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PREFACE





A FEW YEARS AGO the editor of a national magazine called to ask if I wanted to make a comment for an article they were preparing on the anniversary of Time magazine’s famous “Is God Dead?” cover story. He told me that he and his colleagues were puzzled. Why did Presbyterians, Methodists, and Episcopalians seem be to losing members—down 20 to 40 percent in the twenty-five years since that cover hit the stands—while certain other churches, mainly pentecostal ones, had doubled or tripled their memberships in the same period. He had also seen reports that pentecostalism was growing very quickly in Latin America, Africa, and parts of Asia. Was there something ominous, he wanted to know, about all this? And furthermore what did I think of the rumor that President Bill Clinton used to play his saxophone at pentecostal revival services in Redfield, Arkansas? He sounded a little worried.




I thought I knew why he was calling me. Nearly three decades ago I wrote a book, The Secular City, in which I tried to work out a theology for the “postreligious” age that many sociologists had confidently assured us was coming. Since then, however, religion— or at least some religions—seems to have gained a new lease on life. Today it is secularity, not spirituality, that may be headed for extinction. I thought, perhaps the editor wanted me to eat a little crow in public. Instead I thanked him for the call and told him I was probably not the right person to ask. But his questions were thought-provoking. I had read some of the same amazing statistics, including the estimate that pentecostal churches are growing at the rate of 20 million new members a year and that their worldwide membership had now reached some 410 million. I had wondered myself why they have such an appeal, but the phone call pushed me into a more active inquiry. I decided to find out what I could about pentecostals, not just by reading about them but by visiting their churches wherever I could and by talking with both their ministers and with ordinary members. My project eventually took me to four different continents, to a score of conferences and conventions of pentecostal leaders, and to more congregations than I can enumerate.




Even before I started my journey through the world of pentecostalism it had become obvious that instead of the “death of God” some theologians pronounced not many years ago, or the waning of religion that sociologists had extrapolated, something quite different has taken place. Perhaps I was too young and impressionable when the scholars made those sobering projections. In any case I had swallowed them all too easily and had tried to think about what their theological consequences might be. But it had now become clear that the predictions themselves had been wrong. The prognosticators had written that the technological pace and urban bustle of the twentieth century would increasingly shove religion to the margin where, deprived of roots, it would shrivel. They allowed that faith might well survive as a valued heirloom, perhaps in ethnic enclaves or family customs, but insisted that religion’s days as a shaper of culture and history were over.




This did not happen. Instead, before the academic forecasters could even begin to draw their pensions, a religious renaissance of sorts is under way all over the globe. Religions that some theologians thought had been stunted by western materialism or suffocated by totalitarian repression have regained a whole new vigor. Buddhism and Hinduism, Christianity and Judaism, Islam and Shinto, and many smaller sects are once again alive and well. For many people, however, it is not always good news that religions that were once thought to be safely moribund or at most peripheral have again become controversial players on the world stage. We may or may not be entering a new “age of the Spirit” as some more sanguine observers hope. But we are definitely in a period of renewed religious vitality, another “great awakening” if you will, with all the promise and peril religious revivals always bring with them, but this time on a world scale. But why were the predictors so wrong? Why has this unanticipated resurgence of religion occurred?




As I began work on this book I was aware that pentecostalism is only one particularly dramatic example of this wider religious revival, of what the French writer Gilles Kepel calls “the revenge of God.” Still, I gradually became convinced that if I could somehow decipher pentecostalism’s inner meaning and discern the source of its enormous appeal, this would provide an essential clue to understanding the larger religious upsurge of which it is a part. So, it became important for me to try to fathom exactly what pentecostalism is and what about it is so attractive to such a wide variety of people around the world.




It was not clear to me at first that I was up to the task. I am not myself a pentecostal, and I wondered if those inside the movement might view me with suspicion. I would need to explore where pentecostalism came from to appreciate the contours of its development. But I had never learned anything about the movement either in seminary or in graduate school. Perhaps my teachers felt it was not worth mentioning. However, as I started on my project I quickly discovered that I took to it with remarkable ease. First, I rarely had any trouble getting pentecostals to tell me about their faith. They talk about it at the slightest provocation. If there was a problem sometimes it was how I could delicately end the conversation. Also I never once felt any snubbing or suspicion. Wherever I went pentecostal people welcomed me to their churches and invariably invited me to come back. Part of what made my work so easy and enjoyable is that pentecostals tend to be very happy about their faith and they want you to share that happiness. It also turned out, however, that a peculiar combination of family ancestry and personal history had provided me with the right mixture of empathy and curiosity, of critical appreciation and sympathetic distance, which is needed in order to understand this complex and fascinating spiritual child of our time.




It is my hope that this book will help people who have heard about the pentecostal movement and may be curious about it to learn something from one who is neither an insider bent on painting the most attractive picture nor an outsider determined to write an exposé. I hope that the pentecostals who read it will recognize themselves, and will find that I have been accurate in my portrayal, generous in my commendations, and fair in my criticisms. I also hope that other thoughtful people who wonder what shape religion will take in the coming century will appreciate my speculations on that question as well as my intuition that a careful consideration of the pentecostal movement yields some valuable hints to its answer.
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INTRODUCTION

The Little Church
 and the Big City





When the day of Pentecost had come, they
 were all together in one place. And suddenly
 a sound came from heaven like the rush of a
 mighty wind, and it filled all the house where
 they were sitting. And there appeared to them
 tongues as of fire, distributed and resting on
 each one of them.


The Acts of the Apostles, 2:1-3








THE PEOPLE who call themselves “pentecostals” today take their name from a story recounted in chapter two of the Acts of the Apostles. The plot describes how the confused followers of the recently crucified rabbi they believed was the messiah gathered in Jerusalem to mark the Jewish holiday called Pentecost that occurs fifty days after Passover. Suddenly there came a sound from on high “like the rush of a mighty wind.” The Holy Spirit filled them, tongues “as of fire” crowned their heads, and to their amazement each began to understand what the other was saying even though they came from “every nation under heaven” and spoke many different languages. It seemed that the ancient curse of Babel—the confounding of languages—had been reversed and that God was creating a new inclusive human community in which “Parthians and Medes and Elamites and residents of Mesopotamia” could all live together.




The story then takes an unexpectedly comic twist. Passersby, the text says, were annoyed by the ruckus and thought a drinking spree was under way. It would not be the last time that people filled with the pentecostal spirit would be dismissed as inebriated. But the Apostle Peter, rising to his feet, assured the neighbors that his companions were not soused. What was happening, he said, was no less than the fulfillment of ancient prophecy. The Spirit was being poured out in anticipation of the Last Days. Soon this present world age would come to an end, the wicked would be punished, the just rewarded, and the visible Kingdom of Christ would be established on earth.




As months, then years, then centuries passed, however, this final consummation never seemed to come. Christianity, which began as an apocalyptic sect, gradually had to adjust to the long haul. Theologians gallantly tried to redefine what the Kingdom was and when it would materialize. Some decided that the Church was the Kingdom, and since it was obviously already here, there was no need to look forward to any big changes. Others taught that the Kingdom is the eternity that begins when life on this plane is over. Most Christians seemed to adjust to the new situation. But throughout the centuries there were always some who read those early prophecies, noted certain portents and omens in their own eras, and declared that this time the End was indeed near at hand. Christianity has never completely shed the millennial hopes with which it came to birth, and the conviction that the climax of history is imminent has reappeared time and time again, especially during wrenching social dislocation and cultural collapse. It also seems to come back regularly during the final years of centuries and millennia. We are once again at such a juncture, and when I started to write this book the most popular play on Broadway was one called “Millennium Approaches.”




The story of the first Pentecost has always served as an inspiration for people who are discontented with the way religion or the world in general is going. They turn to it because it is packed with promise. It seems to presage a big change; and when people believe that the future will be different it transforms the way they feel about the present. Some like the story of Pentecost for other reasons. It is about the experience of God, not about abstract religious ideas, and it depicts a God who does not remain aloof but reaches down through the power of the Spirit to touch human hearts in the midst of life’s turmoil. It should come as no surprise, therefore, that in our present time of social and cultural disarray, and with another century—indeed a new millennium— about to begin, pentecostalism is burgeoning nearly everywhere in the world.




Because pentecostalism is so widespread, I did not have to travel very far to begin my odyssey. I started by visiting three churches located within a twenty-minute drive of my home in Cambridge, Massachusetts. On a clear night in November, I attended the midweek gathering at a black church affiliated with the Church of God in Christ in the Dorchester section of Boston. The congregation was meeting in a former synagogue which still bore a Hebrew inscription over the doors. On the following Sunday morning I found my way to a small, mainly white and Asian, Assemblies of God congregation meeting in a rented hall in a changing neighborhood in downtown Boston. Then, on Sunday evening, I dropped in on about 400 Puerto Ricans and Central American immigrants at a rousing service in an independent Spanish-speaking pentecostal church that had taken over an abandoned Lutheran edifice in the South End.




What first struck me about all three of these lively congregations was how young the worshippers were. At the black church, for instance, though women made up the majority, young black men in baggy pants, hair clipped in the latest style, sang and clapped. The youth choir was twice as big as the young adult choir, and there was a Gospel choir and children’s choir as well. At the downtown church a young white woman with honey-colored hair down to her waist, wearing a floor-length peasant-style skirt, played a guitar and led the songs while an Asian woman in a white jumpsuit sang along with her and two young men with shoulder-length manes manned the drums and the keyboard. At the Latino church four young women in tasteful multicolored frocks stood at four microphones, snapped their fingers, and moved their shoulders as they led the singing, accompanied by triple fortissimo chords from an amplified guitar and an electric keyboard.




In each of the churches the worship followed the pattern I have now learned to expect in pentecostal churches: high-amperage music, voluble praise, bodily movement including clapping and swaying, personal testimonies, sometimes prayers “in the Spirit,” a sermon full of stories and anecdotes, announcements, lots of humorous banter, a period of intense prayers for healing, and a parting song. At the coffee, punch, and cookie hours after the services I met medical secretaries, computer programmers, insurance salesmen, graduate students in microbiology, and actors and police officers, as well as people who were out of work and down on their luck. It was clear that the worshippers were not simply curios, survivors of a vanishing religious age, but modern city-dwellers, who were obviously relishing one of the rare occasions in which they could engage in some personal give-and-take in a setting not stifled by some specialized technical idiom. I was beginning to see already why pentecostalism is growing with particular rapidity in cities, and since I like cities, I was beginning to feel at home very quickly. It was then that I recognized the combination of ancestral and personal history that without my knowing it had prepared me for my errand.




My ancestors fled England for the new settlement in Pennsylvania in the early years of the eighteenth century. They left because they belonged to an unpopular religion whose members were derided both for their lack of respect for established civil and ecclesiastical authorities and for the unseemly intensity of their worship. They refused to bow or take off their hats for bishops or even for kings, and they sometimes shook with fervor when they prayed. Derisively, people dubbed them “Quakers.” They seem to have borne up patiently in the face of insults, but when ridicule hardened into persecution and imprisonment they set off for another continent rather than yield to further humiliation. The original epithet stuck. Though they would never have chosen the name “Quaker” themselves, they learned to carry it with pride.




The early Quakers were an ecstatic sect if there ever was one. A contemporary observer described them as “froathing at the mouth, and scrieching with a horrible noise” as they awaited the descent of the Spirit. They were so persuaded of the urgency of their message that they sometimes interrupted other people’s church services. There is no doubt that they were quite fervent, intense, and more than a little intrusive. They were undoubtedly more like today’s pentecostals than today’s sedate Quakers like to think.




The man who led this band of eighteenth-century holy rollers to the new world, William Penn, was also a social visionary. Like many such prophets before and after him, he longed to build a colony that would, as far as possible, replicate the heavenly Jerusalem here below. When he founded Philadelphia, “the city of brotherly love”—a name he chose from the biblical book of Revelation—he made it clear that he wanted it to serve as a haven of the religious freedom and friendly persuasion the Quakers taught. It was to be an earthly version of the City of God.




By the time I was growing up in a small town in Pennsylvania some thirty miles from where Penn and his fellow refugees had landed more than 200 years earlier, the Quakers had lost most of their ardor and impertinence. They were no longer disrespectful of authority, and their worship was anything but emotionally fervent. There was no more “froathing” or “scrieching.” They, or at least the Quakers who lived in our town, had become paragons of propriety. At their services they sat quietly, eyes lowered and hands folded, waiting for the Spirit to prompt someone to speak. The Spirit usually tapped the same distinguished elders, the ones who always sat on the facing bench, and the message did not vary much from week to week.




The Quakers did not seem very interested in building the New Jerusalem either. They had become the pedigreed aristocrats of the little town we lived in, Malvern, and had generally done rather well financially. They believed, as the town gossips put it, “in God and 6 percent interest.” The “city of brotherly love” was a place to do their Christmas shopping but otherwise it was best to stay away. With a growing black and European immigrant population, and dirty streets, Philadelphia, in their minds at least, was no longer the shining example of God’s will for the world, but a sinkhole of vice and corruption. What they were building was not an ideal city but prudent investment portfolios.




My parents had no portfolios, but they shared the prevailing local opinion of the city William Penn had hoped would be a beacon of virtue: they thought it was a good place to avoid. If we had to drive down Chestnut Street to cross the Delaware River bridge on our way to Cape May, New Jersey, they hurried through the city, even running yellow lights. If we went in to shop at Gimbels or Wanamakers, they would buy what they wanted quickly, in order to get out before nightfall. But already as a small boy I could detect that it was not just our safety that worried them. There was something about the city they did not want me to know about. I can still remember my fascination as I stared through the streaked windows of our 1936 Chevrolet at the forbidden sights we raced past. And I recall tugging at my father’s hand as he pulled me along Market Street on the way to the train station while I gaped at the exotic-looking people and flamboyant window displays we were passing. With a child’s unerring instinct, I sensed that if it was prohibited, then it must be interesting. I quickly learned to associate the city with exciting disorder and taboo pleasure, not exactly, I fear, what William Penn had in mind.




I was only an occasional visitor to Quaker meetings in our little town. My paternal grandfather had been lured away from the Quakers as a young man when he married a Baptist, and since my own parents preferred to sleep in on Sundays, my grandparents assumed responsibility for my spiritual upbringing. It took place, for the most part, in the First Baptist Church, where there was a junior choir and lots of hearty congregational singing. But no one quaked or screeched. A certain amount of emotion was fine, but there were, after all, sensible limits. Mostly I enjoyed it. But sometimes it got terribly dull, and I remember counting the diamond-shaped figures on the brown wallpaper over and over again during what seemed like interminable sermons.




There was one church in Malvern, however, where things were never dull. It was a tiny stucco and cinder-block edifice located on Ruthland Avenue, the street that marked the edge of town. Right behind it stood the rusting red tanks of the local heating oil company and the scrubby pine trees surrounding the water pumping station. It was known to the townspeople simply as the “little church.” I don’t think I ever knew its denominational affiliation or whether it even had one. It probably belonged to that family of churches designated with the term “Holiness” in which fervency in prayer, a strict moral code, and the presence of Christ within every believer were emphasized. It was certainly the closest thing in our town to what I later learned was pentecostal worship. People would say, “Well, I drove by the little church the other night and they sure was hollerin’,” and someone else would reply, “Yeah, Doris said last Sunday you could hear ‘em singin’ as far as Woodland Avenue.” Once in a while people referred to those who attended the little church as “holy rollers” and said they sometimes got down and rolled in the aisles. No wonder my curiosity was aroused. But it took some time before I found out for myself what they were like.




As a teenager, I began attending the little church occasionally when Lois, a girl with creamy skin and beautiful straight black hair, who was in my high school class, invited me to go with her. Frankly, I went at first since it seemed to be the only way I could spend any time with Lois. Because of her religion she could not attend dances, movies, or parties. So accompanying her to prayer meeting or the evening service was my only opportunity to be with her. My parents were not overjoyed by this. I think they harbored a few doubts, both about Lois and about what went on in the “little church.” At first, I had some reservations too, at least about the little church, but I very quickly came to look forward to my visits.




I always had a wonderful time when we went, and not just because I was with Lois. People sang with gusto. They murmured and nodded when they prayed. Sometimes they sobbed and wept. The pianist threw in chords and runs I never heard at the Baptist church. Lois’s wide brown eyes lit up as we sang “Love Divine, All Love Excelling,” while she pressed my hand. Some of the members moved and clapped or did a little two-step to the music. Sometimes people went forward and kneeled at the altar while the pastor and the deacons placed their hands on their heads and prayed. I never saw anyone roll in the aisles.




But I remember having this one problem at the little church: the preacher. He was riveting, I have to admit; his sermons were masterpieces of suspense and melodrama, replete with vivid images from Revelation and Daniel of beasts and dragons and vials of fire—high-octane material our more reserved Baptist minister usually steered away from. He also hopped and bounced around a lot, and he sometimes acted out two sides of a conversation between, for example, God and the devil, or David and Saul, mimicking their different voices. Frequently he slid out from behind the pulpit and sauntered along the aisle as he spoke. It was dramaturgy at its best: I almost always liked the way he said things, but I often had serious questions about what he was saying, and I wanted to discuss it. Even at that age I was already fascinated by the similarities and contrasts among the various churches and denominations. But no one at the little church seemed very interested in the fine points of theology.




My romance with Lois did not survive our high school graduation, but I am grateful to her for several insights I picked up by going to church with her, ideas that have influenced me in ways I could not have foreseen then. One is that eros and agape, the erotic and the spiritual energies of life, may not be as distinct as some theologians would have us believe. Whenever I think of that little church I think of Lois, and how, even though she never wore a trace of rouge or lipstick, when she prayed, eyes closed, her head tilted back and her hands raised, the way all the people in her church prayed, I thought she was the most beautiful girl I had ever seen. But there was also something frankly physical about the congregation itself. People hugged each other, and on summer nights when they lifted their arms in praise, long streaks of perspiration reached down toward their waists. They wore their clothes in a less trussed-up way, and the men’s collars always seemed to turn up at the points. They were the kind of people who sometimes put their hands on your shoulders and thrust their faces up close to you when they talked.




I learned something else at the little church too, though at the time I am sure I understood it only in the most inchoate way. I learned that the imagery, mood, and tempo of a religious service are not just add-ons. They are not superfluous. Human beings are physical as well as mental creatures, and therefore these more tactile elements are part of the substance of worship. And since life itself is so full of conflict and craving, of wild hopes and dashed expectations, any religion that does not resonate with the full range of these feelings, and provide ways of wrestling with them is not worth much. Whatever else you might say about the little church, it imparted to its people not just an idiom replete with lakes of fire and a city without tears, but the jubilant gestures and heart-rending wails to go with it.




My occasional visits to both the little church and the big city remain in my memory as exhilarating episodes in a happy but uneventful boyhood. Over the years, however, these two distinct experiences have blended together in my mind. I think I know why. Both exuded the allure of the forbidden; both could scare you; both also gave off a slightly seductive, mildly wanton scent. Both conveyed an unmistakable impression of a just-barely-controlled chaos. I often had the feeling that at any given moment something could happen without advance warning. Consequently, I was strongly drawn to both, but never entirely at ease in either. I remembered this later when during my study of pentecostalism I learned it is mainly an urban religion, the faith of choice for tens of millions of city-dwellers on five continents.




By the time I left my hometown after high school, my lifelong fascination with cities and with experiential religion was already firmly in place. Luckily, the university I went to allowed me to gratify both. Since there was not enough money for tuition at any of the colleges I had hoped for, my parents sent me to the University of Pennsylvania where I had a state senatorial scholarship. At first I was disappointed, but that did not last long. The university was in Philadelphia. Now, at seventeen, I could gambol in the forbidden delights of Elysium with no one tugging at my hand. The movies, the stage shows, the jazz spots, the political rallies, even the “Troc”—the fly-specked old burlesque house at 10th and Arch—were now all mine for a small admission fee and a streetcar fare.




I also quickly found out that the city was full of churches. I attended a different one each week—Catholic, Methodist, Apostolic, Pentecostal, and even some Baptist churches, black and white. Some of the services were wearisome, but others made even the worship at the “little church” seem subdued by comparison. In short, as a city buff and a religion junkie I had a splendid time during my undergraduate years.




When, decades later, I read James Boswell’s London Journals, jotted down while he was about the age I was then, recording his coffee house conversations, his incessant church going and his constant amorous affairs, I felt I had discovered a soul mate. It was only the amorous affairs that were missing in my case. My fascination with the religion of the heart continued throughout those years, but so did my problem with it. Pascal once said that the mind builds walls that the heart jumps over, but somehow that did not satisfy me. Why did the mind and the heart have to be such antagonists, the one trying to fence the other in?




Looking back at my boyhood in the small Baptist church my grandparents took me to I have to admit that, tedious as it was at times, it had done a pretty good job of holding belief and experience—and head and heart—together. One evening in particular stands out from all the rest, and thinking about it now helps me understand why the themes of this book are so essential to me. It happened when I was thirteen, and the time had come for me, along with the other boys in my Sunday School class, to “make my decision” to be baptized and join the church. To do so, however, we had to be examined by the board of deacons. It was an intimidating prospect, and I arrived at the deacons’ meeting with considerable anxiety. But the kindly elders who questioned me, along with the other four equally nervous candidates, asked only a couple of questions about my beliefs. Mainly they wanted to know whether I had experienced the love of God and the grace of Christ in my own life. They asked nothing about the inerrancy of the Bible or the doctrine of the Trinity or when I expected the Second Coming. Rather, with simple directness and genuine concern, they wanted to know what God meant to me. Not to someone else, but to me.




I do not recall what I said to them. I do remember that one of the other boys got the giggles during the prayer the presiding deacon offered, but he was accepted for baptism anyway. But what stays with me with complete clarity is that these serious older men were genuinely interested in me. Naturally they wanted to find out what I knew about the Ten Commandments and the Sermon on the Mount. But mainly, they wanted to know what I, at the deepest level of my bumbling preadolescent being, felt about what—even then—I sensed were the deepest things anyone could think or feel about. They wanted to be sure that, however I stammered about it, God was real for me. Whatever I said must have satisfied them, for a few weeks later, on a clear Easter Sunday morning, I waded into the baptismal pool behind the pulpit and was immersed.




In college, and later as a doctoral student in religion, I gradually discarded or put on hold some of my church’s beliefs. But I never rebelled or resigned, never felt that I had been brainwashed or coerced. Somehow I recognized that whatever the empirical improbability of some of those stories and lessons might be, the real point was something different. For me they continued to constitute what theologians call the “master narrative” that gives my life coherence. They have stayed with me not just as ideas and values but as a cluster of deep and ineradicable affective traces: feelings of joy, terror, awe, mystery, and well-being.




As I got older, my fascination with what I had once found in the “little church” kept coming back. I am a professor of theology, and that is both my delight and my dilemma. When you teach religion in a university, or even in a seminary today, you mainly investigate other people’s ideas and other people’s experiences. You study the history of religions, comparative religion, the scriptures of the world, maybe the psychology of religion. This is perhaps as it should be. Few seminaries and hardly any universities are equipped to help students enter into a mystical quest or spiritual journey. Also, in order to avoid myopia and provincialism, one must be familiar with how God has been envisioned in past ages and by other peoples, both in one’s own religious tradition and in others. But there is a genuine risk involved. As Ralph Waldo Emerson eloquently warned an audience at Harvard Divinity School in 1838, the danger of a steady diet of other people’s religion is that it can dry up one’s own resources. Studying about religion inevitably means studying ideas. But ideas can be very derivative, and they can take the place of experience, which must in some way be personal.




I have sensed this peril acutely during my years as a teacher and—perhaps as a consequence—have always felt drawn to those religions which major in what Jonathan Edwards once called the “religious affections” rather than in doctrines. I find myself constantly asking what experience, what encounter with the numinous, lies behind and beneath this or that theology? All in all, it was probably inevitable that one day I would—figuratively— retrace my steps across town to the “little church.” After all, pentecostalism is the most experiential branch of Christianity, a movement that first arose at the turn of the century as a protest against “man-made creeds” and the “coldness” of traditional worship. This contrast may be why the telephone call from the puzzled editor rekindled my interest.




One of the first things I discovered as I began to study the history of the pentecostal movement was that I would have to do it mainly on my own. Universities do not generally offer courses on the subject, and their libraries do not condescend to stock pentecostals’ often fiery tracts. At Harvard, for example, where I teach, a student can take courses in Sufism or Tibetan Buddhism. There is even a class on Hindu Goddesses. But, until I introduced a small research seminar three years ago, there were no offerings on pentecostalism.




As I delved into the history of pentecostalism and began visiting all the pentecostal churches I could, some discoveries surprised me. The first was how many pentecostals there are. David Barrett, a leading expert in religious statistics, estimates that pentecostalism in all its varied forms already encompasses over 400 million people. It is by far the largest non-Catholic grouping, accounting for one in every four Christians. It is also the fastest growing Christian movement on earth, increasing more rapidly than either militant Islam or the Christian fundamentalist sects with which it is sometimes confused. In Africa, pentecostal congregations, usually called “African independent churches,” are quickly becoming the main expression of Christianity. Several Latin American countries are now approaching pentecostal majorities on a continent that had been dominated by Roman Catholicism for five centuries. The movement is also growing in Korea and China.




Second, I was interested to find that the pentecostal movement worldwide is principally an urban phenomenon, and not a rustic or “hillbilly religion,” as some people still believe. It is proliferating most rapidly today in the gigantic megacities of the third world such as Sao Paulo, Seoul, and Lusaka. Sometimes the only thriving human communities in the vast seas of tar-paper shanties and cardboard huts that surround many of these cities are the pentecostal congregations. In effect pentecostalism is a kind of communitarian counterforce within these bloated conurbations as they continue to swell and become progressively less livable.




I also learned that it is a serious mistake to equate pentecostals with fundamentalists. They are not the same. Fundamentalists attach such unique authority to the letter of the verbally inspired Scripture that they are suspicious of the pentecostals’ stress on the immediate experience of the Spirit of God. This should not be surprising. Text-oriented believers in any religion tend to be wary of mystics. However, this does not mean that pentecostalism does not embody a complex of religious ideas and insights. It does. The difference is that while the beliefs of the fundamentalists, and of many other religous groups, are enshrined in formal theological systems, those of pentecostalism are imbedded in testimonies, ecstatic speech, and bodily movement. But it is a theology, a full-blown religious cosmos, an intricate system of symbols that respond to the perennial questions of human meaning and value. The difference is that, historically, pentecostals have felt more at home singing their theology, or putting it in pamphlets for distribution on street corners. Only recently have they begun writing books about it.




I was also in for another surprise. As I sang and prayed with pentecostals in various parts of the world I discovered that their worship constitutes a kind of compendium of patterns and practices from virtually every Christian tradition I had ever known. It would have been startling, and maybe upsetting, to the members of St. Patrick’s Church, or the Quaker meeting, or the African Methodist Episcopal church in my home town, for example, to know that much of what went on in the “little church” was derived more or less directly from their traditions. Pentecostalism, while it looks to many like a narrow cult, is actually a kind of ecumenical movement, an original—and highly successful—synthesis of elements from a number of other sources, and not all of them Christian.




As I neared the end of my personal pilgrimage through the pentecostal world I found that my original ambivalence about it had not disappeared. I am still intrigued by its drama and fascinated by its ideas. I know a lot more now about why so many different kinds of people find it so appealing. But I also find myself distressed by certain features of the movement, especially the political alliances some of its members have recently entered. I still want to argue and to differ. Maybe I am still looking for the conversation I never got—despite those debates between God and the devil—at the little church. But I now harbor—paradoxically—both more hopes and more misgivings than I did so long ago in the stucco and cinder-block building on Ruthland Avenue. Maybe it is because I can see that the stakes are now higher.




When I first became acquainted with the pentecostal movement forty years ago, it was little more than a small sect. Today it is a major, worldwide religious movement. When I went to church with Lois, she was not allowed to go to the movies because they were “worldly.” Today, at least in America, many pentecostals have become terribly comfortable with “this world.” They started out in a faith that brought hope to society’s losers and rejects. Today some of their most visible representatives have become ostentatiously rich, and some even preach a gospel of wealth. When I attended Lois’s church no one asked me to sign any creeds. Indeed, pentecostalism began as a rebellion against creeds. But today many of their preachers cling tenaciously to such recently invented dogmas as the verbal inerrancy of the Bible. Pentecostals also started out teaching that the signs and wonders that took place in their congregations were not some kind of spectacle but harbingers of God’s new day. But today, some pentecostal preachers seem so obsessed with the techniques of rapture that they have forgotten the original message.




There have been other changes. Pentecostals began as rebellious antagonists of the status quo, refusing to serve in the armies of this fallen age, but many have now become impassioned super-patriots, easy marks for the high rollers of the religious right. They started out as a radically inclusive spiritual fellowship in which race and gender discrimination virtually disappeared. That is hardly the case, at least in most white pentecostal churches, today. In short, as I came to know the pentecostal movement in its present incarnation I discovered that the pentecostals themselves are facing a dilemma they may not survive. At least they may not be able to survive it and still remain true to their origins.




The pages that follow chart my peregrinations through the engrossing world of pentecostalism. They begin at the beginning, with the spiritual mood of America at the turn of the last century, and with the birth of the pentecostal movement in a former livery stable on Azusa Street in Los Angeles. Subsequent chapters describe the ethos of this new upsurge of primal spirituality with its celebration of mysticism, ecstatic praise, and radical hope. Later sections track the movement’s rapid spread around the planet and the special role that music and the work of women played, and still play, as pentecostalism continues to expand in Latin America, Europe, Asia, and Africa. I close with some of my fond hopes and some of my grave misgivings about the current state of pentecostalism in the United States, and with some suggestions about what the movement’s saga can tell us about the overall religious profile of the twenty-first century.


















CHAPTER 1

Millennium Approaches





I saw an angel coming down from heaven
 With the key to the abyss and a great
 Chain in his hand. He seized the dragon
 And chained him up for a thousand years
 So that he might not seduce the nations
 Until the thousand years were over.


Revelation 20:1-3








Fed by broken packing cases and discarded wrapping paper the fire quickly spread from the boarded-up Casino to the empty Music Hall. From there sparks flew through the arctic night to the roofs of the exposition pavilions that had recently housed the magnificent manufacturing and liberal arts exhibitions. Then the wind off the lake rose and carried burning embers over the reflecting pool to what had been the great fair′s crown jewel, a colonnaded Triumphal Arch, surmounted by a heroic statue of Christopher Columbus standing in a Roman chariot drawn by four stallions. The flames licked the horses′ haunches, then the entire vault collapsed with a roar, carrying the great explorer and his steeds with it The towering, gilded replica of the Goddess of Liberty was the next to go. For a moment she stood enveloped in smoke, ″with both arms uplifted as though appealing for help″ as an eyewitness later wrote. Then she too fell, first lurching sideways, then crumpling over as the inferno raced on to yet another building, and then another.






The planners of the Great Columbian Exposition of 1893 had dubbed it the ″White City″ because the temporary jute and plaster material that encased the iron frames of its 200 Beaux-Arts-style palaces had glistened with such a lustrous sheen throughout those balmy summer months. Some described it as a fairyland or a magic city. But others saw it in a more sublime light. They called it the ″New Jerusalem,″ and they claimed it had enabled the millions of visitors who came to Chicago for this massive commemoration of the arrival of Columbus to catch a glimpse of the Heavenly City the Apostle John had beheld in his vision on the isle of Patmos.




One of the principal events that took place at the Exposition was ″The World′s Parliament of Religions.″ It was the first attempt in history to assemble representatives of all the major faiths in order to seek a common spiritual basis for global unity. The meetings ran for seventeen days, and thousands of enthusiastic guests lined up every evening to attend the open sessions. The parliament was the religious counterpart of the White City, and some did not hesitate to call it a ″new Pentecost,″ a modern-day miracle that brought back together the diverse tongues and tribes that had been scattered when the Old Testament Tower of Babel toppled.




The whole fair was seen as a kind of sacred event. For the millions who entered into its spell, the resplendent White City, with its exotic ″Midway Plaisance,″ and Buffalo Bill′s Wild West Show became the modern equivalent of a pilgrimage site, a holy place, an axis mundi. To recognize that this was an event with a transcendental resonance and no mere commercial enterprise, the visitor had only to stand before the great central arch that covered the lakeside entrance and gaze upward at the words of Jesus Christ inscribed along its cornice, ″You Shall Know The Truth And The Truth Shall Make You Free.″ The fair inspired awe and pride and reverence. And no one could doubt that its classical parapets and fluted columns, its patriotic statuary and its scriptural assurances, represented the glorious promise of a Christian America. Over the past century the republic had successfully tamed the savage forces of the frontier, and now the ship of state was poised to sail confidently toward the new century.




But instead, the New Jerusalem was burning. When the fair closed its gates in October, the thousands of Chicagoans who had sold the tickets, dispensed the lemonade, and swept the grounds all summer suddenly found themselves jobless in the midst of a brutal economic downturn. Some had no place to live, so they found their way back to the deserted fair buildings in search of temporary shelter. Soon hundreds were camping out in the empty Casino and the closed exhibit halls where they kindled small fires to keep warm. When the blaze started on January 8, 1894, thousands of Chicago residents, alerted by the livid glare on the horizon, left their homes and raced to the forsaken fairground to witness the catastrophe. All night long, as they looked on in horror, one spire after another first turned brass, then sulphurous yellow in a cruel caricature of their legendary whiteness. By morning the most sublime pavilions of the New Jerusalem were gone. As a cold winter sun rose, here and there thin columns of blue smoke floated up from the blackened debris and, borne by a freshening breeze coming in from the lake, drifted out over the city and disappeared.








AMERICANS HAVE always had a stronger than average dose of millennialism in their veins. From the puritans who landed in New England and from the revival preachers who traveled the midwest on horseback, they kept hearing that the last act of history was beginning and that their own nation would play a special role in the grand finale. As the nineteenth turned into the twentieth century in America, prophecies and speculations about a new Pentecost and a New Jerusalem were in the air again. The old epoch was ending. What kind of world would the new one bring? What sort of nation would America become? Often the two questions merged into one because, as they prepared to leave the 1800s behind, Americans were confident that whatever the new age would bring, the United States would lead it.




Some forecasts were piercingly foreboding: Jesus would come again soon to establish his kingdom on the earth and to cast the unrighteous into the lake of fire. Other less vivid predictions foresaw progress and democracy spreading out across the continents from its American homeland until they illuminated the whole world. Conjectures issued forth from every field and occupation. Architects and evangelists, novelists and philosophers, songsmiths and tycoons, all promoted their favorite scenarios for the American future. But whatever the dream, whether spiritual or terrestrial, political or poetic, the two metaphors that appeared most often in the speeches, sermons, ballads, and essays were drawn from the Bible. The vision of the New Jerusalem pictured America as a glorified world capital where the one true God would be worshipped and served. The dream of a second Pentecost anticipated the gathering of hostile tribes and confounded tongues into a peaceable commonwealth of peoples.




Among the many prefigurations of the future to appear at the turn of the last century, two in particular stand out. One was the great World’s Columbian Exposition, which drew millions of people to Chicago in the summer of 1893. It was the inspired creation of a company of gifted architects, canny financiers, and cosmopolitan religious leaders. The second was the lesser known Azusa Street revival which took place a decade later in Los Angeles among a cluster of down-at-the-heels hymn singers and itinerant evangelists, but which marked the birth of the worldwide pentecostal movement. Even though the main actors in these two separate events came from widely different social strata, they had much in common. Both drew sustenance from the same blend of biblical metaphors and American folk piety. Both were intoxicated by the realization that a whole new century was about to begin. Both of their visions were intensely religious in their pursuit of the Kingdom of God in America.




The World’s Columbian Exposition held in Chicago in 1893 was the consummate symbol of America’s pride in its brief past and confidence in its limitless future. For many, this outsized jamboree became both a new Pentecost and a New Jerusalem rolled into one. Intended to commemorate the achievement of the intrepid Genoese sailor Columbus, but also to celebrate the promise of American power and prowess, the great Chicago Fair had at its center a stunning complex of buildings which was quickly nicknamed the “White City.” Nothing quite like it had ever been seen before. As amply demonstrated by the eloquent tributes lavished on it, this gleaming summertime Xanadu came to exemplify for many people all that was best and most forward looking about America. But it did more than that: it linked heaven and earth by demonstrating what the benevolent deity, who had guided the destiny of America thus far, intended for the whole world. It provided, as one commentator said, “a glimpse of the New Jerusalem seen of John.”




The crown jewel of the Columbian Exposition was what its planners called the “World’s Parliament of Religions.” This ambitious event brought together representatives of “the world’s ten great religions” to try to discover a basis for the spiritual unity of the human race. Buddhist sages, Shinto priests, Hindu sadhus, Catholic bishops, and Baptist preachers all took part in the parliament. For many of the Christians who attended, the only precedent for such an extraordinary ingathering of the tribes was the ancient day of Pentecost, when the tongues of flame descended on the earliest Christians and the curse of Babel was reversed.




The Parliament of Religions was by far the best attended and most widely reported of the dozens of congresses held under the auspices of the great fair. Some saw it as the inner soul of the exposition while the White City was its outer embodiment. An illustration on the cover of Cosmopolitan magazine in March 1893 suggests just how integral the soul and body were. In the background of the picture stands the great White City stretching, it seems, into infinity. Just in front of it looms a Roman fasces with each of its bundled sticks labeled to represent a particular denomination. The packet is tied with a cord held by two arms emerging from clouds of incense, and bears a scrolled label that reads “Fatherhood of God” and “Brotherhood of Man.” Instead of the customary mermaids or goddesses that normally embellished such designs at the time, this ensemble is flanked by a Salvation Army sister and a Catholic nun. The montage is sternly guarded by a fierce-eyed American eagle holding in its mighty beak a hapless, twisted ribbon inscribed with the word “Intolerance.” Taken together, as the planners intended them to be, the White City and the World’s Parliament of Religions demonstrated that bold fusion of the earthly and the heavenly city which has always dwelled in the American psyche.




The second turn-of-the-century harbinger was the Azusa Street revival. After two decades of preliminary stirrings, what is now called the “pentecostal movement” burst forth in 1906 amid unpromising circumstances in a run-down section of Los Angeles. Led by an African-American preacher with no theological education, its first adherents were poor domestic servants, janitors, and day workers—black and white—who had the audacity to claim that a new Pentecost was happening, the New Jerusalem was coming soon, and that they were its designated heralds and grateful first fruits.




The Azusa Street revival spoke with some of the same spiritual vocabulary heard at the World’s Parliament of Religions in Chicago, but it projected a dramatically different vision of America’s future. The learned and accomplished delegates to the parliament were drawn from the religious and educational elite. In keeping with the magnificent setting in which they met at the Columbian Exposition, they placed considerable confidence in the benevolence of human progress, technical accomplishment, Yankee ingenuity, and monumental physical design. They tried not to read too much symbolism into the sorry fact that a fire reduced the White City to dust and ashes a few months after its closing.




The pentecostal movement, on the other hand, erupted from among society’s disenfranchised, and it envisioned a human community restored by the power of the Spirit, a Jerusalem rejoicing where Parthians, Medes, and Elamites all came together, and where weeping, injustice, and death are abolished. At least this was the vision the movement’s early leaders proclaimed. As the decades went by, however, and many American pentecostals prospered, some of them lost not only the effervescence which had been their original trademark but the communitarian dream they had embodied. But even as the movement lost some of its original vigor in the land of its birth, it began growing even faster in other parts of the world.




Today the records of the Parliament of Religions molder on library shelves. But the pentecostal movement is thriving. For millions of people it offers a vital hope and an alternative vision of what the world should be; and its powerful attractiveness to the disinherited of our own time constitutes an ongoing reproach to the status-quo. Still, at the turn of the twentieth century, the White City was the perfect embodiment of its designers’ idea of the spirit of America, and its soul was the World’s Parliament of Religions. Both evoked millennial hopes, and both were extolled by their admirers in the biblical idiom of New Jerusalem and a new Pentecost. But both were fraught with inner tensions and contradictions, and both ended in disillusionment and frustration. The design of the White City emerged only after a strident debate between contending schools of architects; and the dramatic difference between what the confident planners of the parliament hoped it would accomplish and what it actually did signaled a deep schism in the nation’s religious sensibility. As two intertwined parts of a single concept, the White City and the Parliament together stood in marked contrast to the vision of the future that would soon break forth in the pentecostal revival at the Azusa Street mission.




Remembering the White City in his later years, the great American architect Louis Sullivan wrote, “The crowds were astonished. They beheld what was for them an amazing revelation ... a veritable Apocalypse, a message inspired from on high.” Even if we knew nothing else about the White City, the evangelical tone of Sullivan’s utterance would tip us off that something more than just boards and masonry was at stake in this particular exhibition, as indeed there was. America had reached a century post. The great historian Frederick Jackson Turner had just decreed the official closing of the frontier. The nation was at a critical turning point, self-consciously entering a new era. In short, the Columbian Exposition, while ostensibly organized to commemorate the arrival of Columbus in the New World, was in fact a celebration of American accomplishment and a bold announcement of the part Americans intended to play on the world stage in the next century.




But the idea of just what America’s role should be was not one on which there was complete agreement, and the debate about it took place at many levels. Arguments about whether the young nation should model itself more after Rome or Athens, Paris or Jerusalem raged in every sector, and the mythologized images of these great cities of history became symbolic rallying points for contending versions of what America should now become. The planning meetings for the Exposition began two years earlier, in 1891. The distinguished architects—including Richard Morris Hunt, Stanford White, and Sullivan himself—who met to sketch the outlines for what eventually would become the “White City by the Lake” arrived with wildly contrasting ideas of how it should rehearse America’s past and presage its future. On the one hand there were the “easterners,” mainly from firms in New York, who favored what was then regarded as a more European or international motif. On the other hand were the “westerners,” including some from Chicago, who endorsed a less grandiose, more exuberant, “democratic” design. This latter concept, one historian claims, would have been “more intimate, potent and enduring,” and might have appealed more “to the popular imagination.”




But it was not to be. The populist westerners lost. The easterners won. Rome triumphed, and a panorama of 200 monumental structures, copied from classic styles but constructed with large quantities of “staff,” a flimsy plaster-of-Paris-like substance, rose on the 633-acre site and lined the newly built lakeside boulevards. The message was unmistakable. Whatever America’s bumpkin past might have been in the eyes of the world, its future was to be one of grandeur. Americans were claiming a place in the sun. They were a nation destined to rule. It was an august statement, even if the brittle staff that covered the iron building frames was a strictly temporary material.




The White City was indeed a dazzler. A visitor named Mrs. Van Rensselaer recorded in her diary that “no such prospect had been viewed since the Rome of the emperors stood intact.” Other guests typically called it the “dream city” or even the “celestial city.” But its overall design also conjured the great mythic images of U.S. history and western destiny. The walls of the main Administration Building, called by some the “sovereign of the exhibit” and created by the eminent New York architect Richard M. Hunt, were adorned with inscriptions that recounted the heroic story of Columbus. Its central dome rose 260 feet above the ground, and inside at the base of the cupola, dozens of medallions recalled other explorers and adventurers—De Soto, Vespucci, Raleigh—who had followed the path of destiny across the seas.




Visitors could enter the White City either by rail or by boat on Lake Michigan. All were greeted by a splendid reflecting pool, the centerpiece around which many of the most memorable buildings were grouped. At its head soared a great fountain on which stood Columbia, a divine giantess, on the Barge of State. At the prow of her vessel, Fame, depicted as a winged figure with a long trumpet in one hand and a laurel crown in the other, announced the approach of the goddess. The boat was oared by Arts and Industry, and steered at the helm by Time, using his scythe as a rudder. The Statue of Liberty in New York harbor had been dedicated only seven years earlier, but this goddess, though smaller, was gilded in real gold.




Many of the exhibits carried heavy religious overtones, most of them suggesting that the history of Christianity had reached its culmination in America. The Art Palace, for example, managed to combine in the same building reproductions of the central portal of the Abbey Church of St. Giles from the twelfth century, the Gothic portal of the north transept of the Cathedral of Bordeaux from the fifteenth century, and the Renaissance gallery of the Cathedral of Limoges from the sixteenth century. Thanks to American money and skill, now they could all be enjoyed, as one grateful commentator wrote, without enduring the “miles of travel” that previously would have been required.




But it was the Triumphal Arch at the end of the reflecting pool that drew the most admiring exclamations. It was set in a colonnade of forty-four Corinthian columns, one for each of the states that was then part of the union. With its heroic statue of Columbus in his stallion-drawn quadriga, and its inscription, “You Shall Know The Truth And The Truth Shall Make You Free” (selected by President Charles W. Eliot of Harvard University from the Gospel of John), the arch combined all the patriotic and religious themes at once. The theology of the Exposition was anything but subtle. A contemporary two-volume folio of photographs, edited by Hubert Howe Bancroft, bears on its cover page another scriptural text that highlights the particular blending of piety and national pride the fair represented. From Revelation 21:26, it reads, “And they shall bring the glory and honor of the nations into it.”




There can be little doubt that for many of its visitors, the Exposition was the “city set upon the hill” transposed from Governor Winthrop’s Massachusetts Bay Colony to the shores of Lake Michigan. “Whether we gaze upon this spectacle by day or by night,” one guest wrote, “we feel that the dream of hope has come true. The victory of Art and Soul over the moods of tempestuous Nature is bulletined by every architrave and joyously proclaimed from the mouths and the trumpets of 1000 heroes and angels.” The White City was what America was; what it was meant to be; and what, God willing, it was sure to become.




Dedication day—scheduled for October 1892 even though the gala fair itself would not open for seven months—made the religious message of the White City even more explicit. Chauncey Depew, president of the New York Central Railroad, delivered the Columbian oration. His theme was singularly appropriate in a city where railroads were now linking the east coast with the west, and for a fair in which the strength of America’s technical capacity and its spiritual attainments were both on universal display. Depew also drew upon biblical lore. Just as the Wise Men had once journeyed from the east to the west guided by the Star of Bethlehem, he proclaimed, so the spirit of equality of all men under God had moved westward from Calvary to America with Christopher Columbus. He described the White City as the symbol of this “transcendent miracle.”




If the president of a railroad could wax so theological it is not surprising that the ministers who preached on the Sunday following the Exposition’s dedication reached even greater crescen-dos of homiletical eloquence. At the nondenominational Central Church in Chicago, the Reverend David Swing preached on John 7:8—“Go to the Feast.” It was he who told his listeners that the White City made “nature seem greater, beauty greater, men greater in genius and sentiment, republics more valuable and religion more simple and true.” Another pastor christened it not just a Columbian exhibition but “a divine exposition.” But it was left to Lyman Abbott, one of the nation’s most prominent preachers and theologians, to reveal the White City’s promise in an America whose increasing heterogeneity had become worrisome. Where amidst all this new diversity would the necessary unity come from? The words with which Abbott answered his own question put him at almost total variance from the vision of unity that would appear a decade later in the pentecostal revival. For Abbott, it was not the oneness found in shared religious exuberance that one should hope for. Rather, the harmony could only come from what the White City exemplified, the “power of ordered, regulated and harmonized . . . styles, materials, orders, forces.” The White City might be a sign of a new Pentecost and the New Jerusalem. But it was a Pentecost in which proper English would be spoken and a Jerusalem in which refinement and decorum would prevail.




Ten years later, the leader of the pentecostal revival in Los Angeles put it quite another way. While people wept and shouted with joy at the Azusa Street warehouse, and the downtown churches complained about the turmoil and disarray, a sympathetic observer wrote, “It is noticeable how free all nationalities feel. If a Mexican or German cannot speak English, he gets up and speaks in his own tongue, and the Spirit interprets through the face, and people say amen . . . God recognizes no flesh, no color, no names . . . [but] is uniting His people ... by one Spirit in one body.”




Both the White City and Azusa Street looked backward into history in order to gaze forward into the future. Both were, in their own way, restorationist. But the White City harked back to the the splendor of classical Greece and imperial Rome. Azusa Street tried to reclaim the early days of Christianity in Jerusalem. The White City was elegant, apollonian, clearly European in concept and inspiration. Azusa Street was raw, stormy, plainly American in its tactlessness and lack of refinement. The contrast reveals a fissure that has always tormented the American psyche. The architectural historian M. Christine Boyer believes that the Beaux-Arts architects who laid out the White City did everyone a calamitous disservice. Rather than embracing the real energies of the American city and then moving ahead, they created instead a halfbreed, splicing “the civic ideals and ceremonial urbanities of the European city” onto the American town. But almost the same words could be written about the American theology of the day. It was the beginning of the period of obsequious deference to German scholarship, when Georg Wilhelm Hegel and Friedrich Schleiermacher eclipsed Americans like Jonathan Edwards and Ralph Waldo Emerson in the divinity schools. These tendencies had not yet begun to fade when I attended seminary in the 1950s and we were still taught to look to Marburg and Tubingen for our inspiration. As for the real energies of the American spirit, academic theologians viewed them mainly as errors to be corrected or excesses to be tamed down. But while contingent after contingent of young seminary graduates tried to impart the latest ideas from Europe to their suspicious congregations, the pentecostal revolution, a genuinely American spiritual revolution if ever there was one, was bubbling up from underneath.




The parallels between the conflict among the fair’s architects and the controversy among the preachers both about what America’s future should be, and where one should look for inspiration, can be heard in Louis Sullivan’s angry judgment on the White City. His words about a “message from on high” and a “revelation” were sardonic ones; what the 28 million visitors had believed to be the revelation of some divine truth was in fact “an appalling calamity.” Sullivan was furious because he believed that the fair’s pretentiousness, lack of originality, and replicative timidity had set American architecture back fifty years. But what is particularly noteworthy about his remarks is their explicitly theological tenor. The crowds had been taken in by a false revelation and a spurious apocalypse allegedly from “on high.” They had left believing they had glimpsed the truth, but they had not. The White City had been not just an architectural but a religious disaster.




I think that Sullivan turned to this Jeremiah-like rhetoric because he saw the fate of the American spirit hanging in the balance. His language of apocalypse and revelation—though he evoked these images negatively—would not have been strange to the pentecostals. Nor was his description of what he called the “calamity” that different from theirs in tone. For Sullivan the calamity was the suppression by allegedly authoritative experts of the more spontaneous and intuitive gifts he believed resided in ordinary people. He claimed that the fair—which was inspired by the grand success of the Paris Exposition of 1889—was elitist, a victory for effete Paris and snobbish London over bumptious but virile America. The Exposition was “feudal,” not democratic; it was not at all appropriate for a people who were inventing something new.




The early pentecostal preachers also inveighed against elite experts. Just as Sullivan flogged the haughty architects who looked to Europe rather than to the heart of their own homeland for inspiration, the preachers lashed out against the effete, seminary-trained ministers of the established churches, and accused them of misleading their flocks. Just as the “wolves in sheep’s clothing” were betraying congregations, the snobbish urban designers were leading the populace astray. The Beaux-Arts patricians, seduced by the Left Bank, had handed a victory to Caesar, Sullivan thought, and hamstrung American architectural creativity for a generation. These were not just architectural matters, they were also spiritual concerns, and only the pungent epithets of an angry prophet could convey the full extent of the catastrophe.




One group of Americans found the White City a particularly sharp disappointment. African Americans were barred from all of the Exposition’s planning committees; consequently there was no mention of their contribution to America in any of the exhibits. The only black figure anyone seemed to remember was the mannequin in a display of angling equipment, of a little boy who had fallen asleep while fishing. Blacks were angered by their treatment. Frederick Douglass, who attended one of the fair’s many conventions ironically as a representative of Haiti, announced that his fellow African Americans had hoped to tell the many visitors from abroad that “progress and enlightenment had banished barbarism and race hate from the United States” and that “the souls of Negroes are held to be precious in the sight of God, as are the souls of white men.” But that was not to be the case, either in America or at the fair. “Morally speaking,” he said, the White City was nothing more than “a whitened sepulchre.”




There can be no denying that the White City was a powerful symbol of what was right and what was not so right about turn-of-the-century America. It came, as did the pentecostal movement, just as Americans were asking themselves who they were and who they wanted to be. But unlike the pentecostal revival that would predict God’s judgment on an unrighteous nation, the White City reassured Americans that even though they might not feel ready to take on imperial responsibilities, they had the stuff to do it if they tried. And it comforted them with the idea that if their real cities were falling into crime and corruption they could still raise an imaginary one, gleaming white and litter-free, on the shores of an inland lake. The fact that it was glued together with impermanent plaster, that it was constructed only for a summer, and that within a year every building but one (now the Chicago Museum of Science and Industry) would be, quite literally, dust and ashes, did not seem to bother them.




There was another gauge of the pervasive split that divided the religious spirit of America. Clearly within the fair’s boundaries, but discreetly apart from the White City stood something the Exposition’s managers called the “Midway Plaisance.” Here a few of the rowdier features one usually finds in a real carnival were allowed to congregate. There were dancing girls in a Persian palace with real minarets, and an Oriental Hippodrome where Bedouin marksmen and daring equestrians displayed their skills. The International Dress and Costume Exhibition soon became enormously popular as forty beauties from different lands displayed their costumes—and themselves—to growing crowds of ogglers. Primal energies, it seems, found a way to gambol, if not in the pristine city itself, then at its edges.




Religions classically struggle with this same divided consciousness about order and chaos, balance and exuberance, propriety and spontaneity. If Presbyterians most often overdo the orderliness, pentecostals frequently skirt disarray. But a religion, like a world’s fair, that does not recognize and make room for both, is doomed. On balance, the great majority of Christian churches have opted for symmetry and structure, consigning dissonance and ecstasy to the sects and the mystics. To their credit, pentecostals have striven to maintain both. They have not always succeeded, but they have always recognized a fundamental spiritual axiom, that God speaks in the thunder as well as in the still, small voice. The Columbian Exposition tried to have it both ways. It made a space for each but kept them quarantined from each other. Such a separate-but-equal solution never works for long. It breeds even more rudimentary turmoil, as the later history of American religion was to demonstrate.




The other ongoing dispute in American Christianity that was reflected in the White City—and its portentious destruction by fire—is the longstanding one about the nature of evil and its most effective antidote. The debate goes back to the controversy between the Deists and the Calvinists who forged the nation’s constitution. It was rehearsed again in the quarrel between the sunny Emerson and the somber Herman Melville. When I was in seminary it was being fought out between the liberals and the neo-orthodox disciples of Reinhold Niebuhr. It still goes on today. The White City embodied the naive notion that if the environment is airbrushed to a spick-and-span sheen, then morality will follow along. The French Beaux-Arts vogue in which the builders were steeped was not just a philosophy of exterior design. It was linked to a conviction, strong among French thinkers of the day, that carefully contrived cities would produce useful citizens who would display the proper moral norms.




This splendid ideal, which sounds almost impossibly innocent today, nonetheless quickened the pulse, not just of the men who sketched the blueprints for the White City, but of the millions who visited the fair that summer. As Boyer correctly observes, the design of the Exposition expressed the planners’ conviction that if only an orderly, sanitary, and spatially balanced outer world could be constructed, “the natural, socially responsible man would appear from beneath the vice of depravity.” Needless to say, this technological messianism represented a view of human nature that the pentecostal prophets of Azusa Street would reject outright. They believed in sin. Rather than beginning from without and hoping that the newly burnished surroundings would transform the heart, they insisted on beginning from within. Or, as they would prefer to put it, beginning with the Spirit of God which transforms the world starting with the spirits and bodies of small communities of flesh and blood.




One feature of the Chicago Exposition epitomized both the parallel and the contrast between the fair’s spiritual aspirations and those of the pentecostal movement more graphically than anything else: the World’s Parliament of Religions. The parliament met for nearly three weeks in September 1893 and at every one of its evening sessions, which were repeated twice to accommodate the crowds, “three thousand men and women were on their feet waving handkerchiefs, clapping hands, and cheering.”




There is little wonder that people clapped. It was—for its time—a daring and visionary project. The chairman of the parliament’s planning committee had predicted it would be “the most important, commanding, and influential, as surely it will be the most phenomenal fact of the Columbian Exposition,” and he was right. It rivaled the Midway Plaisance in exoticism if not in exuberance, and was—in its own way—a completely unprecedented event. Jewish rabbis, Roman Catholic bishops, and scores of Protestant ministers attended. But more significantly, representatives of several religions other than Christianity and Judaism, from nearly all parts of their world, also took part. Scholars of religion from Europe sent papers to be read. This was indeed a first, not just for America but for the world. Some historians date the beginning of the modern interfaith movement as well as the academic discipline of comparative religion to the energy and curiosity the parliament generated. The delegates met for seventeen days. By the end of what must have felt to at least some of them like the religious equivalent of a dance marathon, fully 216 papers had been given—by American Protestants; by American Catholics and Jews; and by Buddhists, Hindus, Taoists, Shintoists, Jains, Muslims, and Zoroastrians. A white anthropologist even gave a talk on American Indian religion. It was almost a theological hall of fame. Many of the speakers were quite prominent, or soon went on to wider glory. It was at this ambitious meeting, for example, that Swami Vivekananda, who later founded the Vedanta Society, was first introduced to America. And it was there that the redoubtable Annie Besant who became a world leader of the Theosophy movement gave an address. Mary Baker Eddy spoke, as did Washington Gladden, Julia Ward Howe, and Francis Greenwood Peabody. The well-placed bomb of a militant atheist could have silenced most of what were then the best-known religious voices on the globe.




The atmosphere of the parliament seems to have been cordial enough as the delegates patiently sat through one another’s presentations, many anticipating a newfound unity among the religions. Expectation ran very high, especially at the beginning. The Reverend George Boardman opened its first session by telling those present that






this Congress is unparalled in its purpose . . . not to array sect against sect, or to exalt one Religion at the cost of other forms; but “to unite all religion against all irreligion.” Unparalleled in its composition, save on the day of Pentecost; and it is Pentecost day again, for here are gathered devout men from every nation under heaven.







It was not only Boardman who hailed the parliament as “a new and larger Pentecost.” Another speaker, drawing on the same religious cisterns that would soon spurt to the surface in pentecostalism, testified that the Asians had come because they were “driven ... by the imperative energy of the Holy Ghost.”




But it was here that the first sour note in the melodious anthem was heard. Swami Vivekananda and the other Asians politely declined to accept the idea that their coming to Chicago had been impelled by the Christian Holy Spirit. Indeed their respectful refusal to accept the implicit Christian basis for the meeting turned out to be the central dilemma, if not the fatal flaw of the parliament. The main question was never solved: if the religions of the world were now to move toward unity, under whose auspices and on what theological basis, if any, would the oneness appear? Vivekananda suggested that Hinduism was already a sublime synthesis of heterogenous religious elements and—since it was still evolving—could easily absorb what was still left out. The Buddhist teacher Anagarika Dharmapala, of what was then still called Ceylon, claimed that the Buddhist dharma, not Christianity, could reconcile religion and modern science. A Catholic speaker suggested that the papacy, since it had recently been relieved of its political encumbrances by losing the papal states, was now in a favorable position to provide the necessary rallying point. The Unitarians insisted that only a reasonable religion, beyond all creeds, could supply the basis for unity. A Protestant missionary, George Candlin, wrote that the parliament had ushered in a “bright new dawn of Gospel morning for the world, for all the world.” When one reads these speeches today, it almost seems that many of the participants, though seated in the same hall, and listening to the same papers, were attending a different meeting.




The difficulties that emerged at the parliament about the basis for religious unity were already foreshadowed in the discussions that led up to it. The planners’ hopes were ambitious if not epochal. Four years before the Exposition itself opened, a Chicago lawyer named Charles Carroll Bonney, a Swedenborgian layman, proposed a series of international conferences to be held in conjunction with the fair that would be “more widely representative of ‘peoples, races and tongues’ than any assembly that has ever yet been convened.” Within this sweeping project, the purpose of the Parliament of Religions itself would be “to unite all Religion against all irreligion.” The delegates would be expected to “set forth their common aims and common grounds for union” and thus secure “the coming unity of mankind, in the service of God and of man.” Later the planners added their conviction that “only the impregnable foundations of Theism” could make this possible.




Compared to the pentecostal revival, whose antecedents were already appearing in 1893, and which in its own way also tried to transcend “the creeds of men” and unite peoples across cultural and racial chasms, the aim of the parliament sounds lofty but very cerebral. It is obvious that no breakthrough of primal spirituality such as would happen in Los Angeles was either expected or welcomed in Chicago. Although one observer wrote later about “the tears that were mingled with the applause”, the parliament sounds in retrospect not unlike the “interfaith dialogue” meetings I have attended in recent years. Each day’s program opened with the recitation of the Lord’s Prayer, and the parliament’s whole three-week-long stint ended with the singing of the Hallelujah Chorus. But the rest of the time was filled with the reading of the 216 papers, and although many of them were eloquent, if a little flowery by our standards, they were really philosophical and theological position papers with such titles as “Spiritual Ideas of the Brahmo-Somaj,” “The Law of Cause and Effect as Taught by Buddha,” and “Religion Essentially Characteristic of Humanity.” Today, bound in their massive heavy green covers, they provide fascinating reading for historians. But, with a few exceptions, they are not exactly rousing. It is easy to see why a demonstration of the “vital power of that universal spirit which drives men everywhere to look upward at a star” that the Chicago Tribune had hoped for on the opening day seems not to have appeared.




Whatever its values, and it had many, the parliament was hardly the religious revival some of its most earnest planners had anticipated. This should not be surprising. Theism is, after all, one philosophy among others. The idea that it could provide a common theological platform for everyone, to say nothing of a spiritual inspiration, quickly came to grief when it became clear that some of the delegates, among them most of the Hindus and Buddhists, were reluctant to embrace it. Behind all the theological posturing, in the end the parliament’s real basis for unity was what Richard Seager has called “the religion of western civilization” which was so magnificently displayed in the White City. The parliament was, in fact, the religious corollary of the White City. And the spirit that hovered over the proceedings was that of progress and enlightenment under benevolent, liberal Protestant, and American auspices.




The fact that the parliament took place in the penumbra of the White City, with all that it symbolized about the glory that was Rome and the glory that was to be America’s future, was its Achilles’ heel. Its principal weakness was its very whiteness. The voices of African Americans, which would soon become so powerful in the pentecostal eruption, were nearly nonexistent at Chicago. And those who did speak were dissident. Frederick Douglass was asked to make some off-the-cuff remarks when he happened to be in the audience on the anniversary of Emancipation Day. He told the gathering rather crisply that throughout his life he had been “studying man, not theology.” He added that although he had been asked to say something about “the race problem,” in his view there was no such thing. “The great problem that confronts the American people today,” he said, “is a national problem—whether this great nation of ours is great enough to live up to its own convictions.” Douglass was not particularly pleased that he had been forced to secure credentials as a representative of Haiti in order to attend.




A more stinging critique of American Christianity came from Benjamin William Arnett of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, and one of only two black U.S. delegates. Arnett said he fondly hoped the Parliament might “start a wave of influences that will change some of the Christians of this land.” He was not at all interested in some merely spiritual unity. Recalling the religious rationales that had once been used to buttress slavery, he declared that “in the name of Christianity . . . [we] were stolen from our native land . . . chained as captives, and brought to this continent in the name of the liberty of the gospel; they bound our limbs with fetters in the name of the Nazarene.” In a phrase that was echoed by Martin Luther King, Jr., seventy years later at the Lincoln Memorial, Arnett demanded that his people be judged “not by the color of our skin, nor by the texture of our hair, but by our intelligence and character.”




Still, even Arnett was unable to resist the Pentecost analogy. It is not clear that everyone there at the time caught his reference since he assumed the connection, long recognized and taught in black and pentecostal—and many other—churches, between the confounding of speech at the Tower of Babel and the restoration of understanding at Pentecost. “We have met for the first time,” Arnett told the delegates, “since the children of Noah were scattered on the plains of Shinar.” The Shinar he was referring to is, according to the account in Genesis 11, the name of the plain where the survivors of the Great Flood vainly tried to build a tower that would “reach to the heavens.” It is likely that many of the delegates missed his allusion, but Arnett used it anyway. “The parliament of Shinar” he went on, driving the analogy home, “plotted treason against the divine command . . . and their tongues were confused. ... In fact, this is the adjourned meeting, from Shinar to Chicago.”
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