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"To explore the congregation is to penetrate to the grass roots of American religious culture."   (Brooks Holifield, 1994:47)

On Sunday morning in Atlanta and in numerous cities around the country anyone can become acquainted with the subject of this work, The Cathedral of the Holy Spirit, or as it was previously known, Chapel Hill Harvester Church.  All one needs to do is to turn on the television.  As the hour-long program begins, the television screen fills with a close-up shot of its senior minister, Bishop Earl Paulk.  This distinguished, silver‑haired gentleman wearing a clerical collar and a black suit is surrounded by a bookcase and a picture of his wife in the background.  From the opening frame, the message is clear, that Bishop Paulk is the public voice and central focus of this congregation.  In fact, the television program, like those of most televangelists, is advertised and known primarily by the senior minister's name.

In the introduction to one particular program on "quality Christian living," Earl Paulk opens the show by announcing to the camera, "The church ought to be the place that presses you to the highest level of quality living...."  As his comments continue, the viewer is given a glimpse of the "quality living" demonstrated at Chapel Hill Harvester Church.  The visual scene is a recorded performance of the church's liturgical dancers, four women dressed in flowing white robes.  Images of a packed sanctuary, the orchestra, tuxedoed and gowned singers, and two grand pianos flash into and out of focus as the young  dancers swirl around the stage.  

The dance scene fades to a taped excerpt from Paulk's first sermon in the 7700 seat Cathedral.  The view is a sweeping panorama of the inside of the sanctuary.  In the upper left corner of the screen Paulk the preacher stands enveloped by a massive, ornately carved wooden pulpit.  At center screen sits the white marble altar, surrounded by the deep maroon carpet.  The dominating feature on the screen, however, is the people.  They are everywhere, packing the three tiers of seats which rise to the rafters of the cavernous sanctuary.  This 1991 scene captures the high point of the church and the fulfillment of Earl Paulk's thirty year-old vision.  The inauguration of the multi‑million dollar cathedral, over 8000 in attendance, with blacks, whites, Hispanics, and Asians all worshiping together ‑‑ this is the embodiment of a successful megachurch.

Again, Earl Paulk's image fills the screen as he speaks, "Jesus came to give life and to give it abundantly.  And that is the church, in every area of life. The rule of Christ in total living."  These few words concisely summarize the ideology of the congregation.  The "Kingdom Theology" of this church posits Jesus Christ as the King, as the ruler of all of life, both the kingdoms of this world and of the future celestial domain.  This kingdom vision encompasses all institutional spheres: government, family, economy, and the arts.  It is a total, all‑inclusive, and intertwined picture of reality and religion.  It is also the goal of Chapel Hill Harvester Church -- to actualize the "Kingdom vision" in everyday life.

These comments end with a closeup shot of the church's massive steeple piercing the blue sky.  Fast paced contemporary music begins.  A series of collage‑like images flood the screen, offering visual proof of the church’s demonstration of the kingdom in everyday life, in the "world’s" social institutions.  

Pictures of Earl Paulk and former President Bush seated together, newspaper headlines of church activities,  and the words "Government" and "Business" which rapidly float across the screen attest to the extensive influence of the church in the political sphere.

Immediately a new set of images, to demonstrate the church’s influence in the religious realm, replaces the previous ones.  Bob Mumford, a well known Charismatic Christian leader, is pictured addressing the congregation several years earlier.  "There are hundreds and thousands of people out there that would love to find this place," he states.  "You know why?  Because there is love, acceptance, racial harmony here...."  Mumford's words remind television viewers that this church, with its success and racial integration, is the envy of the Charismatic Christian community.  

Once again the sweeping images shift.  This time those watching are offered dramatic evidence of the church’s involvement in the arts .  Scenes of orchestral performances, dramas, ballets, and singing are interspersed with the words "Worship" and "Arts."  

This musical portrayal of the church’s worship is interrupted by the recorded comments of Atlanta's former mayor, United Nations ambassador, civil rights activist, and minister, Andrew Young.  His words praise the church in grand fashion, "...You are what God intends for this planet."  His presence again conveys  the political power and social influence of this congregation.

The collage images return: pictures of the Cathedral and Earl Paulk; news articles about the success of the church’s local ministries; and the words "Community" and "Education."  The music and lyrics which accompany these images now make the meaning of the symbolic portrayals explicit and obvious. 

We're making a difference in community,

restoring the arts to heights,

reaching out to the city,

speaking into government.  

The local church of Christ...

As the singing continues, large cut out letters spelling  "the local church" float across the screen.  These words echo a powerful particularist and parochial impulse which is characteristic of  the congregational culture.  Behind these letters flash three scenes: a picture of the congregation in the midst of expressive worship; an aerial view of Atlanta; and an artist's rendering of the completed Cathedral of the Holy Spirit.  These scenes remind the viewer exactly which local church is "making a difference" and what city it is "reaching out to."   At this point, the song swells to a crescendo.  A woman's voice concludes this introduction with the announcement, "Welcome to the Cathedral at Chapel Hill from Atlanta, Georgia with Bishop Earl Paulk."

This is the manner by which most people have been introduced to the congregational reality that is known variously as Chapel Hill Harvester Church, the Cathedral of the Holy Spirit at Chapel Hill, or Earl Paulk's church.  The televised media portrayal, however, presents a highly subjective, albeit entertaining, view of this intriguing megachurch.  This dissertation offers a somewhat different perspective of this congregation which in 1990 was ranked by the evangelical magazine Christianity Today as having the tenth largest congregational attendance in the United States.  

Since that ranking, however, the church has undergone a tremendous reversal of fortune.  Two years after the glorious morning of the Cathedral's christening, only the lowest of three tiers of pews comes close to being filled.  Membership has been reduced by three‑quarters.   With a weekly attendance of 2000, the congregation is still technically a megachurch; although it now can hardly be considered successful.  After numerous scandals and accusations of wrongdoing, the church's ministries and influence are a fraction of what they once were.  The church budget has decreased by many millions of dollars a year.   The vision of the kingdom which used to motivate and inspire, was turned back upon the leadership in critique, calling them to accountability.  This kingdom message eventually provided disillusioned members with a reason to leave the congregation.

In the midst of this rapid disintegration, the spiritual power and influence of the charismatic leadership turned destructive.  Former long‑time members who chose to leave the church were overtly denigrated from the pulpit.  The church presbytery brought suit against seven of these persons.  Eventually, I, too, was threatened spiritually, legally, and physically.  These events, although not very complimentary, have much to say about the potential hazards connected to the megachurch experience.  Unfortunately, the tales of religious abuse are at least as plentiful in our society as are the stories of success.  Both stories are instructive.

None of these events were ever witnessed by  the watchful eyes of the television‑viewing public. This version of the congregation’s history was never captured on video tape or broadcast into thousands of homes around the country.  In order to become acquainted with the full story of this church's checkered history, its successes as well as its excesses, one must get to know the actual congregation in its social and historical context as it developed in an Atlanta suburb in DeKalb County, Georgia.  To become acquainted with this contextualized and historicized congregation, follow me on the drive I made several times a week for five years to Chapel Hill Harvester Church.

The ten and a half mile trip  from my home to the church offers a sketch both of forty years of Atlanta's history and of the influences which shaped  the church in its  short history.  I resided in Decatur, an independently incorporated town which was swallowed by Atlanta's mid century sprawl.  This town was only a few miles from the church’s first  permanent location.  Most of Decatur is composed of quaint 1950's suburban neighborhoods of well‑kept frame and brick homes with manicured lawns and filled with a few older persons of the Second World War generation, many upwardly mobile white baby boomers, and an occasional family of  African Americans.   Traveling southeast toward the church from my home in just such a neighborhood, one would wind past the stately stone structures of Agnes Scott College, an exclusive women's school, and Columbia Presbyterian seminary built in the 1880's and 1920’s respectively.  

Passing the boundary marker of the town's jurisdictional limits, the scenery changed instantly and dramatically.  Homes from the same era now had dirt yards, doors adorned with peeling paint, old cars rusting in the driveways, and scores of young black children playing in the streets.  The original Caucasian owners had fled this area in the 1950's and their new African American neighbors.  Within ten years the flight of whites out of and the migration of African Americans into this area had completely changed its demographics.  For several miles I drove through neighborhood after neighborhood abandoned by middle class white residents during the expansion of blacks  from the inner city.  

Interspersed between these communities were the remains of shopping districts, churches, theaters, and businesses.  Housed in these structures, discarded by the former occupants, were countless African American entrepreneurial ventures such as  Sister Margaret: palm reader and advisor, McAfree’s liquor store,  Hodges BBQ, and Edna’s beauty shop.  The ubiquitous fast food restaurants, pawn shops, and cut rate department stores also shared these spaces.   In the midst of these business enterprises sat one of Atlanta’s earliest shopping malls, looking as if on the verge of collapse. 

Crossing the 285 expressway that encircles Atlanta marked yet another abrupt shift in the appearance of the neighborhoods.  This area had been developed in the 1960's by many of those fleeing suburbanite whites pushing out from the intown suburbs in search of segregated living.  Being further out from the city, these neighborhoods had a ”bedroom community“ feel.  Twenty years later when I drove through this area, many of these white residents had again departed, continuing their quest for  segregated and supposedly safe living in distant suburban and exurban communities.

By the mid eighties, middle class African Americans had begun to make this area their own.  The sprawling wood frame ranch homes of these sixties subdivisions were well maintained.  Flowers dotted the carefully tended expansive front lawns.  The considerable street traffic kept local stores and shops full of eager customers.  A brand‑new branch of the county library, a recent mega‑market, several new strip malls, and late 1980's upscale subdivisions were indicative of the affluence of this latest wave of residents to the area.  

Turning onto the tree‑lined, divided parkway that led to the church, although over a half a mile from the church itself,  one could see the first indication of its influence ‑‑ several small abandoned church buildings.  The initial evidence of the church soon appeared on the left, the Earl Paulk Institute.  This building housed the church's Bible college and high school, behind which lay several tennis courts and a pro shop.   Directly across the street stood an office park of three large buildings owned by church members which bustled with activity during the weekday.  Beyond the office park was the church's elementary school, the Cathedral Academy, a gym, a beach and swim club, and numerous baseball and soccer fields.  These all teemed with youngsters when school was in session.  Across the parkway sat the church's first sanctuary in this South DeKalb County area, a unique octagonal stone structure.   This building now houses classrooms, counseling offices, and several of the church’s social ministries.  This structure also marked the beginning of Chapel Hill Harvester's seemingly endless parking area.  Further down the parkway several of the planned church communities were being constructed.  

Beyond a cluster of trees surrounding a private residence whose owner refused to sell, sit the present and former sanctuaries.  In the midst of an expansive well‑lit parking lot and surrounded by attractive landscaping, rises the newest sanctuary, the Cathedral of the Holy Spirit, a massive red brick ”neo‑Gothic" edifice.  To the right and on a slight hill sits another recent brick structure, the John Garlington Mall.  This  two‑story building complete with fountain and plant‑adorned atrium houses a snack bar, gift shop, book store, clergy offices and an extensive tape library.  Connected to the mall is another former sanctuary, a brick and steel "warehouse" looking building, called the "K Center."  In all, this expansive ministerial complex covers over 100 acres and has been the spiritual home to tens of thousands of members in its short history.

This is the context in which the televised version of Chapel Hill Harvester Church resides.  Without this grounded perspective the TV program makes little sense.   Likewise, this church's theology, leadership structures, and difficulties can be, and have been, misinterpreted without an understanding of its and Earl Paulk’s history.  Therefore, I invite you to join me in an historically and socially detailed analysis of this fascinatingly successful and troubled congregation and its visionary leader Earl Paulk.   This is a tale of spiritual innovation by a religious entrepreneur with a unique vision of the kingdom.  It is also the story of the interrelationship between a congregation of committed believers and its powerful charismatic leader.  Most of all, however, this work is a detailed description of the history and development of one megachurch.

A nuanced portrayal of this congregation forms the basis for, in the final chapter, a more generalized exploration of the recent religious phenomenon called megachurches.  These very large churches, numbering over 400 in the United States, are not religious anomalies.  Taken together these very large congregations represent a distinct form of religious organization that has arisen in relation to modern social needs and cultural norms.  The detailed analysis of this particular megachurch, as well as the description of the phenomena in general, has much to tell of the modern appetites and needs of religious believers in the United States.   

