual responsibility for the state of the church.  The booklet even offered a measuring rod of one's involvement -- "Ask yourself the question, 'If every church member were just like me, what kind of a church would my church be?'"  

A second, and perhaps the most important, ingredient of this success was that the congregation was taught to perceive the calling and vision of the church as extra‑ordinary.  Much as Earl Paulk's sense of his own destiny, many comments in the early history of the church attest to the "exceptional" nature of the congregational self‑image.
  The earliest Harvest Sunday bulletin of October 1, 1961 promotes this idea.

We have been organized as a church for only 7 months.  God has done one miracle after another for us.... Have you ever known a church to grow with such great strides....The blessings of God are more than we could have believed.  We will continue to grow with this same pace and one day be one of the largest and most effective churches in the South.  I REALLY BELIEVE THIS!  (their emphasis)

Comments from the 1964 growth pamphlet, such as  "No cause as great as ours can reach its goals without full and complete cooperation from church officials, members and friends," and  "We need more space NOW, if we are to accomplish the work God has called us to do," further echo this theme.  These comments when combined with the early influences to follow in his father's footsteps and his "golden boy" status in the Church of God attest to the fact that Paulk undoubtedly understood his call and destiny to be more than just the pastor "a little church by the side of the road."  Along with Paulk's own sense of destiny and the perception of the congregation as exceptional, the members were also encouraged to become a active part of this extraordinary vision.  As the October 1, 1961 church bulletin counseled, "If you have not felt the spirit of enthusiasm, you are not a full‑fledged harvester.... A true harvester for God is ready and willing to move for​ward with God.  Time is short.  We must be diligent.”   Becoming a "full‑fledged harvester," implied a special membership status in the congregation.  Even at this early point in the church’s history, a distinct category had already been established for those fully involved in the life of the church.   

INSTITUTIONAL INDEPENDENCEtc \l2 "INSTITUTIONAL INDEPENDENCE
Another characteristic of the church which took shape and became firmly entrenched in the congregational ethos during this time was its independent, nondenominational stance.  This atmosphere began, no doubt, in response to the sense of abandonment and rejection Paulk felt in relation to the Church of God.  Earl Paulk’s involvement with the Church of God continued, however, while he established his fledgling independent ministry.  Upon leaving Hemphill, Earl Jr. had only resigned his pastorate; he was still an ordained member of the denomination.  Within a month of his return to Atlanta, he discussed the possibility of "reestablishing credibility within the ranks of the denomination" with its General Overseer, James Cross (Weeks, 1986:222).  Although he received support and encouragement from the General Overseer, the denomination's structures and rules for dealing with wayward ministers were a far less sympathetic or flexible.  The denomination's rules would have required that Earl cease preaching for a certain time period, have his case reviewed by a board of clergy for “unbecoming conduct with the opposite sex,” and then have his license revoked forever if found guilty of adultery (Minutes of 45th General Assembly, 1954:232-33).  Weeks reported Earl Paulk's response to the Overseer as,  "I have always been a man under authority.  I'll go anywhere to minister under your authority, but I must preach.  My call to the ministry transcends my call to this denomination or to you" (1986:222).  He was willing to be a part of the denomination as long as it played by his rules, but he would not submit to its authority over him if it meant being forbidden to preach.  He saw it as a decision between "obeying God or man" (Weeks, 1986:223).  After this visit to the General Overseer, the denomination officially severed ties with Earl Paulk, Jr., the son of one of its most influential leaders.

This encounter, likewise, severed any remaining emotional connection Earl Paulk had to the denomination of his youth.   The handling of his case by the Church of God intensified Earl's growing resentment of the denomination's bureaucratic structures, its political backbiting, and its inflexible rules in dealing with errant members.   Earl Paulk Jr. became critical of the Church of God and its commitment to "out‑dated holiness codes."  This experience left him with the firm resolution that large denominational organizations could never be flexible enough to remain relevant to dynamic shifts in contemporary society.
  Paulk abhorred bureaucracy.  He wrote, "[T]he churches machinery is so complicated and big until workers spend their time oiling the machinery instead of producing; reporting instead of doing something worthy of reporting" [sic] (In Service Training Program Booklet, n.d.).  Independence did not mean complete isolation or total withdrawal from society for the church, as is typical of many sectarian groups.  At the same time, however, the church did maintain a low profile for the most part.  John Bridges recalled that the church “sort of stayed in our shell during those years.”  Don Paulk confirmed this insular posture in his reflections concerning this period, “Well, we were so hurt we didn’t [go out and find out what was going on in the religious world, as another minister John Mears had suggested].  We just sat there for years.”  One definite result of this independent attitude was that Paulk determined to "do our own thing, our own way" (personal interview).  This attitude was clearly reflected in a comment he made many years later to a pastor, "we are never going to do anything like other churches do it, just get that into your mind."

PREACHING REBIRTH -- FALLEN BUT FORGIVENtc \l2 "PREACHING REBIRTH -- FALLEN BUT FORGIVEN
During these early years of the church’s history, not only did its minister have to contend psychologically and spiritually with being divorced from his home denomination, but he had moved back into the midst of those who were spreading rumors and accusations about him.  Paulk's biographer relates that he struggled to forgive the numerous visitors who came seeking reconciliation and compassion, as well as those who came to challenge him (Weeks, 1986: 232‑34).  In response, he turned the entire situation into a lesson about God's forgiveness.  These continuing "painful circumstances" became the vehicle through which God was redirecting his ministry "for higher purposes" (Weeks, 1986:234).  Although Weeks portrays Earl Paulk as having reconciled himself with the incident, it continued to shape the rhetoric of his ministry.  As stated above, Paulk's return to the place where he had fallen, only to rise again successfully, contributed to the developing rebirth motif in the congregation.

Between 1960 and 1970 Earl preached a series of sermons and Sunday school lessons focused on prominent figures in the Old Testament.  These lessons, accessible to me only in a statement outline format, show how this theme of rebirth was beginning to take shape. 
  The content of these outlines exemplify Paulk's commitment to the idea that God takes fallen people, restores them, and then eventually gives them a valued place in religious history.  Over forty percent of the outlines I examined echoed versions of this theme.  They illustrate Paulk’s use of the rebirth theme in his early preaching.  However, before examining these comments it is essential to introduce a key feature of Earl Paulk’s style of preaching.

A Key to Everything -- Paulk's Allegorical Sermonstc \l3 "A Key to Everything -- Paulk's Allegorical Sermons
Paulk’s seemingly straightforward stories of the fall and redemption of various Biblical characters offer evidence of the most distinctive, and revealing characteristic of his  preaching.  In his sermons, Earl Paulk frequently uses an allegorical or metaphorical style of preaching.
  An awareness of this characteristic in his preaching is the key to understanding how he communicates with his parishioners.  Paulk’s sermons must be viewed in light of the history and the social context of the congregation.  The more one is familiar with the historical context and its situational details, the more that person can glean the "latent message" within the blatant sermon content.  One, or many, subtexts might be delivered simultaneously to specific listeners.  These messages are perceived only by those who know the situation, who are alert to a particular innuendo, or who can correctly interpret the allegory.  To any other listener these subtexts appear as ordinary, although at times confusing, parts of the sermon.
  Therefore, in order to understand the full implications of Paulk's sermons for the church membership, the contextual matrix of his life in relation to the activities of congregational members must be taken into account in as great a detail as possible.  

By employing this allegorical method Paulk was able to "hint at higher truths" for the inner circle  while still meeting the spiritual needs of the general congregation.  Yet, if challenged about the implications of a statement, he could always retort that he was being quoted out of context, and meant the comment to refer specifically to the scriptural text, not to any other "hidden" interpretation.  From within this metaphorical and contextual interpretative frame, sermons concerning the redemption of fallen Biblical characters are almost more illustrative of Earl Paulk’s state of mind and his preaching style, as well as the developing congregational atmosphere, than they are instructive regarding the Biblical figures.   Although one could be accused of “reading into the text” in order to get a latent message from  specific quotes; nevertheless, given the context in which these comments were made these possible alternative interpretations seem quite plausible and reasonable.  

In many of these sermon outlines related to important Biblical figures, certain quotes have direct relevancy to Paulk’s situation.  Paulk noted of Gideon,  perhaps in reference to his own experiences, that he, "showed great wisdom, for it is so easy for great leaders to become lifted up by their own importance and devalue the power of God."  His reflections on Jacob's life seem to fit his own experiences even more closely.  Paulk commented, "...[Jacob's] life has proved that even though we are human and subject to err, God is long‑suffering...."  In the case of Moses, he noted that Moses’ life "serves as an example to us that God can turn our obstacles into stepping stones to accomplish his purpose in our lives."  His reflection on the story of Deborah demonstrates his use the rebirth theme.  He commented, “This story may be applied to the history of mankind.  It runs in some kind of cycle.  From defeat to humility, from humility to exaltation, from exaltation to self‑dependency and then back to defeat again.”

It is, however, in Earl Paulk’s discussion of the life of Joseph that he appears to be the most specific in insinuating parallels to his own life.  This allegorical comparison with Joseph, as well as with two other stories (that of Samson with Delilah and of David with Bathsheba), has been used and retold continually throughout the history of his ministry.  Paulk spoke about Joseph in one of his sermon outlines.

Joseph was an ordained leader of men.  His life is a story of jealousy by his brothers, innocent imprisonment, a leadership not only of his own family, but leadership of Egypt.... We shall see how the hand of God is present, even when we cannot see it.... Satan trapped Joseph through the wife of Potiphar, who falsely accused him of improper conduct.... In many ways, he is a type of Christ.  He is favored of God, yet despised of men.  He is falsely accused, as was Christ, and suffers unjustly.  Finally, his mission is accomplished because he maintains his integrity with God.  He becomes a deliverer for the very people that have unjustly accused and mistreated him.

These brief quotes offer some evidence of Paulk's allegorical preaching style.  It is impossible to overlook the scriptural parallels he drew to his own life experiences.  Certainly, those in his congregation who knew of the recent events with Hemphill Church of God could not help but hear the implicit message in these comments.   In doing this, Earl reminded these knowledgeable members of his interpretation of the earlier events.  His use of the precedents set by great Biblical figures elevated his oppressed status.  The implicit message was that Earl Paulk, like Moses, David, Joseph, and even Jesus, could endure the present suffering and would eventually be triumphant. 

This allegorical method would have no relevance or power, however, if it fell on "deaf ears."  The congregation had to have an intimate awareness of and relationship with both Paulk’s and the church's history.  This type of preaching  created an implicit caste system in the congregation based on one's "insider" knowledge of the relevant events of the church.  It also functioned as a reward for those who achieved a certain level of commitment.  They were privy to other insider information which enriched the meaning of Paulk’s sermons and jokes, as well as congregational gossip.
  

 The members’ experiences had to resonate with Earl's many messages based on the theme of unjust persecution, rebirth, and eventual success in order to perceive the full meaning of these comments.  Those “aware” members could, and did, draw strength from this resurrection motif.  Not only did it echo the stories of great Biblical characters and Jesus' life, but it helped to order their lives.  This message offered members a model in which to interpret their own everyday experiences.  It sacralized their struggles, failures, and marginal social status.  It not only offered a model for their lives, but it also presented them with a vision of hope and the promise of future triumph.  The church's rituals, both the great Protestant ritual of preaching and the sacrament of communion, embodied this interpretative and prescriptive motif, even as it tapped into the regional cultural ethos of the South's rising again and Atlanta's phoenix myth.  Perhaps most importantly, Earl Paulk, their spiritual leader and friend, was a living example of this rebirth theme being fulfilled.  Members could draw strength and inspiration from his example.  Likewise, they could form an emotional bond with him beyond that of just pastor.  Finally, they could participate in the restoration, the divine rebirth, of their pastor and the congregation by engaging in diligent efforts to ensure that the church would become successful.

The Forcefully Spoken Wordtc \l3 "The Forcefully Spoken Word
Another of the most distinctive, and consistent, aspects of Paulk's sermons was his style of sermon presentation.  Current and former members I interviewed characterize this preaching style as very authoritative and forceful.  An even earlier description from the official history of Church of God in Georgia described him while at Hemphill as preaching with a "powerful pulpit manner" (Jones & Carver, 1986).  One member from the Gospel Harvester period  suggested that Paulk’s preaching was "real authoritarian...and it turned off a lot of people."  The earliest taped services I listened to from 1974 attest to Paulk’s  intense, challenging, and strong verbal preaching style from the pulpit.
  

This type of preaching became even more intensified as Paulk's organizational power and congregational authority increased.  His own sense of a special calling and unique vision of his ministry reinforced willingness  to preach in a forceful and prophetic manner.  In an early sermon outline on the Holy Spirit he highlighted his spiritual calling while placing it over and against the authority of the denominational bureaucracy.  He wrote in one outline, "...the Holy Spirit selected leadership for the early church as he does for us today... There is a grave danger in substituting organization, programs, and committees for SPIRIT‑CALLED leadership in the church on all levels." (his emphasis).  In fact, the church bylaws state that the pastor had complete freedom in spiritual things as they related to the pulpit ministry and counseling.    The majority of Paulk’s  early sermons, although delivered forcefully and with complete freedom, were within the Church of God tradition and orthodox by the denomination's theological standards.

LIFE AT GOSPEL HARVESTER tc \l2 "LIFE AT GOSPEL HARVESTER 
The formal organization of the church during this period, judging from numerous interviews and documents, appeared to temper somewhat Paulk’s power from the pulpit as well as the number of family members in leadership.
  An official board of elected elders and deacons had joint authority with the pastor over the administrative decisions of the church.  A quarterly congregational meeting was held to decide democratically all issues of church business.  Within this structure were layers of leadership related to the Sunday School, the youth ministry, a "ladies service group," and a “men's fellowship.”  This was a typical congregational style of organization, similar to the forms of many local Church of God congregations (Conn, 1977).  The controlling effects of Paulk's authoritative voice from the pulpit and the considerable familial involvement, then, were somewhat tempered by the multiple layered structure of church leadership during this time. 

The worship service itself, following the Sunday school time, was patterned after a typical Pente​costal format except that it was considerably more reserved emotional​ly.
  One bulletin from 1964 implies this, "The work of God demands order and organization.  Freedom in spirit and worship do not destroy the need for excellent organization...."  Weeks (1986:245‑46) describes the worship as,

 ...clearly Pentecostal‑flavored, yet the worship and preaching were notably more reserved than old line, shoutin' holiness churches.  This charismatic church pulsated without dramatic emotionalism‑‑ unless, of course, an emotional response became the mood the Holy Spirit prompted for a particular service.  People from every denomination found familiar as well as something new whenever they visited this church.

According to the biography, Clariece's influence was felt in the worship services.  She was a concert pianist who appreciated many musical forms and continually attempted to interject more classical pieces into the worship service.  Generally, however, the hymns were traditional Pentecostal refrains, intentionally chosen to echo the theme of the sermon (Weeks, 1986:247).  One telling sign of Clariece's considerable influence was that within the first four months of the church’s existence one tenth of the entire church income was spent on a grand piano.  By 1964, the congregation was again raising money to buy an organ and a new piano.  As one 1964 bulletin stated, "...this will cost. God's work demands the best.  Music is vital to the worship of God."

The social life of the church was essentially oriented around Sunday morning: Sunday school, the worship service, and the evening prayer meeting.  There was also a Tuesday, then later Wednesday, Bible study.  The Ladies Auxiliary, which met monthly, offered a social and spiritual outlet for the women of the church, as did its correlate, the Men's Fellowship.  Don and Clariece led a ministry for the young couples in the church.  No reference was ever found in the church bulletins to any organized recreational or social activities.

Laboring in the Field -- Outreach to the Communitytc \l3 "Laboring in the Field -- Outreach to the Community
From very early in the congregation's history the idea of the church as an outreach for the dispossessed and hurting members of society was instrumental in shaping ministry.  Earl Paulk expressed strong disagreement with the somewhat isolationist stance of the Church of God toward the world.
   According to one member at the time, Earl often preached that the church must relate to the world in a “personalist transformative mode” rather than in an “isolationist withdrawal mode.”
  Over the years Paulk has retained this inclination toward personal avenues of social change rather than either complete withdrawal or systemic structural change.  

This same member recalled Paulk's emphasis on transformation.  He commented, "You could hear in his sermons those things...transforming the world but not in a political context....It had much more to do with personal lives.  As we Christians relate to the world."  This person, referred to here as David Adams, was working on a PhD in Christian ethics in the sixties.  He was one of several highly educated, socially responsible, and somewhat idealistic young adults attracted to the church during this time.   He had a strong commitment to serve the Inman Park/ Little Five Points transient hippie community and found the Gospel Harvester leadership receptive to this effort.  It was this willingness of Paulk and the church to get involved in the community that initially attracted him.  He also remembered fondly, although he had not been to the church in over 15 years, how warm and engaging Earl Paulk had been to him.

The church’s outreach extended almost exclusively to those in the immediate community, with much of this ministry being provided by Earl, Don, and a few others such as David.  Many of the residents in the neighborhood were impoverished and needy.  The church offered them food and clothing.  This outreach, however, was not by way of organized social ministries.  Rather, "outreach" was most often portrayed as the unconditional acceptance of visitors and a loving integration of them into the fellowship.  During this time the church leadership encouraged the congregation to exhibit considerable "friendliness."  From all indications this call to godly love and kindness had as a desired byproduct that of growth and evangelism.  One bulletin, printed during a push to gather in more members, clearly announced their intentions. 

Church[es] are remembered by HOW FRIENDLY THEY ARE.  This is the best way to help your church grow.... Visitors are the lifeline to the GROWTH of the church.  How he enjoys the service, is welcomed, and invited back has a tremendous influence on him.  This is the work of ALL church members and friends.  Remember that "FRIENDLINESS IS CONTAGIOUS.” (Their emphasis)

Apparently this friendliness was attractive, especially to the “tuned-out” hippies of the Inman Park/ Little Five Points area.  Many of them came to the church not only for sustenance but also for acceptance.
  Paulk's biographer comments that Earl became like a "father" to a group of them (Weeks, 1986:250).  

He was the first one they called from jail or when they were in any kind of trouble.  Earl easily and quickly formed a trusting rapport with youth‑‑even rebellious runaways and social dissidents‑‑because he 
was one preacher who allowed them to voice their complaints.  He understood their dissatisfactions with superficial social values.  Earl loved instead of condemning them, covered their faults instead of judging them, and he always told them the truth whether they liked it or not. 

This informal ministry to the displaced youth of the sixties was known around the city.  Groups of Candler School of Theology students even visited the church as part of their ministerial training.  David reflected on why he thought this ministry to the hippies was successful.  

[Paulk] made it clear that here was a place where people were welcome whole‑heartedly regardless of their station in life.... If you walked into that church you definitely had the feeling that anybody and everybody was welcome there.  People would walk in there with beards and long hair, scrubby looks and sandals and just worship to beat the band.  And nobody seemed to be bothered by that, they all seemed welcome.

In the late 1960's Earl, Don, and Clariece participated in another form of community ministry.  They joined the local "Bass Community Council," a newly formed civic organization dedicated to "creating community."  Its efforts included enhancing the youth recreation facilities, promoting community pride, and later in coordinating the restoration of the historic homes in the Inman Park area.  Once again this outreach effort was seen as evangelistic in nature, as a way to plant the seeds of the gospel message in the secular soil of the community organization (Weeks, 1986:252).

One glance at the budget in those early days would identify another central aspect of the church's ministry.  This was the outreach made possible through media promotion and publicity.   Paulk's years at Hemphill Avenue Church of God convinced him that the media of radio and television were ideal evangelistic tools.  In the first four months of operation, Gospel Harvester Tabernacle spent more on radio air time than it did on all the pastors' salaries combined.  This commitment can be seen as continuing to the present.  The medium of radio and television offered exposure, self‑promotion, and legitimation that the non‑denominational church needed.  At the same time, these evangelistic tools shaped and modified the development of the church and its ministry.

Civil Rights Involvementtc \l3 "Civil Rights Involvement
The decade of the sixties was perhaps the most turbulent in regards to race relations.  In August 1963, 200,000 people gathered in Washington D.C. to protest racial inequities.  While there they heard Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., the well‑known Atlanta native, deliver his "I have a dream" speech.  The following year the Civil Rights Act took effect and King received the Nobel Peace prize, but the tensions did not cease.  The riots and protests continued for many more years.  In Atlanta the situation was similar.  Early in the decade the issue of school integration prompted many sit-ins, some of which became violent.  Churches, businesses, and restaurants were picketed.  Both blacks and whites, including members of the clergy, were jailed for their involvement.  In 1966, while trying to calm an angry crowd, Atlanta's mayor, Ivan Allen, was injured.  When Martin King Jr. was assassinated in April 1968, however, a surprisingly peaceful march as a part of the funeral took place in the city.  Within five years after King’s death, Atlanta had its first black mayor and an African American majority on the city council.  It was clear that the city was beginning to resolve some of its racial tensions.

In this context, Earl Paulk expressed an openness to African Americans, and an active emphasis on integration and racial equality.  According to his biographer (Weeks, 1986:238), he became a friend of the King family, especially Martin King, Senior.  He served on two committees of clergy and business leaders attempting to address the racial problems of the city.  He and Don even picketed a grocery chain which sold inferior food to residents of a depressed area of the city near their church.  

Not all Paulk's racial involvement took place outside his congregation, either.  The issue divided his church as well.  A number of members left when Earl invited some African American students from Atlanta University to the church.  Because of his "liberal" stance, the church was threatened with violence.  According to his biography, on one occasion an angry mob gathered outside the church during a service (Weeks, 1986:239-41).  After Paulk talked with them, they dispersed without incident.  He received threatening and harassing phone calls.  At one point, shots were fired at the church.  Another time, Weeks reports in the biography, a fire bomb was thrown on the porch of Paulk's home but it did not ignite (1986:252).  Earl's engagement in the civil rights struggle, however, did not noticeably increase attendance by blacks who lived only a few blocks away.  By all accounts, although a few African Americans visited sporadically, the overwhelming major of members were white.  

Paulk's involvement in civil rights issues seldom took the form of political critique or radical challenges to existing social structures.  The place of the church in society, according to Paulk was to change individuals by the grace of God (personal interview).  This stance was exemplified in an article from the Atlanta Journal  (Speed, 1968).  The newspaper reported on the actions of thirty clergy from the Atlanta Christian Council dedicated to seeking outlets for helping the city's poor.  Paulk, as a member of that group, was quoted as saying, "We want to see action and put our energies to work immediately" (Speed, 1968).  He continued by questioning what the clergy had done to "help domestics get decent paying jobs" or to create "summer recreational programs" (Speed, 1968).  The tone of this article, however, was not to revitalize governmental agencies or alter political policy making.  Rather the group focused on what could be done within the local congregation.  In many ways, Paulk has maintained this personalist and congregational‑based approach to racial issues throughout his ministry.

CHANGING WITH THE TIMEStc \l2 "CHANGING WITH THE TIMES
One other event during this liminal period of the congregation's history dramatically effected the church’s future.  This  was the decision to leave Inman Park.  Beginning around 1970 a number of church members began to look for suburban property to buy in order to build a larger church building.  This action was led by a few key members involved in real estate at the time, although there seemed to be a general consensus in favor of the move.  The story of how the church arrived at the decision to move and where to relocate is somewhat disputed.  A number of members recall a heated debate, with passionate discussions on both sides, ending with a near unanimous affirmative vote to move.  Others reported, like one long time church member,  "Through prayer and fasting Pastor Paulk knew that it was time for us to move."  His biography records the event in yet another manner (Weeks, 1986:264). 

To say that Earl had a strong spiritual leading away from Inman Park would be erroneous. He listened openly to the discussions, weighed the various recommendations, and waited for God to speak a sure word to him.  

By whatever manner the decision was made, most members from that time agreed a move was imminent.  The motivation for the move may be attributed to a number of reasons.  John Bridges, the former Hemphill member who wrote Paulk in Arizona and was now a solid family man employed as an accountant and a church deacon, recalled that worship attendance was on a decline in the late 60's, down to approximately 100.  He commented, "That was one of the reasons they wanted to move.  A lot of the people that they had ministered to had moved well out from the area and they were dropping off.  They would drive in for a while and then quit coming."  

The citywide patterns of migration from the urban areas to the newer suburbs confirm this general trend.  From 1955 to 1973 three very large shopping center complexes were constructed within a few miles of the six acres the church bought in April of 1971 (Dent, 1980:.80‑84).  The migration to the suburbs was hastened by the increased popularity of the automobile and an emphasis on private home ownership which occurred after WWII.  Suburban DeKalb County grew from 256.7 thousand in 1960 to 449.5 thousand in 1973, when the church began occupying their new building (Dent, 1980:80).  The population of the city of Atlanta during that same period dropped from 487.4 to 479.9 thousands (Dent, 1980:80‑84).  The city's employment rate fell by 6 percent during the period from 1970 to 1975.  At the same time, the unemployment rates for the Central City averaged 11.7 percent compared to the 9.0 percent of the surrounding counties (Gruber, 1960:61).  When one examines employment rates in what are typical sources of employment for less skilled workers such as those residing in the Inman Park area, the manufacturing and retail sectors, declines of 21 percent and 17 percent respectively show a more critical development than the overall 6 percent decrease might indicate (Gruber, 1960:62).  

The resident complexion of Inman Park itself was radically altered by these shifts.  Many of the lower middle class families moved to the newly created jobs in the suburbs.  In their place came a group of people who were a world apart from the previous residents and from the composition of the church at the time.  The "urban pioneers" who moved back to the central city were young, well‑educated, secular professionals.  A study of those who moved into the Virginia-Highlands neighborhood bordering Inman Park to the north from 1970 to 1973 showed that 80 percent were between the ages of 30 and 39, 87 percent had some college education, 62 percent were college graduates, 69 percent of those employed had professional or managerial positions, and over 50 percent had moved from Atlanta from other cities, often outside the South (McConnell, 1980:143‑146).  These were not the type of persons drawn to conservative Pentecostal religion.  This group was also somewhat less susceptible to the blossoming Charismatic movement because of their education, income, and secularized world view.  Earl Paulk commented, in a 1984 historical article in the church's newspaper, that these new residents were "not interested in religion...but only in restoring and revitalizing their homes."  

The church's move then can be seen as an effort to go to where the most constituents were.  They had to move to the suburbs if they were to serve their clientele.  Pastor Don reflected this sentiment in his recollection of how the process of selecting a church site took place.  He recalled that the leadership engaged in a systematic process of charting on a map where their members resided and then deciding to relocate to the area with the largest concentration of persons.  Whatever the reasons for the move, it definitely marked an end to a distinctive period in the church's history.  

This twelve year period was cast as a liminal phase in the history both of Earl Paulk and of the young  congregation.  Within this transitional time, many patterns of interaction and organizational dynamics, significant in later years, have their roots.   Even though these years were de-emphasized in the minds of many members, these patterns and dynamics became integrated into the developing character of the congregation.  These dynamics included an evangelistic embrace of societal outcasts, the minister - member relationship being based on emotional and familial ties, an acceptance of Earl Paulk's forceful and allegorical preaching, and a stance in support of racial integration.  Several of the organizational traits from this time were the funding of quality artistic performances for worship, a willingness to utilize the media in self-promotion, the church being organized and run as a family business, and the intentional planning for, and expectation of, sustained growth.  These characteristics are the ones which are shared by many  megachurches.  As will be seen, the traits of evangelistic fervor to a target audience, quality preaching and worship, a clear biblical and social stance, self-promotion, and expectation of growth are common traits among these very large churches  (Vaughan, 1993; Schaller, 1992,1990).

The most critical congregational characteristic to have its origin in this period, however, was the intertwined identities of the church and its founder, Earl Paulk Junior.  The formation of this independent nondenominational congregation upon a distinctive harvester vision given by God to Earl Paulk alone was the most significant event in the church’s history.    The congregational identity which was produced was based solely on Paulk and his visionary revelation.  The story of the church, which at times borders on mythic narrative, merged the destinies of Earl Paulk and the membership.  It was "his" church and the members were "his" people.   This church was never conceptualized as an ordinary congregation, but as one which had a divine calling and a promising future with Paulk as the center.     

The central symbol of this period, that of being "Harvesters," embodied this young church’s developing identity and character.  The Biblical grounding of their foundational scriptural passage confirmed the need for a strong shepherd to care for his lost and confused flock.  It also reinforced an apocalyptic sense of spiritual seriousness in ministry since the harvest time was at hand.  This urgent commission to be laborers encouraged a fervent zeal for evangelism since the fields were ripe for harvest.  This vision of outreach and restoration of the outcast, spawned from Paulk’s own hurt and devastation, became the guiding image and ideal trajectory  which the church would strive to embody.  In order for the congregation to reach its goal and reap this harvest, however, they had to relocate to a more fertile suburban field.

� As will be seen in the course of this narrative, however, there is considerably more to the interactional dynamic between Paulk and his followers, between the church and the external social world, than just a crass marketing of a specific religious product.  


� The similarities between Earl Paulk’s experiences during this time and Turner’s  description of those experiencing liminality in the midst of a tribal rite of passage are considerable.  A person in a liminal state loses his or her previous status and social position, is humbled and stripped of power, is often removed physically from the social group, and may be ritually  humiliated by the taunts of others.  At the same time, those in liminality may benefit from being in the midst of this sacred space and in continuous contact with mystical powers, perhaps even receiving sacred instructions.  Finally, as Turner states (1977:103), “The wisdom (mana) that is imparted in sacred liminality is not just an aggregation of words and sentences; it has ontological value, it refashions the very being of the neophyte.” 


� In many ways this rebirth motif became the central narrative around which the congregation shaped a sense of itself.  Initially in its history as a church, this was a more powerful symbol of who they were than was the Phoenix vision, although the two rapidly became intertwined.  See Hopewell’s (1987) Congregation for an excellent discussion of the power of a church’s narrative and its function in the life of the congregation.


� Early defeats and devastating losses are common themes in the stories of charismatic religious figures. Many famous religious leaders such as Mary Baker Eddy, Joseph Smith, Ellen White, John Wesley, and even Martin Luther can been seen as having difficult circumstances and defeats which they overcome in their rise to be great leaders.  Researchers of contemporary new religious movements (Balch, 1982; Wallis, 1982a, 1986; Johnson, 1992) have noted the characteristics of self-doubt, insecurity, and the experience of defeat in the lives of many new religious leaders as well.  


� African Americans comprise 93 and 99 percent of the total populations in the two adjoining census tracts which lay to West of the Inman Park area, whereas this area’s population  included only two percent of African Americans (1960 US Census). Taeuber (1980) discusses the dynamics of residential segregation and white flight in considerable detail.


� One interesting indication of this tentative nature of the organization was that the church was named “tabernacle.”  This was an obvious reference to the tent-like portable sanctuary  used by the Israelites during their sojourn in the wilderness (Metford, 1983).


� An indication of the insignificance of this period of church history can be seen in Earl Paulk’s biography.  In this work approximately the same number of pages are used to describe both the ten week trip out West (Weeks, 1986:181-212) and the 13 year Gospel Harvester Tabernacle period (Weeks, 1986: 213-252).


� Dyer (1986:59-79) has written a fascinating analysis of the role of the first generation in shaping the culture of a family business.  He found in his study (1986:60) that the presence and character of a strong, charismatic founder was “one of the most significant factors in the development of the cultural configurations of the family firms.”   His research from a organizational management perspective, as well as that of House (1977), Kets de Vires (1977), Zaleznick (1977), Schein (1983), and Trice & Beyer (1985), discusses  the common characteristics that many of the founders of family businesses tend to possess.  Dyer (1986:60-61) summarizes this research to arrive at a listing of key attributes of charismatic founders.   This list includes the founder: claiming “supernatural or other transcendental qualities,” having novel or radical approach that satisfies the needs of followers, becoming “savior” for the followers, possessing self-confidence, dominance, and self-reliance, convincing himself and others in the moral rightness of his position, creating the impression of success and competence, being distrustful of other authorities, ideas, or advice, exercising “power in seemingly arbitrary and capricious ways, being secretive about his activities, and portraying himself and the organization as “larger than life.”   At this point in the story, Earl Paulk already exhibits several of these characteristics.  


In this work, however, I adopt a more “micro-sociological/ interactional perspective in the discussion of Paulk’s charismatic identity.  This perspective follows from many of Wallis’ writings (1982a, 1982b, 1986, 1993) and rests on Weber’s (1968) implicit insight that charisma rests at least in part on the recognition of the followers.  This idea downplays the image of a leader possessing a certain set of attributes which create his or her charismatic status.  The development of Paulk’s charismatic authority and the dynamics surrounding it are described in this work as being a socially constructed and negotiated interchange between Paulk, the core leadership, the membership, and the surrounding context.  This perspective builds not just on Wallis but also on other sociological writing on charismatic leadership and the “prophet” such as Dow (1978), Barnes (1978), Camic (1980), Swatos (1981), Miyahara (1983), and Johnson (1992).  A more complete discussion of this literature and the dynamics of charismatic leadership will be undertaken throughout the following chapters.  


� A central component of the “ideal-type” genuine charismatic for Weber (1968:246) was to be a visionary, one who proclaimed to have received a new  revelation of religious insight . 


� Research on other leaders of new religious movements also show an attitude of contempt of institutional religious organizations (Wallis, 1982; Johnson, 1992).  In part, this anti-organizational bent in these figures is to be expected since theirs is often a prophetic message of challenge to existing beliefs and customs.


�The outlines Paulk wrote were printed and marketed to other ministers around the country for $1.00 a month (Weeks, 1986:237).  They were distributed anonymously under the authorship of “Mr. Outline.”  Each outline contained possible sermon titles, a paragraph of introduction, several sermon points with scripture references, and a concluding paragraph.  These were later collected and bound in booklet form under the title of "The Word In Life."  I was able to examine 3 of the 8 advertised booklets of sermons.  In addition to these I had access to 68 adult/young adult and 17 Elementary/Junior High outlines of Sunday School lessons from this twelve year time period.


� This type of preaching has historical precedents in the early Christian church.  Church fathers such as Clement of Alexandria, Jerome, and possibly Origen used a similar preaching format (Dawson, 1992).   This allegorisation communicated different levels of Biblical truth to persons of varying spiritual development at the same time in the same sermon or commentary.  This allegorical method was often employed by Clement of Alexandria.  A quote from Clement's Stromata (4.2) describes this approach, 


"Let our reminiscences, as we have often said, for the sake of those reading them unrestrainedly or inexperiencedly, be spread out variegatedly, as their name implies, passing continually from one matter to another, hinting at one thing while demonstrating another.... The quilts of reminiscences therefore contribute to the expression of the truth for the person who is able to seek with reason."


A similar style of communication was used by African American slaves to convey in their sermons and spirituals a subversive or hidden message (Raboteau, 1980) 


� Paulk often used this method, especially in his later sermons, to discuss conflictive, volatile, and sensitive issues from the pulpit.  He relied on analogy and innuendo to convey his message to those who know all the contextual facts, those who "have ears to hear."  I spent several years being puzzled over certain of Paulk’s comments until I realized his penchant for this type of preaching.  Fortunately, I wrote down his comments even though I didn’t fully comprehend the contextual meaning at the time.  Later, after I knew more  about both his method and  the church’s history, I was able to go back to my notes and identify the latent references which had previously eluded me.


� Heilman (1973:152,196) makes a similar observation in his study of a synagogue in relation to congregational jokes and gossip.   Those who understood the punch line or perceived the import of a certain piece of gossip were insiders and had greater social status within the community. He also argues that, similar to Paulk’s allegorical preaching, jokes at this synagogue are situationally interpreted.  The humor is not contained in the words but rather in the relationship one has with the speaker.  Both Paulk’s sermons and Heilman’s jokes, “are situational; they depend on one’s recognizing all the dimensions of the situation and of its participants (1973:201).


� This type of authoritative, forceful preaching was a stereotypical characteristic of Southern Evangelical preaching, perhaps more evident in novels, a la Elmer Gantry, than in reality.  Nevertheless, the southern minister has a powerful image as a “skillful exhorter,” a regional defender, a morally upright person, and as an authority figure who commands reverence and respect (Long, 1981). 


� Many of the sermon outlines I examined were essentially verbatim outlines of the chapters from his earlier book, Your Pentecostal Neigh�bor.  The similarities are clearest in issues 1,3, and 4 of "The Word In Life" Bible study outline series when compared to pages 201ff. and 182-83 of Your Pentecostal Neighbor .  The earliest record of a declaration of faith, dating from approximately 1965, indicates that the church's professed beliefs were very similar to those of the Church of God.  This faith declaration includes doctrinal statements on divine healing, a pre�millennial second coming of Jesus, spirit baptism, and sanctification.  Interestingly, this statement of faith did not include a central Church of God ritual of humility, that of foot washing.   At the same time, though, with Paulk's use of the allegorical method and set in the context of his own life experiences, these orthodox sermons and beliefs were often applied extra�canonically.


� The family based leadership during this time may be greater than the official documents indicate.  Weeks (1986:252-63) details the full extent of involvement in the church by family members, offspring, and distant relatives. She even relates that the church was seen by outsiders and “their most vehement critics” as a “family operation” (252).   


� Crews (1990:91,151) notes that by the 1960's many urban Church of God congregations had diminished the expressivism of their worship services to a great extent. 


� This Church of God tendency toward rejecting the “things of the world” was also beginning to moderate by the sixties, in personal morality (Crews, 1990:44-65), in higher education (Crews, 1990:142-43), in ecumenicism (Crews, 1990:148-51,160), and in political activism (Crews, 1990:16-61). 


� Both the author of this observation and Earl Paulk were in all likelihood exposed to H. Richard Neibuhr’s book, Christ and Culture (1951),  while in seminary  at Candler School of Theology.  Much of Paulk’s language and later thinking about the role of the church in the world parallels Neibuhr’s “Christ transforming culture” category.  Paulk’s stance also points to his movement away from the sectarian approach of the older generations of leaders in the Church of God and toward a more assimilationist, denominational approach of the younger generation of leaders (Crews,1990:139).   


� This outreach to the hippies was very similar to many other coffee-house, “crash pad” type missions established throughout the country in the 1960's and 1970's (Warner, 1988; Jorstad, 1972; Pederson, 1971).  Many of the largest and most influential megachurches such as Vineyard, Harvest, and Horizon Christian Fellowships, and Calvary Chapel all began or grew to be successful from similar ministries to wayward hippies (Wooding, 1993; Miller, 1993; Quebedeaux, 1983)


� There are many authors, such as Garrow (1989), Martin (1987), Shavin & Galphin (1985), and Orfield & Ashkinaze (1991) who address the history of race relations and the Civil Rights Movement in Atlanta.





