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This book sprung from my genuine interest in snakes and my curiosity about history and religion. My idea with this book is to tell an interesting story, share some facts about the venomous snakes used in the Pentecostal church, and let the believers have their say. I have also included a few critical voices, and my own opinion can be found here and there.


I am not the right person to write anything close to an academic thesis, you should see this book as educational entertainment. If you are looking for statistics, tables and graphs, this is the wrong book for you.


Many thanks to everyone who helped me get the book from an idea to a finished product!


Thank you all for letting me use your photos! Also, thanks to those of you who uploaded images, free to use, online! All photographers are mentioned under their photos.


Thanks to Scott Eipper and Tie Eipper for yet another excellent proofreading and thanks to Phil Dunning for proofreading the chapters about the three species which is most common in Appalachia's snake- handling Pentecostal churches. English is not my first language, writing non-fiction books in languages other than Swedish is not easy for me. Your help was so valuable! I'm sure I've missed some corrections, you as a reader will just have to put up with the flaws in my English. And so that no shadow falls on the proofreaders, I should also add that I added some text after the proofreading.


Without an understanding family, this book would certainly not have come about, thank you Jenny, Ludwig and Jacob! I spend far too much time on herpetology, but you let me.


Finally, a big thanks to those of you who choose to read my book! I hope you find the topic as interesting as I do! For me, the topic was so captivating that it was difficult to stop writing about it.


Best regards


Rickard, February 10th, 2025.







Rickard Ljunggren


PREACHER AIN'T DONE 'TIL THE SNAKES ARE BACK IN THE BOX


The history, the venomous snakes and the pastors' own stories


“A lot of times people get bit because they are ahead of God. They have moved on God when it was not time.”


“Driving to church is pretty dangerous. But nobody’s going to ban cars.”


“People say we murder ourselves, but we martyr ourselves.”


“The feeling to take up serpents is unexplainable, it’s... it’s a… peace that’s surpasses all understanding, to know that you’re set, that you’re standing there, right there, with… with death in your hand. And the anointment of God is protected you, to let you do that.”


“Our message is not 'handle snakes, handle snakes, handle snakes'. But our message is, 'Be saved by the blood of Christ.' We're not a cult. We're not freaks. We're Christians."


“That rattlesnake gave him a hard lick. In thirty seconds, he was down.”


“Sometimes the Lord lets the snake bite to prove to the unbeliever that the danger's real.”









“It was the most pain I guess I’ve ever felt in my life. During the time that it was rotting, and I knew something was going on, I just didn’t know what for the first month. That much of the bone was exposed before it broke off.


My wife told me, when this broke off in the yard, she said


-I want to keep this.


I said -Why?


She said -I’ll always have a piece of you no matter where you go.”


Pastor Jamie Coots in an interview on ABC News. He talked about the aftermath of a venomous snake bite. At the end of his story, he held up what once was the tip of his right middle finger.









“This is my God-given right in the United States,” he said on the courthouse steps before the hearing. “If God moves on me to take up a serpent, I take up a serpent.”









In a serpent handling church, one may observe not only preaching, praying aloud together on one's knees, dancing and singing but also serpent handling, fire dancing, speaking in tongues, the laying on of hands for healing, testimonies, and at times, poison drinking and foot washing. An observer may also witness stigmata, the oozing of blood from the hands or feet in empathy with the death of Jesus.


*


All quotations in the book are quoted exactly as they were written, I have not changed the choice of words or the spelling, the language is the quoted person's own.










1. Preamble


Mark 16:17-18, the King James version:


And these signs shall follow them that believe; In my name shall they cast out devils; they shall speak with new tongues; They shall take up serpents; and if they drink any deadly thing, it shall not hurt them; they shall lay hands on the sick, and they shall recover.


Verses 9-20 of chapter 16, which deal with the resurrection of Jesus, are missing from the oldest manuscripts (handwritten Bibles, before the art of printing came along). The language and style of this part of the Gospel of Mark differs from the language and style of the rest of the Gospel, and the verses form a summary of what is written in the other three biblical Gospels and in the Acts of the Apostles. The verses were probably added during the 10th century. Without these verses the end of the gospel is abrupt, and one cannot tell if there was once another ending that has been lost or if the gospel was meant to end as abruptly as they do without these closing verses. From these verses in the end of the Gospel of Mark in the New Testament of the Bible, people in the eastern United States have gotten the inspiration to catch venomous snakes in the wild, have these snakes as part of their ceremonies and thus risk the health of both animals and congregation members. It also happens that people drink poison during church services, but it is never snake venom. Often it is diluted strychnine, but battery acid also occurs. There are reports of believers dying after drinking strychnine during a church service, but this is not a common occurrence. In addition to snakes and poison, people speak in tongues, practice laying on of hands and holding an open flame against their own skin during these services.
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Photos: Friends and family to Cody Coots. Published with permission from Cody. The snake seen in this picture is a Northern cottonmouth, Agkistrodon piscivorus. Below you can see Cody holding a flame to his hand.


Surprisingly few people get bitten during church service, a fact that is commonly attributed to some kind of trickery on the part of serpent handlers. Research suggests that a person’s chance of being bitten is rather low, especially if they only handle venomous snakes occasionally. Venomous snakes are often calmer than we give them credit for, and they can become accustomed to being held and thus less likely to bite. Other researchers disagree with this explanation, suggesting that the common practice of crowding multiple snakes in a single box leaves the animals stressed which in turn weakens the immune system. This leads to sickness and parasiteoutbreaks leaving the snakes listless, unable to muster up the energy to strike. There is some evidence for this line of thought. A group of snakes confiscated from a church in Tennessee were so sick that Michael Ogle, a curator of herpetology at the Knoxville Zoo, was forced to have them put down rather than risk the rest of the zoo’s collection.


The counterargument is that most of them are freshly caught before every service and released soon afterward. Handling sick snakes would be like handling non-venomous snakes, and that would defeat the purpose. The point is to have enough faith in God to take up something wild, untamed and unpredictable.


However acclimated to humans a snake might be, it is never truly tame. The more often a person handles venomous snakes, the greater the chances for a bite. In my view, sooner or later you have had a venomous snake in your hand one time too many.


Fortunately, bites aren’t necessarily fatal. Toxin is metabolically expensive for a snake to produce and the main purpose for the venom besides defense is subduing prey. Snakes rather often give humans dry bites, warning nips that inject none or very little of their precious venom. A full bite from some vipers being used under ceremony, like the Eastern copperhead, is easily survivable. Contrary to popular belief, it is impossible to become immune to snake venom. Instead, successive bites often lead to worsening allergic reactions. [1]


The Pentecostal practitioners are aware of the risks. There’s a constant repetition in recorded interviews: “Don’t take up a serpent if you don’t feel the Spirit. Don’t handle for show. There’s death in that box and you open it at your peril. “


At the same time, they embrace the risk. A common misunderstanding is that those who practice the faith do not believe they will get bitten by the snakes and that they see death as proof of a lack of faith and a one-way ticket to purgatory. This is not true. Having obeyed God's will by dealing with a venomous snake is said to be an assurance of entering his kingdom.


Life and death rest entirely in God’s hands. They believe that whatever happens while handling the snakes is His will. Sometimes He holds back the snake. Sometimes He calls them to Heaven by letting the snake bite. It’s not something they expect the rest of the world to understand, and it is something that I can’t understand. I believe that the “don't handle for show” part was probably a bit overlooked when some pastors became celebrities via reality TV a few years ago.


Pastor Jamie Coots received an almost world-famous snake bite in 2014. Coots was bitten by a Timber rattlesnake on his right hand during service in his church "Full Gospel Tabernacle in Jesus name church" in Middlesboro, Kentucky. After the bite, Coots dropped the snakes but picked them up and continued the ceremony. After the service, he was driven home, despite his health condition. When paramedics arrived, they were not allowed to give him medical treatment as it was not compatible with his faith.


Jamie Coots died in his home. Later in the book you can read more, both about Coots and about Timber rattlesnakes.


Churches do not deny anyone the opportunity to seek medical care if they are bitten. Even though, according to many practitioners, this is against their faith to seek care. It is according to them up to God to decide the fate of the bitten person, not the medical staff. However, they do not criticize anyone who seeks treatment, and they always offer to send for medical help.
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Photo: Usman_Khaleel, Pixabay. Timber rattlesnake, Crotalus horridus. This species is quite common in Appalachia.





The phenomenon of rattlesnakes during church service has always fascinated me. It seems to me to be both a chaotic and life- threatening environment in these churches during service. Two years prior to this book, I wrote the book "Snake church" which, despite its English title, is a book in Swedish. The book had the same subject as this book, but with a slightly greater focus on the snakes than on religion. After the book was released, I posted a copy to the pastor who contributed and let me interview him. We kept in touch, and he suggested that I should write the book in English. Here we are now, this is the English version. My idea was not only to translate the Swedish version, but I also wanted to add a little and explore the subject a bit more. The idea was that this time I would focus a little bit more on the church and the belief, while the book will also be about the snake species that occur in these churches. I hope you find the topic as exciting as I do!


Handling venomous snakes in church is not exactly a big city phenomenon, it happens in small congregations in rural areas of Appalachia. The members of the congregations often know each other, and it happens that the pastorate is passed down within the family. The idea is that this book will try to balance between telling the story behind these religious rites and telling the story about the American vipers that are sometimes included in the services. I discuss the rituals, some important people in the world of religious snake-handling practices and the venomous snakes involved. We must also ask ourselves what consequences the practice has for snakes and humans.
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Counties included in the cultural definition of Appalachia.


My view.


Before we go further in the book and try to tell the story of this belief and the snakes that are part of the practice, I want to write a couple of short lines about my view on the matter.


I have a small collection of venomous snakes at home, but I choose never to handle these without a snake hook or a similar tool. My belief is that everyone who practices free handling venomous snakes sooner or later has done it one too many times. Venomous snakes must be treated with respect and caution, and accidents can still happen.
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Photo: Rickard Ljunggren. Some of my snake hooks. In the background you can see some of my terrariums. All terrariums have a small warning sign with information about the species living in them. If I was to get bitten, I pull the sign off and take it with me to the hospital. It's an extra precaution in case I can't speak properly after a bite.





I am not a believer myself and I find it a bit difficult to accept this literal belief that the book's practitioners have, but my goal with the book is to treat the subject respectfully. On my mother's side, I come from a religious family, but the importance of Christianity in the family has gradually faded. The role of the church has decreased with each generation, we have followed the secularization that has taken place in Swedish society, but we have perhaps been a generation after the great mass who have made the same journey. I am baptized, confirmed and I was married in church, but that was done more because of tradition than faith.


I see nothing strange about someone having a Christian faith, or any other faith for that matter, even though I am not a believer myself. One should not make fun of other people's faith. I think that the phenomenon of religious services where you risk your life is a little crazy and I'm a little curious about who the people are and what drives them to do what they do. It surprises me a bit that somebody can choose to go so far in their practice of faith that they risk their own life and health, or that of others for that matter. For me it is extreme, while it is a bit spectacular with the handling of venomous snakes. I am also aware that the phenomenon comes from the more rural parts of Appalachia*, in the parts of the United States where the inhabitants are often called hillbillies or mountain people. I'm not going to make fun of the people of the region, I just want to tell the story of the snakes, the people and the church and maybe add my opinion here and there.


*Appalachia is a cultural region in the eastern United States that stretches from southern New York state to northern Alabama and Georgia. While the Appalachian Mountains range stretches from Canada to Alabama, Appalachia usually refers only to the cultural region in the central and southern parts of the range.


Summarized: My point is not to make fun of religious people or people from eastern USA. I think that what they do is dangerous and a bit crazy, but for me there is a difference between (in the eyes of others) doing something crazy and being a lunatic. I am writing the book because it is a subject that I find interesting. Snakes and history have been an interest all my life, the subject of the book is simply an exciting combination.


I hope that I manage the balance and that I do not offend anyone.


The churches that practice the handling of venomous snakes during their services are a vanishingly small part of American Christianity. It is a small part of the American Pentecostal church, most people who belong to the American Pentecostal movement do not come into contact with snakes more often than we do in Swedish churches. Services at the House of the Lord Jesus are similar to those practiced by other Pentecostal faiths - except that followers here use snakes, fire and poison in their worship. Handling snakes is a religious rite that occurs in some churches in the rural southeastern United States. These churches are part of the Sanctification movement, the Pentecostalism movement, Charismatic Christianity or any other of the few movements with a Protestant orientation that combine strong biblical faith with revival piety and an emphasis on sanctification. According to Christian belief, sanctification is the process by which the Christian is transformed into ever greater holiness and likeness to Christ.
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Photo: borkertd, Pixabay. The Timber rattlesnake, Crotalus horridus, is the species most commonly used during religious services in Appalachia. It is a beautiful creature with a nasty bite.





Rattlesnakes, which probably are the most famous snakes from the United States, are included in these rites. However, the rattlesnake is not a species, but a genus of snakes that is part of the viper family called Viperidae. This family of vipers also include the Eastern copperhead (Agkistrodon contortrix), and the Northern cottonmouth (Agkistrodon piscivorus), two other American venomous snakes used in religious practice.


In 2022 I wrote a book in Swedish about this subject. In the beginning of that book, I wrote that I had found information stating that cobras and other venomous snake species from Asia have been used in these churches but since I had not had it confirmed I did not include that in the Swedish book. I had read about pastors who started visiting reptile fairs to buy Asian cobras and pit vipers, but it was yet to be confirmed. In the end of the work with that book it was confirmed, sometimes the venomous snakes come from Asia or other parts of the world. It is, to believers, not important that the snake being used in the service comes from Appalachia. It is only important that it is a venomous snake, the species or the range of the species is irrelevant.


The snakes used in these churches are often harvested locally around the church. In some cases, the snakes are bought from someone who caught them, but it is common for the pastor or someone in the congregation to look for snakes in the wild. In some states it is illegal to own snakes that occur in the wild, so instead they sometimes buy captive-bred or wild-caught snakes that are found in the wild in other states or in other parts of the world. Most commonly, however, they are snakes from the region.


Between services, the snakes are kept in terrariums, closed wooden boxes or the like. There are repeated reports that these wild-caught animals do not live that long in captivity. Getting wild-caught animals to function and survive in captivity is sometimes no easy task.
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Each year, an estimated 7,000-8,000 people are bitten by venomous snakes in the United States [2]. Of these, about five people die each year, but the number of deaths would be much higher if people did not seek care. A certain over-representation of the Appalachian religious practitioners covered in the book can be seen.


They encounter venomous snakes more frequently than other residents in the country and some of them like to turn to God instead of the healthcare system after a venomous snake bite.


Most fatal bites in the United States are attributed to rattlesnakes of various species, but copperhead bites are also fatal in rare cases. Copperheads are responsible for the most venomous snake bites in the country, but the bites are rarely fatal [3]. Rattlesnake bites are approximately four times more likely to result in death than copperhead bites. The most bites per year occur in North Carolina, followed by West Virginia, Arkansas, Oklahoma and Virginia in descending order. Men are bitten more often than women, and if I'm right it is the same with our vipers in Sweden, men are slightly overrepresented in the statistics. The US statistics also show bites from Black mamba (Dendroaspis Polylepis ) Monocle cobra (Naja kaouthia) and other species of venomous snake kept in terrariums, but these bites account for a small percentage of the total number of bites.


The idea of including venomous snakes during service is said to have been inspired by the Holiness movement. It is a Christian revival movement built on John Wesley's doctrine of sanctification. John Wesley was born on June 17 in the year 1703 in Epworth, Lincolnshire and died on March 2, 1791, in London. He was a British priest and theologian and is best known as the founder of Methodism. Wesley coined the term "entire sanctification", synonymous with Christian perfection. Wesley said that entire sanctification enables people to fulfill the Great Commandments enunciated by Jesus: Love God with the whole heart, soul, mind, and strength, and to love one's neighbor as oneself (Mark 12:30-31).


He was a strong advocate of temperance and opposed the social exclusion that became one of the consequences of the advance of industrialism. He was also strongly critical of smuggling and the slave trade, but probably had very little to do with snakes. In 1735 he went to Georgia to work as a missionary among colonists and Native Americans. In 1738 he returned to England, probably without being able to guess that he had laid the foundation for religious people to start dancing with venomous snakes almost 200 years later.


Dancing with and handling venomous snakes in American churches originated in early 20th century Appalachia. Dancing with snakes and handling snakes during service only plays a small role in their practice of religion but it is of course what you are familiar with if you are not a member of the Holiness movement or happen to have a great interest in religion. Members themselves say that too much importance is given to the snake handling by outsiders and that they themselves are just ordinary people practicing religion.


The movement's beliefs and handling of venomous snakes have been documented in several articles and films and it has been the driving force behind several state laws related to the handling of venomous animals. Beginning in the 1940s, several southern states passed laws prohibiting snake handling in religious services. In 1941, Georgia passed a law that made snake handling a felony punishable by twenty years in prison for injury to another or the death penalty if the injury resulted in death. The Georgia law was written after a six-year-old girl was bitten during a church service near Adel in Cook County. The police arrested both her father and the congregation's pastor, Warren Lipham. The law was repealed in the 1960s. Today, the handling of venomous snakes in Georgia is legal only with a permit.


In Tennessee it is illegal to display any venomous reptile in a way that could endanger others, and Alabama has a similar law. In Kentucky, it is illegal to display any reptile at a religious ceremony. Prosecutions and punishments are quite rare, and a lot happens behind closed doors these days. Even those who have sought attention via media, television and social media escaped the long arm of the law. It seems that this delinquency is not a priority. It could possibly also be the case that it conflicts with the right to practice one's religion and that this right is stronger than animal rights.


Unfortunately, USA does not have as strong animal protection laws as we have here in Sweden, especially not if we are looking at snakes. In Sweden it would be impossible to practice snake handling during ceremony. All snake species are protected in Sweden, in some states in the USA they even make family activities out of catching and killing rattlesnakes. These events involving the killing of rattlesnakes are strongly questioned by animal rights organizations, but so far, they have not succeeded in stopping what they consider being animal cruelty.


These cruel events where lots of rattlesnakes are being killed as entertainment have nothing to do with the church world.


*


“The Copperhead cuddlers” case, an example of law enforcement action and the following trial.


On November 1, 1947, Durham police (Durham is a city in North Carolina) raided the Zion Tabernacle Church on Peabody Street and confiscated a copperhead snake that was being handled in a church service. The night of the raid, the church was filled with congregations’ members that were dancing and singing as police came inside and used a pronged tool to put the snake in a bucket, The Durham Morning Herald reported Nov. 2, 1947.


While no arrests were made that night, during the next several days, individuals, including Reverend Colonel Hartman Bunn, were reminded of a city ordinance banning the handling of venomous reptiles. No arrests were made pending examination of the snake to determine if it was venomous or not. An expert at what’s now the N.C. Museum of Natural Sciences verified that the snake was indeed a copperhead.


Bunn and other church members continued to handle snakes at ceremonies on subsequent nights, vowing to take their fight to the Supreme Court. After he was arrested, Bunn pleaded not guilty in court before a standing-room-only crowd and asked for a continuance.


On November 19, Bunn and his snake carer, Benjamin Ralph Massey, were found guilty and fined. “The lower court ruled that snake handling endangered public safety and fined the two $50 each and court costs. The snakes were tested, the court noted, two healthy rats, which were placed with them in a cage, were struck and died almost immediately. Bunn claimed that snake handling had been practiced for 40 years in North Carolina without harming anyone. Chief Justice (Walter P.) Stacy wrote that the case rested on “a very simple question: which is superior, the public safety or the defendants’ religious practice?” The court found, despite Bunn’s apt argument, that the case was simply a question of snakes or people. The people won.”


Both appealed to Superior Court. Though the church leader pushed back on the grounds of religious freedom, the state Supreme Court upheld the original decision. Bunn made an impassioned speech on the steps outside court, in which he compared the police who confiscated his snakes to Hitler’s SS Elite Guard. Quite harsh words today, but two years after the end of the Second World War, it can be seen as a sulfurous accusation.


Life Magazine became interested in Durham's snake-handling congregation, and after learning of a snake-handling convention to be held in Zion Tabernacle in the fall of 1948, it obtained permission to take pictures. The magazine later published some sensational photographs: copperheads and rattlesnakes freely wrapped around a visiting preacher's head or held by members of the congregation while people hummed, chattered, spoke in tongues, danced, and generally hypnotized themselves into a religious frenzy in which faith cast out not only fear but reason. The congregation's interracial makeup, the character of Bunn—mild-mannered, soft-spoken, unexcitable-and the unfamiliar behavior of the participants, workers in the cotton mills, the tobacco factories, and Wright Machinery Company, utterly confounded the authorities. The snakes were again confiscated, and arrests were made. Bunn appealed the charges and challenged Durham's ordinance on the grounds of its interference with religious liberty, but the State Supreme Court upheld its legality.
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Photo: State Archives of North Carolina Raleigh, NC.





This photo was taken during the two-year anniversary (1949) of the raid, and it shows churchgoers with snakes in their hands and around their necks. No one was injured during the two services that were observed by the police.


On the far right you can see Reverend Colonel Hartman Bunn with snakes in his hands. Later Bunn left the city and when he returned to Durham and Zion Tabernacle in 1955 and broadcasted once a week over WTlK, snakes were no longer a part of his service. He died 1991, at the age of 81. The building where Bunn had his services was demolished in 2008.


In the picture you see a black woman with a Timber rattlesnake in her hands. This is one of only two pictures I have seen that does not show only white people in the churches that fit within the scope of this book. I don't know why this is the case, but I have some guesses. Many images are from the era of segregation, and perhaps it was mostly whites who were attracted by/gained access to congregations where the snakes were used during worship. It is also the case that the few film clips from church services that you find on YouTube and similar show only white congregation members. It is a question that I will try to answer later in the book, I think that it is an interesting question for the interviews.


It is easy to dismiss the members of these churches as crazy hillbillies and perhaps there is something to that. Can one be sane and still participate in this spectacle? Is it reasonable to risk one's life in the name of God? I am not a believer, but for me others are welcome to have their faith, regardless of which god they worship. However, I have always found deep faith to be a bit alienating and sometimes almost a little scary. Whether they speak in tongues, dance with venomous snakes, persistently try to push their beliefs on to others or mass as if in trance. Overly intense people gaping and flailing their arms feels a bit awkward and scary to me, especially if it's done in the name of religion. It is of course even more frightening when believers have the conviction that one should harm others in the name of their god, but that is outside the scope of this book and nothing that these practitioners can be accused of. Those who dance with or handle snakes during service may hurt themselves and possibly other church members, but they do not wish you or me any harm. They don't really want to hurt the snakes either, but their practice sometimes harms the snakes being captured to be used as props.


Unfortunately, I have seen a video that shows a real misunderstanding of snakes and their welfare. I saw a clip where a grown man stands on a rattlesnake and remains standing while he is massing to the congregation. Of course, no snake is made to support the weight of a full-grown man. The reporter who witnessed the incident asked the pastor afterwards if standing on it did not hurt the snake. In response, he received a horribly wrong exposition on the anatomy of snakes, with the conclusion that snakes could not be harmed by standing on or stepping on them.


My thoughts: Generally speaking, snakes naturally do best when left alone. For the snakes, a church service means full chaos and enormous stress. A snake is best off having as little as possible to do with us humans. Contact means increasing stress for the snake, a greater stress if it is a wild-caught animal even though snakes born in captivity are not domesticated the way a dog is. In my opinion, it is animal cruelty, regardless of whether you choose to step on the snake or not.
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The believers handle snakes because it’s safe.


It says so in the King James Version of the Bible, Gospel of Mark, chapter 16, verses 17 and 18.


“And these signs shall follow them that believe; in my name shall they cast out devils; they shall speak with new tongues; they shall take up serpents; and if they drink any deadly thing, it shall not hurt them; they shall lay hands on the sick, and they shall recover.”


They call themselves signs-following churches, those whose belief is proved through their tongues speaking, poison drinking, snake handling, and faith healing.


Deaths from venomous snake bites have occurred since the congregations began handling snakes and are still occurring. If you compare the number of practitioners to the number of inhabitants in the United States, there is an overrepresentation of snake-bitten people in the Pentecostal churches covered in this book. Perhaps it is not so surprising, most people living in the US probably encounter snakes quite rarely and handle snakes with their hands even more rarely. More than a few pastors and some parishioners in snake- handling churches get bitten. Many of them survive with minor injuries, but a bite can be fatal. The number of documented deaths due to venomous snake bites in the church world varies, from 90 to 120 from the first documented death in 1922 until today. The practice does not seem to present a danger to observers. At least there is no documented case of a non-handling member being bitten by a snake handled by another believer.


A pastor named J.E. McCora was the first to die from snake handling, at least this is the earliest case I have found. In 1922, during a revival meeting in the Cherokee County area of North Carolina, McCora was bitten by a rattlesnake while performing his practice.


In 2015, John Brock died after being bitten by a rattlesnake during a service at Mossie Simpson Pentecostal Church in Jenson, Kentucky. Brock, a preacher from Stoney Fork, was bitten in the left arm during service. He refused treatment and died in his brother's home. This appears to be the latest documented death and hopefully the last.


Just because these bites are rarely fatal if you have the sense to seek care, it doesn't mean they aren't extremely painful bites to experience. Depending on the species, snake venom attacks the central nervous system, but also causes severe pain, convulsions, tissue damage, paralysis, nerve damage and organ failure. It's not like in the movies, James Bond gets a shot of serum, get back up on his feet and catches the bad guy. It can take time to recover from a venomous snake bite and you can suffer from permanent impairments or injuries. Operations and tissue damage can lead to ugly scars. It is not unusual for pastors and parishioners who have been bitten to choose to forego treatment. If you have the right faith, you will survive the venom... This is probably part of the idea of dealing with venomous snakes in church, by not getting bitten or by surviving a bite, you show yourself and your congregation that you have the right and pure faith. One has attained entire sanctification and now has proof of it.


In recent years, however, there has been a change. Nowadays, many younger practitioners interpret the text of the Bible to mean that one can seek medical care if necessary.


Ralph Hood, a professor at the University of Tennessee who specializes in the psychology of religion, said in an interview that refusing to call 911 for help is now considered "old school." Younger pastors claim that no verse in the Bible forbids anyone from seeking help after a venomous bite. You simply seek help from both Jesus and the nearest hospital. Older snake handling pastors like Jimmy Morrow (snake-handling pastor of the Edwina Church of God in Jesus Christ’s Name, in Newport, Tennessee) believe in sticking to their traditional way of practicing their faith.


“I’ve been bit twice by a Copperhead, and I didn’t go (to a doctor). I just stayed home, and the Lord healed me. I know a lot of good brothers and sisters who say that when they die, they want to die while practicing the signs of the Gospel.”



The snake care and the criticism surrounding this.


A large proportion of the snakes used by the parishes are taken from the wild. Snakes are also bought, both those caught by others and those bred in captivity. However, it is most common that the snakes come from the parish's nearby nature. I saw an old interview where Andrew Hamblin told TV viewers that he only collected males from the wild. Since Andrew (more about him later in the book) didn't want to be interviewed, I asked Cody Coots the questions instead. Whether it is common for parishes to collect only males from the wild and if so, why they do so. His answer confirmed what Andrew had said.


“We keep the females in the wild that way they can have their baby’s.


Here’s my dad’s rules he gave me about hunting:




	No females


	No rattlers under 3 ft


	No copperheads under 2ft


	Never hunt the same spot more than once a month.





Some people bring females and small snakes out but that kills the population.


And this is a no-no in Kentucky but when I’d buy canebrakes and southern coppers in bulk, I’d turn the females lose. Over the years I’ve found cane/timber crosses. You could tell by the stripes in the face.”


*


Snake handlers usually keep their animals in terrariums or boxes in sheds, feeding them live mice about once a week. Critics of this religious practice argue that the snakes are often dehydrated and malnourished, making them less likely to bite and thus less dangerous to handle. Zoologists have examined fecal material from some congregation's snakes and concluded that sometimes the snakes are malnourished and dehydrated. Sometimes no fecal material can be found in the snake containers, which indicates that the snakes are not being fed. The animals are often treated poorly, according to Kristen Wiley of the Kentucky Reptile Zoo, which sometimes ends up caring for—or euthanizing—weak and dehydrated snakes confiscated from Pentecostal handlers.


The famous pastor Jamie Coots, who also became something of a reality star, denied these claims but has himself said in a radio interview that his snakes lived 3-4 months on average, and that many of his snakes did not want to eat [4].


Danny Hobart was asked in an interview if the snakes in the congregation were ever tame, so that the risk of bites was reduced [5]. His answer unfortunately confirmed that snakes are often not long-lived in the Pentecostal world.


“-Danny, does it ever happen that the serpents get used to you? And after a while they don’t mind people holding them?”


“-No, you can’t tame a serpent. You might keep one maybe, if they could live a year, and it would still bite you. You’ll not tame them.”


“-What do you feed them?”


“-Feed them? Most time when you catch them, and they in captivity like that, they won’t eat.”


“-They won’t?”


“-They eat dirt. Yeah.”


“-They do? I didn’t know that.”


“-Now, sometimes we have force fed them before.”


“-What do you feed them?”


“-What didn’t we feed them? You can get mice and feed them, or raw meat. They’ll eat raw meat. Most time when you get them in captivity like that, they won’t eat though.”


I have seen videos of snakes being fed mice; in some congregations they manage to get at least some snakes to eat. It is impossible to say what percentage of snakes or parishes this applies to, what can be said is that in some clips you see it is almost lifeless snakes that are handled in the church.


The two pastors who agreed to be interviewed for this book claim that their snakes are well cared for. One of them is known for taking good care of his snakes and I have seen video footage of the other one’s snake room. It was not the best reptile keeping that I have seen, but I have seen worse in the reptile hobby more than one time.


My opinion is that even with good husbandry in decent terrariums, the environment and handling in the church is far from optimal for snakes. Snakes are animals that tend to avoid humans. Being exposed to rough handling, with a lot of people around, must add to the snake's stress levels. Add to that the loud volume of music or preaching and smells from everything from people to venoms and open flames. The fact that some practitioners take off their shoes, and sometimes their socks, and stand on a snake is unimaginable to me. I don't know how common this phenomenon is, I have come across three pastors who have been filmed doing it.


In the reptile hobby in Sweden, there are often complaints about beginners who pick out their corn snakes / ball pythons in time and time. The snakes do not do well if they often spend long periods outside their terrarium, where you have hopefully tried to create an environment that is good for the species. As pets, they are mostly animals you don't socialize with, they are best left alone in their terrariums. The same should apply to venomous snakes in the US and probably more so if they are wild caught. It is also the case that the environment of a reasonably crowded church offers snakes more stress than a reptile owner's home does.


I have chosen to include in this part of the book a few critical opinions, from people who have been on the spot and seen the handling or who have worked with taking care of seized snakes.


Kristen Wiley was easy to find. In the autumn of 2024, there is a heated debate on social media about a free handler who was bitten by an Inland taipan (Oxyuranus microlepidotus) while seeking fame on social media. Kristen became involved in the following debate, which reached much of the online reptile community.


I contacted her and on the following pages you can read my mail and her response.


Hello!


My name is Rickard Ljunggren, and I am vice-president of the Swedish Herpetological Society. In my spare time I write some books on the subject of herpetology. I'm currently writing a book about the Pentecostals who use snakes during worship and your name has come up on a couple of occasions, as someone who has had to deal with seized snakes. Would you like to tell us a little about your views on the subject? Do you think that snakes are well cared for by churches and pastors or is it neglect? Maybe both, depending on the parish? What condition are the snakes usually in? Is it sometimes the case that snakes are not confiscated because animal husbandry is good? What do you think about the handling of snakes in the church, from the perspective of the snakes?


Best regards Rickard


Kristen replied quickly and wrote to me that she would gladly answer follow-up questions.


“Hello Rickard,


Thanks for sending an email. In my experience, many of the snakes kept by the religious snake handlers in the American southeast are in very poor condition.


People who handle in church are not ignorant of snake behavior. They understand that the snakes are reluctant to bite and use their natural inclinations to get away with free handling them. In general, the snakes are either handled in a way that simply keeps them off balance and is relatively gentle; or they are handled in a way that is highly disorienting and creates an extreme stress response in the sakes. This second method can involve techniques like flailing the snakes like they are whips, shaking them vigorously, or dangling them from a single point while swinging them around. Both techniques result in fewer bites. In addition, many snake handlers do not take adequate care of the snakes. Wild-captured snakes are frequently not given any time to acclimate to captivity before being used in services. Little to no effort is made to get them feeding and established before they are subjected to the higher stress of a church service. Sometimes snakes are held with no water for extended periods of time. All of these factors result in snakes that are much less likely to bite and are much less likely to inject a significant amount of venom if they do bite. When we received confiscated copperheads several years ago, over 100 individuals were able to give only a few drops of venom in total. Snakes are so gentle and shy by nature that people are able to take advantage of them in this way. There is absolutely nothing supernatural about Pentecostal’s ability to handle snakes with few bites and few deaths. In the same way, there is nothing magical or special about the many individuals online now who free handle for views. I’m happy to answer any further questions.


Best, Kristen”


The second person I contacted was Steve Ludwin, who had filmed a short documentary about his visit to one of the churches where venomous snakes are part of the service. It was Chris Wolford's congregation he visited and his sermon that Steve took part in. You can read more about Chris Wolford later in the book. I asked Steve to write a short introduction for you readers, as he is quite a multifaceted person. He describes himself as a published musician and snake venom researcher with keen interest in anti-aging and longevity. I agree with his presentation, and I would also like to add that he is a reptile enthusiast and that he is quite active on YouTube. He has a collection of snakes himself, both venomous and nonvenomous, and he is well familiar with snake care. I chose Steve as a critical voice because he has seen snake handling during service and because after the sermon, he took a discussion about what he considered to be animal abuse. You can find this documentary on YouTube. Steve Ludwin is also known for milking venom from his snakes and injecting himself with it. From vipers to cobras, the snakes that have donated venom for Steve's experiments have pushed his body to the limit. He has even been hospitalized after mixing and overdosing on the toxic substances.


This is his story about the incident:


“I had one near-death experience in 2008, when I overdosed. I injected myself with a cocktail made with venom from my Crotalus oreganus, Bothriechis nigroadspersus and Trimeresurus albolabris. Three different continents and that was a real problem. I did it as part of a health experiment, but it went horribly wrong. I did not mean to inject as much as I did, and when I did it was all over. I put the needle into my left wrist, and as soon as the venom went in, I knew it was game over. My hand swelled up like a baseball glove and my arm filled with fluid all the way up to my shoulder. My view afterwards is that it was a very foolish thing to do. When I told the doctors that I had deliberately injected three different deadly snake venoms, they couldn’t believe it. I spent three days in intensive care; they said there was a strong possibility they would have to cut off my arm. In the end, they didn’t, and I discharged myself. A week later, they insisted that I must go back and see them. They took photos of my arm and told me they had never seen such a recovery. I have no doubt that this was because of all my previous venom injections. I believe that if I were to be bitten by a venomous snake, my chances of survival would be very strong.”


During October 2024, Steve and I chatted a lot via WhatsApp, he answered my questions and emailed me pictures. Now it was time for a phone call! I was really curious about his visit to Chris Wolford's church (look it up on YouTube!) and wanted to hear him talk about his experience. It was quite a long phone call where we talked about everything! About snakes of course, but also about his research on snake venom, Satanists burning stave churches in Norway in the 90's, religion in general, free handlers as a social media phenomenon, music, Denmark and a little bit about everything. Steve is a multifaceted and pleasant person with opinions on many things, he has a standing invitation to my home. I wrote down Steve's story about the trip to West Virginia he took a few years ago:


“I am an atheist myself, born Catholic but left the church world as soon as I realized that dinosaurs were real. My opinion is that the bible is just a book and that a lot of animal abuse against snakes is because of this book. My opinion on free handling is that it is okay, but I think these churches should have better terrariums for their snakes. I myself have been bitten three times by venomous snakes. Twice by eye lash vipers and once by a copperhead. I sometimes free handle myself, but I don't do it to chase likes on the web. I am from the USA but had not been there for many years when I travelled to visit the church that was expecting me, I live in the UK. I had heard about the phenomenon of the rattlesnakes in the churches for many years, but this was my first (and only) visit. It was a long journey and apart from the flight, we drove for 5-6 hours to get to the church which was way out in the countryside in West Virginia. The whole experience was a bit crazy! My first impression when I entered the church was that there was a lot of tension in the air. Maybe it was because I was there? Anyway, everyone was very nice and friendly to me, they offered me food that was prepared in the basement. The congregation was a mixed group of people, perhaps with a predominance of older women. Some of them held flames to their bodies, some drank strychnine. There were also some former addicts in the congregation, who had found God. There was very loud music playing, my experience was that it was a bit chaotic in the church. The snakes were only there for a short part of the service. The whole service probably took 2 or 3 hours, but the snakes were only there for about 15 minutes. I was not at all comfortable being there and I was upset to see snakes being mistreated in the name of God. My immediate reaction when Chris Wolford stood on a snake was that I wanted to grab the snakes and run out of the church with them! I was angry and walked out of the church! I think their handling of snakes was okay in general, when they maybe danced a little. However, it was not okay when they swung the snakes, which were then completely straight in their body, like a rope being swung. If nothing else, that probably disorientated the snake quite a bit! After Chris Wolford swung a Timber rattlesnake, he put it on the floor and stood on it! Incredibly cruel! Snake abuse in the name of God! I got the impression that the snakes were cooled down, that the handling is a circus trick based on the fact that cooled down snakes are a bit sluggish and that they then bite less often. The snakes were lethargic, but I could not see that they were dehydrated or malnourished. I also got the impression that they knew very little about snakes, otherwise they would not have stood on a snake and afterwards tried to explain to me that the snake is not harmed by this.


My opinion is that venomous snakes should be banned from churches, just as rattlesnake roundups* should be banned.”


This was Steve's story. He still gets upset when he talks about what he saw and the lack of understanding he encountered when he tried to talk about it outside the church afterwards.
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