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ABSTRACT
Where Sin Abounds
A Religious History of Las Vegas
by
Stanley A. Steward
Dr. Vernon Mattson, Examination Committee Chair
Professor of History
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
Las Vegas has long been stigmatized with the label of “Sin City.” While it is
not difficult to understand how this image of Las Vegas came about, the power of
this stereotype has masked one of the most interesting aspects of the local
culture. It is a common assumption of many outsiders that Las Vegas is a
spiritual wasteland devoid of any significant religious community and bereft of
meaningful values or culture. But this is not the case. Las Vegas has a large,
healthy, and expanding religious community. Within the religious milieu, there is
a strong and rapidly expanding pentecostal dimension to the city’s profile of faith.
This study will focus on the pentecostals in particular. Not only are they a
rapidly growing part of the local religious community, but pentecostalism is
growing as a national and international movement. Some religious sociologists

and historians recognize a sea change among American Christians. Most
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traditional mainstream denominations are in decline, but pentecostals are

growing in number and in influence.

These pietistic-minded Christians have made impressive inroads in a culture
that represents so much of what they reflect. There exists a paradoxical
relationship between the Las Vegas Strip and pentecostalism. This dissertation
will explore the interplay between one of the most intense religious subcultures in

America and its most secular twentieth century city.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

When thinking of Las Vegés, images of gambling, casinos, showgirls,
world-class entertainers and dazzling lights come to mind. Few people associate
religion with “Sin City.” However, Las Vegas includes a vibrant religious
-community that has always existed on the shadow side of the neon. Nationally, |
pentecostélism has been the fastest growing religion of the twentieth century. A
number of surveys concluded they grew from zero to hundreds of millions in just
ninety years, and by 1990 the pentecostals had become one 6f the most
prominent religious groups in Las Vegas. This study will concentrate on the
dynamic relationship between Las Vegas pentecdstals and the city's
entertainment industry.

A broad definition of pentécostals, charismatics, and evangelicals will be
helpful in understanding the effects of pentecostalism in Las Vegas. On many
points of doctrine, evangelicals and charismatics believe the same thing. They
accept the full deity of Jesus Christ, His virgin birth, His atoning work, and Jesus’
bodily resurrection. The Bible is considered to be the inerrant, infallible, inspired

word of God and is absolutely authoritative.! Charismatics and evangelicals both
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adhere to the reality of heaven and hell and maintain that salvation comes
through Christ alone. According to their theology, the world’s only real hope lies
in the promised return of Christ.2 Theirs is a fundamentally dualistic world view
with the present age existing in a tension between the forces of good and evil.

Another common characteristic includes an insistence upon a personal born-
again experience. To be born again means to make a personal, conscious
decision to renounce one’s old way of life and accept Jesus Christ as Lord. It is
usually called “getting saved.” }In addition, charismatics, and evangelicals share
an emphasis on personal piety. The validity of one’s Christianity is measured by
lifestyle and behavioral choices. |

There is an intangible but very powerful appeal to the personal and shared
experience of many evangelicals and charismatics. It involves a passion for their
religion and an enthusiasm that translates into a world-view and a powerful
evangelistic zeal. Their faith is a profound personal reality and not simply a
relative or contextual set of a‘bstract beliefs. Their personal passion has
generated an activist brand of Christianity.

The only point distinguishing the two conservative Christian movements is the
theology of the Holy Spirit. Charismatics emphasize the present—day operation of
the Spirit in the life of thé believer. Spirit baptism, as evidenced by speaking “in
other tongues,” and the manifestation of spiritual gifts such as healing, miracles,
and prophecy are also regarded as legitimate present-day activities of the Spirit.
lrn contrast, most evangelicals do not believe such works of the Spirit are for

today. Many evangelicals do not regard themselves as charismatic, but
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3
charismatics consider themselves part of the broader evangelical community. It

is important to note several pentecostal denominations are members of the
National Associatio_n of Evangelicals.

Just as evangelicals and charismatics are not synonymous, neither are
charismatics identical with classical pentecostals. Classical pentecostals are
those who have roots in the birth of the modern pentecostal movement that
occurred early in the twentieth century. Pentecostals formed denominations of
their own. They tend to take a dogmatic stand concerning “tongues” as the
universal initial physical evidence of Spirit baptism. Charismatics, on the other
hand, often times retain affiliation in denominational churches and tend to take a
less absolute view concerning Spirit baptism. Charismatics fully believe in the
present-day work of the Holy Spirit but regard tongues as just one evidence of
Spirit bapﬁsm. Charismatics and pentecostals generally enjoy a friendly sibling
relationship; therefore, the terms “pentecostal” and “charismatic” will be
interchangeable.

This study will concentrate mostly on pentecostalism in the Las Vegas Valley
between 1928 and 1990. The only time the scope will be broadened is in
Chapter 6, which examines the revival on the Las Vegas Strip. The events of that

~ period flowed éver the banks of classical pentecostalism and infiltrated
evangelicals and charismatics. The chapter will survey the broad religious
heritage of Las Vegas in general and then the presence of pentecostals in
particular in this desert oasis. It will not attempt to cover all pentecostal churches

or denominations but will focus on some of the most prominent expressions of
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the movement on the local scene. There will also be an analysis of diverse
personalities and groups within the city in an effort to represent local
pentecostals as a whole.

To this end, an effort will be made to explain the response of various ethnic
groups including Anglos, African Americans, Koreans, and Latinos. It should be
noted that while hispanics constituted the fastest-gﬂrowing segment of the local
populatidn after 1990, they were only a fractional minority up until that time. A
post 1990 study would need to emphasize them more. Women have historically
been at the forefront of the pentecostalist, and they will constitute a prominent
dimension in this study. Special attention will be dévotéd to the relationship
between pentecostalism and aspects of Las Vegas' entertainment industry.

This dissertation represents part of the recent trend in American religious
historiography to situate evangelicals and charismatics in the development of
modern Christianity in the United States. Nathan Hatch, for instance, explored
the connection between evangelicalism and the American democratic ethos. His
thesis is that the religious movement out of which pentecostalism emerged has
contributed in a major way to the growth of American democracy. Harold Bloom,

in The American Religion, and Paul Conklin, in American Originals, has shown

that Americans originated a number of configurations of faith. Among the

American originals were pentecostals.

Paul Johnson, in Shopkeeper’'s Millennium, maintained that the old Marxist

control theory of religion does not adequately explain this democratic-type

American religion. His case study focused on the early nineteenth century
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revival in Rochester, New York. He demonstrated that religion in this formative
period of American culture was, at least in part, a people’s movement. It was
motivated more by the desire for self-control rather than an attempt by the social
elite to fashion the behavior of the lower economic class. The Holy Spirit
religionists of the twentieth century were also democratically motivated and
organized. Their churches were sovereign corporations regulated by a
congregational form of church government. Their pastors were elected by
parishioners and funding almost always depended upon the freewill offerings of
congregants. There were no parent organizations or ecclesiastical hierarchies
that provided money. They were owned and operated at the local level.

Robert Mapes Anderson, in Vision of the Disinherited, contended

pentecostals represent a case study in upward mobility. He traced their roots to
the disenfranchised citizens of American society. An outsider status shaped their
theology, their hope, and their view of American culture as a whole.? However,
as their standing in society changed for the better, their understanding of the
relationsﬁip between Christ and culture evolved.

Grant Wacker identified pragmatism as é distinguishing characteristic of the

pentecostal psyche. His recent book Heaven Below made this point. He

maintained that at the end of the day, pentecostals proved remarkably willing to

work within the social and cultural expectations of the age. They held a

proverbial finger to the wind, calculated where they were, where they wanted to
go and, above all, how to get there. Their ability to figure the odds and react

appropriately made them pragmatists to the bone.*
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In his book The Restructuring of Religion in America Robert Wuthnow

claimed evangelical/pentecostal faith was fast becoming the new religion of the
American mainstream. As traditional Protestant denominations slipped into
decline, the new evangelical/pentecostal formations of faith were on the ascent.
It was not only in America that pentecostalism was on the rise. It truly had an
international flavor and spread to every inhabited continentlon the globe.
However, although its constituency cut across ethnic barriers, indigenous groups
tended to cluster along ethnic lines. Las Vegas pentecostals followed the Azusa
Street pattern in that they, at first, worshipped as an interracial-group but
gradually drifted into separate, more ethnically exclusive, churches.
Pentecostalism is an experientially-based spirituality. It is a personal

encounter with the Divine that defines a distinctive brand of religion. It is not

~ bound by formalism, liturgy, or tradition. Harvey Cox described pentecostals as a
“spiritual hurricane” that has already touched a half billion people. Pentecostals
offer an alternative vision of the human future whose impact may only be in its
earliest stages. For pentecostals, genuine religion is a dynamic relationship with
a living God through the medium of the Holy Spirit.®

Mine Eyes Have Seen the Glory, by Randal Balmer, pioneered a new

method of studying religion in America. Rather than relying on church records
and written documentation alone, he visited various evangelical/pentecostal
churches and conﬁmunities in formulating the text of his study of this sub-culture
in modérn América. His up-close an.d personal approach provided valuable

insight into the question of why these groups have had such an impact. Balmer's
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methodology will be utilized in this study of pentecostalism in the Las Vegas
Valley. Written documentation and church records were employed when
ayailable, but there was much information gathered through personal interviews
and oral history. This style of research was employed for two reasons. First,
written data was not always available, since many churches did not keep careful
records of their past. There was some written history available concerning the
oldest churches in Las Vegas and that documentation was utilized. Second, oral
history made more realistic the churches and individuals under consideration.
Pentecostalism is an existentialist spirituality. First-hand accounts better capture
its essence than does mere statistical analysis.

This study will seek to validate the claim that religion has been an integral
part of the town-making process in Las Vegas. It will trace the numerical growth
and diversity within the local pentecostal community and will demonstrate the
pragmatic dimension of pentecostalism that has enabled the movement to
effectively adapt to new audiences. This thesis will contend that Las Vegas
pentecostalism has been an upwardly mobile movement. Many of its members
have moved from the economic and social margins of the local community to the
mainstream. Of partiqular interest will be the paradoxical relationship between
piestic-minded pentecostals and the Strip. Many. spirit-filled believers found a
way to integrate the two. How? As the story unfolds, it will show that sometimes
pentecostals were characterized by such noble themes as local community
involvement, the struggle for social justice, and genuine concern for hurting

people. However, in other instances they were given to moral compromise,
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egomania, greed, and power. All this figured into the mix of a rapidly growing

movement that continues to assimilate into the American mainstream.
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CHAPTER 2

LAS VEGAS OLD-TIME RELIGION
Christianity is no stranger to the Silver State. The faith arrived in Nevada long
- before any Europeah settlement. Spanish Catholic missionaries and fur trappers
were the first white arrivals in the West. The first Catholic mass was offered
a’Iong the banks of the Colorado River south of present-day Laughlin by noted
trailblazer Father Francisco Garces in 1775."

The Euro-Americans were not the only ones who engaged in religious activity
in the Southwest. Native Ame'rican Shoshone and Paiutes practiced their
religions for hundreds of‘years before the Europeans arrived. When the
Mormons came to the Las Vegas Valley in 1855 to establish a way station for
travelers plying the trail between southern Utah and the newly-purchased (1851)
Mormon ranch at San Bernardino, they established a mission to convert local
Pauites to Christianity. Even when Senator William Clark established his railroad
town a half century later, religion cdntinued to influence the valley’s population.

When Clark’s town site opened, it became an instant tent city populated by
almost two thousand people. Early records indicate there were fourteen saloons

among the businesses.? Senator Clark wrote to Dr. John Wesley Bain

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



10
suggesting Dr. Bain, a university graduate and an ordained Southern Methodist

Episcopal minister, come to Las Vegas to organize a congregation and build
a church.® A side-boarded tent school served as the first heme for the fledgling
congregation. Sunday school was held at 10:00 A.M. and a preaching service at
11:00 A.M. The church formed with sixteen cherter members. There were other
christians in Las Vegas, so the Methodist church served as a host congregation
for all of them. Catholics, Mormons, Baptists, and Episcopalians all shared the
facility and often worshiped together until each denominatien launched its own
church.*

Between 1920 and 1940, the local population increased from two thousand
three hundred four to eight thousand six hundred.’ Churches quickly established
themselves as a vital component of the growing community. It was especially
important in the lives of parents who wanted their children to associate with a
church. A local school census in 1906 reported 218 children eligible for school
with Sunday school attendance the same year showing an enroliment of one
hundred and forty children.®

First Methodist church of Las Vegas had a mission mentality from the
beginning. Reverend J.W. Bain, hesides pastoring his local congregation, began
conducting weekday services in Caliente and Logan in the Moapa valley. While
this was taking place, a permanent church structure was planned and built in
1908.7 The congregation continued as a vital part of Las Veges as the

community matured. Disaster struck in 1922 when a fire gutted the church
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11
building, but townspeople came to the rescue and organized a community-wide

fundraising campaign that netted ten thousand dollars in pledges.®

First Methodist continued to enjoy a supportive and symbiotic relationship
with the community. It maintained a close friendship with the Eagles Lodge,
established the local Y.M.C.A., organized a Boy Scout Troop, and launched the
mission that created Zioh Methodist Church. In those days, it was not. generally
accepted for blacks and whites to worship together, so the launching of Zion
mighf have been as much a testament to the racism of the day as a statement of
the church’s broad mission consciousness. In later years, other local Methodist
congregations eclipsed the brominence of First Methodist. As the town
expanded physically, the church more and more became‘ a smaller downtown
church with larger Methodist congregations emerging in the growing
neighborhoods.

The second church to officially organize was Christ Episcopal, which formed
in 1907. Until that time, the town’s smattering of Episcopalians met with the

“Methodists. Nevada’s Episcopalians were part of the Salt Lake diocese. After

meeting with local Episcopalians, Bishop Franklin Spaulding selected Reverend
Harry Gray, a recent graduate of Harvard Divinity School, as the first réctor of the
Las Vegas congregation.® The coﬁgregation quickly organized, and the Las
Vegas Land and Water Company donated the railroad’s substation for a church
building. Lodal Episcopalians were a small but influential congregation. They
emphasized community involvement as a dimension of genuine Christian

witness. Their ranks consisted of business and community leaders including the
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12
publishers of the Las Vegas Age.'® Though their church facility was small, it was

well appointed. For instance, the Meneely Bell Company, recognized as the
finest in the world, manufactured bells for the church."!

Christ Episcopal struggled during the early years. For a time, it was uncertain
whether or not it would survive. Although it was never a particularly large
congregation, it actively supported the creation of other southern Nevada
missions. Christ Episcopal organized a Sunday school at Goodsprings and
established the Epiphany Mission in Moapa. Church records indicate women
played an active role. Indeed, there were numerous women'’s groups, and they
were usually active in various fund raising activities. From 1952 to 1955, Christ
Episcopal Church also became embroiled in the growing controversy over
whether or not ministers should participate in the emerging wedding industry in
Las Vegas. Reverend Malcom Jones was expelled from the Clark County
Ministerial Association because he refused to support the majority view requiring
a minister be affiliated with a recognized church in crder to perform weddings. 2
Throughout its history, Christ's Church blended with the mainstream culture and
functioned as a friend of the community.

Catholicism was also an influential.religion in the city. Southern Nevada had
no Catholic parish when Father Lawrence Scanlon visited in 1905. Occasionally,
visiting priests held mass outdoors or.in a rented building. In 1906, Father
Reynolds came to live in Las Vegas, but his territory included all of Southern
Nevada. His immediate concern for Las Vegas was to secure funding to build a

permanent church. Construction of St. Joan of Arc finally began in 1908.
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13
Everything had to be done in the parishioners’ spare time, but they were

determined to have the church finished by Christmas. Towards the end of 1908
even the women were helping to hammer nails and carry wood. Reynolds held
the first mass in the new church on Christmas Day 1908."® St. Joan of Arc
served not only as a church but also has a community center. The congregation
grew with the population of Las Vegas and, by 1940, had outgrown its original
building. The Catholics built the present St. Joan of Arc facility directly in front of
the old church and moved the latter to North Las Vegas where it served as the
temporary home for the new St. Christopher parish.” Las Vegas Catholics,
under the ecclesiastical jurisdiction of the Diocese of Salt Lake City, enjoyed a
small but growing presence in the valley during the 1930s. As more Catholics
arrived, there was the need for another church. Construction began on St.
James in 1940. St. James was built on the north side of the railroad tracks on
North H Street. Over the years, St. James was a particularly active parish. It
was instrumental in the establishment of other parishes, schools, education
programs, and social and legislative action for minorities.' By the 1990s,
Catholics constituted the largest religious body in Las Vegas, accounting for over
fthirty bercent of the total population.'® Thanks to the growing Hispanic
immigration after 1980, Las Vegas became the fastest-growing diocese in the
nation by the 1990s.

The Presbyterians had a “shadow” presence in the valley as early as 1910.
That is when their articles of incorporation were filed with Nevada Secretary of

State W.G. Douglas.'” In 1912, the Las Vegas Age listed Presbyterian services
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under “church notices” and stated Reverend Jay Mortimer Swander was the

pastor but did not print an address or service time.'® Reverend Swander was the
pastor of the Presbyterian Church at Rhyolite and may have posted the notice in
hopes of pioneering a work in Las Vegas. There does not appear to have been a
local active Presbyterian congregation until 1953 when Presbyterian records
mention representation of the Las Vegas congregation at their annual presbytery
meeting.'® |

The Mormon story once again became part of Las Vegas’ development in
1912. In that year, Newell Leavitt moved to Las Vegas from Bunkerville,
California, in search of work. Leavitt soon married, settled into a new home, and

began a Sunday school in his house. Before long, he had a small Mormon

congregation meeting in his home. There were no recognized Mormon wards in
the valley, so the new work fell under the jurisdiction of Overton. Not until 1922
did church leaders design an independent branch in Las Vegas. (A branchis a -
congregation small in population.) It began with ’149 members but quiekly grew,
prompting officials in Salt Lake to make the city a ward.? Local Mormons built
their first chapel on the northwest corner of Sixth and Carson in 1925. Growth
continued, and by the end of 1930 as work began on Hoover Dam, there were
over four hundred members. Thanks to the Hoover Dam project, Las Vegas'
population soared to over five thousand, helping to boost the Mormon community
to five hunderd members by 1932 and eight hundred twenty-five just four years

later.?!

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



15
The Mormons were more aggressive in growth than the Episcopalians. For

one thing, they had a strategy in laying a structural foundation for growth that
included a plan for creating new stakes throughout the valley. The Las Vegas
ward was divided‘ﬁrst in 1941 and then again in 1947. The division of individual
stakes did not slow the growth of the divided church. Church membership was
determined geographically, thus residents of designated neighborhoods were
expected to remain faithful to the ward closest to where they lived. Church
growth Was accomplished through the conversion of existing residents and new
Mormon families moving to town. The first ward that had been cut into two in
1941 grew to 1,200 members by 1952.22 The Mormons also established a
training center for Mormon young people. While they called the center a
seminary, it was not a seminary in the commonly understood sense of the term
because it offered no formal degrees and was not an accredited institution. It
did, however, provide doctrinal instruction and extensive discipleship training that
strengthened and extended the Mormon presence and enabled students to
engage in church missions.

Another important factor in the Mormon success was its strong financial base.
For Mormons, tithing was not optional.. Then, as today, it was a requirement in
order to enjoy membership in good standing. Besides the tithe, fast offerings,
offerings for the poor, and dues for the maintenance of the ward were part of the
expected donations. With a solid financial base, expansion continued, and the
Mormons eventually became one of thev strongest religious communities in Las

Vegas. Their millennial theology, evangelistic fervor, and organizational genius
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all contributed to their success. The Mormon message held particular appeal

because of its emphasis upon socially conservative values, its help for the poor
and needy, a strong family emphasis, and good strategic planning.

Mormonism is a religion that is distinctly American in many ways but
nonetheless has traditionally been regarded as an outsider’s religion.
Theologically, it stands outside the Protestant mainstream, but it proved to be
attractive despite its unorthodox theology. Its doctrinal idiosyncrasies were offset
by messages addressing “felt heeds.” Mormons want to bé recognized as an
expression of mainstream Christianity, so to this end, they emphasize the
practical application of faith rather than doctrinal teachings.

Mormonism grew in the Las Vegas Valley along with the city. When the sin -
industry began to.evolve, it did not slow the growth or integration of Mormonism
into the fabric of the local culture. Church rules were modified to allow Mormons
to work in certain aspects of the hotel and gaming industries. Mormons also
became an active force in local business, banking, government, and education.
By the 1940s, there was a consensus among Latter Day Saints that in Las
Vegas, gambling and Mormonism were inextricably linked together.

Years later, Howard Hughes’ posture towards Mormons exemplified the |
éttitude of other local business leaders. He sought out Mormon employees
because he believed they could be trusted. There existed a dialectical

relationship between Sin City and Mormonism. The Mormons provided integrity,

skill, and a work ethic that was valuable in the burgeoning tourism industry, and
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17
the city’s strong economy- provided lucrative financial opportunities for many

Mormon residents.?*

‘The organized presence of the Baptists}began in March 1923. The American
Baptist Home Mission Society, with headquarters in the East, treated the
American West as a mission.?® Many of its new churches established in the
region were built in railroad towns. The Baptists often sent a railroad car to a
target town and used it as a temporary church facility until a permanent structure
could be e‘rected. On March 2 1923, the Chapél Car “Gra’ce” rolled into the
desert community of Las Vegas.?® Reverend E.P. Hermiston and his wife served
as the first ministers. Following Pastor Hermiston’s unexpected death a few
months later, Reverend A.C. Blinzinger took charge of the enterprise.?’ In a little -
more than a year, he organized the First Baptist Church with fourteen charter
members. They quickly began work on a permanént facility that was completed
in March of 1925, and this building remained their home for the next twenty
years. The congregation, however, grew slowly with a membership of only sixty-
seven as late as 1944.2 These numbers began to swell following the installation
of Reverend Walter Bishop. Under his dynamic leadership, the congregétion
outgrew the old building and constructed a new one on the corner of Ninth and
Bridger streets. |

One of the trademarks of First Baptist was its missionary-minded
congregation. First Baptist members helped establish churches in North Las
Vegas, Overton, Henderson, and later the West Charleston Baptist and Warm

Springs Baptist churches.?® The Baptists sponsored weekly Sunday schools at
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Blue Diamond, Goodsprings, Pahrump, and Goldfield. The congregation also

established a Spanish-speaking Bible class for hispanic residents in the
northwest part of the city.>® One former pastor of First Baptist remembered the
spirit of cooperation that knit Baptists together with other Protestant
congregations in the city, and joint community services were well attended on
Thanksgiving and Good Friday.?'

The Christian faith of the valley’s African-Americans was an especially
important dimension of their life in Las Vegas. Blacks formed churches as soon
as they arrived in town. There was not another section of Las Vegas that had
more churches per square mile than the Westside. This coﬁstituted the epicenter
of the African-American population. The first African-American church in Las
Vegas was Zion Methodist organized in 1917. Up until that time, the town’s few
Methodist blacks wanted to have a church of their own but had to worship
alongside the white Methodists at First Methodist Church. Members of First
Methodist successfully petitioned the Union Pacific Railroad to donate a parcel of
land for a church site at the northeast corner of Second and Ogden Streets. A
twenty-foot by twelve-foot small frame building was erected, and it housed the
.city’s first African-American congregation.®? The new congregation still did not
have their own pastor. The pastor of First Methodist provided oversight for both
the white and black congregations until 1940 when the first full-time African-
American pastor was appointed.®

Prior to World War Il, Las Vegas' black population remained smalil. As late as

1940, the census recorded only 178 blacks in the city limits.3* Zion Methodist fit
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the profile with a small congregation and a series of obscure pastors who served

the congregation for short periods of time. Zion Methodist's rise to prominence
began in 1960 with the arrival of Reverend Marion Bennett. He recalled the first
month’s income as less than forty dollars. Bennett brought solid academic
credentials to the little cdngregation. He was a graduate of both Morris Brown
Collége and Gammon Theological Seminary in Atlanta, Georgia. Under his
leadership, the church grew, became self-supporting, and supported the struggle
for civil rights.3® He headed the local chapter of the N.A.A.C.P. from 1962-1966.
Zion Methodist developed a solid reputation and attracted many educated
professionals as parishioners. For exarr.lple,' the congregation included in its
membership David and Mable Hoggard. David was president of the local chapter
of the N.A.A.C.P. from 1955-59 and ran the Economic Opportunity Board from
1965-1982 while his wife was a prominent educator who later had a school
named in her honor.® -

Early in 1927, a group of missionaries associated with the Pilgrim Church
of Christ Holiness denomination, headquartered in Jackson, Mississippi, came to
Las Vegas with the intention of establishing a new church. Led by B.F.
Armstrong, their effort bégan with a Home Bible study group, and by October of
that year, a church appeared on the corner of Second and Stewart streets.*’
This was the second African-American congregation to be established in Las
Vegas.

The signature doctrine of this church was its emphasis upon pious living. It

was one of a number of denominations formed in the aftermath of the liberal-
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fundamentalist theological war of the late nineteenth and early twentieth

centuries. These groups all held to a strict view of biblical inerrancy and
measured the quality of faith by pietistic behavior.

The Las Vegas congregation eventually moved to North D Street where it
esft_gblished itself as an integral part of the African-American Westside
community. Pilgrim Church was never a particularly large congregation, with a
membership that fluctuated between fifty and one hundred members, but it was
well known and respected among the local citizens.’® Reverend George Harris
was the pastor with longest ienure. He served as Assistant Pasto_r from 1940-
1951, and then as Senior Pastor from 1953-1971. The church was never as
active on the political scene as Zion Methodist but did use the pulpit to support
civil rights.

The congregation that would eventually become the largest of all the
Westside churches did not organize until February, 1942, when a group of nine
individuals met at the home of Brother and Sister H.R. Robinson on Jackson
Street in Las Vegas to discuss the possibility of starting a Baptist church for
African-Americans. Among the group were Reverend and Sister B.T. Mayfield.*®
Mayfield was chosen to be the pastor and the name Second Béptist was sélected
because the name First Baptist was already taken by the town’s white Baptist
church. It was a common practice for black congregations of the same
denomination to select the name “Second” to identify their churches.*°

The small group of charter mem.bers purchased a parcel of land and

collected enough money to acquire a twenty-foot by forty-foot tent for thirty-five
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dollars. The fledgling congregation met there for about nine months, but the

church began growing immediately and had to construct a permanent building to
house the congregation. Money was raised for a concrete block structure by
buying blocks on a weekly basis according to how much money came in via the
Sunday offerings. Thus, the church was established under the leadership of
Pastor Mayfield.*'

Reverend V.C. Coleman assumed the pastorate of Second Baptist in 1949
and served for twenty-five years. In 1978, Reverend Willie Davis became the
church’s pastor. Under Davis’s leadership, Second Baptist membership rolls
more than doubled, Sunday attendance surpassed the one thousand mark, and
the offerings tripled. In 1989, parishioners dedicated a large sanctuary with
seating capacity of one thousand six hundred.

Second Baptist became an important community center on the Westside.
Numerous local politicians came to the church during election years and national
civil rights personalities were invited to speak from its pulpit.*? Indeéd, Reverend
Jessie Jackson was one of the féatured speakers at the dedication of the
sanctuary completed in 1989.** Second Baptist church soon became a pillar of
the African-American community.

The 1 940's witnessed the first great influx of blacks to Las Vegas. Between
1940 and 1960, the black population increased from one hundred sevehty-eight
to 9,649.4 During World War Il, many were defense workers at Basic
Magnesium in Henderson. There were also a limited number of jobs available for

blacks in the hotels and casinos downtown and on the emerging Strip. Not
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surprisingly, this led to. the formation of several new Baptist congregations

including Second Baptist, the largest black Baptist church in Las Vegas. The first
black pentecostal churches were also formed during the 1940s, an event that will
be covered later.

The soaring black population triggered increased racial conflict. Indeed, local
blacks often referred to Las Vegas as the “Mississippi of the West.” They
secured jobs as porters or maids but were not allowed to work on the floors of
the casinos as dealers or cocktail waitresses. During the 1950s, when black
entertainers such as Nat King Cole or Sammy Davis, Jr. performed locally, they
could not stay in downtown hotels. Nat King Cole stayed in a trailer behind the
Thunderbird Hotel and Sammy Davis Jr. lodged at the Moulin Rouge (the only
black-operated casino in town).*> Up until the 1960s, African-American residents
of the Westside recall overt harassment when they strayed outside their
neighborhood boundaries after dark. It was common for them to be pulled over
by the police and interrogated about why they were in the wrong part of town.“®
Some local blacks still attribute this discrimination to the city’s strong Mormon
influence. Mormon theology held that blacks bore the mark of Cain and thus
were a cursed race. Because of this, they were not allowed into the priesthood
of the Mormon Church.*’ |

Las Vegas' African-American ministers played a vital role in the struggle for
civil rights. Beginning in 1964, the local chapter of the NAACP successfully
fought to change some of the city and state’s segregation laws.*® The impetus

for change came in the wake of a visit to Las Vegas by Reverend Martin Luther
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King in April 1964. He inspired a sense of mission and activism that brought a

badly needed “cash transfusion.” Local black churches spearheaded an attack
on the city’'s segregation laws. Black ministers used the pulpit for rallying their
congregations, and churches served as community centers for identifying the
problem and formulating a plan of action.

Despite the troubles of being a black Las Vegan, there were advantages, too.
Among the most important was that discrimination caused the black community
to become close-knit and mutually supportive. The church was perhaps the
single most important institution in the African-Am‘eric}:an community. Its purpose
and function were multidiménsional. Black Las Vegans, like their counterparts
across the nation, were deeply religious, and church served as.the focal point for
the practice of their faith and for community activism. Black churches were not
simply spiritual centers. They addressed the political challenges faced by both
church members and citizens of their minority community. The NAACP
depended upon the church for leaders, for financial and moral support, and for a
platform to articulate their agenda.*® The church’s enduring appeal to local
African-Americans was evidenced by the fact that even though most blacks

" moved away from tﬁe Westside they continued to drive thére for church. Their
community of faith remained an important link between the individual black
Christian and the black community at large.

There existed a sense of fraternity between members of the various black

churqhes. Theological differences were never as divisive among blacks as they

were in the white community. Pastors and congregations spanned the
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theological spectrum from liberal to conservative and crossed denominational

lines, but their differences did not weaken their solidarity.

Clearly, the creation of churches was an integral part of the community
developmental process in Las Vegas. Churches provided spiritual orientation,
community service, and a sense of identity for many among the local citizens.
For minorities, they also provided a forum to express their frustration and seek

solutions to white oppression.
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‘CHAPTER 3

BRUSH ARBOR BIRTHRIGHT

It started in the American heartland in the twilight of the nineteenth century.
First hundreds, then'thousands, then tens of thousands of Baptists and
Methodists, with a sprinkling of Quakers, Mennonites, and Presbyterians, left
their home chufches and joined one of the great revligious migrations of modern‘
times. Some have labeled these spiritﬁal sojourners radical evangelicals. They -
held in corﬁmon the conviction that the only true gospel was “four-fold.” It
included personal salvation, Holy Ghost baptism, divine healing, and the
imminent second coming of Jesus Christ.! Almost all who constituted this
emerging movement rejected what they perceived as the drift into theological
liberalism of mainstream Christian Protestant denominations. It was in this
context that the modern pentecostal movement was borh, a movement that
became the fastest growing expression of Christianity in the twentieth century.
By the late 1990s, pentecostals humbered over five hundred millibn. The sheer
magnitude of the movement demanded it be taken seriously and evaluated in
light of its far-reaching inﬂuencev.2

Oh the local scene, we will here locate pentecostalism within the larger

25
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context of historical Christianity. It is to be distinguished from other Protestant

denominations. The movement'’s formal beginnings in North America date from
the early 20" Century, but this Spirit-led tradition has deep roots that extend
down to the origins of Judeo/Christian faith. An attempt will be made to exhibit a
cdnnection with its family tree. Indeed, this branch continues to grow both in this
country and around the world.

In American Originals, Paul Conkin identified a number of expressions of

Christianity that bear a distinct “made in America Iabel‘.”3 Pentecostalism was
one of those expressions. As a working class expression of faith, it embodied
many elements of the American civil religion emphasizing the special place of
America in God’s master plan and importance of human freedorh in forging one’s
own destiny. As one writer put it, “Deep down they seemed to know that they
were, as President Lincoln had said of Americans generally, members of the
almost-chosen people, and their country the almost-chbsen land.” It was also a
democratic-based faith in that the laymen and women of any given congregation
shaped its formation of faith and charted its destiny.

Grant Wacker contended that the early pentecostals were economically
disenfranchised. They weré the “honest poor” who occupied the lowest base of
the work force. Their financial plight was vcompounded by their low social status.

"> They were

As one early pentecostal put it, they were the “scum of society.
outsiders culturally as well. For them, the world to come held much greater

promise than manifest earthly reality. They therefore lived in the shadow of
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Christ's second coming, which they believed would deliver them from this world’s

troubles.

As in the rest of the nation and around the world, pentecostals had a
measurable impact in Las Vegas in the twentieth century. Although no one
knows just when the first ones arrived, by the early 1920s there were at least a
few pentecostals in the Las Vegas Valley. The ensuing years saw the movement
grow numerically and even become a national phenomena. In the years after
World War I, pentecostals became a significant part of southern Nevada's
religious community. While groups like the Mormons and Catholics also grew
quickly, theirs was mostly transfer growth consisting largely of existing members
who moved to soutﬁern Nevada.®

Pentecostal growth, on the other hand, was comprised largely of new
converts. Not only was the pentecostals’ numeric growth impressive, they also
tapped into segments of the local population that were historically unchurched.
Pentecostals attracted members from the gambling and entertainment industries
who were not previously associated with any form of organized religion. Local
pentecostals successfully accommodated themselves to the unique “sin city”
cuiture. The 1960s marked the tUrning point for their growth in Laé Vegas. From
that decade on, they increased in numbers, influence, and acceptance by other
Christian denominations.

Many new pentecostal churches organized, but there was neither a
centralized authority nor an official statement of faith binding them together.

Each group staunchly retained its individual autonomy. However, there were
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common doctrinal beliefs linking them. Virtually all pledged allegiance to a

message that included belief in the absolute authority of Scripture, holiness living
(personal piety), baptism with the Holy Spirit, miracles, and Christ's imminent
return to Earth.

In the decades after World War I, mainstream Protestantism declined even
as evangelicalism grew.” Some demographic studies indicate that over thirty
percent of Americans claimed to be evangelical as defined by a “born again”
experience.® Pentecostalism was a form of evangelicalism, and throughout the
latter half of the century, pentecostalism remained an important component of the
ongoing restructuring of religion in North America.®

Twentieth-century pentecostalism is a recent expression of an ancient
spiritual pathway to God. ‘Some scholars identify this expression of faith as the
“enthusiast tradition.”’® Its heritage can be traced to the ecstatic prophets of the
Old Testament such as Elijah and Elisha. These were not literary prophets, but
rather signs-and-wonders men of God. Their mark in ministry was defined by
raising the dead and making axe heads float on water. They stood in contrast to
the classical prophets like Isaiah and Jeremiah who conveyed the rational written
word of God." |

During thé formative years of Christianity, the believers at Corinth embodied
the enthusiast spirit. In the thirteenth and fourteenth chapter of 1 Corinthians, the
apostle Paul admonished the pentecostals of his day. He warned them against
the dangers of a faith that relied exclusively on ecstatic _experience.'z This

Charismatic tradition extended into the post-apostolic era with Christian worship
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that included prophecy, speaking in tongues, visions and mystical encounters

with the Divine.

For instance, Clement of Rome who died in 96 A.D. documented the
prevalence of spiritual gifts within the church. Irenaeus of Lyons (130-202 A.D.)
described charismatic gifts (especially prophecy) in his church in southern
Gaul.®® Also in the second century, a Phrygian evangelist named Montanus
traveled throughout Asia Minor proclaiming himself to be the bearer of direct
revelation from the Spirit of God. ‘In trances, he believed he could reveal the
direct word of God to the people of his day. The mystical Phrygian placed his
private revelations on a par with Scripture.’® One of the most respected early
church fathers was a man named Tertullian (160-225 A.D.). He was also a:
highly regarded theologian. He eventually joined the Montanist “New Prophets”
who practiced healing, prophecy, and tongues.'

During the early years of the Middle Ages, Simeon the New Theologian (949-
1022 A.D.) was an Eastern mystic who reported intimate spiritual experiences.
These included a “baptism in the Holy Spirit” which was distinct from those
graces received in the sacraments. This Spirit baptism was accompanied by
awareness of one’s guilt before God, penitence, tears and an intensified |
awareness of the Trinity as light dwelling within. Hildegard of Bingen (1099-1178
A.D.) professed to having aspired visions, gifts of tears, knowledge, wisdom and
prophecy. Numerous miracles were attributed to her. She claimed to sing
concerts in the Spirit and later legends maintained she wrote entire books in

unknown languages. '®
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The Cathars (1100 A.D.-1300 A.D.) were regarded by the Catholic church as

heretics because they replaced the recognized sacraments with a belief in strict
asceticism and “baptism with fire and the Holy Spirit.”17 Another western mystic
named Gregorius Palamas (1296-1359) emphasized the laying on of hands for

~ reception of the gifts of healing, miracles, foreknowledge, wisdom, diverse
tongues, and interpretation of tongues.'®

The later Middle Ages had its representatives of the enthusiast tradition as
well. Saint Francis of Assisi (1182-1226 A.D.) was the first to bear the stigmata.

| in ecstatic worship, the wounds of Christ appeared on his hands, feet, and side.'®
In addition, there were nuherous references to mystical experiences among
monks and runs in the monasteries and convents. Saint Thomas Aquinas (1227-
1274 A.D.) spent most of his career developing a written systematic theology, but
near the end of his life he claimed to have a direct revelation that rendered all his
written work as noth.ing more than “wood, hay, and stubble.” Aquinas professed
to have experienced things that transcended the boundaries of his heretofore
rational theology.

During the years of the Reformation, the Anabaptists were still another
expression of. Spirit-enthused faith. The radical reformers emphasized the
priesthood of all believefs, and taught that the spiritual gifts listed by the apostle
Paul in 1 Corinthians chapter twelve should be freely exercised by members of
the congregation.? Thé charismata were a distinct feature of mainstream -

anabaptism led by such men as Menno Simons and Conrad Grebel.
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Spirit directed religion was also a feature in the theology of a radical German

Anabaptist named Thomas Muntzer (1490-1525). Muntzer, the eccentric
Anabaptist was yet another example of the enthusiast tradition. He emphasized
the “inner word” and baptism of the Holy Spirit and direct revelation through
visions and dreams. He believed in Spirit guidance, and used his Spirit theology
as a road map directing social reform.?!

Muntzer sought to usher in the Kingdom of God on Earth by proclaiming
Munster Germany to be the New Jerusalem. At the point of the sword, he
attempted to forée the local citizenry to subscribe to his unorthodox theology.
Many of the townspeople revolted ahd there was much bloodshed in a conflict
between Munster and Muntzer. In the end, Muntzer and some of his followers
were executed for leading the insurrection. Muntzer’s violent apocalypticism
earned him the nickname “Muntzer the monster of Munster.”

An interesting postscript to the millenarianism of Munster lies in the fact that
he was lauded as a hero by some Marxists. They praised his militaristic
interpretation of the Kingdom of God’s arrival on Earth. They re-worked some of
his .ideas and folded them into their theory of class struggle inevitably leading to a
utopian state.? |

Between the years1640-1801, the Jansenists were a French-based
extreme Augustinian movement within the Roman Catholic Church. Among other
doctrinal distinctives, they were also known for their emphasis upon signs and

wonders, spiritual dancing, healings, and prophetic utterances. Some reportedly
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spoke in unknown tongues and understood foreign languages in which they were

addressed.

Enthusiasm and American revivalism went hand in hand. The revivals and
awakenings in American church hisfory were punctuated by emotive faith.
Jonathon Edwérds (1703-1758) noted tears, trembling, groans, loud outcries,
religious "noisé” and ecstasies during the First Great Awakening. Edwards
himself first encountered God in an intensely experiential way while reading 1
Timothy. He later stated that the only language that seemed adequate was that
of ecstasy. He was transfixed with “a sweet sense of the glorious majesty and
grace of God, that | know not how to express."®

Theré has always been a powerful experiential dimension to American
revivalism. This reached a high-water mark in the famous Cain Ridge, Kentucky
revival of 1800-1801. Over twenty-five thousand attended, and there were
reports of ecstatic utterances, howling, and physical convulsions under the power
of the Spirit of God.?*

These historical examples are presented in support of the hypothesis that
modern pentecostalism is a contemporary expression of a long-standing Judeo-
Christian tradition. Disti‘nct from ritualists, who emphasize the sacraments, and
rationalists, who emphasize the written and spoken word, are the enthusiasts,
who stress the manifestation of the Spirit as an authoritative means to having an
encounter with God.

The battle between modernists and traditionalists led indirectly to the

formation of modern pentecostalism. In the years following the Civii War, the
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face of American Protestantism was permanently changed. It was no longer a
monolithic force, but divided into two separate camps. The long-held optimistic
belief that America was a united Christian nation on a mission to convert the
world was shattered by the Civil War. Churches were divided between North and
South.

Depending on one’s theological orientation, either breakthroughs or
breakdowns in scholarship challenged many of the traditional claims of Christian
faith. As a result, a debate broke out between the creationists and evolutionists.
Literary criticism challenged the veracity of many of Christianity’s supernatural
tenets of faith. Churchmen were divided on whether or not Jesus really
performed miracles or was raised from the dead.

Another point of controversy was the modern school of psychology led by
Sigmund Freud. He contended that the religious impulse in human kind was
really nothing more than an infantile illusion rooted in the subconscious. All of
these issues created spirited debate and eventually brought division within
American Protestantism. The liberal churches sought to embrace the modern
theories of thought and reconfigure Christianity to accommodate the new world
view. But millions of rank and file Protestants held their grouﬁd and would not
budge concerning time-honored aspécts of apostolic faith. The conservative
camp, after the great division, came to be known as “fundamentalism.” The term
Fundamentalist was derived from the Presbyterian general assembly of 1910. In
response to some of the questions raised about qrthodox faith, the conference

adopted a five-point declaration of “essential doctrines.” These points were (1)
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the inerrancy of scripture, (2) the virgin birth of Christ, (3) his substitutionary

atonement, (4) his bodily resurrection, and (5) the authenticity of miracles.?®
One’s position on these five points served as a litmus test for orthodoxy.

it was out of this movement that a new wave of revivals occurred. Among the
holiness contingent within the fundamentalist confession of faith, there was fresh
emphasis upon an experiential encounter with God and a firm commitment to the
full authority of scripture. Pentecostalism can be interpreted as a recent chapter
in the longstanding enthusiast tradition of faith. Most pentecostals’ roots were in
the Methodist and Baptist churches, although many detoured through the
holiness movement in route to pentecostalism.

Pentecostalism in America began in 1901. An obscure itinerate preacher
named Charles Parham started a Bible school in Topeka, Kansas. The group,
consisting of only a couple dozen men and women, met in an unfinished mansion
the locals called Stone’s Folly. Parham instructed his students to study the New
Testament book of Acts. There was patrticular interest in the phenomena of the
Holy Spirit in the life of thé early Christians.?® Parham’s group was ah
independent collection of seekers who were not led by a scholar or committed to
Aa particular theological tradition. In order to confirm that the experience of the
early church was also intended for today, Parham encouraged his disciples fo
pray and ask God to duplicate the experience of speaking in an unknown tongue.
A woman named Agnes Ozman was part of the group. Shortly after midnight on
January 1, 1901, she spoke in an unknown language.?” Parham and his

followers believed this was the same experience of Spirit baptism that occurred
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in the early church. Soon the other members of the group had the same
experience. Topeka Bible Institute floundered and soon closed its doors, but the
message of the baptism in the Holy Spirit as evidenced by speaking in other
tongues lived on. The tiny but fervent Topeka contingent scattered and spread
the word of their new revelation.?®

What happened at Topeka might have passed without any further attention
had it not been for a one-eyed black man named W.J. Seymour. While in Texas,
Seymour heard Parham’s fascinating teachings. He traveled to Los Angeles in
1906 and spoke one Sunday morning at a Nazarene church on Brae Street
where he promised to teach more about the new doctrine of the iHoly Spirit that
night. However, upon returning in the evening, he found the church locked.
Seymour rented a boarded-up livery stable on Azusa Street and began studying
and praying, along with a small band of curious seekers, for the pentecostal
experience of the Holy Spirit. The result was the Azusa Street revival, a
phenomenon lasting three years. Sparks from Azusa Street flew in every
direction as the new faith spread with remarkable rapidity. Eventually, thousands
~ came from across America and from other nations to be part of the Azusa Street
revival. This revival ignited the moderh pentecostal movement.?

A descendent of the evangelical family, pentecostals emphasized the born
again experience and insisted upon full biblical authority over matters of faith and
practice. As with other fdrms of evangelicalism, the Bible was a key to
pentecostalism. The belief in the absolute accuracy of Scripture and its full

authority over the believer in all matters distinguished them. Although the
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modern pentecostal movement shared much in common with evangelicalism, it

also had many differences. Pentecostals were distinguished by their emphasis
on and devotion to studying the Holy Spirit.

Pentecostal eschatology was another distinctive characteristic. Historically, it
fit into what H. Richard Niebuhr called the “Christ against culture” perspective of

~ faith.3° Since most early pentecostals were drawn from the lower economic

classes, they were not part of America’s cultural mainstream. Lacking any
optimisﬁc faith in the seculéf world, they instead placed their trust in God.
Pentecostals were characterized by their pre-millennial eschatology that
anticipated the personal and eminent return of the Lor.d.31

Many of the twentieth century’s first pentecostals had their roots in the
“holiness movement.” They therefore placed a high priority upon personal piety.
They were not too concerned about broader social issues, but did emphasize
personal holiness.*® Smoking, drinking, gambling, dancing, and the like were
always on the pentecostal list of forbidden behaviors. They linked the ability to
live a pious life to the internal habitation of the Holy Spirit. These pneumatics
believed the Spirit's presence enabled one to overcome the temptations of the
voutsidé world. They interpreted society in general as lost and under the |
dominion of Satan. Separatism was also an important factor in living the
“sanctified” life. They frowned upon relationships with those outside the
community of faith because they might cause one to indulge in forbidden

behavior. These beliefs stamped them as social separatists practicing their faith
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outside the boundaries of mainstream culture, which caused them to have an

adversarial relationship with society in general.

One of the most common sermon topics was the second coming of Jesus
Christ. The hope of Christ's return to earth was a dominant theme that resulted
in members’ prioritizing their lives based on the conviction that Jesus might
return for his bride, the church, at any moment. This blessed hope made the
miseries of earthly existence bearable. It also necessitated that one live in a
constant state of alert. To be caught in a sinful state at the time of the Lord’s
return would mean being left behind to face the Great TribuI‘ation. Every acﬁvity
and ministry was geared to winning as many converts as possible before Christ's
return. The énd-of—the—world emphasis of the pentecostals motivated them to be
zealous evangelists seeking to spread the faith to anyone who would listen.
They believed in and anticipated the end of the world once every nation on earth
had received a witness to the pentecostal version of the Christian faith. A
favorite Scriptural text often gited in support of this position was Matthew 24:14,
“And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a
testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.” Pentecostals were
relentless in their determi‘nation to convert és many as possible to trigger Christ’s
return.

Pentecostals had a distinct understanding of biblical authority. They held an
abiding conviction that the Bible was infallible. They spoke of Scripture as the
“all sufficient rule for faith and practice,” but they did not evenly integrate the

literal teachings of the Bible into the practices of everyday life. Some scholars
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believe this was because it never occurred to them to raise the question of what

they meant by plenary accuracy.

Pentecostals differed from fundamentalists concerning how biblical authority
worked. While fundamentalists were strict literalists in that their interpretation of
the biblical message was restricted to the context of the Bible itself, pentecostals
had a more “pneumatic” hermeneutic. They believed the Holy Spirit must be
factored into the reading of Scripture. Pentecostals were not as bound to the
letter of the text as they were open to the “Spirit” of it. For instance, a strict
fundamentalist would adamantly oppose the ordination of women based on a
literal reading of the New Testament, but pentecostals have ordained women
since the beginning of the movement. In fact, the most famous female evangelist
in American history was a pentecostal named Aimee Semple McPherson.
Pentecostals reasoned that Paul’'s admonition concerning women in ministry was
cultural, not a universal mandate.3* To pentecostals, the Spirit was more
important than the letter in correctly applying the biblical méssage. These
pneumatic Christians believed the Holy Spirit gave a sense of priority, emphasis,
and timeliness to the test of scripture. Scripture was absolutely authoritative as
the Spirit spoke through it.

In contrast to fundamentalists, pentecostals practiced a more energized,
experiential form of worship which emphasized music and congregational
participation. A possible influence for this was the spiritual tradition of the African
slaves in the old south.3® Pentecostals embraced strong egalitarian ethics and

were empowered by an active laity. Like Luther, they believed in the “priesthood

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



39
of all believers” through which any member of the congregation might be used by

the Holy Spirit to deliver the “Word of the Lord” to the rest of the church body.

Pentecostals believed in divine healing as a sign or wonder and they made it
central to their church’s ministry. Nationally known ministries such as those of
Aimee Semple McPherson, Oral Roberts, and Kathryn Kuhiman were built
around faith healing.®® Divine healing has remained a staple of pentecostal faith
and has been a cardinal point of divergence frorn many others within the
evangelical com‘munity.

In its earliest days, pentecostalism was distinguished by its racial
inclusiveness. Blacks and whites worshiped side by side at the Azusa Street
revival. The first African-American denomination, the Church of God in Christ,
ordained a number of white ministerial candidates before fellowships like the
Assemblies of God became organized.*’

Today, however, the color line divides pentecostals in several ways. It is no
longer common to find integrated congregations. In some cases, upward mobility
has separated the races. More whites thah blacks have moved into the middle
and upper middle economic classes. Whites who used to worship with the poor
from all races now worship in well-appointed, predominately white middle-class
churches in suburbia. Anotﬁer reason for separation is worship style. Black
pentecostals are generally more exuberant in their worship than white
pentecostals. Sectionalism has been still another reason for the racial divide.
Pentecostalism haé been less capable of breaking down racial barriers in the

South than other regions of the United States. There has also been a paolitical
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division between Anglo and African-Americans. White pentecostals have been

political conservatives, often identifying with the ideology of the Republican Party,
while a majority of black pentecostals identify with the Democratic Party.

In The Democratization of American Christianity, Nathan Hatch demonstrated

how populist and democratically oriented forms of Christianity both created new
forms of Christianity and influenced the culture at large.*® Pentecostals were
conSistent with Hatch’s theory concerning democratically oriented American
expressions of féith. Pentecostals have been an upwardly mobile movement
rapidly finding their way into the American mainstream socially, economically,
politically, and religiously. The proliferation of pentecostalism has exerted a
visible impact on American culture in the twentieth century by attracting members
or supporters from all social classes in American society.

While twenty-first century America will be much more religiously pluralistic, it
will probably also be decidedly more evangelical/pentecostal. Princeton
sociologist Walter Wuthnow is convinced that a re-structuring of religious
alleg.iance and influence is currently underway. He maintains that expressions of
evangelicalism including pentecostalism are emerging as the new religion of the
American mainstream.*

The days of retreat from mainline culture are over, as the penfecostal
community asserts itself in politics, education, legislation, and social activism.

On any given Sunday there are more pentecostals in houses of worship than
Presbyterians and Episcopalians combined. Theré was a time when pentecostal

worshipers were few in number and came from the margins of society.*° Now
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there are not only millions of them, but they are moving into professions that

have a shaping influence upon the course of the nation’s culture. United States
Attorney General John Ashcroft is a lifelong member of the Assemblies of God.
Oscar-winning actor Denzel Washington and basketball star Magic Johnson are
members of a Church of God in Christ in Los Angeles. Pentecostals are
becoming a strong voice in the national dialogue over many of the issues
shaping modern American culture.

Pentecostals are adept at reinventing their religion to make it more
marketable in the American cultural context. One needs to look no further than
televangelists such as Jim Bakker or Jimmy Swaggart to appreciate their genius
for packaging their message in a popular format. Evangelicals havev historically
been creative at seizing popular mediums of communication to spread their
message and advance their general movement. This theme is effectively
surveyed in Laurence Moore’s Selling God. He argues that the principles of a
free rﬁarket even apply in the ecclesiastical context. Moore shows that those
religious groups that understand the market and make their movement relevant
to the needs of the common people have always been rewarded with success.*'

in a post-modern world-, the foundations of cultural, intellectual, and spiritual
absolutes have all been challenged. Harvard scholar Harvey Cox studied the
pentecostal phenomenon on a worldwide scale and concluded that it was the
pentecostal understanding of Spirit that helped spur their rise to prominence.
Pentecostals are not anti—intellecfual but they are pro-Spirit.*? For the

pentecostal, Spirit has entered the 'arena as a legitimate means for people to
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define and reinterpret truth. Pentecostalism has expanded far beyond its

American origins and has become a powerful international movement especially
in Latin America.** For millions there, the Spirit has become the new absolute.

By the year 2000, pentecostals claimed over five hundred million followers
world-wide with tens of millions in the United States alone.** Pentecostalism cuts
across all ethnic and cultural barriers. In the United States virtually every ethnic
group boasts pentecostal congregations. For example, the Church of God in
Christ is the largest African-American pentecostal denomination. By 2000, it
boasted a worldwide membership of ten million.*® Hispanics, Koreans, and
Filipinos also joined pentecostal churches in impressive numbers.

Indigenous churches have been established on every continent around the
world. For example, the church is rapidly growing in parts of Africa. In Nigeria,
pentecostalism grew from less than one percent of the total populatioh in 1900 to
over thirty-two percent by the year 2000.*° In Asia it is growing as well. The

World Christian Encyclopedia identified Yoido Full Gospel Church in Seoul,

South Korea, as the largest single congregation in the world. In 2000, this
Assemblies of God church had a membership of nine hundred thousand
people.’ It ié impossible to accurately count the number of penfecostals in
communist China, but two things are evident: ﬁrét, there are more of them now
than when the communist revolution began, and second, the Chinese church has
a strong pentecostal component. David Barrett estimates there are over fifty-four
million Chinese pentecostals.*® Approximately forty-seven percent of the

Christians in Brazil are now pentecostal/charismatic. In the 1990s, Russian
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Orthodox Church prelates spoke out against pentecostals, a sure sign of their

emerging presence in that country. Conservative estimates today put the
number of Russian pentecostals at nearly six and one-half million.* India, a
predominately Hindu country, has also seen an explosion of growth among
pentecostals. Many converts to pentecostal Christianity come from the lowest
castes of society. Christianity offered hope for self-improvement while Hinduism
left the lowest members of society immobilized by their karma. From 1970-2000,
pentecostals in India increased by over thirty million.*® Harvey Cox believes their -
influence is even beginning to make inroads into Western Europe and speculates
the growth will continue.®' There is no indication pentecostal growth is slowing at

~all, as it continues to increase in size and influence as a world-wide religious
movement. The Las Vegas pentecostal experience has followed much the same
path frbm its humble beginnings, inclusion of all races, political influence,

promotion of women, acceptance into mainstream culture, and rapid growth.
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CHAPTER 4

PENTECOST IN THEIR SOULS

Women have always played a prominent role in pentecostal churches, and
Las Vegas was no exception. In virtually every pentecostal congregation,
women comprised the numerical majority and usually shouldered a heavy load in
leading the practical minisfries and spirituél life of the church. This chapter will
use the example of one local woman and congregation to illuminate the role of
women in the Holy Ghost religion’s development and growth.

The story of pentecostal women zigzags. In some instances, they served as
missionaries, teachers, and even pastors. The Old Testament book of Joel was
often quoted, “Your sons and daughters will prophecy.” (Joel 2:28) Thié passagé
was interpreted as biblical endorsement for women in leadership. On the other
hand, some pentecoétals were uncomfortable with women at the helm, because
the apostle Paul expressly forbade them from holding a position of leadership
over men. (1 Timothy 2:11-12) |

The issue of women in leadership depended upon how one interpreted the
authority of Spirit and Word. Did the direct reveiation of the Holy Spirit

commission women to take the lead, or was the written authority of Scripture to
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be followed to the letter? Pentecostalism existed with this ambiguity unresolved.’

Emma Jacobsen’s life provides an excellent case study, because she
embodied so many characteristics that typified the pentecostal movement. She
came from a working-class background and was a spiritual leader in both her
home and her church. She was a fervent believer in the contemporary ministry
of the Holy Spirit, and was a strict separatist from the prevailing Las Vegas
culture. Jacobsen remained a vanguard for the old-time religion when Trinity
Temple began moving away from its classical pentecostal roots and began
recasting its image and message to better relate to a new generation of
believers.

As a Los Angeles resident, she was baptized with the Holy Spirit in the early
twentieth century. The Azusa Street revival introduced her to the pentecostal
experience. Her experience of speaking in other tongues alienated her from
denominational churches, so she joined a small pentecostal fellowship. While in
Los Angeles, she attended a crusade and came under the influence of a rising
star on the evangelistic trail, Aimee Semple McPherson.? Sister Aimee was both
an inspiration and an example of a pentecostal woman in the ministry. in
established Protestant churches, it was unacceptable for a woman to take the
lead in pulpit ministry; not so with pentecostals. From the movement’s beginning,
women were recognized as potential pastors and ministers in their own right.

Because pentecostals were egalitarian in the practice of their worship and

interpreted themselves as a priesthood of believers, this meant any Spirit-filled
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believer in the flock could be a conduit through which the Holy Spirit might be

manifest. The congregation did not rely on the pastor to be the Spirit's exclusive
mouthpiece. Jacobsen believed the Lord had given her the gifts of discernment
and prophecy. She thought the exercise of her spiritual gifts was her way of
ministering for the good of the entire local body of believers. it was not unusual
for her to bring a “message in tongues” during a Sunday service. On other
occasions, she gave “the interpretation” when someone else spoke in a heavenly
vlanguage. At times she possessed the “gift of discernrﬁent." When this
occurred, she sensed if something was out of order or inappropriate and would
go to the pastor or church elders to make her feelings known.

In 1931, Emma Jacobson’s family moved to Las Vegas. Her husband, Carl,
had the promise of work at Boulder Dam, so he packed his belongings, loaded
his wife and their three children into the car and headed east from Los Angeles.
Making ends meet had always been a struggle for Carl, and these were hard
times. Carl blamed the stock market crash of 1929 and the depression for his
family’s economic woes. Yet in the memory of his daughter, Ellenore, Carl
himself was part of the problem. He was mentally unstable, had outbursts of
anger, and was Iater‘diagnosed as schizophreﬁic. Being married to him was not
easy. More than once Emma was the target of physical abuse. There were
times the children were compelled to intercede on their mother’s behalf.
Sometimes they had to physically pull Carl away.from Emma.

The Jacobsons had high hopes for a better life when they moved to Las

Vegas. Carl purchased a lot at 800 Williams Street, and the family lived in a tent

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



47
at the end of the lot. For the next few months, the family worked together

constructing a house using materials left over from the Hoover Dam project.
Soon after moving to town, Emma went door-to-door selling corsets while Carl
started a junkyard business near their property in North Las Vegas. The family
needed the extra income from outside jobs to supplement Carl's paycheck.?

Mrs. Jacobsen'’s faith was an important part of her life. Las Vegas was a
lonely place for a morally upright woman like her, and she found strength, help,
support, and inspiration from the practice of hef pentecostal faith. ‘Perhaps her
frustrations and disappointrﬁents at home were also part of therreason the Lord
was so important to her. Mr. Jacobsen once was an active churchman himself,
and for a period of time he and his wife had even co-pastored a church. But that
was in the past. Carl had long since quit practicing his faith and did little to
encourage his family in religious matters. Emma’s faith was probably the glue
that held her unstable marriage together. She believed that the Bible strictly -
forbade divorce; so her marriage to Carl never hinged on whether, but how, it
would work out. As it turned out, it did not work out very well at all. She never
divorced him, but she did pack his belongings and permanently banish him from
her home. Religion helped console and strengthen her as a} single parent.
Church was vital because it provided a place for worship and fellowship with
others who shared her values.*

From the time Mrs. Jacobsen arrived in town, she began looking for a
pentecostal fellowship. Her choices were limited, because pentecostals were a

tiny, obscure minority in Las Vegas in the 1930s. In the terminology of the
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outside world, she was a “holy-roller.” The first organized church she attended in

Las Vegas was Zion Rest Mission. Zion Rest was a small predominately black
congregation (see chapter 5). She later heard about Westside Mission and, with
her two youngest children, decided to give it a try.

At the Westside Mission, Jacobsen found what she was looking for. Church
services were held at least three times a week, and she was present whenever
the doors were opened for worship.® On Sunday mornings in the early 1930s,
Mrs. Jacobsen, her daughter Ellenore, and son Burt walked about four miles to
Westside church. Their destination was a rickety, unpainted structure with only a
vwood-burning stove providing heat in the winter. There was no running water,
and they sat on wooden benches that had neither backs nor padding. The
pastor's labor was one of love for there was no salary to support him. While he
took a percentage of the offering, that usually amounted to only four dollars per

week.®

Jacobsen’s newfound pentecostal church had only about twenty-five
members. Sunday morning’s church experience began with Sunday school.
She taught an adult Bible class. She felt that since the Bible contained the
blueprint for successful living, it was important to spend time studying its
contehts. After Sunday school; the morning worship service was held, which

- began with energized singing. The music was usually upbeat with some of the
saints clapping their hands or tapping their toe to the beat. During one period,
the pastor's daughter played the piano and danced while she played.” After the

song service, members of the congregation were encouraged to stand and testify
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about how the Lord had answered prayer or helped them through the past week.

It was often the pastor's wife who led the song and testimony service.
Occasionally, she brought the Sunday morning message.®

After the closing prayer, Jacobsen and her children visited with their friends
and hoped one that of the members would invite them home for Sunday dinner.
Visiting with Christian friends over a meal on Sunday afternoon was a treat they
looked forward to. There was never much socializing associated with church
attendance. When congregants came together to worship, they were to focus on
spiritual matters. However, a close social network developed between families
who were part of the congregation. The pentecostals’ separatist theology kept
them at arm’s length from unbelievers, and this rejection of the general society
caused thém to draw together with others who shared the faith. Their homes
were opened to one another for meals, leisure, and helpful support in times of
need.’

As Mrs. Jacobsen surveyed the congregation, she saw dozens of poor
working class people who were dressed in their Sunday best. The men wore
shirts and ties and the women wore dresses. It was unacceptable for women to
wear slacks in public. Ma‘keup, jewelry, and lipstick were also against the rules.
No one had the smell of alcohol or tobacco dn their breath, because vdrinking and
smoking were strictly forbidden.'® To be sure, there was probably a sipping saint
or two, but this censored activity was kept a closely guarded secret.

Pentecostals taught that such transgressions might be enough to cost one their

-salvation.
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Most of the adult church members were employed. Virtually everyone had to

work hard just to get by. Sam Willitts was a retired carpenter and Neal
McGarvey was a plumber. Brother Jeeters worked as a supply manager for a
public school. One woman served as a file clerk for Basic Magnesium while
Helen Swett toiled in the dry cleaning business. They labored outside the home,
not because they chose to be career women, but because a cash shortage
forced them to seek outside employment.'! There were no statistical studies
done to determine the percentage of women who worked outside the home, but
interviews with members from the period indicated most of the women in the
congregation had to work in order to supplement household income.*?

The Westside Mission was led by a hispanic pastor named Francisco
Moreno. “Brother” Moreno was a poor man with a wife and two children and had
to work a secular job to support his househoid. Financial help from the church
consisted of a weekly free-will offering, which was usually less than ten dollars."

There were not many latinos in Las Vegas in the late 1920s and 1930s. In
fact, they numbered less than one percent of the population until the 1960s. The
1960 census registered two hundred and thirty-six hispanics within the city limits
amongst a total population of éixty-four thousand four hundred five.

When Emma Jacobsen came to the Westside church, she found a small but
racially diverse congregation. There were some blacks, whites, a Japanese
family, and a few people of Mexican descent. Among the Mexican contingent
was the Rodriguez family. Albert and his wife, Jessie, came to Las Vegas

because Albert got a railroad job. Albert Rodriguez arrived as a young man who
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did not have the benefit of a formal education, but his work ethic and desire to

succeed was evidenced by the fact that he taught himself to read and write
English. For years, Albert’s family was the only Rodriguez listed in the Las
Vegas phone book."®

Like Emma Jacobsen, Jessie was the spiritual leader of her home. She and
her children began attending the Westside Mission at the invitation of an
unnamed hispanic lady who was part of the feliowship. It was important to Jessie
that her family retain their Spanish heritage, but she_ and Albert also believed it
essential that their children assimilate into the culture of their adopted homeland.
Jessie was fully involved in the ministries of the congregation, and her family
helped build the benches that provided seating. '

From 1928 to 1939, the nucleus of the Westside congregation met in several
locations and was led by four different pastors. It was in 1939 that the
congregation built a permanent facility on 10" Street and affiliated with the
Assemblies of God. Then on August 29, 1946, Helen Swett filed a Certificate of
Incorporation with the state of Nevada to officially rename the church Trinity
Assembly of God. By this time, the congregation had grown to include
approximately two hundred members."’ | |

Mrs. Jacobsen never gave much thought to getting involved in social or
political issues because she believed they were part of the lost cause of the
existing non-believing world order. Her hope was invested in the coming of the
Lord. She believed that only when Christ returned would an upside-down world

be righted. Most of her friends were in the church. She was polite and cordial to

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



52
outsiders, but her closest associations were with those who shared her faith.

She looked forward to the monthly meeting of the Women's Missionary Council.
The church women established this organization to support the cause of world
missions. They raised money and collected food, clothing, and household items
that were sent to missionaries serving abroad. The monthly meeting not only
provided an opportunity to do the Lord’s work, but also to enjoy friendship of
other women of faith.

One nﬁissionary the church supported was a single woman from Wisconsin,
Hilda Wagenknecht, who had sailed to India in 1920. She felt the call to full time
ministry as a teenager. She had once been engaged, but her fiancé did not
share her passion for missions. Rather than forsake her calling, she forsook the
mores of her culture to be a wife and mother and sailed fo Bettiah, India, alone.
Ohce there, she single-handedly established an orphanage and school for young
girls. Wagenknecht went without guaranteed salary, depending solely upon

volunteer support from churches in America.'® Jacobsen and the other ladies in
the church provided her with some financial support and packed barrels with
material goods they had made or collected. These were sent to help sustain the
orphanage. Years later, Hilda Wagenknecht moved to Las Vegas and became
Trinity Templé’s record keeper and taught a Bible study.

In some ways pentecostal women like Emma Jacobson were pioneers and in
other ways quite accepting of the status quo. They were among the first women
to be involved in virtually every ministry of the church. In subtle ways they

demonstrated strength and assertiveness. The Lord was their ultimate master
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and even husbands had to take a back seat. Whether or not Carl approved, Mrs.

Jacobsen practiced her faith and developed a social life centering on the church.
In other ways, she was not as independent minded. Her other-worldliness
nurtured ambivalence towards social issues. Whereas women of other faiths had
been social activists, pentecostal women were not so inclined even during the
Great Depression and World War 1.

Jacobsen was uncomfortable when a new pastor came in 1954. Pastor Cecil
vRobeck joined the ministerial association and his wife, Berdette, became an
active member of the Las Vegas Minister's Wives Fellowship. The church, then
named Trinity Temple, began moving away from its classical pentecostal roots
and commenced recastiné its image and message to better fit the mainstream
culture of Las Vegas. Here, Mrs. Jacobsen feared the wall separating the
church and the world was eroding. An uneasy relationship existed between
Jacobsen and the Robecks The Robecks even suspected Jacobsen had a hand
in their ultimate dismissal.'® The Robecks stayed in town after their termination
and opened another church, but relations between the Robecks and Emma
Jacobsen were permanently strained.

In 1958, Reverend Wilbur Wacker came to lead the flock. The church had
grown numerically to include oVer two hundred andlfifty people. The new pastor
had more impressive credentials than his predecessors. He was college
educated and had served as a representative of the Billy Graham Evangelistic
Association.?’ Whether or not Mrs. Jacobsen liked it, Trinity was rapidly

becoming part of middle America. Jacobsen was representative of the old guard
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pentecostal who looked with suspicion at any move towards assimilation with

popular culture. However, there were other members who were more receptive
to broadening the base of the pentecostal tradition to reach a more diverse
constituency.

There were increasing numbers of middle-class families attending, so the
congregation relocated, and in 1969 built a new sanctuary that could potentially
seat eight hundred and seventy five-people. The new church building was
located at 1000 East St. Louis. The move to this location planted the
congregation in a more upper middle class part of town. As a result, the church
began attracting a highef socio-economic group of people. There was a
sprinkling of professionals among the congregants where it had previously been
solidly blue collar. The children of some of the charter members were now
adults. Some of them had a better education than their parents, and most of
them held good-paying jobs. This dramatic change in the class status and
location of the church was the basis of a major turning point in Trinity's identity
and the definition of what it meant to be pentecostal in Las Vegas. The local
pentecostal holy-rollers were becoming socially acceptable.

One elerﬁent of classical pentecostal faith that did not change was its
eschatology. Trinity's members remained staunch in a belief that they were living
in the last days. The military threat of the atheistic Soviet Union, the re-
establishment of Israel in the Jews’ ancient homeland, and the international
outpouring of the Holy Spirit, were all perceived as startling fulfillments of

prophetic passages of the Bible. Pentecostals in Las Vegas, as everywhere, else
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lived in anticipation of Christ's second coming. Upward mobility, the tension

between separatism and cultural assimilation, and last day’s fervor were factors
that defined the emerging Pentecostalism of Las Vegas. Many of the old timers
like Emma Jacobson were still part of the church, but the epicenter was shifting.
A new kind of parishioner was now joining the church, one which mixed
 religion with Las Vegas' somewhat unique lifestyle. Kay Brown visited Trinity for
the first time in 1966. A woman of Brown’s background would never have fit into
the old Westside church. She had been a professional entertainer since she was
a little girl. Although baptized a Baptist when just twelve years old, she had been
infatuated with life in the fast lane as a HoIIywqod entertainer, and as a result,
she had forsaken her spiritual moorings. Brown became a “backslider.” She was
an actress and a singer who had won acclaim, but something was missing in her
life. Her professional life was a resounding success, but her personal life was in
disarray. By the time she was thirty-two years old she had been married six
times and was searching for something that would bring order and fulfilment to
her life. At Trinity she found a vibrant congregation that met her needs. The
preacher's message promised the possibility of a personal relationship with
Jesus Christ. A strong experiehtial faith was just What Brown needed to re-
assemble the broken pieces of her life.?! Emma Jacobsen was from poor
working class stock; Kay Wood came from a lifestyle of affluence and prestige.
Emma was plain and undecorated, while Kay was a walking fashion statement.

Kay Brown was not typical of the new kind of Trinity adherent, but she
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represented a new breed of convert who would not have felt welcomed in the

past.

By the time Brown came to Trinity, it was a respected, well-attended church.
Women were becoming more actively involved in many aspects of the church’s
ministries. It was common for women to lead in congregational singing and
worship. The Women's Missionary Council was active. One of its projects was
to make bandages for an overseas leper colony. Women also sewed material
goods for needy people, especially other believers who were in want. Council
members were always ready to prepare meals for families in an emergency
situation. Whenever there was a special building project, they worked in
construction right alongside the men.?

Grandma (Emma) Jacobson was an elderly woman by this time but was still
prominent in _the church. She was one of a group of older ladies who were active
in a fervent prayer ministry. One lady in the group, Sister Norris, claimed she
could not read anything except the Bible. She credited the Holy Spirit with giving
her the ability to read God’s work, but that was all she could read. The ladies’
prayer group spent time every week interceding for the church’s needs. If the
women knew someone was struggling, they paid them a visit in an effort to help
them.?

It was still common for some of the women of Trinity to work outside the
home, but the cult of domesticity was becoming more popular. A higher
economic standard of living enabled more women to concéntrate exclusively on

their roles as homemakers. Trinity never taught against women in the workplace,
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but it did prioritize the woman'’s role of wife and mother as her highest calling. A

woman's place in church leadership was also changing. In the earlier days,
women often preached, but that was now rare. In the past, women had served
on the church board, but that did not happen anymore.?* Numerical growth and
upward mobility had brought more men into the congregation and elevated their
position. In the past, women often m.inistered because there was a shortage of
men, but this changed once the church attracted more men.

Trinity continued to grow and became one of the city’s larger congregations.
in the mid-1960s, weekly attendance stayed close to four hundred, and the
congregation was now solidly middle class. There were a number of teachers,
business people, and other white-collar professionals sprinkled among this
working class church. Moreover, Trinity saw the arrival of the first individuals
employed in the gambling industry.?

A more upwardly mobile congregation and a beautiful state-of-the-art
sanctuary in a desirable neighborhood demonstrate that a new generation of
pentecostals embraced certain forms of materialism. Pastor Wilbur Wacker was
more liberal minded than his predecessors, and he broke with past patterns in a
number of ways. For one thing, his wife, Shirley, was always fashionably
dressed and Iike.d to wear cosmeti.cs and jewelry. This was in stark contrast to

the earlier generation of pentecostals who branded all such emphasis upon

P 1

outward adornment as sinful and worldly. Maybe the Wackers’ “worldly dress”
was one reason why more mainstream middle-class people feit comfortable in

the church. However, this new permissiveness paradigm opened the door to -
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other problems. There were at least two sexual affairs involving prominent

church members. Some older members were alarmed by the new ways and
believed a spirit of worldliness had entered the church. The old pentecostal
holiness codes may have held certain outward behaviors in check with its
emphasis upon unadorned simplicity and separation from the world. Some of the
members interpreted the néw ways as accommodation with the world and
believed it contributed to a climate that encouraged temptation and sinful
behavior inside the churc‘h.

The most turbulent period of Trinity’s history occurred in the early 1970s. A
pastor with a charismatic personality, Reverend Bill Sharp, came and wooed the
people with his flamboyance. “Reverend Sharp” and his wife, Nancy, had a
colorful background. He was a former prizefighter and made the unsubstantiated
claim that he was once President Harry Truman’s bodyguard. His wife, Nancy,
was an attractive woman, a fashionable dresser, and a talented musician. She
took over the role as choir director, and she was an accomplished solcist. Her
musical talents were both entertaining and spiritually uplifting. The boundary
between the church and entertainment on the Strip was becoming more blurred
than ever before. Nancy was active behind the scene working with women's
rﬁinistries, but she was not a pulpiteer. She came from> a wealthy family, and her
husband sometimes tapped her financial resources to finance his personal
agenda. Once he even commented, “I checked to make sure she really had

money before | married her.”® The Sharps brought a high profile to Trinity. They
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moved the congregation even further away from its pietistic roots of the 1930s

and 1940s.
At first, members greeted the Sharps with excitement and enthusiasm.
They brought a flash and style that was foreign to traditional holiness-minded
pentecostals. Pastor Sharp’s dashing appearance and machismo captured the
attention of some of the women. Nancy's fashion-conscious image encouraged
other churchwomen to make themselves over in a stylish manner. Sharp was
also a spellbinding orator who convinced many to respond to his public
invitations to accept Christ as savior. Aggregate weekly attendance now
exceeded one thousand people. The growth of the congregation and the number
of decisions for Christ seemed to legitimize the new brand of pentecostalism. 1t
was no coincidence that the church’s growth boincided with an increase in Las
Vegas' population. Between 1970 and 1980, the city grew by approximately forty
| thousand people.?’ It appéars that the church’s growth partly reflected the city’s
growth.

The Sharps \were infatuated with the sparkle of Las Vegas and enjoyed
identifying with Strip entertainers such as the McGuire sisters and Robert
Goulet.® They bublished a magézine highlighting their ministry in the city and
spread the word about what “God was doing” in Vegas.?® Most of the claims
turned out to be exaggerated, but Sharp was a master promoter and knew how
to draw the public's attention. He was not concerned with separation from the
world but sought instead to give church approval to the entertainment industry

and reconcile the church and the Strip.
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By early 1974, allegations and rumors about the pastor’s sexual misconduct

and misuse of church finances began to circulate within the church and in the
Las Vegas community in general. Nancy Sharp was respected by all, but rumors
of Bill's misconduct persisted and created a widening rift over the controversy.
Emma Jacobson was among those who suspected something was wrong, and
she went to a church board member to tell him.*® The last year of Sharp’s tenure
was fraught with accusations of immorality and misuse of church funds. The
charges were later substantiated by a woman who will remain anonymous. She
was the victim of a sting operation when another female friend arranged for two
board members to listen in on a phone conversation in which she,acknowledged‘
a sexual affair with Pastor Sharp. Suspicions of financial corruption were
substantiated when official bank records, produced by a board member named
Eldon Grauberger, showed checks made out to Trinity Temple had been cashed
by Pastor Sharp for personal use.>' A number of the women in the church were
personally attracted to Pastor Sharp, but their infatuation turned to revulsion
when they Iearne}d of his philandering. The reaction of his wife through the
ordeal was interesting. Nancy remained calm and collected. Never did she
show any sign of slackening loyalty to her husband. Thé ordeal of the Sharp
years rocked the congregation to its foundation. Pastor Sharp left in 1974 as an
angry and unrepentant man. He took about two hundred church members with
him and started an independent ministry. They first met in the casinos and later

purchased a theater which they converted into a church. A more detailed
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account of the tumultuous Sharp years will be found in chapter 6 entitled Revival

on the Strip.

Reverend Melvin Steward and his wife, Norma, came in the fall of 1974.
Their years at Trinity were marked by exceptional congregational growth,
expansion of ministries, and the establishment of a grade school. Pastor
Steward was an evangelist at heart. His passion was winning converts. The

“primary mission of the church was once again evangelism.*? Mrs. Steward was
quietly active in the ministries of the church. She taught the Young Married'’s
Sunday School class, led W.M.s (Women’s Ministries) and was an accompanist
on the piano or organ. Norma enjoyed being involved at the church, but her
highest priority was supporting her husband and maintaining their home.*

Attendance at Trinity mushroomed to a weekly average in excess of two
thousand, plus thousands more who were on the church rolls.>* Sunday services
were broadcast throughout Nevada, parts of California, Utah, and Arizona.
Trinity began an aggressive program of church founding. Between 1977 and
1982, the congregation was instrumental in the establishment of Assemblies of
God churches in the southern Nevada towns of Tonopah, Overton, Pahrump,
Alamo, and Henderson. Trinity also established a church in the eastern portion
of Las Vegas and came to the rescue of two local struggling A$sembly of God
congregations, Mountain View Assembly and Faith Assembly of God Church.®®

New ideas took shape at a revitalized Trinity Terhple. In-1975, “Adams Rib,”
a new expression of women'’s ministry was formed, and catered to the interests

and needs of younger female members.*® Reports of their activities included
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helping needy families with food and clothing, special seminars focusing on self-

improvement topics, and Bible study sessions. Marriage and family were also
important topics. Some subjects used to be taken for granted, but life in the

‘1 970s brought new chall‘enges to the nuclear family. In response, the church
developed special ministries to bolster the traditional concept of marriage and
family.37

It was the young women at Trinity during the 1970s who began paying special
attention to social issues. They were concerned about public school curriculum,
sexual mores, pornography, abortion, and drug abuse. Aithough there was an
emerging interest in the abortion issue, there was no record of church members
being invélved in any organized effort against it until 1984. A social
consciousness developed at Trinity in this decade. While the pulpit ministry of
Trinity was a factor, Pastor Steward was more interested in personal conversions
than social activism, although he encouraged his congregation to vote and speak
out on some of the moral issues of the time. Matters of particular concern
included divorce, sexual promiscuity, and the sanctity of human life.

Under his stewardship, the church became active in supporting local Christian
media. In 1972, KILA C.hristian radio began broadcasting in Las Vegas. it was
immediately popular among the women of Trinity. From the radio station’s
inception, Trinity Temple was a strong financial supporter. The church also
provided equipment to carry broadcasts throughout the southwest.®® In return,

KILA broadcast Trinity’s Sunday morning worship services.
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Based on mail the station received, station owner Jack French believed the

audience consisted mostly of women. Thus, KILA's morning program schedule
catered especially to them. This practice has remained constant since the
station opened.*® “Focus on the Family” was among the most popular programs
aired. The broadcast featured Dr. James Dobson, a licensed psychologist in
California and an Associate Professor of Pediatrics at the University of Southern
California from 1969 through 1983. Presidents Carter and Reagan both
appointed Dr. Dobson to serve on various White House task forces. His program
consistently centered on social issues important to pentecostal women. These
issues included prayer in public schools, pornography, abortion, and the
preservation of traditional nuclear families.

In the late 1970s, Trinity operated a small bookstore. No records remain from
the period, but conversation with the woman who operated it revealed that
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