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In the beginning










An airfield in rural Kansas, September 2005. The last echo of guitar feedback pulsed through the afternoon air as tattooed roadies carried equipment off the stage and the mosh pit untangled. A lanky teenager made his way out of the crowd and ran to where his friends were waiting on the periphery, sweat smearing his thick black eyeliner. “Awesome performance.” He grinned broadly. “They prayed like three times in a twenty-minute set.”


I glanced around. If anyone else thought this was a strange criterion on which to evaluate a rock concert, they didn’t show it. Not for the first time, I wondered what I was doing here, at a Christian music festival where the merch tables sold “Got Jesus?” T-shirts and Bibles that looked like beach novels. Dustin, the sixteen-year-old prayer fan, continued his rapid-fire appraisal of the hard-rock band Disciple. A black-clad girl named Amanda gazed at him admiringly, and I began to suspect that her T-shirt—“I’m a sucker for guys in eyeliner”—was not chosen by accident. Amanda’s friend Alexis smiled mischievously at her. Alexis is my sister-in-law. These were her friends. This was her world. Teenage hormones, rock ’n’ roll…and Jesus Christ? It occurred to me that I had never before been in a situation where everything felt simultaneously so familiar and so disorienting.


I had met Alexis only two days before. She’s the much younger daughter of my wife’s formerly estranged father and his second ex-wife. So it’s not exactly a close relationship. The first time I saw her she was wearing a form-fitting black trench coat, studded knee-high boots, and a shoulder-less red shirt, for a look you might call neogoth meets Harajuku girl. She was as chic as any sixteen-year-old should be, and I wasn’t sure why this surprised me more—because she lives in Wichita or because she is an evangelical Christian. I’m a liberal New York Jew in my mid-thirties, but we hit it off well enough, and I thought it might be fun to tag along for the trip to SHOUTfest in Neodesha, a hundred miles east.


Picking up my ticket at the gate, I looked over the dozen bands who would be performing on two stages. Jump5, ZOEgirl, Skillet, Disciple. I didn’t recognize a single name. I wasn’t expecting to, but it was still an unusual experience. I’m fairly pop-culture savvy. I download the latest singles from iTunes, my Netflix queue has five hundred movies in it, and I can name all seven Harry Potter books, all six James Bonds, and both of Britney Spears’s husbands (at press time). And now I was getting a taste of a teeming subculture that was almost completely off my radar. Sure, I knew Christian rock existed—was Stryper still around?—and the words Left Behind had a familiar ring, but I’d never really given this universe much thought.


And it is an entire universe—vast, complex, and with strange rules all its own, like a mirror universe from a science fiction tale, where everything is the same on the surface, only Spock has a beard and worships Jesus. As we made our way into the field, a volunteer handed me a yellow sticker that read “The Logan Show.”


“Who’s Logan?” I asked.


“Omigosh, he’s the host. He’s so funny! He’s like the Christian Jon Stewart.”




 




This is a book about popular culture. It’s about entertainment, leisure, and shopping. It’s also about politics and the culture war that engulfs America. And it’s a little bit—but not as much as you might think—about religion. True, it is by definition impossible to draw a distinction between evangelical faith and the consumer lifestyle of evangelicals, but I drew one anyway. From the beginning of my research, I made a decision not to set foot in a church, mega or otherwise, unless it was to attend an event that any neutral observer would describe as performance rather than worship (even if the people hosting it might beg to differ). While you’ll hear a fair amount about Christian faith and Christian values, both with and without scare quotes, this book is not primarily intended to be a critique of either.


By the end of SHOUTfest, I had a few reasons for wanting to write about Christian pop culture. First, I thought it would be amusing. Even people in this subculture will admit that it can sometimes seem pretty ridiculous. A few songs from the white rapper KJ-52—the Christian Eminem—persuaded me of that. But I also thought it might be important. The modern world takes popular culture seriously, after all. Pretty much anyone would agree that you can’t truly understand America without knowing who Elvis Presley, Stephen King, and Oprah Winfrey are. Depending on your definition, between 44 and 126 million Americans are evangelical Christians. Christian popular culture is a $7 billion industry, and it is increasingly crossing over to the mainstream. Wal-Mart now carries some 1,200 religious book titles and 550 inspirational albums, which regularly crack the mainstream bestseller lists and pop charts. Yet for everything I’d read and heard about the rise of the evangelical movement over the past two decades, I knew next to nothing about how this movement might be shaped by, or reflected in, its pop culture.


SHOUTfest gave me a small sense of this dynamic at work: The emotional manipulation of the lead singer for Seventh Day Slumber, who wrung tears from the audience by urging them to publicly confess their suicidal impulses before inviting them to come forward and accept Christ; the hipped-up doublespeak of sixteen-year-old punk princess Krystal Meyers, whose hit song “Anticonformity” promotes obeying God as a form of rebellion; the ominous militarism of T-shirts declaring “Soldier of Christ” and “God of Elijah, send your fire” the unabashed earnestness of Logan, the supposed Christian Jon Stewart, whose patter turned out to be along the lines of “How ’bout Jump5! But more than that, how ’bout God for that sunset!”




 




Alexis and her trend-conscious clique were something of an anomaly at SHOUTfest. Most of the people wore baggy jeans or cargo shorts with camo baseball caps. They had bad haircuts and extra pounds. “Other Christians think we’re freaks because we wear black.” Amanda laughed mirthlessly. “We’ve been called Satanists.” The irony is that for these kids, their alternative trappings are symbolic of a deeper embrace of faith, not a rejection of it. They are theologically, politically, and socially conservative evangelicals. And, to a remarkable extent, this worldview comes wrapped up in pop-culture ribbons. Amanda’s favorite teen magazine is not Cosmo-GIRL but Brio, published by the far right Focus on the Family. Alexis was reading an inspirational book called Sister Freaks, about female martyrs. And Dustin—don’t even get him started.


“So, I’m curious,” I got him started. “Why is how many times a band prays what makes a good set?”


“Because it’s becoming more and more rare. A lot of so-called Christian bands are really what I call crossover bands. They write these songs where they replace Jesus with You, so you can’t tell if they’re singing about God or a girlfriend. They can tell Christian fans, ‘Yeah, we’re still believers,’ but nobody else knows. I don’t want to judge, but I think a lot of bands try to hide it. They don’t deny their Christianity, but they don’t talk about it at their shows. They claim their music should be the message, and think the music speaks for itself, but even their lyrics have very little spiritual meaning if any. And if they do, it’s very, very vague and could easily be confused with other intonations.”


“Um, okay, but Christians don’t just have to sing about God, right?”


Dustin looked at me like I had two heads.


“I mean, I haven’t heard any love songs all day. Christians fall in love, right?”


“Love songs are all a bunch of clichés,” he said. “How many times can you sing ‘My girlfriend left me, she broke my heart, so now I’m going to chop her up and bury her in the basement’?”


I guess some people have had enough of silly love songs. I thought about a Seventh Day Slumber song I’d heard earlier in the day. The chorus went, “I believe in Jesus / He rescued me.” It sounded to me like, well, a cliché. Not to mention a little simplistic. Even if you believed the message, what could this formulation of it have to do with the messy real world? Dustin was clearly a bright guy, so I asked if lyrics like this didn’t insult his intelligence. “The music I listen to thrives on ambiguity and irony,” I explained. “What makes it rewarding is that you have to figure out for yourself what the singer is saying, or if he even means what he says.”


“If they’re really a Christian band, and they’re trying to win people over to Christ, there’s no blurry lines,” said Dustin. “The truth is bold. I don’t think people who hear a song should have to do something to find out what it means.” He gave the matter one last thought. “Irony in Christian music would not be good.”


“Why not?”


“The Bible says, ‘Do not cause anyone to stumble.’ If someone interprets a song wrongly, the band is held accountable for that.”


In so many ways, Dustin reminded me of friends I had in high school and college. He was a rock snob, only instead of scorning a song for being too melodic, he kept tabs on the number of times it mentioned Jesus. As for his convictions about the music he loved—his ingrained belief that doubt was something to be banished rather than wrestled with, and that any questions must be swiftly followed by pat answers—was I wrong to see in them a path to creationism and abstinence education? Much has been written about these and other political and social movements, but what if we can only really grasp their meaning by listening to teenagers talk about hard-core rock?


Not long after I returned from Kansas I happened to exchange e-mails with a stranger—a reader of my blog—who told me that she had grown up in a strict Christian family. I mentioned my SHOUTfest observations, and she understood my bafflement. “Most people don’t understand that this parallel world exists,” she wrote. “I think they have the idea of fundamentalists as sort of malevolent Amish, who have completely turned their backs on secular culture. Rather, they have co-opted the forms of secular culture and turned them to their own ends. Whether this hybridization will make their version of Christianity more resilient in the long run, or whether it means that they are, in essence, losing because they are tacitly accepting the secular rules of the game, is up for debate.”


Over the next year, I immersed myself in Christian pop culture. I watched movies about the end times and read novels about spunky virgins-by-choice. I saw wrestling matches, raves, and standup comedy. I averted my eyes as Bibleman, the evangelical superhero, stripped down to his underwear and pulled on his spandex. I learned not to trust my first impressions. And I came out the other side with a very different perspective than I had going in.


This book is intended to be personal and idiosyncratic rather than comprehensive. It’s organized as a series of adventures, each one investigating some broad aspect of Christian pop culture by focusing on one or two particular events or a handful of interesting people. There will be enough statistics and sociology to help make sense of individuals and experiences, but no more. Some of the people you’ll meet in these pages are at the center of Christian culture and some are on its fringes. While I will try to provide context for my travels, I do not pretend to offer a definitive overview or history of this entire subculture. The chapters about contemporary Christian music, for example, will discuss some of the genre’s seminal artists and some of its most popular contemporary ones, but it will leave out many more of both. I won’t have much to say about Christian television or talk radio, two topics that could fill books of their own. Nor is there anything in this book about Christian mimes or graffiti crews, smaller but no less fascinating subjects. The reason, honestly, is that I decided to write about something else instead.


Christian pop culture in America is largely—almost exclusively—the domain of a particular subset of Protestants. In a 2006 Gallup survey, 44 percent of American adults, or about 86 million people, identified themselves as either evangelical or born-again. The terms are fuzzy. There are basic beliefs that evangelicals share, but there is lots of room for variation. For this reason, The Barna Group, the nation’s premier evangelical polling firm, does not generally rely on self-identification when examining people’s religious beliefs. Instead it asks whether they “have made a personal commitment to Jesus Christ that is still important in their life today and…believe that when they die they will go to Heaven because they [have] confessed their sins and [have] accepted Jesus Christ as their savior.” Broadly speaking, those who would answer yes are the same 86 million people who call themselves evangelicals and are the ones I am writing about in this book.


But Barna does not classify everyone who answers these questions as evangelicals, no matter what they call themselves. The vast majority of them Barna calls “born-again Christians.” To qualify as an evangelical, in Barna’s judgment, people must meet the criteria for born-again Christian plus seven additional requirements.






Those include saying their faith is very important in their life today; believing they have a personal responsibility to share their religious beliefs about Christ with non-Christians; believing that Satan exists; believing that eternal salvation is possible only through grace, not works; believing that Jesus Christ lived a sinless life on earth; asserting that the Bible is accurate in all that it teaches; and describing God as the all-knowing, all-powerful, perfect deity who created the universe and still rules it today.





According to a 2006 Barna survey, only 8 percent of Americans, or 18 million people, meet these standards. Based on other Barna surveys about the disparate attitudes between “evangelicals” and “born-agains,” it’s reasonable to posit that the people Barna calls evangelicals are what many non-Christians would call fundamentalists (e.g., 66 percent of “evangelicals” favor a Constitutional amendment to make Christianity the official religion of the United States, versus 44 percent of “born-agains”). While 67 percent of Barna’s evangelicals are politically conservative, only 38 percent of born-agains are; more born-again Christians are Democrats than Republicans.


One reason for this is that fully two-thirds of black Americans describe themselves as born-again or evangelical, double the share of whites.* Blacks, of course, are far more likely to be liberals and Democrats. Remove them from the sample, and the data shifts significantly. Sixty-three percent of white born-agains say they are Republicans; only twenty-nine percent are Democrats.†


And for the most part I am going to remove African Americans from the sample, because as I learned early on, Christian pop culture, the focus of my exploration, is an almost exclusively white affair. Not that there aren’t prominent black authors and artists in the Christian sphere—pastor-turned-novelist T. D. Jakes, comedian Steve Harvey, filmmaker Tyler Perry—but overall, blacks remain underrepresented in Christian pop culture. Black gospel music sells well, but not in Christian bookstores. Almost everyone I asked about this offered the same observation: “The most segregated hour in America is eleven o’clock Sunday morning.” It was true when Martin Luther King Jr. said it, and it’s true today when the church hour is extrapolated to the entire Christian culture. In the last fifteen years, organizations like Promise Keepers have done admirable work in casting racism as one of the most intolerable sins, but whatever effect this has had in reducing personal bigotry, it has done little to erase the cultural divide between black and white Christians.


The people I am writing about call themselves by many names: traditional Christians, conservative Christians, orthodox Christians, Bible-believing Christians, or even the saints. But mostly they just say Christians, and for the sake of simplicity, I’ve chosen to follow their lead. If you’re a mainline or liberal Christian who has a problem with this, take it up with them. One word I’ll use only very judiciously is fundamentalist. Not only because it’s now considered largely pejorative but because it’s hard to even nail down what it means. Three aphorisms I heard on my travels get at how tricky this terminology is. I was told that “an evangelical is a fundamentalist with a college degree” or, similarly, that “a fundamentalist is an evangelical who is angry about something.” But I also heard that “a fundamentalist is anyone who is more conservative than you are.” It’s all a matter of perspective. When I do have to use this label, I try to make clear what I mean by it. Most likely something pejorative.


Every conversation and scene in this book took place as described. However, I have frequently changed the sequence of events and trimmed and rearranged dialogue in order to tell my story more clearly. When taking this literary license I have been careful not to alter the meaning of any individual event or conversation or the overall accuracy of this story.




Get Rapture Ready (.com)!




Throughout this book you may find that my account raises questions that prose alone cannot answer, such as, What can a Christian Eminem possibly sound like? That’s why I’ve created an online multimedia appendix with photos, audio, and video of key people, places, and things mentioned in these pages, along with additional information about them and links to related sites. You can find it at getraptureready.com.


* ABC News poll, 2002.


† Pew Research Center, 2006; includes “leaners.”
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As goods increase, so do those who consume them










An affable middle-aged man in a bargain-basement pirate costume—striped pantaloons and puffy shirt, vinyl boots and plastic sword—is going to save your immortal soul.


Not directly, of course. Jesus Christ will handle the actual salvation, as he has for some two thousand years. But Hugh Sparks is going to play a key intermediary role. Sparks is going to ensure that in the year to come, Christian bookstores across America will carry his company’s new line of Jolly Roger auto decals, with messages like “Christian Pirates: Bound to the Code” and “Dead Man for Christ.” These stickers will then be purchased by some of the 100 million Americans who shop in Christian stores, so that one day, when you are driving down the highway, you will see one on the car ahead of you. Perhaps you will have just watched the latest Pirates of the Caribbean sequel, and you will think to yourself, Why, yes, being a Christian is a lot like being a free-spirited rogue who sails the seven seas in search of adventure. By tapping into the pirate zeitgeist, the Christian in the car in front of you will have planted a seed your heart, and then one day—Blam! You’re saved. And the next thing you know, you’re buying a Christian decal to put on your car.


That’s the plan, anyway. It’s what brought Sparks to booth 2101 at the 2006 International Christian Retail Show in Denver, Colorado. Americans spent more than $7 billion on Christian products in 2006, according to a survey by market research firm Packaged Facts.* Not long ago, virtually the only places to buy Christian books, music, and gifts were Christian bookstores—the ones served by this trade show. These days, roughly half of all Christian goods are bought at stores like Wal-Mart, Barnes & Noble, and Amazon.com. With the attention from mainstream retailers, sales of Christian products jumped 28 percent between 2002 and 2005. Laugh at the pirate all you want, but Christian retailing is serious business.


Nearly five hundred companies had come to display their wares at the Denver trade show, which is usually called CBA, after its organizer, the Christian Booksellers Association. They ranged from newly minted mom-and-pop operations to multimillion-dollar publishers with decades in the business. Together, the 9,133 people attending this show shape the practice, principles, and politics of American evangelicalism in profound and underappreciated ways. According to a 2005 survey by The Barna Group, more people consume Christian mass media, such as radio and television, than attend church. Broaden that to include all Christian entertainment and commodities, and the influence of pop Christianity on the body of believers is even more pronounced. “For some people, these media complement their church experience,” says pollster George Barna. “For others, a combination of these media forms a significant portion of their faith experience.” That’s the kind of thing that really makes you think—especially when you meet the children’s video star Squiggz, a six-foot purple cockroach.




 




The cavernous exhibition hall of the Colorado Convention Center was a tempest of color, noise, and networking. CBA lasts for five days, and some people still only see a small fraction of it. It is an atmosphere that jolts you with adrenaline the moment you enter the door—so many “God is totally awesome” T-shirts, so little time!—and then leaves you utterly spent three hours later, forcing you to refuel with a cup of coffee from the sandwich counter, which is called, appropriately enough, Sub Culture.


For longtime CBA attendees, the big story this year was the new respect and attention Christians were getting from mainstream companies, especially book publishers. Secular publishers such as Random House, Simon & Schuster, and Hachette competed with the traditional Christian houses for retailers’ attentions. “People are recognizing that the Christian community is a viable market,” said Andy Butcher, the editor of Christian Retailing magazine. “There’s money out there.” Rick Warren’s The Purpose-Driven Life has sold more than 25 million copies since its release in 2003, making it one of the bestselling hardcovers of all time. Books in the Left Behind series, which portrays the end of days following the Rapture, when God will sweep believers up to heaven, have sold more than 65 million copies.


In reality, Christian books have been selling well for many years, but since mainstream bestseller lists don’t count books sold through Christian stores, few publishers paid attention. Even now, most people outside the Christian publishing industry have no idea that scores of Christian writers, such as romance novelist Karen Kingsbury or inspirational speaker Beth Moore, regularly outsell the authors on The New York Times lists.


For a newcomer like me, the books section of the CBA floor was overwhelming. There were scholarly texts, breezy advice books, and even manga, Japanese-style comics. I picked up a book for ten-year-olds called Why is Keiko Sick? and read the back cover. “Through the story of Emily’s friend Keiko, who has been diagnosed with leukemia, children learn how the Fall in the Garden of Eden and man’s sin are responsible for sickness and death in the world.” Remind me never to get cancer around these folks.


I made my way back to the more accessible gifts section. Gifts is the official industry term for any items that aren’t books, music, or videos. The unofficial term, used widely, if discreetly, is Jesus junk. The phrase covers a range of products. The fussy knickknacks that have graced suburban homes for decades are as popular as ever—ceramic “Footprints in the Sand” wall plaques and nativity-scene snow globes. For the people who buy these, there is no such thing as being too corny. The slogan of one company is “Our gifts aren’t perfect…just for givin’.”


I was more interested in the first-time exhibitors’ booths. These are the people who have dreamed up some gewgaw—or had it given to them by God, as they often say—and are convinced that it’s the blessed tchotchke the world has been waiting for. Sometimes, they’re right. In 2004, a gray-haired couple from rural South Dakota introduced His Essence: candles that smell like Jesus (from Psalm 45: “All your robes are fragrant with myrrh and aloes and cassia”). Since then they have sold more than fifty thousand. Products aspiring to such success in 2006 included Virtuous Woman perfume and My Loving Jesus Doll, a sixteen-inch plush savior designed to comfort the lonely. “We targeted them to children,” the maker told me, “but we also found seniors are buying them.” Sometimes, God will give two people the same idea, just to watch them fight it out. BirthVerse, a line of birthday cards with a different Bible passage for each day of the year, was going head-to-head with Happy Verse Day.


At one table I met a neurosurgeon who had been inspired to create a line of products featuring a character called Smiling Cross. This was, as it sounds, an anthropomorphic cross with its horizontal beam bent up into a cheery smile. Apparently the traditional symbol of Christ’s agonizing death by torture was just too depressing. For the first time, I had the experience of seeing devout Christians embrace something that I, as a non-Christian, found sacrilegious. It wouldn’t be the last.


The largest subset of Christian gifts is apparel. Christian T-shirts are the uniform in which evangelicals under thirty suit up for battle, and the companies that make them are constantly scrambling to come up with slogans and designs that appeal to today’s youth, generally to embarrassing effect: “God is my DJ” “Jesus has skills” “I’m like totally saved.” The marginally more ambitious shirts attempt to impart a lesson: “Life would be so easy if everyone read the manual” “Friends don’t let friends go to hell” “Modest is hottest.” The tangled rationale of that last one—we can persuade girls to dress in a way that does not attract sexual attention by telling them that doing so will attract sexual attention, especially if they wear this form-fitting shirt—begins to hint at the tension in bending Christian messages to pop-culture forms.


As I walked the blue-carpeted aisles of the convention center, I mentally assembled a head-to-toe “witness wear” outfit: a baseball cap with the Intel logo altered to read “Jesus inside” holographic glasses that project the word Jesus almost everywhere you look (a redundant trick in this setting); a polyester Ten Commandments tie; a leather iPod case embossed with a cross; an old-school “Smile, God loves you” fanny pack; Jesus fish cuff links and belt buckle; black leather gloves with more crosses; dress socks with more fish; and “Follow the Son” beach sandals, with die-cut outsoles that imprint the words Follow Jesus in the sand when you walk.


Christian women have the option of accessorizing their outfits with jewelry, but only if they like shoddy costume jewelry. At least that’s what I thought until I reached the large showcase of Bob Siemon Designs. Siemon, I discovered, is the most popular maker of Christian jewelry and one of the few with genuine artistry. While most of the trinkets I saw were cheap and gaudy, Siemon’s work is clean and modern. A few years ago he designed a collection to promote The Passion of the Christ; his rough-hewn nail pendants could be the most elegant icon of Christianity since the cross itself, or at least the Jesus fish. The gulf in quality between his work and everything else I’d seen was so noticeable that I had to ask him about it.


“There’s this mediocrity that goes on in Christianity,” he said. “They’re focused on making money and not serving people. When I was nineteen, I walked into a Christian bookstore, and I looked at the jewelry and I said, ‘Look at this crap.’” That was in 1970, and he’s been going against the grain ever since. To Siemon’s surprise, his success—he now employs 150 artists and craftspeople—has not converted other retailers to his high-end approach. “This is really the Christian discount industry,” he told me. “The mentality is: How can we make it cheap, cheap, cheap?”


Much of the gifts section bore him out. Apparently there is an insatiable demand for the timeless message of the gospel slapped onto anything made out of plastic. Key chains, cheerleader dolls, kazoos. Want a “Jesus erases sin” pencil eraser? No problem. Good News Tattooz? Got ’em (temporary only). You won’t find many WWJD bracelets, however; pop culture is ephemeral, and that trend was played out years ago. I sorted through a basket of refrigerator magnets. “One Way: Jesus.” “Rapture Ready!” I picked out one that said “Pray for America.” The fine print on the back said “Made in China.”


Many of these products were supposed to be Christian alternatives to popular non-Christian toys. At times I could see the logic behind this approach. Life of Faith historical dolls took off after the religious right denounced American Girl for donating money to Girls Inc., which was declared a front for abortion-loving lesbians. But I was stumped by Praise Ponies and Rainbow Promise Rings (“Moods change, but God’s promises don’t”). Was there something Satanic about mood rings or My Little Pony?


The ne plus ultra of Jesus junk—the product that Christians themselves are most likely to bring up when they want to acknowledge how cheesy Christians can be—are breath mints that come wrapped in Bible verses. They’re called Testamints. I had heard about Testamints even before I began my exploration of this parallel universe—David Letterman had made jokes about them—and I was eager to find the guy responsible.


Unfortunately, he’d gone bankrupt. Blame poor management, not consumer rebellion. The candies had been wildly popular, and a rival company, Scripture Candy, had been trying desperately to buy the name for years.*


Scripture Candy has had modest success with its less catchily named Scripture Mints, but it thrives on specialized holiday candies, and not just the predictable Easter jelly beans. Standing in his lively booth, founder and CEO Brian Adkins showed me his Valentine’s Day candy hearts—just like the Necco originals, except instead of “Be mine” and “UR a QT” they said “Try God” and “Love the Lord.” “Valentine’s is big,” Adkins explained, because kids give out candy to their classmates, so “you can get a Christian message into schools without getting into trouble.” Halloween is even bigger, because handing out Faith Pops makes witnessing to the neighbors so easy. “It’s the only time people actually come to your door,” he said. “You can take the pagan holiday of Halloween and reverse it.”


Such clandestine proselytizing was a recurring theme at the CBA show. The pitch for Gospel Golf Balls—Top-Flite balls imprinted with Bible verses—was “Now when you lose a golf ball you will be sharing the Good News of Jesus Christ!” A pastor’s endorsement added, “This golf ball is the most effective outreach tool I have ever seen in golf,” raising the question of how many golf-based outreach tools there are. Does someone make a Cleansed by His Blood ball washer?


Despite how all this may sound, many of the entrepreneurs here were sophisticated about business. The woman who created Oil of Gladness anointing oil was inspired not by a message from God so much as market research. “There’s only one other competitor,” she said when I asked how she came up this particular item. “Also, I wanted a product people would need to use and buy again.”


The most savvy dealers focused not on individual products but on building licensable brands. Perhaps due to the success of the Superman and Spider-Man movies, several companies were trying to start Christian superhero lines. One had created a team of heroes called E-force, around which it hoped to build comic books, action figures, and other kid stuff. The members of E-force were Moses, Samson, and Queen Esther. Instead of robes and sandals they wore vibrant capes and sexy skintight leotards. Also, Moses could fly and shoot laser beams from his staff. When I noted that E-force seemed to be missing a member, the company representative explained that the team members were selected by careful research. “ Parents want Jesus,” he said. “Kids get bored by that.”


Since E-force didn’t yet have any supervillains to fight, perhaps they could tangle with the Almighty Heroes, another line of young, buff Bible action figures. Almighty Heroes were the brainchild of Don Levine, the seventy-eight-year-old legend who in his youth had created G.I. Joe. “I wouldn’t do military figures today, not with what’s going on overseas,” he told me. “In today’s world, the timing is right for Almighty Heroes.” I fiddled around with a Noah figure, who for some reason came equipped with a sword and bow. Then I turned back to Levine. “So, um, you are Jewish, right?”


“I’m Jewish,” he confirmed, catching my drift. “But c’mon: There are twelve million Jews in the world and two billion Christians. That’s the kind of niche I like.”


Over and over, two conflicting ideas about what Christian products should be seemed to play out on the CBA floor. I noticed this most starkly when looking at children’s games. Some were so heavy-handed and tragically uncool that the only people I could imagine enjoying them were Rod and Todd Flanders. According to the box for Salvation Challenge,






The players get saved by landing on Calvary and making the salvation call, “Jesus save me.” After getting saved the players enter a race to see who can be the first to give all their cash to missionaries.





Games like this, which turn the acquisitiveness of Monopoly on its head, suggested that Christian children were (or ought to be) fundamentally different from other children, with different interests and dispositions. Other games, however, implied that Christian kids were essentially the same as any others, at least at first glance. Redemption was a fantasy card game that could easily be confused with Magic: The Gathering. In one aisle, two preteen girls slipped off their shoes to hop on the electronic pads of Dance Praise, a Christian pop version of the mainstream video game Dance Dance Revolution. Pushing the limits of this assimilationist philosophy of Christian entertainment was Left Behind: Eternal Forces, a computer game based on the novels. I played for a few minutes, taking control of a team of Christians fighting the antichrist’s one-world government in post-Rapture New York; my weapons were prayer when possible, a tank when necessary.




 




In his first letter to the Corinthians, the apostle Paul writes, “I have become all things to all people so that by all possible means I might save some.” Purveyors of Christian pop culture invoke this passage frequently to explain their ministry to skeptics. Just as Paul said, “to the Jew I became like a Jew” and “to the weak I became weak,” modern-day evangelists become like golfers to the golfers or like hunters to the hunters. The Christian Outdoorsman company sells T-shirts that say “Be a camouflage Christian…Hunt for God.” Arguing that tacky Jesus slogans make most non-Christians snicker derisively is futile, since as far as biblical inerrantists are concerned, Isaiah 55:11 promises that God’s word never returns void—even if it’s on a trucker cap.


But evangelism isn’t the only explanation for the proliferation of Jesus junk. “There’s a scripture verse in Deuteronomy that says, ‘Paint my sayings on the doorposts and lintels of your home,’” the owner of a Christian bookstore told me. “That’s sort of the scriptural admonition for what we do with this stuff. You can say a mug is not painting it on a doorpost, but it’s the modern-day equivalent.” As it happens, this commandment of Deuteronomy is important in the Jewish tradition as well. Most Orthodox and Conservative Jews keep a scroll with this passage of the Bible inside an ornamental case nailed to their doorposts. My own Judaism is neither orthodox nor conservative—in either the denominational or colloquial senses of the words—but I too have a mezuzah outside my door. It’s a signifier of a Jewish household and, ideally, a reminder to me that as I go out into the world each day I should stay true to my heritage and my principles.


So I understand the impulse to have and display what outsiders may simply dismiss as a souvenir of religion. And while I would make a distinction between a ritual object and a consumer one, in the evangelical mind, the blending of religion and pop culture is itself a form of religious practice. The biblical foundation of evangelicalism is the Great Commission, Jesus’s injunction to “go and make disciples of all nations.” By definition, evangelicals engage with the culture at large. Paraphrasing John, evangelicals often say they are called to be “in the world but not of the world.” They neither protect their faith by sealing themselves off from society nor tailor their faith to society’s rules. That’s the philosophy, at least. In practice, almost all do a little of both. As the children’s games I saw demonstrate, the Christian community is engaged in a constant implicit debate about where to come down on the spectrum. Do Christian rock and romance novels transmit evangelical ideas into the culture, thus sanctifying the mundane (and possibly winning converts)? Or do they corrupt evangelical ideas while serving to keep Christians walled off from the culture (which already has enough romance novels of its own, thank you)? Or, alternatively, do Christians simply find a personal comfort zone and construct a theological and cultural justification around it? The day of judgment on these questions may never arrive.


In the book Material Christianity: Religion and Popular Culture in America, religious studies professor Colleen McDannell demonstrates that the separation of sacred practice from profane culture is an idea that has never made sense in the context of American evangelicalism. “The practice of Christianity is a subtle mixture of traditional beliefs and personal improvisations,” she writes.






Artifacts become particularly important in the lives of average Christians because objects can be exchanged, gifted, reinterpreted, and manipulated. People need objects to help establish and maintain relationships with supernatural characters, family, and friends. Christians use goods and create religious landscapes to tell themselves and the world around them who they are. While some Christians accomplish the same things through the exchange of ideas, many prefer to interact with visual and sensual symbols. Religious meaning is not merely inherited or simply accessed through the intellect. Orthodox statements of belief and formal rituals are only one part of the complicated structure of religion. Religious meaning must be constructed and reconstructed over and over. Amid the external practice of religion—a practice that utilizes artifacts, art, architecture, and landscapes—comes the inner experience of religion. We can no longer accept that the “appearance” of religion is inconsequential to the “experience” of religion. The sensual elements of Christianity are not merely decorations that mask serious belief; it is through the visible world that the invisible world becomes known and felt.





I had taken it for granted that the mingling of religion and pop culture was a relatively new and therefore suspect phenomenon. But while this alchemy is certainly more prevalent now, it is firmly grounded in the history of American Christianity. McDannell notes that the first board game manufactured in America, by the Puritans, was Mansions of Glory, a race to heaven. “Christians of the nineteenth century could drink out of glasses etched with the Lord’s Prayer or ‘Rock of Ages.’ On Sunday, children played with wooden Noah’s Arks or Bible puzzles.” Catalogs from the mid-1930s advertised “He careth for you” pencil clips and Spread-the-Light Reading Lamps.


Indeed, McDannell writes, Christian artwork and decoration was very much a part of mainstream commercial culture until the early twentieth century, when American homes adopted a more restrained interior design.






Brightly colored prints and mottoes of biblical scenes did not harmonize with Colonial Revival design. It was the change in aesthetics, more than any change in American religious life, that motivated secular producers to stop making goods with religious themes. Religious goods disappeared from ordinary stores and catalogs not because Christians rejected the commercialization of their beliefs but because religious art was no longer fashionable. The figurative image, whether sentimental or religious, was being replaced by the abstract form.





The revival of Christian consumerism came in the 1960s with the so-called Jesus movement, when the church was shaken up by the arrival of a new breed of young Christians affectionately called Jesus people or Jesus freaks. These Christian youths, a combination of hippies who found God and church kids who became hippies, transformed evangelicalism every bit as much as their secular cohorts transformed the mainstream. Above all, they wanted religious forms that were relevant to the modern world. Christian rock is their most famous innovation, but that was only one aspect of their embrace of pop culture. Just as secular baby boomers popularized the concept of a consumer-oriented lifestyle, born-again boomers brought a personal identification with cultural fashions into the world of the church.


And “just as some of the hippies grew up to be yuppies,” writes McDannell, “so Christians became more politically and socially conservative” in the 1980s and 1990s, maintaining their affiliation for pop-culture forms, but tying it to a new moralistic social agenda. It was in this era that Christian pop culture developed into a truly parallel universe, superficially similar to the mainstream, but separate and generally hostile. One result of that separation and hostility was that evangelicals could be safely ignored by the mass media—which only reinforced their separation and hostility.


In Shaking the World for Jesus, an academic exploration of evangelical culture, Heather Hendershot, an associate professor of media studies at the City University of New York, writes that in the heyday of Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority and Donald Wildmon’s Coalition for Better Television, Christians developed a reputation as serial boycotters. “They professed to be willing to not buy cars, food, clothing, whatever it took to get objectionable shows off television. They were willing to be non-consumers with a vengeance.” As a result, the thought of trying to create mainstream entertainment that would appeal to evangelicals never occurred to anyone. “Followers of Wildmon and Falwell were not seen as consumers so much as people you didn’t want not to consume.” It has only been in the last decade or so that the mainstream has recognized Christians as a market, and the implications of that are still being discovered.




 




A buzzword I heard a lot at CBA was postmodern. I hadn’t heard the term thrown around so much, meaning so many different things, since my senior year of college in 1991. The church has been late to come to terms with postmodernity. A status quo of transformation and deconstruction is inevitably confusing, if not threatening, to large institutions, especially one with such a stake in authorial intent. Lately, however, some evangelicals have warmed to the idea. In his 2001 book Eyes Wide Open, evangelical professor William D. Romanowski argues that “postmodern pluralism has created a climate that is perhaps more open” to the Christian worldview than the more dichotomous modernist society was.






For example, if race is considered an acceptable framework for Spike Lee’s films, and the Eastern spirituality of songwriter Alanis Morissette is understood as an important part of her work, then shouldn’t Christian perspectives also be afforded a place in our public discourse? [In postmodern society] Christian artists and critics should not adopt an attitude of “This is what we believe and it’s true. Take it or leave it.” But something like, “This is what life looks like from our perspective. What do you make of it?”





Screenwriter Craig Detweiler and theologian Barry Taylor go further. In the 2004 book A Matrix of Meanings, they write that postmodern pop culture






offers a refreshing, alternative route to a Jesus who for many has been domesticated, declawed and kept under wraps. As the Christian church has often adopted the role of moral policeman, pop culture has assumed the role of spiritual revolutionary, subverting and frustrating those religious authorities who desperately cling to black-and-white answers in an increasingly gray world…Jesus spent a lot of time in public places, engaging people, hearing their stories, and telling his. He developed his theological approach within the marketplace, telling stories that made God’s kingdom relevant to the people he encountered…Pop culture is our marketplace—the arena we visit daily to encounter issues of life and death, to discover what it means to be human, to hear the questions society asks, to meet God. The marketplace can (and must!) inform our theology.





Other observers of postmodernity aren’t so sure. Kenneth A. Myers argues that Christians cannot forget Marshall McLuhan’s insight that “the medium is the message.” In All God’s Children and Blue Suede Shoes he asks, “How useful is it to borrow a cultural form if that form effectively cancels out the content you’re using it to communicate?”


Myers adds that the emulation of mainstream pop culture sends an “implicit message…that Christians are successful to the extent that they mimic the models established by the world.” The ultimate manifestation of this inferiority complex may be the adoration that evangelicals lavish on any mainstream entertainer who becomes born-again and, crucially, abandons their place in the secular entertainment firmament to serve the Christian bubble. This outside validation is so important to the parallel universe that forgotten C-listers are treated like superstars. This occurred to me when I saw hundreds of CBA attendees lining up to meet Stephen Baldwin and Kirk Cameron.


Cameron, the former Growing Pains kid who now stars in the Left Behind movies, was on hand to promote The Way of the Master, a “reality show” about witnessing to strangers. “There’s so many people walking up and down the streets, and I can’t help but think of how many of these people,” he marvels in one episode, “are actually going to spend eternity in hell.” Clips from The Way of the Master have become ironic hits on YouTube. In one, Cameron’s cohost, minister Ray Comfort, describes a banana as “the atheist’s worst nightmare,” because it is so perfectly designed for human consumption that only God could have created it.*


Appropriately, Cameron’s table at CBA was set up inside a mock “Museum of Evolution.” A “schedule of events” listed items such as “Q&A session with Dr. Wemak Upstuff,” “The Ascension of Man (cancelled),” and “The Ascension of Woman (rescheduled due to hair appointment).” The display’s attempts at actual edification were only more embarrassing. “Evolution teaches that man evolved from apes,” said one plaque. “Unfortunately our DNA, although close, is different. Interestingly enough, DNA research has proven that all humans came from one woman.” The layers of ignorance, inaccuracy, and irrelevance in those three sentences alone made me wonder what a real antievolution museum would be like.


The political and social agenda of CBA exhibitors was usually less blatant, but subtly pervasive nonetheless. T-shirts that say “Arrest me. I prayed at school today” are pretty straightforward, but others had messages that their manufacturers probably didn’t even realize would alienate outsiders. To a Christian, it may be a simple declaration of fact to say “Resistance is futile…The King is coming back,” but did no one stop to consider the undertone of a dominant religious and political movement adopting a phrase commonly associated with genocidal science-fiction aliens? Other seemingly innocuous choices revealed how evangelicalism’s modern social mores can even trump biblical teachings. One fashion company had a shirt with a quote from Philippians, “Let your gentleness be evident to all.” It’s a fine sentiment, which Paul addressed to men and women alike. But the shirt was only available for girls. Today’s Christians know that gentle boys are pussies.


I found one of the most direct sociopolitical statements at a new-exhibitor table near the front of the hall. Anthony Buie, an air force veteran from Alaska, was one of the few black exhibitors whose product was not specifically aimed at a black audience. It was a design, which he had put onto shirts, jackets, hats, and other items, showing a cross superimposed on top of an American flag. “It’s the American Christian logo,” he told me. “I came up with it after 9/11 when all of a sudden everyone was displaying the flag, and I said, ‘Well that’s fine, but where’s the cross?’”


Buie is a large man with a gleaming shaved head and an apparently pathological ignorance of the concept of personal space. As soon as I approached, he was all over me, thrusting into my hands a business card and an American Christian lapel pin. “Put it on!” he boomed, smiling broadly.


“Thanks,” I said, “but it’s not really for me.”


“You’re an American,” he insisted.


“Yes.”


“You believe in the cross.”


When I set out to explore Christian culture, I knew I would have to explain my own background to people, but I had hoped this could be done casually, without quite so much pressure. “I’m not a Christian,” I said tentatively.


A look of pure astonishment flashed over Buie’s face. “You’re not? I thought everyone was an American Christian!”


I couldn’t resist laughing. “There are still a few of us left,” I assured him.


Buie looked down at me, no longer smiling. “Well, who do you think made you?”


“I’m Jewish,” I said, dodging the question.


Suddenly he brightened again. “Bless you!” He threw his arm around my shoulder and proclaimed, “I love the Jewish people.” I nodded and tried to wriggle free. He tightened his grip. “Don’t be so uptight,” Buie commanded, adding, with blissful unself-consciousness, “One of my best friends is Jewish.”




 




Andy Butcher was on to me. The Christian Retailing editor had agreed to spend some time browsing exhibits with me, but he began with a friendly warning. “The easiest, cheapest shot to make at the convention is to walk around and snootily say, ‘I recall reading something about Jesus driving the money changers out of the temple.’ Yawn. Everybody says that and sounds incredibly righteous and pious.”


I threw up my hands in surrender. I found Butcher easy to talk to. He struck me as mild-mannered, urbane, and sophisticated, traits aided no doubt by his British accent. A native of Manchester, Butcher looks and sounds remarkably like the actor Jonathan Pryce.


“Okay,” I said, “but didn’t Jesus drive the money changers out of the temple?”


“There’s an element of truth to it,” Butcher acknowledged. “Fundamentally it’s tied to commercialism and capitalism, so there’s always going to be an inherent tension. But for the most part, the people here are not out here to make a quick buck. They have something that they believe, that they want to share, and they’re doing it to the best of their abilities. It’s very easy if you are uninformed, or wary of faith of any kind, to talk only about money.”


“Well, I’m pretty uninformed,” I admitted. “Maybe the best thing to ask is, when you think about people who are totally unfamiliar with this world, what other misconceptions do they have?”


“I think they would think it’s weird stuff for weird people, and the reality is that while you may fundamentally disagree with their worldview, these are commonly acceptable things for commonly accepted people. Twenty-five million people have bought The Purpose-Driven Life. That’s not just niche groups of fundamentalists who are buying up plots of land in North Carolina to wait for the Rapture.”


Butcher suggested that precisely because of such cultural and commercial successes, America’s image of Christians is being transformed. “The idea that evangelical means crazy nut is fading. Hey, I’ve moved around the church world—we have crazy nuts. But increasingly people would recognize that a lot of this stuff is on the shelf at Barnes & Noble, and your friends and neighbors are buying it.”


Meanwhile, this attention from mainstream retailers has put pressure on Christians to improve the quality of their goods. “Another thing that would be a common misconception,” said Butcher, “is that Christian products are second-rate, amateurish, and cheesy. Historically that’s more true, but I think that’s changing remarkably, especially with books. I mean, Barnes & Noble doesn’t carry hokey stuff. They’re not in it for philanthropy.”


Another factor driving up the quality of Christian entertainment, said Butcher, is that the days when Christians shunned secular culture are over—which means many Christian products are competing against the best of the general market, although Christians still cut them lots of slack. While the Christian pop-culture bubble does a good job of keeping non-Christians out, it no longer functions to keep Christians in. “They’re not in a hermetically sealed environment,” Butcher said. According to one 2006 study, while 78 percent of churchgoers listen to Christian music, it accounts for less than half of their overall music consumption. Only 7 percent listen to Christian music exclusively and only 1 percent watch only Christian television.


I mentioned that a lot of what I’d seen seemed to reflect the culture of contemporary Middle America even as it presented itself as the timeless message of Jesus.


“This is definitely American Christianity,” Butcher replied. “There is a very individualistic emphasis on a lot of the material. It’s me and my God; me and my life. Which is a true and relevant and appropriate aspect of Christian life, but from a European perspective that would be overemphasized. Some people would question too the emphasis on prosperity. And hey, it’s America—it’s bigger and brighter and brasher.”


On cue, our walk around the hall brought us past the Christian pirate, who gave a cheery wave. When I’d first met him, I’d been flabbergasted at the shamelessness of jumping onto the pirate trend, but later it occurred to me that it only was a trend because lots of people—not just Christians—jumped on it shamelessly and without a shred of integrity. That also got me thinking about some of the musicians I’d seen with my sister-in-law and her friends in Kansas. One was a singer whom I’d pegged as a Christian Ashlee Simpson, but now I realized that the general market was also filled with girls trying to be Ashlee Simpson. To a great extent, imitation is inherent in all pop culture.


“I’m glad you mentioned that,” Butcher said. “Sometimes external observers who look at our industry are a little unduly critical of that. They don’t recognize that it happens everywhere.” He added that embracing trends to spread the gospel didn’t have to be seen as sneaky. “If you are trying to communicate to people, it makes sense that you want to find a common currency, a bridge that you can communicate across.” He glanced around. “Now, having said that, you can do it with style or you can do it tackily. But that’s true in any endeavor, not just the Christian retailing world.”


I nodded. “That’s true, but I have to say that from what I’ve seen, it kind of looks like tacky is winning.”


Butcher sighed ruefully. “When you are born again, God gives you a new heart and a new opportunity. He doesn’t necessarily give you new taste.”




 




When the week at CBA came to an end, my suitcase was bulging with Jesus junk and my head was equally overstuffed with questions. If I wanted to make sense of everything I had found here, I’d need context. My next excursion, I decided, would be to the birthplace of Christian pop culture: first-century Jerusalem.


* The Christian Booksellers Association, which uses narrower criteria, puts the figure at $4.63 billion.


* Several months after CBA, the founder of Testamints announced that he was relaunching the brand.


* An atheist’s response video points out that the modern banana is a product of selective breeding that bears little resemblance to its much less palatable wild ancestor.
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The new Jerusalem










In the lobby of any hotel in Orlando, Florida, you will find a rack of tourist brochures enticing you to visit not just Disney World, Universal Studios, and SeaWorld, but dozens of specialty destinations as well: Dolly Parton’s Dixie Stampede, Pirate’s Cove Adventure Golf, Arabian Nights dinner theater. In among these is a glossy, exclamation-point-filled pamphlet bearing the royal purple and gold logo of the Holy Land Experience, America’s most elaborate, expensive, and popular “Bible adventure park.” A re-creation of first-century Jerusalem “that brings the world of the Bible to life.” Leprosy and incest, here we come.


Driving north on I-4, the first sign of the Holy Land Experience is the gold-tipped crown of Herod’s Temple—the Cinderella Castle of the park, as the real temple once was of ancient Jerusalem. The actual edifice, built some 20 years before Christ, was 150 feet tall and would have loomed over the billboards for discount furniture outlets and local radio stations. This 5/8-scale replica merely peeks. If you weren’t looking for it, you’d never know it was there. But people are looking for it: church groups in buses, tourists in rental cars, devout locals with yearlong Jerusalem Gold Passes. Some two hundred thousand pilgrims visit every year.


When the Holy Land Experience opened in February 2001, it raised a few eyebrows. Not so much because it cost $16 million to build, covered 15 acres, and was designed by leaders in manufactured reality who had worked for Disney, Six Flags, and World of Coca-Cola. That was all par for the course, both for Orlando and Sun Belt evangelicalism. What surprised people was the park’s decidedly Jewish flavor. The way cast members greeted guests with a full-on “shalom!” before guiding them into the Shofar Auditorium. The explanation, and controversy, quickly spread from the Florida papers to Time magazine to Bill O’Reilly: the Holy Land Experience was the vision of a man named Marvin Rosenthal—born Jewish, converted to Christianity as a teenager, and on a mission ever since to persuade those he still considers his fellow Jews that Jesus is their messiah. Rosenthal calls himself a Messianic Jew or Hebrew Christian, but he insisted that the Holy Land Experience was not created for the purpose of converting anyone. Local rabbis weren’t buying it, and they raised a fuss, generating a wave of publicity for the theme park and inadvertently helping Rosenthal score the “PR Play of the Week” in PR Week magazine. But the debate fizzled away after a protest on opening day attracted only four people, and it officially became irrelevant in mid-2005 when the Holy Land Experience’s board of directors forced Rosenthal out of office over falling revenues and disagreements about focusing attention on Jews, who weren’t buying many tickets anyway.*


Which is not to say that for a Jewish visitor, the Holy Land Experience isn’t still unsettling. Rosenthal’s departure hasn’t changed the Hebraic emphasis of the park, it’s just that now all the Jewish trappings are said to be for the purpose of helping Christians better understand their roots. “Christianity has often emphasized the New Testament and has been neglectful of what the Old Testament has contributed,” explained Dan Hayden, who replaced Rosenthal as executive director. Hayden is a dapper Southern radio minister with a precise manner and equally precise moustache. “Jesus was a Jew,” he continued. “All the writers of the New Testament were Jewish.” The problem is, Christians and Jews have very different ideas about what the contributions of the Old Testament are. For starters, Christians—or at least the ones who build theme parks based on it—tend to see the Old Testament as an elaborate game of connect the dots. Do it right and it spells out J-E-S-U-S. Jews like to think that it stands pretty well on its own, which is why we call it not the Old Testament but the Bible. Passing through the convincingly ancient gates of the Holy Land Experience expecting these differences to be understood and respected is just asking for abuse.


As Hayden led me past the pottery stands and meticulously weathered walls of the Jerusalem Street Market—where cast members in flowing tunics tuned their lyres and adjusted their handlooms for a day of providing ambience and, if engaged in conversation, in-character testimony regarding the miracles of a certain itinerant rabbi—he tried to impress something very important upon me: “We are not a theme park.” If I was to refer to the Holy Land Experience as anything, it should be “themed ministry,” “biblical attraction,” or “living biblical attraction.”


Hayden paused momentarily to show off the Plaza of Nations, a checkerboard courtyard of imitation marble that fronts Herod’s Temple. I suppose it was meant to be impressive, but up close, the six-story building looked squat and the golden door that marked the entrance to the sacred inner sanctum (or that would if it actually opened) failed to glow with holy mystery. Also, it was an excessively sunny South Florida morning and the unbroken expanse of off-white was hurting my eyes. Though not yet 11 a.m., the thermometer had already passed fire and was climbing toward brimstone, so I was grateful when Hayden offered me a seat in the shaded royal portico, where we could look out at the cool blue pond that separates the Holy Land Experience from the highway access road. On the far shore, the pistachio-green hedges were trimmed into the forty-foot message “He Is Risen.”


Hayden’s insistence on avoiding the words theme park was not a matter of pride or semantics but law. A few weeks before my visit, the Holy Land Experience had finally triumphed in a four-year court battle to qualify for tax-exempt status as a religious institution. While not a church per se, Hayden explained, the Holy Land Experience is a not-for-profit “parachurch organization.” The $35 admission fee? No different from having to buy a ticket for your local church’s nativity play. The ruling saves the ministry some $215,000 a year in property taxes. As miracles go, it may not be on par with loaves and fishes, but it’s got to be up there with water into wine. Hayden did admit that this designation imposes some unfortunate limits. “We have to be very careful about the kind of entertainment we would bring in that wouldn’t have genuine ministry value, but that would just be dressing,” he said. “You know, ‘There were animals on Noah’s Ark, so let’s have a carousel.’” Not that these limits are never tested. Early on, administrators were surprised when so many people brought their children only to find that there wasn’t much for them to do. Hence the hastily conceived mascot, Qaboo the camel, and his “archeological” sandbox. “What does that have to do with the Bible?” Hayden asked rhetorically. “Well, it doesn’t, but it does attract the kids.”


Hayden hustled me back to the Qumran Caves, where one of the park’s periodic dramatic vignettes was about to begin. In real life, the caves were the hiding place of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Here, they are a storage space for the maintenance staff, though Hayden hopes to install an exhibit in the future; perhaps even the scrolls themselves if he can get a loaner from Israel. Though dollhouse-sized compared to the real thing, the cliffs’ striated orange undulations go a fair way toward imbuing the Holy Land Experience with whatever Middle Eastern charm it has, as do the mildly fragrant olive trees, aloe, and pomegranate interspersed among the native Florida flora. As at Disney, hidden speakers filled the sticky air with constant background music, an inspirational symphony of soaring strings and triumphal brass that very nearly concealed the hum of twenty-first-century traffic just beyond the walls.


The vignette began with a blind beggar in a fraying but clean cloak and a scarf of rags pulled over his eyes. A hundred and fifty tourists began snapping digital pictures, and I wondered if the New York City subway couldn’t reposition itself as an attraction and up the price of a MetroCard by $33. Then, to my surprise, several members of the audience walked up and pressed real American money into the beggar’s hands, almost as if they thought he might really be needy (the money is set aside for charity, a cast member told me later). Soon other characters emerged. Civilians in cinched, ankle-length tunics, Roman officials in slightly more authoritative versions of the same, and a sinister black-clad Pharisee, looking miserable from the heat and the denying of the messiah.


A few uncharitable pedestrians tried to hustle away the unsightly blind Bartimaeus, only to be stopped in their tracks when he appeared—Jesus himself, resplendent in snow-white tunic, red velvet robe, leather Tevas, and shoulder-length blond hair. Also, he was wearing a headset microphone of the kind favored by pop stars and fast-food jockeys. It was not clear whether he planned to restore Bartimaeus’s eyesight or offer him fries with that.


Once the healing of the blind man was dispatched, Jesus smiled serenely and began to tend his flock. “He touched me!” a little boy squealed in delight to his beaming mother. The Holy Land Experience has not only a dress code (no halter tops, short shorts, or bathing suits) but a “worship code,” under which the management “reserves the right to remove anyone from the facilities if their religious activity, in our judgment, causes a disturbance.” Visitors to the real holy land have sometimes been known to come down with Jerusalem syndrome, the delusion that they are biblical figures or prophets who must proclaim the word of God loudly, incessantly, and dressed in togas fashioned from their hotel linens. Now that Jesus was preaching, I watched carefully for smaller-scale manifestations of Jerusalem syndrome here, but had to settle for the excited whisper of one woman who grabbed her girlfriend and gushed, “He looks so beautiful with that hair!”


Jesus’s ministry amounted to a medley of his greatest hits—a whirlwind spin from “render unto Caesar” to “the lilies of the field.” It was solid material, though when he asked, “Why do you care about the clothes you wear?” I wondered if he had noticed the woman in the polka-dot shirt and rainbow umbrella hat, who didn’t seem to care in the least. There was no overturning of the moneychangers’ tables, which was probably for the best, as it might not have gone over well with the nearby vendor selling milk-and-honey ice cream and Thirsty Camel Coolers.


Offstage, Jesus is Les Cheveldayoff, a forty-year-old Saskatchewanian who had been starring in South Florida Passion plays for nearly a decade before the Holy Land Experience discovered him. It was easy to see why. People see Les at the mall, or driving his car, and they yell, “Hey, Jesus!” Or else they stare at him and say, “You remind me of an actor or somebody.” At Blockbuster, the guy at the counter wants to know what Jesus is renting. “It’s amazing how much people are listening or watching,” he told me during a break. “I have to keep saying, ‘Someone’s watching you all the time.’”


But while I was mesmerized by how much Les looked like Jesus, it occurred to me that of course I didn’t really know what Jesus looked like at all. All I knew was what Americans think Jesus looked like, which is by and large Warner Sallman’s 1941 painting Head of Christ (Les isn’t quite such a pretty boy; he more resembles the Del Parson portrait that is the official Jesus of the Mormons). I broached this with Hayden, nervous about what he’d say to my gentle suggestion that a Semite from the Middle East might have looked a touch more Middle Eastern and Semitic. To my surprise, he copped to it readily. “It may not be accurate, but it’s what people expect, so it doesn’t distract them,” he explained. “We don’t want any obstacles to the message, people saying, ‘Well, that’s not what Jesus looks like.’ With Les, people will accept him without questioning.” I soon found that despite repeated claims to the accuracy of the Holy Land Experience, this philosophy—sacrificing authenticity for ease of use—was pervasive here. When leading people to the truth, you can’t let reality get in the way.


“Because we’re living in a postmodern world where people are very sensory, they’re not so much interested in the cerebral aspect of things: they want to feel it,” said Hayden, sounding suspiciously like those French philosophers I tried to avoid studying in college. “The Holy Land Experience is like a historical novel, where the novel is not authentic but the history is. The simulation helps you realize that Jesus was a real person, he really did die. So that enhances the understanding and turns it from a theological understanding to an experiential one. It’s like the difference between understanding marriage as an institution and enjoying your wife.” He pointed out that the park’s scale model of ancient Jerusalem—that is, a miniature model inside the larger, more impressionistic model that is the park itself—is actually in more than one scale, so that nothing is rendered too small. Also, the piped-in music resembles the soundtrack to a 1950s Bible film, not AD 1 flutes and lyres.


But this isn’t a museum or a textbook, after all; it’s a theme park. Sorry, a living biblical attraction. Hyperreality is its métier. This is why Hayden brushes off snickers about his chosen method of sharing the gospel. “People see that there has been change in the methodology of presentation, so they think the message is changing. But just like you as a person can put on different clothes, you change the way you present yourself, but who you are does not change. Methods will change because culture changes, and if you’re going to communicate to a culture, you don’t want to be looking archaic.” To see this change in action, Hayden encouraged me to check out the show that was about to start at the Shofar Auditorium, Praise Through the Ages.


As I found a seat in the sleek, gently lit, blessedly cool theater, I recognized a middle-aged black woman nearby as one of the people who gave alms to the simulated blind beggar at Qumran. I asked her why she gave, when she knew he didn’t really need it. Raquel thought it over. “I guess it wasn’t for him,” she said. “It’s more the feeling you get from giving to someone.” It was Hayden’s postmodernism again. At the Holy Land Experience, you can feel more deeply charitable by pretending to help the poor. This was Raquel’s first time here, and she was enjoying it just fine, but it turned out she and her husband had been to the real Jerusalem. I asked how the Holy Land Experience compared, and she gave me an are you serious? stare. “It doesn’t.”




 




Praise Through the Ages, said my “Scroll of Events,” is “a unique union of music and art and how they have been used to praise God.” I wasn’t sure how projecting paintings onto screens and then singing songs from roughly the same time period was either unique or a union, exactly, but that was the basic idea. The emcee was apparently some kind of Renaissance painter. He carried a wooden brush and pallet and wore a beret, black leggings, and a lace-up shirt.


As the show got under way, the two most bewildering aspects of the Holy Land Experience—the appropriation of Judaism and the accuracy-lite simulations of reality—suddenly merged. The first age of praise was represented by a buxom Hebrew woman swinging a water jug and chanting cantorially, “ Kadosh, kadosh, kadosh Elohim Adonai tzvaot.” Anyone who has ever been to synagogue will recognize that as standard prayer language. It simply means, like almost all Jewish prayers, “Holy, holy, holy Lord God, etc.” Then the song continued in English. Audiences that don’t know Hebrew might reasonably assume that the second verse was a translation of the first, but it was not. The English line was “I live to love you as I should,” which is a distinctively Christian sentiment that Jews, ancient or modern, would be unlikely to sing. That may not seem like a big deal, but imagine you’re a Catholic and you heard someone render Dominus vobiscum as “There is no God but God.” You might think some Muslims were getting a little presumptuous, no matter how delicious their Thirsty Camel Coolers were.


Or perhaps I’m overly sensitive. After all, the next age of praise was Gregorian chant, and they warped that too. If you remember only one thing from Intro to Music History—and I do—it’s that plainsong, by definition, has no harmony. Perhaps figuring that this would get boring after more than a minute and a half, the Holy Land Experience’s monks started out monophonic, but soon shifted into three-part harmony. A music fan in front of me muttered unhappily to his wife. With subsequent leaps forward in time, the art, music, and dance became more elaborate, though not any better. For the introduction to the final age, the transitional music suddenly turned ominous and the paintings projected in the background took on a darker hue. They seemed to be pastiches of Kandinsky and Miró, only with a lot more dead bodies than the masters usually depicted. The painter emcee spoke somberly, to the extent that one can while wearing a beret, leggings, and lace-up shirt. “Much of modern art is abstract, confusing, and frightening,” he declared. “It is, unfortunately, a sign of the moral decline of civilization. But not all music has abandoned form and beauty—like contemporary Christian music!” Thus reassured, we reached the big finale.


When describing Praise Through the Ages to me, Dan Hayden had chuckled over just how contemporary the show’s contemporary Christian music was. “They’re doing all the stuff, the choreography,” he said, jerking his arms around in a manner that had me prepared for some electric boogaloo. The teenagers in my row perked up for the first time. Soon enough, however, they were slumping again. Later I would realize that the Holy Land Experience’s version of contemporary Christian music is to real CCM what most CCM is to secular pop: a thin, watery rip-off. As the show let out, one woman headed to the gift counter and asked if a CD was available.


I headed for the Oasis Palms Café, an inviting evocation of a desert encampment, with rough-hewn tables and swaying electric candelabras. Before the park opened, Marvin Rosenthal hoped to serve only authentic Middle Eastern food, but his partners advised him that persuading Americans to forgo hot dogs and hamburgers would be slightly more difficult than merely convincing Jews to worship Jesus. The menu board featured Goliath Burgers, Jaffa Hot Dogs, Tabgha Tuna, and Bedouin Beef. This last was served in a pita with couscous, and was the park’s only acknowledgment of the existence of Muslims. I ordered the Holy Land Sampler, featuring such exotic dishes as falafel, tabouli, and hummus, and immediately realized that I should have stuck with the burger. Holy Land’s Middle Eastern fare was no more authentic than anything else in the park, and about as palatable as its contemporary Christian music.


Unfortunately, an even greater challenge to my stomach lay ahead. The Wilderness Tabernacle is one of the Holy Land Experience’s signature attractions, a nearly life-size replica of the sanctuary-cum-temple where the Hebrews kept the Ark of the Covenant while wandering in the desert. The Israelites built the original tabernacle because they were commanded to by God, as recounted in Exodus 26. Rebuilding it based on the precise instructions given in that chapter has been a hobby of American Christians since at least the nineteenth century, for no apparent reason except that the goyim like to tinker, and when they see instructions for assembling something, that sounds to them like a fun way to spend an afternoon. “The length of one curtain shall be eight and twenty cubits, and the breadth of one curtain four cubits,” reads the King James. “And thou shalt make loops of blue upon the edge of the one curtain from the selvedge in the coupling; and likewise shalt thou make in the uttermost edge of another curtain, in the coupling of the second.” Yeah, right. Jews can’t even put together a media cabinet from IKEA without mysterious pieces left over.


The entrance to the Holy Land Experience tabernacle is marked by a lovely acacia tree, the type of tree from which the original tabernacle was built. I asked Hayden if the Holy Land Experience also used acacia, and his moustache twitched. “No, I think it’s good old-fashioned American lumber,” he said. “Home Depot.” Also, the outer wall was made not from badger skin but theatrical scrim, so that when the light changes, it seems to disappear, allowing the audience to see the priest when he steps inside.


Ironically, given the humble origins of the Wilderness Tabernacle, this was the first time I got a sense of the money involved in creating the Holy Land Experience. While the narration was fairly dry, the pulsing and shimmering sound and light effects created a divine ambience that the Holy Spirit alone can’t buy. Later I found an article about the tabernacle show in a 2001 issue of Entertainment Design magazine:






Equipment included ETC Source Four Jr. Zooms, a wide range of Altman instruments, including 6" fresnels and striplights, Q-Lites, Microellipses, and 3" fresnels, Gam Twinspin2 Jrs., Times Square Lighting PAR-36 pinspots, ETC Sensor 2.4K dimmers, and High End Systems Technobeams®, plus Diversitronics Star Strobes and Le Maitre G300 and G150 foggers. The lights are run on an Alcorn McBride Light Cue and DMX Machine, with Pathway DMX repeaters.
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