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To my parents,

Pat and Cherry Jones



An Obituary for White Christian America

After a long life spanning nearly two hundred and forty years, White Christian America—a prominent cultural force in the nation’s history—has died. WCA first began to exhibit troubling symptoms in the 1960s when white mainline Protestant denominations began to shrink, but showed signs of rallying with the rise of the Christian Right in the 1980s. Following the 2004 presidential election, however, it became clear that WCA’s powers were failing. Although examiners have not been able to pinpoint the exact time of death, the best evidence suggests that WCA finally succumbed in the latter part of the first decade of the twenty-first century. The cause of death was determined to be a combination of environmental and internal factors—complications stemming from major demographic changes in the country, along with religious disaffiliation as many of its younger members began to doubt WCA’s continued relevance in a shifting cultural environment.

Among WCA’s many notable achievements was its service to the nation as a cultural touchstone during most of its life. It provided a shared aesthetic, a historical framework, and a moral vocabulary. WCA’s vibrancy was historically one of the most prominent features of American public life. While the common cultural ground it offered did not prevent vehement—or even bloody—conflicts from erupting, the lingua franca of WCA gave them a coherent frame.

As the nation was being born, George Washington invoked WCA in his first inaugural address.1 And when it was being torn apart during the Civil War, WCA provided biblical themes and principles that called the nation back to its highest ideals. Without WCA, neither Abraham Lincoln’s second inaugural address nor Martin Luther King, Jr.’s, “Letter from Birmingham Jail” could have been written, let alone understood. Virtually every American president has drawn from WCA’s well, particularly during moments of strife.

During its long life, WCA also produced a dizzying array of institutions, from churches to hospitals, social service organizations, and civic organizations such as the Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, and the YMCA. Beyond these direct functions, WCA also helped incubate and promote the missions of countless independent nongovernmental organizations that met in its facilities and were staffed with its members. Widespread participation in WCA’s lay leadership positions served as an important source of social capital for the nation, instilling in participants skills they carried, not only to other civic organizations, but to democratic governance itself.2

But WCA has not been without its critics and controversies. Its reputation was especially marred by its general accommodation to and participation in the institution of slavery up until the Civil War. In the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, WCA’s apathy toward—and in some quarters even staunch defense of—segregation in the American South did little to overturn these negative associations. Its credibility was also damaged when it became mired in partisan politics in the closing decades of the twentieth century. Late in its life, WCA also struggled to adequately address issues such as lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) rights, which were of particular importance to its younger members, as well as to younger Americans overall.

WCA is survived by two principal branches of descendants: a mainline Protestant family residing primarily in the Northeast and upper Midwest and an evangelical Protestant family living mostly in the South. Plans for a public memorial service have not been announced.
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Who Is White Christian America?

White Christian America’s Life in Architecture

As visitors ascend to the observation deck of One World Trade Center in New York City, they face three floor-to-ceiling video panels, arranged to mimic the feel of a glass-walled elevator. While the elevator climbs 102 floors in 47 seconds, they watch, in time-lapse video, the visual history of the landscape from their current vantage point. After a view of the undeveloped marshes of Manhattan Island in the early 1500s, the low-rise gabled buildings of Dutch settlers in New Amsterdam appear in the simulated panoramic view. Ships fan out in the harbor during the British colonial period, and familiar bridges and skyscrapers begin to appear as the city expands to fill the horizon in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Most of the media attention to the video has focused on the haunting four-second appearance of the old World Trade Center, with its identifiable pinstriped architecture, before it vanishes as the timeline moves past 2001. But the video also offers viewers a unique perspective on the Protestant church steeples that historically dominated the city’s streetscape. Two church buildings—both associated with the Episcopalian Trinity Parish—remain the most notable features of the Manhattan skyline from its early history, holding on to their status as some of the tallest and most recognizable buildings in New York nearly until the dawn of the twentieth century.

As the elevator approaches the 250-foot mark and the time-lapse reaches 1760, St. Paul’s Chapel appears in lower Manhattan, towering over the rest of the city. St. Paul’s—which survived both the massive New York fire of 1835 and the September 11 terrorist attacks—is the oldest public building in continuous use in New York City and has served as an important civic and religious space for more than 250 years. Following his 1789 inauguration, for example, George Washington attended prayer services at St. Paul’s Chapel and regularly appeared there on Sunday mornings. By 1790, Trinity Church was completed a few blocks south of St. Paul’s, on Broadway. When Trinity Church was rebuilt and enlarged in 1846, it became the tallest building in New York. Trinity held this distinction until 1890, when a building erected to house one of Joseph Pulitzer’s newspapers surpassed it. With his private office in the building’s dome, Pulitzer could look down not only at his newspaper competitors but at the city’s church steeples as well.

As the elevator continues its climb and the video reaches the 1930s, high-rises mushroom across the skyline, dwarfing the city’s houses of worship. Corporate structures like the Chrysler Building and the Empire State Building become New York’s defining steeples. The great Episcopal churches’ lacy spires may once have marked the hub of the city’s social scene, but churches are now eclipsed architecturally and culturally by commercial centers.1

A time-lapse panorama of virtually every major American city would tell a similar story. Today, accustomed as we are to monuments to commerce, it is difficult to imagine church steeples as the most common defining characteristics of civic space. It is even harder to imagine the transformation in social consciousness this architectural revolution ignited. Where church spires once stirred citizens to look upward to the heavens, skyscrapers allowed corporate leaders to look down upon churches from their lofty offices. Instead of market transactions happening under the watchful eye of the church, these exchanges literally take place over its head and beyond its reach.2

Training the camera on White Christian America’s monuments to its own power reveals similar social transformations. White Christian America’s story can be read in the changing uses of three iconic structures: the United Methodist Building in Washington, D.C.; the Interchurch Center on New York City’s Upper West Side; and the Crystal Cathedral in Garden Grove, California. These buildings, edifices of the white Protestant Christian hope and power that rose and receded over the course of the twentieth century, represent—respectively—the high-water mark of the first wave of white mainline Protestant denominational optimism in the Roaring Twenties, the second wave of white mainline Protestant ecumenism at midcentury, and the third wave of white evangelical Protestant resurgence in the 1980s.3

At each building’s opening ceremony, white Protestant leaders spoke in prophetic tones about the indispensable place of Christianity in upholding America’s moral and political health. Today, though, all of these buildings have a different purpose from their founders’ ambitions. Each edifice has adapted—or even been transformed—to reflect the realities of a swiftly changing country. Indeed, through the life of these buildings, we can see the decline of white Protestant dominance amid the steady diversification of the American religious landscape.

The United Methodist Building (Washington, D.C., 1923): White Mainline Protestant Optimism
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The United Methodist Building (Washington, D.C., 1923)
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In 1922, the Methodist Episcopal Church purchased a muddy lot across the street from the U.S. Capitol. Completed in 1923 and dedicated in 1924, the United Methodist Building was conceived by the nation’s largest and most prominent Christian denomination as a “sentinel” for Protestant Christian witness and social reform in the nation’s capital.4 The five-story triangular limestone edifice would become the only nongovernment building on Capitol Hill. It towered over Maryland Avenue, its balconies and plate glass windows facing onto the Capitol’s plaza. Its opposite side faced the future site of the U.S. Supreme Court Building, which would not be completed until 1935. With a price tag of $650,000—nearly $9 million in 2015 currency—the building was designed in the style of the Italian Renaissance, with a pillared entry hall, a sweeping staircase, and gleaming marble floors.5

It was an expensive and imposing project, a building that was self-consciously constructed, as one prominent Methodist bishop declared, to “make our church visible and multiply its power at this world’s center.” The famed orator and three-time presidential candidate William Jennings Bryan spoke at the building’s opening ceremony.6 A vivid symbol of the era’s Protestant optimism—but also its desire to secure its power—the structure represented a hope that Christian social values would meld with ideals of American government. It was also intended to give Protestants an advantage over a growing Catholic population, and Methodists a preeminent place among their Protestant peers.

The architects of the United Methodist Building believed that they were returning the country’s government to its natural state of Christian righteousness. Workers broke ground on the foundation at the pinnacle of a decades-long Protestant crusade against a reviled but powerful foe: alcohol. Cries for the outright prohibition of alcohol began in the mid-nineteenth century, but the temperance movement really took off in the 1870s, when Anglo-Saxon Protestant housewives began to band together against the saloons that dominated their communities. Led by a Methodist woman named Eliza Jane Trimble Thompson—later known as “Mother Thompson”—devout Protestant women would publicly shame bar owners by praying, singing, and reading the Bible just outside the doors of any watering hole they could find.7 One of Thompson’s followers, Frances Willard, founded the Women’s Christian Temperance Union in 1874, and by the early nineteenth century Protestant pastors—from Baptists to Episcopalians—were tirelessly working within a well-organized network of churches to promote abstinence from alcoholic beverages. Some congregations even began to require their members to formally renounce drinking before they were admitted into the fold.8

It was a moment of unusual unity for white Protestant denominations, which were fighting furiously in the early years of the twentieth century over the extent to which Christianity could be compatible with the past century of scientific innovation. The struggle for temperance provided an important—albeit fragile—common cause where most Protestants could agree that adherence to a particular kind of Christian morality would lead the country down the path of righteousness. The Methodists were at the center of this crusade, even devoting two full-time clergy to the cause. At one rally in 1915, Dr. Clarence True Wilson, a bespectacled Methodist pastor and fierce evangelist for prohibition, declared that one of the “pillars” of Christian civilization was “sobriety of the people.”9 Their work paid off in 1920 when the Eighteenth Amendment, which prohibited the sale, transport, and production of alcohol, was ratified by the states.

That same year, the Methodist Episcopal Church’s General Conference endorsed the construction of a new building, to be overseen by its Board of Temperance, Prohibition, and Public Morals. This was to become the United Methodist Building, a structure that the committee hoped would “offer a center for . . . Protestant activities in Washington” and allow Methodist leaders to “watch the currents of government and promote the reforms now throbbing for expression at the convictions of the people.”10

From the beginning, the United Methodist Building was imagined as a place where Christian faith and American politics could mingle, bolstering the country’s commitment to Protestant moral values in an increasingly uncertain world. Pastor Wilson, whose wife helped with the architectural plans, became intimately involved with the day-to-day operation of the building after its doors opened in 1924.11 Office space on Capitol Hill was in short supply, and Wilson hoped that senators and Supreme Court justices would rent apartments on the floors above the Methodist Church’s office space, ensuring that power brokers and Christian leaders would brush shoulders throughout the day.12

The feeling that Protestants needed a firm foothold in the heart of American political life was strong enough, even for everyday people in the pews, that it formed the backbone of fundraising appeals. The pledge cards from ordinary Methodists whose donations paid for the building’s marble columns were all embossed with the same goal: “to establish a Protestant presence on Capitol Hill.”13 The building was, plainly speaking, a platform for stamping federal legislation with Protestant morality, for leveraging the power of politics to usher in the kingdom of God on earth.

Those who signed the pledges were animated by a sense of proud triumphalism and a palpable expectation that the world could be on the verge of a golden age guided by Protestant Christian values. Prohibition had passed because of nearly a century of Christian agitation, and now the country was on a path to righteousness. Wilson, on his speaking tours in the early years of Prohibition, declared that America was finally returning to its Christian foundation. The public tide against Prohibition began to turn before the ink had dried on the Eighteenth Amendment, but Wilson continued to defend the ban on alcohol as the “greatest moral triumph of Christianity in a century.”14

But this extravagant building and brash rhetoric also betrayed an undercurrent of anxiety. Why, after all, was it necessary to have an expensive, imposing building on Capitol Hill if Protestant Christianity was truly the country’s guiding compass? The truth was, Protestant leaders’ power had already begun to wane, even as they cheered Christianity’s victory against “demon rum.” Just sixteen years earlier, in 1907, Methodist leaders had exercised a more formidable form of informal power. They held a small conference in Washington, D.C., to draft a statement of fundamental moral principles, most of which centered on fair labor practices. U.S. Vice President Charles Fairbanks attended the conference and was so impressed by the document that he invited the five principal drafters to present them to President Theodore Roosevelt over breakfast at the White House.15

By the Roaring Twenties, however, Protestant leaders were in a more precarious position. The growth of powerful national corporations gave business leaders unprecedented economic power and access to political leaders. Fractured internally by infighting over issues like the teaching of evolution in public schools, Protestant leaders were also acutely aware of the threat posed by the growing influence of the Catholic Church.

It is perhaps not a coincidence that the United Methodist Building was inaugurated in a period of intense anti-Catholic sentiment. The temperance movement had always been tinged with a strong anti-Catholic flavor. Stereotypes of the drunken, lazy Irish immigrant fed currents of anxiety that uncontrollable aliens were subverting the morally upright, abstinent impulses of American society. Well into the twentieth century, Protestant critics accused the Catholic Church of debasing Christianity, encouraging ignorance and superstition among its members, and stifling religious freedom and democratic citizenship through blind obedience to the pope and his U.S. deputies, local Catholic bishops and priests. But by the 1920s, thanks to rapid population growth, Roman Catholicism’s influence could no longer be ignored—hence the need for an assertive “Protestant presence” in the nation’s capital. The building’s role as “sentinel” had a double meaning—both to keep a watchful eye on congressional activity and to warn against potential Catholic encroachment.

For the first few years of its existence, the building’s caretakers felt that they were on the path to success. There was an abundance of tenants, including a handful of senators, and thanks to the rental income, the building was turning a profit. The dining room, where politicians and staff could eat during the day, was always overflowing with visitors. Two months after Black Tuesday—when the stock market crashed in 1929, plunging the country into the Great Depression—the board of the United Methodist Building was planning a costly expansion, adding apartments that could hold an additional three dozen tenants.16

But the country’s economic doldrums—and a rising backlash against the Eighteenth Amendment—soon cast a shadow over the Methodist Church’s glorious experiment. Rents were down across Washington by 1930, and it was a struggle to keep the building even half full.17 Meanwhile, other Protestants began to criticize the denomination. In an editorial published in early 1931, the editors of The Christian Century, the flagship mainline Protestant magazine, shook their fingers at the Methodists’ unilateral incursion into political affairs, which they saw as undermining a broad Protestant voice. “Does the Methodist Church, as such, desire to bring direct denominational pressure to bear upon the national government?” they wrote. “Any such concentration of ecclesiastical officialism at the nation’s capital goes against the instinct of American Protestantism. . . . In the interest of our common Protestantism, we believe that the wedge which Methodism has unwittingly started to drive into American democracy should be withdrawn by the removal of [its] headquarters . . . from the capital city.”18 By the close of 1933, the harshest blow had been struck: the states ratified the Twenty-first Amendment, ending Prohibition.

The passage of the Twenty-first Amendment was an undisputable confirmation of Protestant leaders’ loss of political power, and the United Methodist Building never achieved the status of its founders’ dreams. Instead of building insider clout for Methodist leaders, the building slowly morphed into first an ecumenical, then an interfaith, gathering place. The fight for temperance persisted well into the 1950s, with Methodist leaders continuing to enthusiastically lobby Congress for restrictions on alcohol and tobacco, but even that emphasis began to fade. Increasingly, the inhabitants of the building championed a broader set of peace and equality issues. In the 1960s, the United Methodist Building was a gathering place for groups and agencies demonstrating for civil rights and protesting the Vietnam War; a decade later, supporters of the Equal Rights Amendment used the building as a center for their activities.

Today, as they approach the building’s hundredth anniversary, the stewards of the United Methodist Building say their charge has expanded. Rather than sticking to the original mission—to be a “Protestant presence” on Capitol Hill—they have rented office space to a wide array of faith-based organizations, including the Islamic Society of North America, Catholic Relief Services, and the General Conference of Seventh-Day Adventists. Susan Henry-Crowe, the general secretary of the United Methodist Church’s Board of Church and Society, which runs the building, says that the task now is to be an inclusive religious voice for justice. “I think this building has the potential to help animate and articulate a voice for lots and lots of minorities, which is really important.” Instead of representing vested and powerful faith traditions within white Protestant Christianity, Henry-Crowe wants the United Methodist Church to leverage its infrastructure to augment the voices of religious communities who lack political or cultural clout.19

The Interchurch Center (New York City, 1960): White Mainline Protestant Ecumenism
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The Interchurch Center (New York City, 1960), with Riverside Church in background
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On a Sunday afternoon in October 1958, thirty thousand people gathered in the shadow of a partially completed nineteen-story steel skeleton overlooking the Hudson River to watch President Dwight D. Eisenhower lay the cornerstone for the Interchurch Center in New York City’s Morningside Heights neighborhood. Using a new silver trowel, Eisenhower mortared a marble stone from the agora in Corinth, Greece—where the New Testament records the Apostle Paul once preached—into a two-ton block of Alabama limestone. The cornerstone, he declared, symbolized “a prime support of our faith—the Truth that sets men free.”20

Behind Eisenhower, on a blue-and-white-draped podium, sat a wide array of ceremonial speakers, including David Rockefeller, whose father, John D. Rockefeller, Jr., had provided the site for the center and given $2.65 million toward the $20 million building. In the audience before them, large colorful banners representing thirty-seven Protestant and Eastern Orthodox Christian denominations bobbed against the sky, among a throng of robed clergy and academics that the historian James F. Findlay, Jr., described as a “Who’s Who of American Protestantism.” Speaking just before the president took the podium, the Methodist pastor Ralph Sockman outlined the building’s lofty mission. “The 2500 occupants of this building will not only at times worship together but they will work together for common objectives,” he declared. “And it is by working together that we best develop ‘the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.’ We hold endless discussions of racial problems and church unity. It would be far better if we stopped talking so much about these problems and got together as races and churches to tackle together our common problems such as moral laxity, juvenile delinquency, and the dangers of war.”21 It was an extravagant celebration to inaugurate a building that its founders called “the nearest thing to a Protestant-Orthodox ‘Vatican’ that the modern world would ever see.”22

While the United Methodist Building was an expression of a single Protestant denomination’s influence and aspirations, by the 1950s it was clear that Protestant national influence could be maintained only by cooperative endeavors. The dedication of the Interchurch Center represented the apex of a new Protestant enthusiasm for ecumenical unity; while its animating core was clearly white Protestantism, it was notable that the ecumenical vision extended to include some Eastern Orthodox and even some historically African American denominations. The building was such an important symbol of this movement that it was included in an exhibit at the 1964 New York World’s Fair, and more than ten thousand postcards featuring the building were sold in its opening year. The building was connected to another Rockefeller-funded religious institution, Riverside Church, by an underground pedestrian tunnel. Just a stone’s throw away from Union Theological Seminary, mainline Protestantism’s most prestigious school, and not far from the Episcopal Cathedral of St. John the Divine, it was intended to embody a bold experiment in Protestant Christian cooperation and scholarship.23

Through the middle of the twentieth century, the more liberal, predominantly northern, and wealthier Protestant denominations behind this ecumenical project developed into what came to be known as “mainline” Protestantism. These influential denominations became the public face of Protestant Christianity, most prominently through the National Council of Churches, which formed in 1950, and its predecessor organization, the Federal Council of Churches. The idea behind the new federation—which included thirty Protestant denominations—was that Christian work would be more effective if large numbers of churches could rally behind a single mission. In a memo urging John D. Rockefeller, Jr., to donate the plot of land that eventually became the Interchurch Center, National Council of Churches leaders wrote, “For over 30 years, Protestant leaders have voiced the hope that the major denominational organizations, as a tangible expression of their basic religious unity and common faith, might work together physically in close fellowship.”24 Housing all of these religious entities in a single structure would help create this physical sense of unity.

In 1948, before the National Council of Churches was formally established, the goal was to create what the original articles of incorporation described as a “Protestant Center.” This goal was in keeping with the general sense among mainline Protestants that the chief threats facing their cause were secularism and Roman Catholicism. But as the early NCC tent broadened to include Eastern Orthodox Churches—who also had viewed Roman Catholicism as a competitor since the denominations broke apart nine hundred years earlier—Charles Raphael, a Greek Orthodox layman and lawyer, suggested that the name be changed to the “Interchurch Center.”25 The switch was officially made in 1956 ahead of the 1957 groundbreaking ceremonies. According to Francis Stuart Harmon, one of the center’s chief promoters, it reflected a “top priority in ecumenical strategy” by officially including Eastern Orthodox churches under the banner of Christian unity. “The Easterners traced the origins of their historic churches back to the apostles and the missionary journeys of St. Paul,” Harmon wrote. “Certainly any name chosen for our project should be acceptable to that community.”26 The Catholic Church—which of course also traces its origins back to the apostles—was notably absent; as the Interchurch Center’s own historical account notes, it “was not even considered as a partner to ecumenical initiatives.”27

At the Interchurch Center’s official dedication ceremony, visitors were invited to wander through a corridor lined with documents related to American religious freedom. After gazing at a display dedicated to “the basic theme that it is faith in God and understanding of his laws which provide sanction for human freedom,” exhibit goers would walk past panels showing early American documents that guaranteed religious liberty, ending with a display case showing the evolution of “In God We Trust” on American money.28 The point was clear: America was a pluralistic but fundamentally religious country, and the Protestant-led ecumenical movement—with its powerful symbolic incarnation in the Interchurch Center—was positioning itself to be the official voice of American religiosity.

But the vision of the Interchurch Center was almost immediately outstripped by reality. Already, in its first decade, the building proved difficult to fill with tenants. In 1960, part of the center was taken up by one of NASA’s computer operations; neighboring Columbia University also rented office space. Efforts to engage the local community met with limited success: the center hosted a series of meetings and symposia, operated its own choir, and held daily church services, which were discontinued in 1970, due to sparse attendance. The building burst into the news again in 1969 because of the actions of one of its tenants. James Forman, a black militant activist, made headlines when he interrupted a formal Sunday morning service at Riverside Church to read aloud his “Black Manifesto,” which demanded $500 million in reparation payments from the NCC and affiliates for black economic development.29 The New York Supreme Court eventually barred Forman from the building, but not before half of the two thousand employees who worked in the Interchurch Center stayed home from work for a day in solidarity with his demands.30

By the 1980s, when the thirty-year leases signed in 1959 began to come up for renewal, the center was losing some of its most important tenants. In 1983, after the northern and southern branches of the Presbyterian Church decided to merge into one entity, the northern arm announced that it would move its headquarters out of the Interchurch Center, where it had occupied 163,000 square feet of office space.31 The departure left the center with one third of its rentable space untenanted, a dramatic financial blow. But filling the empty offices wasn’t the only problem: the building’s ratio of secular to church-related agencies had never exceeded 25 percent. If religious tenants couldn’t be found to replace the Presbyterian Church, the center’s status as a hub of faithful activity could be severely curtailed.

The truth was that the longed-for spirit of ecumenical activity had never fully materialized, even when the building was new. For example, the NCC’s administration failed even in their attempts to convince the tenants to create a building-wide phone system. Over time, the desire for denominational self-sufficiency—and the growing sense that New York City was the home of an elite East Coast liberal establishment that had little to do with ordinary Americans—overpowered the ecumenical dream. Christian unity was ultimately overshadowed by more basic concerns about keeping churchgoers in their pews.

In 2013, the National Council of Churches—the organization that had first pushed for the creation of an ecumenical Christian center—announced that it was moving out of the Interchurch Center as part of a larger effort to consolidate operations. The reasoning was, in part, financial: the move was accompanied by staff downsizing, and leaving the Interchurch Center would save the organization nearly half a million dollars a year. But the departure was also symbolic. In a statement announcing the closure, NCC president Kathryn Lohre admitted, “This consolidation will free us from the infrastructure of a bygone era, enabling us to witness more boldly to our visible unity in Christ, and work for justice and peace in today’s rapidly changing ecclesial, ecumenical and inter-religious world.”32

Today, the building’s tenants are a hodgepodge of Protestant and ecumenical organizations, interfaith groups, and secular nonprofits—including a bicycling advocacy group, nonreligious educational organizations, and several Alcoholics Anonymous affiliates. Only about one third have missions related to the Protestant or ecumenical movement, another third could be characterized as either Jewish or interfaith organizations, and the final third of the building’s tenants have missions unrelated to religion.33 Its advocates’ lofty vision of a center for Christian collaboration and growth, birthed at the height of Protestantism’s cultural and political power, never materialized. Like the United Methodist Building, its current executive director, Paula Mayo, notes that although its name has not changed, the Interchurch Center has expanded its mission to include organizations working on “community development, educational initiatives and inter-cultural and religious exchange.”34

The Crystal Cathedral (Garden Grove, California, 1980): White Evangelical Protestant Resurgence

On May 17, 1980, The New York Times published a glowing account of the consecration of the Crystal Cathedral, a spectacular new evangelical church in Orange County, California. “Beverly Sills sang, Frank Sinatra sent his congratulations, and church public relations agents declared that some people were already calling it ‘the most important religious structure to be built since the Cathedral de Notre Dame de Paris,’ ” the reporter gushed.35 The vast and glittering structure, sheathed in more than ten thousand panes of glass, seated nearly three thousand people. The cathedral was home to Dr. Robert Schuller, one of the nation’s first television evangelists, whose Hour of Power service was broadcast on TV and radio stations across the country.
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The Crystal Cathedral (Garden Grove, California, 1980)
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The Crystal Cathedral was one of the first megachurches to emerge from the revival of charismatic white evangelical Protestantism in the late 1970s, when white evangelical Protestants helped to sweep Ronald Reagan into office, demanding a return to traditional American and explicitly Christian values. To many—including the mainstream media and even mainline Protestant leaders themselves—the evangelical expression of White Christian America seemed to burst suddenly onto the scene. But while mainline Protestants were pursuing their ecumenical project, evangelicals were establishing rival institutions to compete for control of White Christian America. Instead of emphasizing ecumenical and even interreligious coordination, social justice, and international cooperation, they emphasized conservative doctrinal orthodoxy, personal salvation, and a call for the United States to become an explicitly Christian nation with a divinely favored mission in the world.36 And as mainline Protestants began to lose their power, the evangelical wing of White Christian America was poised to fill the vacuum, not only with growing churches but with a sophisticated communications network that brought their vision of Protestantism into American living rooms. The Crystal Cathedral was an early expression of this evangelical resurgence.

For all of its pomp and pizzazz, the Crystal Cathedral’s origins were humble. In 1955, Schuller opened the Garden Grove Community Church, where—clad in a suit and tie—he would deliver sermons from the roof of a drive-in snack bar while his wife played the organ. “Churchgoers” parked in cars below would listen through the drive-in speakers and honk their horns instead of saying “amen.”37

In the early years of his ministry, Schuller evangelized in the community around him by knocking on thousands of doors. A savvy marketer, Schuller asked his early parishioners to drive in separate cars, so the lot would look fuller.38 After just two years, Sunday morning services were packed. In 1957, when Schuller invited Dr. Norman Vincent Peale, a popular proponent of Christian “positive thinking,” to speak at Garden Grove, the masses of people who flocked to the service caused a traffic jam on Interstate 5.39 Schuller’s devotion to Peale’s style of ministry—which emphasized making people feel good about themselves rather than “teaching” or “converting” them—proved to be a wild success. “I decided to adopt the spirit, style, strategy and substance of a ‘therapist’ in the pulpit,” he remembered later.40 It was the foundation for the “theology of self-esteem” that transformed Schuller into one of the most influential Christian pastors of the late twentieth century.

Schuller was one of the pioneers of a new conservative Christian trend that explicitly tied Christian worship to consumer culture. Calling his church a “shopping center for God,” he marketed his vision to the prosperous, suburban white Christians who were thronging to southern California.41 In the early 1960s, he hired the famed architect Richard Neutra to build his first Garden Grove church. This gleaming, modernist predecessor to the Crystal Cathedral gave congregants a choice: they could sit inside the long, low, flat-roofed church, or they could park their cars outside and listen to the sermon on the radio. The church was designed with huge, movable glass walls so that Schuller could press a button in the pulpit and step out onto a balcony to address the parking lot directly, full of the cars that Schuller affectionately called “the pews from Detroit.”42 In 1967, with his congregation approaching five thousand, Schuller expanded again, building a thirteen-story “Tower of Hope” topped with a ninety-foot neon cross. The building was, in the words of architectural historian Thomas Hines, “more prominent than anything on the Orange County landscape except the nearby ‘Matterhorn’ at Disneyland.”43

Around the time the Tower of Hope was built, Schuller began to tap into the promise of media evangelism. Inspired by Billy Graham’s visit to Los Angeles in 1969, when the famed evangelist held a ten-day “crusade” in the Anaheim Stadium with nearly 400,000 attendees, Schuller launched the Hour of Power in February 1970, a taped version of his service that was first broadcast on a local TV station. The show—which quickly catapulted him into the national spotlight—featured interviews with celebrities like Mickey Rooney, Charlton Heston, and Ray Kroc, the founder of McDonald’s. In all of his “episodes,” Schuller presented a sunny, celebrity-infused theology in which accepting Christ was the first step toward personal self-fulfillment. He was the precursor of today’s “prosperity gospel” ministers, men like Houston’s Joel Osteen, who preach that God favors the faithful with material wealth and success. It was a message that Christians were ready to hear: By 1976, Schuller had eight thousand members in his Garden Grove congregation, and his shows had a weekly viewership of three million. By 1978, he was ranked as one of the twenty most influential religious figures in the nation.44

Riding this wave of popularity, Schuller turned his attention to an even more ambitious project: the Crystal Cathedral. With the help of professional fundraisers and a million-dollar gift from two wealthy congregants, he approved the $19.5 million design by postmodernist architect Philip Johnson for a soaring structure shaped like a four-pointed Bethlehem star. Like his Garden Grove church, the Crystal Cathedral featured two ninety-foot doors that would open during services to include the people sitting outside in their cars. Inside was one of the world’s largest organs, with more than sixteen thousand pipes. A reflecting pool ran the length of the main aisles, decorated on either side with ferns and potted plants. Instead of pews, worshippers would sit in folding, padded theater seats. At its opening, Newsweek dubbed the Crystal Cathedral “one of the most spectacular religious edifices in the world.”45

Schuller took this visually stunning space and used it to stage extravagant religious spectacles. The annual “Glory of Easter” and “Glory of Christmas” pageants featured professional casts of actors, a full orchestra, Hollywood-grade costumes, and live animals like peacocks, donkeys, and camels. Angels would fly high above the audience’s heads and descend at speeds of more than twenty miles per hour. The performances would even include special effects like thunder, lightning, and earthquakes.46

Schuller’s success was made possible by the booming suburbanization of Orange County, which began in the 1950s and grew through the 1980s. After Walt Disney opened his first theme park, Disneyland, just five miles from Garden Grove in 1955, the area began to transform from a sleepy backwater to one of California’s most desirable destinations. The residents who flocked to live in the region’s newly built subdivisions were nearly uniformly wealthy, white, Protestant, and politically conservative. Orange County was ripe for a white Christian conservative awakening.47

When he opened the Crystal Cathedral in 1980, Schuller was one of a handful of high-profile conservative Christian preachers who were transforming the face of American evangelicalism. Some of Schuller’s peers were overtly political, casting their lot with the Republican Party and mobilizing their followers against issues like gay rights, women’s rights, and abortion. But Schuller’s message was a subtler conservatism, a pro-family ethos that revolved around an axis of personal success, echoing broader Republican economic messages about the evils of dependency and government handouts without specifically endorsing policies or candidates. Failure, he told his congregation, was a matter of personal choice. This was a message that appealed to the white, upwardly mobile, suburban Christians who gathered on Sundays in his sparkling cathedral, or tuned in to watch the Hour of Power. The appeal of megachurches like Schuller’s was simple—they validated and encouraged a powerful trifecta of material success, personal growth and fulfillment, and political conservatism. Schuller’s theology was contained in his Possibility Thinker’s Creed: “When faced with a mountain I will not quit. I will keep on striving until I climb over, find a pass through, tunnel underneath, or simply stay and turn the mountain into a gold mine! With God’s help!”48

Schuller’s ministry was in the vanguard of the megachurch movement, a powerful new force in White Christian America’s life. In 1970, there were only ten of these religious hubs—each with at least two thousand members—in the United States. By 1990, there were five hundred, and by 2005, there were fifteen hundred. By 2011 the rate of growth had slowed, but the number of megachurches continued to increase to more than sixteen hundred. While only about 10 percent of Americans attend megachurches, they continue to be a robust expression of evangelical Christianity in the country, particularly in their local communities.49 The parishioners who fill the padded seats in the average megachurches are 82 percent white and overwhelmingly evangelical in their theological orientation. Today, these churches are religious goliaths, with an average annual budget of nearly $6 million. Estimates show that 85 percent are located in the suburbs outside major cities. Many feature satellite campuses, where services from the main church are streamed through huge television screens, creating competition for small, rural churches. Like Schuller, who was one of the architects of church-as-entertainment, most megachurch services incorporate drums, rock music, and high-tech visual displays to draw in their congregants. They also emphasize self-help and optimism in the face of struggle as central features of Christian life. The title of one of Schuller’s books, Turning Hurts into Halos, could be a mantra for the entire movement.50

But if demographics had set Schuller on a swift path to success, the shifting regional profile of Orange County set the stage for his downfall. Beginning in the 1970s and 1980s, immigrants from Central America and South Asia began to move into the region, creating a demand for Catholic parishes, Buddhist temples, and Islamic mosques. Today, Orange County is home to the country’s third-largest concentration of Asian Americans, thanks to a growth rate of 41 percent between 2000 and 2009. During that same period, whites lost their majority status in the county, their percentage declining by 9 points in less than a decade.51

By the time Robert Schuller stepped down as lead pastor of the Crystal Cathedral in 2006, the church was already beginning to lose membership. But under the leadership of Schuller’s son, Robert Jr., the evangelical empire began to unravel swiftly. The church was deeply in debt, thanks to the building of the $40 million International Center for Possibility Thinking in the early 2000s, a 58,000-square-foot “welcome center” for visitors to the Garden Grove campus. A bitter family feud among Schuller’s children forced Robert Jr. out within two years, leaving Schuller’s daughters and their husbands to try to come up with solutions to the church’s increasingly dire financial difficulties. By the time Sheila Schuller Coleman took over in 2010, the Crystal Cathedral’s mortgage was $21 million and the church had a budget shortfall of $55 million. Meanwhile, the congregation was hemorrhaging members, raising questions about how the Schullers could continue to maintain such a lavish and expensive campus. Volunteers—instead of paid gardeners—tended the Crystal Cathedral’s forty lush green acres, and the yearly window washings of the church’s ten thousand glass panels were canceled.52 But even these cutbacks couldn’t heal the Schullers’ financial wounds, and by the end of 2010, the Crystal Cathedral had filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy.53 In 2012, the Roman Catholic Diocese of Orange County bought the Crystal Cathedral for $57.5 million.54

As the Diocese of Orange County began to embark on renovations of the space—soon to be home to the area’s 1.3 million Catholics—it renamed the building Christ Cathedral, officially marking the end of one of the most prominent expressions of white evangelical Protestant vitality.55 The demographic differences between the two congregations couldn’t have been starker. Schuller’s church—with ten thousand members at its peak—had been predominantly white, while Christ Cathedral would draw from a Catholic population so large and ethnically diverse that Christ Cathedral held multiple daily masses in English, Spanish, and Vietnamese.56

In October 2014, six months before Robert Schuller’s death, nuns in white habits and priests in long purple robes led the first Catholic mass in the church next door to the cathedral.57 Inside the cathedral, Schuller’s sanctuary was being torn apart and rebuilt, his pulpit replaced with an altar and a bishop’s seat. Instead of light pouring onto congregants, the renovation plans included tall walls that would direct churchgoers’ attention toward the priest and the central altar. “What we have to do is transform a space that was designed for the liturgy of the word in a TV studio environment,” the diocese’s liturgical consultant explained in a promotional video.58 At an early mass held at the new campus, one Catholic parishioner told the Los Angeles Times, “We don’t like to leave the old place, but look at this new place! And look at all the people together, for the same reason. Es un milagro [It is a miracle].”59 Schuller’s evangelical Protestant vision, dependent on the demographic strength of White Christian America, had been decisively eclipsed by the twenty-first century’s wave of multiethnic Catholicism.

From Monuments to Memorials

Great buildings are symbolic expressions of power, capturing within their structures the aspirations and concerns of their builders in a particular historical moment. Each of these three historic buildings tells an important part of the story of White Christian America’s rise and decline. Over the last half century, the United Methodist Church and even the National Council of Churches have been culturally disarmed, and Schuller’s ministry has been completely bankrupted. Built as monuments to Protestant power, they ultimately became memorials to a White Christian America that never realized its aspirations.

But each in different ways has also become a harbinger of the new religious America and the place of white Protestants within it. The Methodist Board of Church and Society has altered its original mission and is using its considerable remaining assets to give a home and a voice to groups that just a generation ago would have been seen as fringe groups or even threats to white Protestant power: Muslims, Catholics, Seventh-Day Adventists, and others. The Interchurch Center, with the loss of its flagship tenants, has followed suit, expanding its scope well beyond its name to include Jewish groups, a Catholic magazine, interfaith groups, and community development and educational organizations. The building’s transformation is mirrored in one of its largest new tenants, Auburn Seminary. Founded more than 150 years ago as a Presbyterian seminary, Auburn has transformed itself into a broad interfaith institution working across religious lines on a range of social justice issues. Finally, the white evangelical Protestant Crystal Cathedral has been rechristened as a multicultural Catholic parish. Each of these transformations marks a phase in the demise of White Christian America and highlights the realities of the new religious landscape. While the descendants of White Christian America still wield considerable financial assets and cultural influence, their future import will depend less on imposing presences than on strategic partnerships and alliances.

Understanding White Christian America

A Primer

What is “White Christian America”? It’s related to the term “WASP” (White Anglo-Saxon Protestant), which is often used to describe the country’s traditional cultural and religious core. Like WASP, White Christian America traces its roots to northern Europe, and its religious character is historically Protestant. But it is broader than “WASP.” First, it goes beyond northern mainline Protestantism to include southern evangelical Protestantism. Second, White Christian America is a more inclusive and neutral term than WASP, describing the view as it appears from within.

Throughout the book, I use the term White Christian America to describe the domain of white Protestants in America. In the twentieth century, White Christian America developed along two main branches: a more liberal mainline Protestant America headquartered in New England and the upper Midwest/Great Lakes region and a more conservative evangelical Protestant America anchored in the South and lower Midwest/Ozark Mountains region. Geography is the most visible but also the most superficial division between the two groups. Historically, they were also marked by differences in social class and by their perspectives on race relations in the wake of the Civil War and Reconstruction. Their differences are rooted in disagreements over fundamental tenets of theology, approaches to diversity, and accommodations to the modern world and science.

In the early 1920s, a Protestant denominational controversy burst onto the national stage with such drama that a writer for the New York Evening Post declared that it was “getting to be more interesting to go to church than to stay at home and read newspapers.”60 The three major Protestant denominations—Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians—had already suffered schisms along North-South lines before the Civil War. Now two factions, known as Fundamentalists and Modernists, were furiously debating the extent to which Christianity could be compatible with the past century of scientific innovation.

Many Protestants had already begun, by the mid-nineteenth century, to adjust their faith to greet the modern world. The emerging genre of biblical criticism—which treated the Bible not as divine revelation but as a historical document created by people in a particular moment—grew in prominence alongside new scientific theories like evolution. These Modernists welcomed the new scholarship, even when it challenged traditional conceptions of their faith. They adapted their notion of the creation of the world to incorporate Darwinism, a model that was called “theistic evolution.” They pushed to include evolution in the science curricula of the country’s newly forming public school system, arguing that children should be armed with all available scientific knowledge.

Protestant Fundamentalists were horrified by these concessions. Responding to biblical criticism and the theory of evolution, Fundamentalists emphasized the Bible’s truth and authority, prophesying a literal second coming where Jesus would descend physically from heaven.61 They argued that allowing evolution to be taught in schools would lead to a denial of Christian doctrine, destroying America’s moral and spiritual core. Curtis Lee Laws, the editor of a widely distributed Baptist periodical and the person credited with coining the term “Fundamentalist” in 1920, defined their response as “a protest against that rationalistic interpretation of Christianity which seeks to discredit supernaturalism.”62 By the end of the 1920s, twenty-three states had debated some kind of measure to restrict or outlaw evolution in the schools, although only three states—Tennessee, Mississippi, and Arkansas—ultimately voted to make the teaching of evolution a crime.

The 1925 Scopes “Monkey Trial” was the high-water mark of this debate. John Scopes, a Tennessee schoolteacher, had broken state law by teaching evolution. Clarence Darrow, a humanist and member of the American Civil Liberties Union, defended Scopes, while William Jennings Bryan, a Presbyterian former presidential candidate and one of the most famous orators of his day, stepped in to prosecute the young educator. Over nine hot days in Dayton, Tennessee, Darrow and Bryan sparred over the inerrancy of the Bible and parents’ rights to dictate what their children would be taught in the public schools. Bryan, who had made his name by defending the Populist wing of the Democratic Party at the turn of the twentieth century, characterized the Modernists as a cabal of intellectual elitists who were trying to tear religion out of the hands of the people.

Scopes lost—a surprise to no one—but the massive press corps that had sent two million words of copy about the trial back to their home newspapers and magazines excoriated Bryan, who made an infamous attempt to scientifically defend the literal account of creation in the Book of Genesis as part of the trial. “Darrow has lost this case,” wrote the journalist H. L. Mencken, who was the first to refer to the unfolding events in Dayton as the “monkey trial.” “But it seems to me that he has nevertheless performed a great public service by fighting it to a finish and in a perfectly serious way. . . . It serves notice on the country that Neanderthal man is organizing in these forlorn backwaters of the land, led by a fanatic, rid of sense and devoid of conscience.”63 Bryan, victorious yet defeated, died in Dayton within a week of the trial’s close.

The gaping wound between Modernists and Fundamentalists proved impossible to heal. While fights over theological doctrine and church authority had been a familiar part of white Protestant life throughout its nearly four-hundred-year history, the Modernist/Fundamentalist controversy exposed deep epistemological fault lines, with those who came to be known as mainline Protestants embracing modernism and evangelical Protestants championing the fundamentalist outlook. Historian David A. Hollinger called this struggle the “Protestant dialectic, within which the two great rivals for control of the symbolic capital of Christianity defined themselves in terms of each other.”64 Historian Martin Marty, in his three-volume history of American religion, also noted the significance of this rift, tracing the beginning of White Christian America’s downfall to the 1920s. “Whoever asked the question, ‘Will America remain Protestant and Anglo-Saxon?’ now had to ask, ‘Which kind of Protestant?’ ” he wrote. This divide left what remained of the Protestant establishment “ever less prepared to hold its place of dominance in American culture in the decades to come.”65

Until its high-water mark in the mid-1960s, around the time New York’s Interchurch Center was built, the wealthier and more socially influential mainline Protestant branch of White Christian America was its most visible manifestation at the national level. At the beginning of the twentieth century, white mainline Protestants believed that they were on the verge of “The Christian Century.” In the last hundred years of the millennium, they predicted, Christian principles would finally begin to shape national policy and world events. Heady with confidence, they emblazoned the name on the masthead of a magazine launched just before 1900. The Christian Century grew to become mainline Protestantism’s flagship magazine, a force not only among white mainline Protestants but also in elite political and business circles. In 1908, thirty-two denominations joined together to form the Federal Council of Churches (FCC), which grew into the National Council of Churches in 1950.
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