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To grasp hold of these blessings, he continued, beliey
in the Lord. Read the scriptures. Speak words of prajse a:: st gy
appointed (but fast approaching) time when God wi) bri Wait “ntihhl
season” of provision. Like Blake’s, his was not a harg ing fory, . ﬁ:
evoked the images of harvest without the laws of Sowing gmsperi oy
implored listeners to dwell on the upbeat without o nd teaping 5
positive confession. Yet the gilded guarantee of the pr:slec}?amm :
remained: God brings adherents to that place where dys; tuf:s“t o5

0 golq w

Prosperity and Black Neopentecostalss,

One of the most striking sources of growth in the Prosperity p,
A . : . over
was the rise of African American neopentecostalism UnMmooreg | ent
nominations. A wave of independent ministries brought an ey, " ¥ de
spiritual gifts and ecstatic worship to some of the nation's 1argespt asis g
gations. The New Black Charismatics, as the historian Scot Bi]]ci?lng]re.
has called them, shared the eatlier charismatic movements playfy %::Y
der at the Spirit and classic pentecostalism’s investment in its power, Bﬁl
unlike the charismatic movement’s nostalgic and alternative vibe, neopen,
tecostal congregations positioned themselves as modern, media litery,
and expansionist. As Jonathan Walton argued, these churches adopted;
contemporary aesthetic and a flexible attitude to popular culture, jetrison.
ing traditionalism as a barrier to the spread of the gospel. Efforts to engage
contemporary audiences ranged from the entertaining (senior pastorsand
their first ladies dressed like drill sergeants to host spiritual bootcamps)to
the mildly scandalous (like R. A. Vernon’s church-growth manual entited
Size Does Matter). Many neopentecostal churches developed into naturd
allies of prosperity theology as they sought to become relevantina highly
consumerist culture. They engrossed audiences with the latest in vido
projection; theater seating; and sermons on sex, work, and children that
addressed the pressures of a fast-paced world. The typical neopentecostd

male pastor had two uniforms, an untucked tailored shirt with designet 1
jeans and a fitted three-button suit-and-vest combination. Pastors found -‘
that parishioners wanted leaders who looked and preached like at ambas ;

sador for unrelenting progress. .
The prosperity movement grew so pervasive that it captured the i
ination of even the most preeminent African American preacher 0““?
generation and one of the most sought-after speakers in the counﬂtl
Thomas Dexter (T. D.) Jakes. Jakes, founder of the nation’ eleve?
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&, the potter’s House, ruled the American media as one of
rgest "ﬂlc; ding preachers. He solemr-lly stared out from the cover of
on's’ " under the heading, “Is This Man the Next Billy Graham?”
fime mag York Times bestseller, a Hollywood film producer, Grammy
and WS 3 Nﬁz' 2 advisor to presidents. His fame had not come easily.
nominee»;a’; dist, he converted to pentecostalism as a teenager, pounded
peared aching circuit in West Virginia, and, in 1979, began Greater
the pred Periple 8F Faith, a small congregation in the mining town of
Emmanué iis first evangelistic efforts in the early 1980s yielded a
e ra. dio ministry. The Master’s Plan, and a fledgling Bible confer-
ghort-1Iv he 10905, Jakes moved his ministry to Charleston, where it grew
ence. 11}11 dred members to more than a thousand. His message centered
froma ;:n 2] healing, a theme that struck market gold with his series
on mﬂ:: Thou Art Loosed! Jakes's focus on psychological healing for women
:Ic/l‘:ir ess’ed domestic violence, discrimination, rape, and divorce, issues he
explored in his 1993 book and conference of the same name. Woman,
Thou Art Loosed! became a phenomenon, with two million copies in print,
record-breaking conference attendance, a play, a gospel album, and a film
adaptation. It also began a long stream of media exposure. In 1993, Jakes
began a weekly television program, Get Ready with T. D. Jakes, and, a year
jater, an accompanying radio program. By 1995, his national success
brought increased scrutiny, as West Virginia newspapers drew attention to
jakes's lavish living. In 1996, Jakes decided to forget winning them over
and transplanted his ministry to Dallas, Texas. He founded The Potter’s
House Church, headquarters of T. D. Jakes Ministries, his nonprofit out-
reach, and T. D. Jakes Enterprises, his for-profit wing. Potter's House
flourished in its new locale, attracting predominately African American
audiences with white and Hispanic minorities. His church claimed over
50 outreach programs, intent on raising the economic status of believers
and nonbelievers alike. He earned a reputation as a preacher who taught
“the formula of faith” but knew its limits: “Do I believe in supernatural
femm on your giving? Yes, sir! Do I believe God blesses tithes and offer-
1!188?.Yes, I do. But why should we teach you to claim a car without
te?Chmg you about the car payment and interest rates on the loan?™?
?:i:mtz_erd messages .d.id not prevent him from “sowing into” the min-
dat e: ard prosperity preachers. Ron Carpenter Jr., for example,
med that T. D. Jakes had helped buy his megachurch for him.™ At

one ‘time, Jakes both counted Paula White and Juanita Bynum as his
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Though fellow neopentecosFals could never match
exhibited a similar flair for_sanctlﬁed COmmgrc . These Chu,chs
lurury and personal blessings as & e.xtenswn of their stylishesembrace
aesthetic.™ 11 1990, Pastor Rickie Rush foungeq In ’?°mernnd
of Christ Church in Dallas with a reputa?i()n for frenetic sespmng Bod;
megawatt smile. Over the cheets of worshippers, he pr, b,
who, likea fast-food chain, worked tirelessly behing the Scene o
ial orders.” First, however, the believer has to pay £, o : o y%
“God never said you couldn't ha‘.le it,". he chastise d “only thatt they ey
pay for it first.”* In 1989, Marvin Wman.s of the Gramm, wn};gu hagy,
sical Winans family founded Th.e Perfec‘-tmg Church in 5 De&oﬂnng m
gan, basement with a congregation o-f eight people. Outgrons, ]’Ml Ch1
after location, the church came to build a performing a1t Chanirocam’“
a transitional home for women, a television studio, and 30 mi:iCho.ol'
serving a range of needs. These neopentecostal churcheg g de;tneg
networked to each other but also to the larger Prosperity moveg, };e]
vin Winans's annual conferences, for example, regularly aSSEmbled'W Oar.
of Faith stalwarts R. W. Schambach, Charles Capps, Kennet, Copelanrdd
and Creflo Dollar with neopentecostals like T. D. Jakes, Pau] Moron
Noel Jones. (See figure 3.10 for Marvin Winans's neopentecogty| oty
ence associations.) Neopentecostal preachers adeptly wove the Py

gospel into a modern message of Christian adaptation to an ever.chapg; g
digital world.

esg’
fame' lh
g

tacﬂd

Historic Black Denominational Prosperipy

The prosperity gospel followed in the wake of neopentecostalism andis
surprising revival of charismatic influences within mainstream Afrign
American churches. Pentecostal-flavored preaching, emotional worhiy
emphasis on the Spirit, and an interest in supernatural gifts enli.vened
these old-line churches and opened their doors to a new perspectiied
holiness. High-spirited talk of wealth and health found its Way into some
of the largest churches in the dominant Baptist and Methodist aﬂW-
The aesthetics of these churches remained mostly unchange:di pastors :2
clerical collars, prominently displayed crosses, and sanctuaries -fasmfth :
in the age-old style rather than as television studios. There was littleo .
didactic atmosphere found in worship spaces of independent P“’Sp’;n10
churches, where parishioners were wont to bring pens and note’pa\P:;le.lr
take down the teaching; rather congregants could be found wavifg

s Conferences Marvin Winans’s conference participation as advertised in Charisma magazine. Winans’s sphere

of associates offers a snapshot of shared Word of Faith and neopentecostal influences like Noel Jones and T. D. Jakes.

FIGURE 3.10 Marvin Winans’
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Jrms, shouting “Amen!” and taking off uncom fortay

the Spirit. Those pastors who began traveling in € Shoeg -

to be media-savvy, entrepreneurial, and trend- Setting Perity Circle:n(k‘ .

take a little heat from headquarters in order to broad:laveric : Wﬂt;-n i

ministries. Their parishioners, in turn, loved then, for?' the Scope O;ngh

so close to everyday life. lngering on b
Frank Reid, pastor of the historic Bethel Africy,, . to,

(AM.E) church in Baltimore, Maryland (and guet g,

show The Wire set in the Charm City), hoped to e
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, dwell headed the second-largest congregation in the
Kirb)’lof.‘ United Methodist Church and traveled in the nation’s
e Caldwell was well known for his role as a spiritual ad.
st clrclea'ﬁona] political scene and a pioneer in community devel.
4isor o7 e;le founder of the Power Center—a cluster of services
opmerft aa pank; an AIDS outreach center; Women, Infants, and Chil-
inclu mlC center: and the Memorial Hermann Hospital health clinic.

Jren Gospel of Good Success, promoted “God’s mathematics”

0 )-St
I on the Epls(‘)pej

toward a distinctly Wesleyan prosperity gospel. In theelr ;ns denomi::;“e His bo::l ,;wn-s ense wisdom for f:reating financial abum'iance; he could
bishop, John Bryant, was instrumental in redaimingla 05, hig p’ﬁsidfn and C:’m 4 on the rosters of natlo'na.l conferences dominated by pros-
fied heritage and opening the denomination to Pentecoseth?djsm,S sanng pe fo  achin 12 Nary a Methodlst boolf co{;]d Pe found in his minis-

losive church growth. Educated at Yale and Hary, tal n.]ﬂue““sa - nt71'3 SKStores stuffed with the glossy inspiration .of neopentecostals
&p Brvant protégés with the talent, medi ard, Reig was it s Do Long and Myles Monroe. Caldwell promised readers a sure
se\:re:ral ryan protcg churches that ’ul €dia savvy, and admjp;g ne,(’f like Eddie 1 diven prosperity and the miracles wrought by the divine
ability t; raise up meg?ik u]I3 alejs at would remake the AME. iy thi“‘me ath 10 goﬁ-fn recens” of ehteing, He ot Lo (Bt peasardtle
image.”® Young guns, .e timore megach.urdl Pastor Jamy| Brya:tnw ‘m‘ulﬁPhc: o B eistian victory proven by s o examole, Fvon
bishop's son), followed in these footsteps with eye-catching Sermop J:]}: tral;;tzrfythi familiar ingredients of prosperity messages were absent.

ma

Jike “1 just Wantto Be Successful” and seminars on “Howto Cregteyy,
Reid understood his role as a mediator between those attemping t:#m.~m
the prosperity gospel and those too easily persuaded by its ememf o
sought to reclaim the prosperity gospel as a Methodist idea with 5 ﬁher;;e
end—the wholesale economic empowerment of black Americs, ]us“:
God's promise of abundant life had once fostered upward mobilty fy
newly discipled Methodists drawn from slavery and the English jpyy
classes, Reid argued, so should contemporary believers be counseled i
better managers of their time, talent, and treasure.™ This, he warned woi
be a “costly” prosperity gospel, while an easy prosperity gospel requird
nothing but a hustling preacher. He decried abuses of practices, like confes
sion and visualization, but cautioned believers not to ignore the sl
foundations of 30-, Go-, 100-fold blessings and Mark 11:24s ‘I shall b
what I say.” He preferred to be called an “empowerment preacher’ &5
sermons unveiled God's “biblical keys to abundant living’ and the need?
“put on the winning ways of Christ-like champions.”™ He spoke of genete
tional “strongholds” rather than curses that bound Christians who lusfd
fatalistic words (others might have spoken here of “negative confesﬂo:;)d-
He hoped that the denomination could offer a reasoned midde gww
between independent pentecostalism and historic black chul’d?es- %ehow
vival of the African Methodist denomination,” warned Reid, “hinges®"
well we engage and embrace this debate.”

speak of praise over positive confession, no longer at-
tributing to words the properties of quick cement. He downplayed the
instantaneousness of health and wealth; nonetheless, faith yielded
rewards. “God has promised you power, abundance, and good success,”
Caldwell argued, “God did not make provisions—whether it's stocks
and bonds, nice cars and nice homes, or peace of mind, joy, and healthy
self-esteem—for Satan’s kids. God’s provisions are for His children, if
they're for anybody!”

Pentecostalized Baptists (playfully called “Bapticostals”) seemed to find
a natural place for the prosperity gospel. A dozen of the largest black Bap-
fist congregations responded quickly to the growing interest in divine
health and wealth (see table 3.4). These churches, some independent and
some denominationally tied, began to incorporate faith teachers and
theology into their Baptist identity. In 1992, Paul Morton of New Ortleans’
St. Stephen’s Baptist church accepted spiritual gifts as central to his minis-
try. Saying that he knew too much about the Holy Spirit to ignore it, he
added Full Gospel to the church’s name (along with 10,000 more members)
and embarked on a more independent ecclesial path that would see him
presiding over the Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship with more than
5000 affiliates. He “covenanted” other black leaders, like Kenneth Ulmer,
Clarence McClendon, and Eddie Long, with the dream of synthesizing
black Baptist and pentecostal traditions.” The fellowship was diverse, but

He prefetred to
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among many things it soon became a hots
pastors aspiring to bishoprics.™

A new pentecostalized realm had been —
cessful African American pastors had forged 5 POS.td ¢ i
of densely networked churches and leaders; Publish, en"minaﬁ% a(;sy sy
clamored to share in their reputations, and ney, ) €rs ang p. , »IW
conferences, speaking tours, and accolades. Friey, P Ditjes %g:ges
tian University, a distance-learning institute centereg Mematign Chfr
honorary doctorates to the highest rung of Africay, Ame"? Florida. 8ranm
tors, including prosperity preachers like T, p, fokes n;an celebrity pt:::
McClendon (Los Angeles), Paul Morton (New Ol'leans§ allag), Teni
(Houston). Small networks of local black prosperity chl'land Ira Hillia:
corporate worship, sponsoring trips to nearby Crusades ;Ch;s thﬁ"“"
matching their preachers as visiting speakers. In the 198;)52 Mg .
movement had far outreached its largely white foundaﬁ“d 19908,
American churches baptized in the prosperity gospel w<;ns, Ay
Grammy-award-winning Clark Sisters—they went from gy, : re “hke te
to Lose” to “Name It, Claim It.” 8118 "Ny,

POt Or prospey,

Ty of t,

Table 3.4 Aftican American Baptist Megachurches Particip —

Prosperity Movement

Church Senior Pastor Numbers Loty

Mount Zion Baptist Church  Joseph Walker III 25,000 Nashville, Ty

New Birth Missionary Eddie Long 25,000 Lithonia, G4

Baptist Church

Bethany Baptist Church David Evans 23,000  Lindenwold,
N]

The Fountain of Praise Remus Wright 16,000  Houston, TX

Jericho City of Praise (In Transition] 15,000  Landover, M

Faithful Central Bible Kenneth Ulmer 13,000 Inglesood,Ch

Church

St. John Church Denny Davis 12,000  Grand Praiie
TX

First Cathedral Leroy Bailey Jr. 1,000  Bloomfied T

Greater St. Stephen Full Debra Morton 10,000  NewOrleats

Gospel Baptist Church

The Park Church Claude Alexander Jr. 8,000 Charlote, X

Elevation Baptist Church T, L. Carmichael St. ‘Mﬂ

Wealth

Soft Prosperity

. movement that emerged in full health and vigor in the
The pfospeﬂ:as more diverse than ever before. It had survived the dis-
oy 19908 fits standard-bearers and outgrown its denominational
grece of many aled both to white Americans and those of color. It wag
bouﬂd’ries‘ i;?]ic)lpfiom the wrong side of the tracks but a powerful move-
?t poundless confidence. It claimec? many of the nation’s largest
od others like the Victorious Faﬂl:l Center in Durham, North
g o;e ofhundreds of small congregations swept up in the hetero-
7 rity movement. Nationally, prosperity theology coursed
eneous Pfoif;; television, radio, books, seminars, conferences, and
pwunn-y’s largest congregations. Locally, the message wound
to hundreds of independent pentecostal churches, loosely asso-
its way u,lth other like-minded churches, sharing ministers, church pro-
cdated W1 <hip events, and healing services, offering the saints a host of
me: wofl:or their particular spiritual and physical needs. In churches
soluuonz small, the movement had developed a smooth new language
?nrszt;;: of persuasion that admirably .ﬁt the times. It was therapeutic and
emotive, 3 Way of speaking that shed 1t§ pentecostal accent for a sweeter
and secular tone that I call “soft prosperity.”

Teachers like Joel Osteen, John Osteen’s son and successor at Hous-
1on's Lakewood Church, softened the hard causality between the spoken
word and reality. Prophets of soft prosperity tied psychological to fiscal
success, believing that a rightly ordered mind led to rightly ordered
fnances. Osteen chose mainstream language over Christian jargon,
changing the term “positive confession” to “positive declarations.” Yet the
principle remained the same: change your words, change your life. He
wrote: “Every day, we should make positive declarations over our lives. We
should say things such as, ‘I am blessed. I am prosperous. [ am healthy. [
am talented. I am creative. I am wise.” For Osteen, the transformative
power of positive confession could be demonstrated psychologically,
rather than appealing to the forces of faith. The words build self-image,
Osteen taught, for “as those words permeate your heart and mind, and
especially your subconscious mind, eventually they will begin to change
the way you see yourself.” A healthy mind became an important indicator
of good spiritual health and a vibrant conduit of faith. Life’s circumstances
still depended on a believer’s use of faith. Divine wealth eventually came
to good people, he reasoned, for a chain of causalitylinked thought, the

12§
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spiritual self, and life's circumstances. “As you speq) -

will develop a new image on the inside, and things wij N 'rmatively’ ;
your favor.” God rewarded the faithful with we alth thoueim to change?u
cally earned it indirectly. Perhaps a careful budget tamedgh be}ie\,ers .
spending or the boss noticed the believers' cheerfyy] ammZUSehodwer:
them for promotion. “If youw'll do your part, God wi]| b HF :md tappg
Osteen. “He will promote you; He'll give you increage, but flis, TOmiseq
be a good caretaker of what you have.” Promotion and increafst You
an assortment of ordinary and supernatural oppoftunitie:e Attieq
should simply rely on God's promises of an abundant life. H‘C:\ll ‘?elievg,
God has promised you,” Osteen urged readers,* N why

Afncan Am.encan prosperity preachers, in particular those wiy,

nominational ties, often added an entrepreneurial twist i emphss; f!e.
the slow work of upward mobility. Debt counseling. Tax write., ﬂZ]Zlng
banks. Small business loans. Pragmatic and bootstrapping metiu]:}:

charted the long journey to prosperity. Bishop Noel Jones, pastor of th
N £
10,000-member City of Refuge church, demonstrated this dy,| ment|
and tactical commitment in Vow of Prosperity. His soft prosperity defing
success as the net result of right thinking because “your spirit will eifre;
attract negatively or positively,” but he also lent equal weight to the grity
details of financial management.”® He warned readers of the dangers of
overnight success, urging them to embrace the process of receiving Gods
blessings.
Paula White embodied the therapeutic spirit of the times as the every
day woman who offered biblical solutions to poverty and a broken spirit
This televangelist and megachurch pastor preferred to call herselfa life
coach and motivational speaker. Her books, You're All That; Deal With It
Simple Suggestions for a Sensational Life; Birthing Your Dreams; and He Loxs
Me, He Loves Me Not promised to deliver readers, especially women, from
pain that might prevent victory. As Phil Sinitiere and Shayne Lee observed,
it was a spiritual climate that favored confessional tones."” Believers
wanted their pastors to have tell-all journeys to share and minds they had
to master along the way. White introduced readers toa thought-world iz
was potent, where the successful would learn to get their minds 0 “‘«f‘f‘k
for them.”™ She traced the relationship between these thoughts posttive
or negative, and life’s circumstances.

Your thoughts become your words.
Your words become your actions.

Wealth -

e your habits.
your ’Cﬁ?:sbz;cr’z YZ’“’ chiagag=>
Your t::::'zac.‘t.«ar becomes your destiny."”
Your

apeutic language replaced sentimentality as the pre-

i se,?se. f religious advice giving. Healing revivalists before them
ferred me-dm:hna: it hovered to0 closely to positive thinking. The new gen-
rried " verted to a new way of thinking, in which spirituality dou-

er,ﬁonhil ‘;’l fare and mental health.

Sunday Prosperity

sunday services passed without a word f.rom the first lady of the Vic-
Most 5% Center in Durham, North Carolina, who appeared calmly to
toriots Fﬂ:‘ pand’s fiery prose, nodding or fanning herself. Her stillness
beuesn mistaken for mildness, but she too had a stubborn fire.
may have hippers seemed to draw their enthusiasm from the crescendo-
Other wor t'f:pastor’ s admonitions, rather than the stolid presence of
% plan;:; Yet one Sunday, the first lady rose unexpectedly from her seat
!he t:rsgrst r;aw, turning toward the congregation.
in F:ith requires action, she declared with surprising volume. Faith
requires that believers resist signs of Satan’s power—disease, poverty, and
lack—and reclaim God's abundance. Her small figure seemed to grow as
the room grew more excited when she led believers in a measure to put
poverty in check. She urged everyone to stand and prepare to receive. She
explained that after she called, “Money cometh unto me, NOW!” each con-
gregant must proclaim this faith and reach out for God’s blessings. They
must act as if God's financial blessings poured out, and money fell from
the sky to meet every need. “MONEY!" she shouted, the congregation
clling out with her. “Cometh unto me . . ."—she paused in anticipation—
“NOW!” With that, the first lady began to dance. Her legs bounced in
place, high-heeled shoes kicked under a chair, and her shortarms pumped
as she reached high and plucked invisible dollar bills from the sky. The
room danced, as some 80 believers, young and old, threw off their inhibi-
tions and joined her. The murmur rose to a din as people began to call out
the'fr needs. Most of them fervently reached out for the money visible to
the.u Spiritual eyes. Young mothers jostled their babies as they jumped,
“hile elderly women waved their arms to catch what fell. Tears streamed
down as people remembered what they desired or the losses that they
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to replace. “Money cometh unto me NOwp . .
::hps;:lg the];irst lady's re'fr.ain. th'en the Moment fadv:dlces Call,
hands clutched their invisible .ﬁndmgs. The first |
and resumed her quiet authority, the silent demy,
ible faith, when made visible, could accompligh 1

Prosperity congregations, unable to find sufficie, e
costal and Holiness church practices, developed m,q dern . ety -
divine wealth on Sunday morning. Although, there was ?test °°16hpf'
across the movement’s diverse congregations, severa] trlttle njfonn‘ié
Tithing eclipsed the sermon, worship, and commuyp;,, ends ¢,
peak of the service, as pastors pushed their audienceg o enyic: g
financial miracles. Soft prosperity churches common]y k:Smn ey,
light as the ushers took the offering, reminding ay, dience?u € gy
a cheerful giver” (2 Corinthians 9:7). Hard Prosperity ¢, God -
adopted stronger measures, dwelling on the negative conge ngregatiom
befell the uncharitable. In the book of Malachi, teachers f°ur?$ences ta
dence that Christians cursed themselves when they “robheg GOZ‘TS‘EM

Financial themes surfaced throughout the service, Con, ‘
might open the worship service with positive confessiong taloeg
wealth, such as, “I am out of debt. I am healthy and wealthy, 11y h: b
good success.” Testimony found new purpose as churches mage liturgiy
space to glorify the financial and physical improvements in the;; e
bers. Small churches allowed members to pipe up with news of ; Tew}
acquired car, promotion, or home, while megachurch pastors reyg then
aloud in a segment for prayer and praise. St. Peter’s Church and iy
Outreach Center placed tall glass coffers labeled “Answered Prayers' st
foot of the pulpit. One might be forgiven for thinking that at a prosper
gospel service speech and ceremonies would be about receiving, but i
fact, the emphasis is often on giving—to the ministry. There seemedtofx
as many ways to separate the faithful from their money as there werepe
tors. Giving was turned into a public spectacle, the new liturgy.

Innovative tithing rituals compelled members to present their do:
tions before curious eyes. Pastor Marvin Winans of Perfecting Churchin
Detroit separated the givers from the bystanders when he asked thet
“who give more than $30, but only more than $30” to stand and brrg
their offerings to the altar. “I want you to give ‘cause We need a biggﬂ
church,” he stated bluntly.*2 Soft prosperity preachers in tune with Wi
evangelical audiences typically offered more subdued requests ot
times simply announcing what percentage of their congregation ¥

dy Sank ;

Ing,

Straty
"atlon gpyy !
m\q&

Bregation,
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. fithes. Numerous black prosperity churches followed
ing the:;uf o custom in asking all present to stand:nd file past the
. ry P " ched the bucket and pray at ey. might soon have some-
ble Jers t.o ¢ saise d to new heights the o]d-fas}fxloned custom of placing
ing 10 glve.1 st the side of the sanctuary, totaling last week’s attendance
oden tab CL ctte Hagin, Kenneth E. Hagin's daughter-in-law, intro-
P rm 4 tive tithing convention adopted by many Rhema churches,
duCCd_ ant:e::ise d their tithing envelopes in the air and repeated this
jci
offering prayer
_ seed. I sow it into the Kingdom of God. [ sow because I
This i lc’lﬂznd want to see [insert name of church] continue to fulfill
Goodhas called us to do. . -
pelieve that as I sow my seed, it shall be given unto me—good

Isure' pressed down, shaken together, and running over! It shall
Z'Z?Ze back to me in many ways! . :

[ thank You, Lord, for good opportunities coming my way. I
shank You that the windows of Heaven are opening because of my
obedience to sow my seed.

I thank You, Lord, for the favor of God upon my life and the
grace to Prosper, as You have promised me in Your Word."*

At the mention of “good measure, pressed down, shaken together, and
running over,” Rhema Bible Training Center graduates even added their
own playful actions.

Tithing, in part, was about show and tell. People were called to stand,
dance, wave, or parade their donations before the congregation and televi-
sion cameras. In Orlando, Florida, Faith World placed transparent buckets
emblazoned with the word “release” on the stage at the end of every aisle
for parishioners to “sow into” a moment in the sermon. At Paula White's
Without Walls church, a feminine aesthetic pervaded the sanctuary and
encouraged giving through the provision of floppy pink envelopes which
tithers were encouraged to wave during the service. Solicitations for tithes
to her church offered concrete guidelines:

+ I'm enclosing my best offering of:
0 One month'’s pay
O One day’s pay
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O One week’s pay -
O My best First Fruits offering

The Minneapolis megachl.lrch Speak the Worg Chy
suggested to its mo.stly lmmlgrafxt congregation th, Inte
fine jewelry and foreign currency in lieu of dollarg « e g,

is mine,” declares the Lord Almighty” © Silver; it
the gold is mine, mighty” (Haggs 2y STy
out, explaining that treasures placed in the offering bin y, A the
dated for resale. (Tiny print at the bottom allowed that the Vuld be o
may include businesses that church board Members by, ane'nd0
Other churches laid the bare bills on the platform,
stage littered with cash and checks.

The significance of divine wealth led churcheg to pubj
and to set givers apart from the crowd. Pressyye i oﬁe:ze : i
Pastors might ask congregants to turn to their Deighbors i, ; Unsiy
inquire: “Did you give what you were supposed to?” ando g arlllew g

tant givers, “I'm not going to sit by you if you're not here o, viq: rfl,m'
a megachurch in a destitute area of Maryland the Speaker bIEathll

recounted how the previous week for the culmination of Pastor Aﬂsly
ciation Month many givers had promised donations of $100, E!vre.
$50,000. What would be given this week? Those who hag been Ebse:
last Sunday and missed out on this opportunity were tolq bS] andt;
“name their seed” of no less than $1,000. The first man to stapg oy
and looked around as the video camera closed in on his face, With
shirt untucked and his cautious expression, he seemed like ; man oy
step with the polish and confidence of the congregation, e, e
speaker asked him to announce what he was “sowing,” he stunned g,
audience by saying: “I'll sow what I got.” This news was received yj
silence and muttering, as the preacher surmised that he could not e
been at this church very long to think that those with a small or vge
offering would prosper.

Seminars to teach pastors these financial techniques became
tage industry. Bishop Don Meares of the 5,000-member Evangel Caﬂll&
dral and Michael Chitwood, creator of the Building and Acoumiliy
Wealth system, toured the United States for months with their ‘Coutt
Financial Seminars.” Hyped by a theological cross-section of the P
perity movement (including Shirley Caesar, Kenneth Ulmer Denﬂ;
Leonard, Clarence McClendon, and john Avanzini), it promised to e
pastors the basics:

mestt
the preche, paq';-l
1
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ve Tithing is in the New Testament
HoW to Pf‘; | with Delinquent Tithers

" How 0 the Pastor’s Salary

) II:IIow 1o Double +e Your Pledges in 120 Days

ow t0 Compi‘;at Non-Tithers are Robbers

. HoW to prove

. ics like “How to Setupa Love Offering Program LEGAL [y

s to receive gifts without violating their tax exemption starys

aHovved Pastl‘; he advertisement featured Bishop Jimmie Ellis of the Vic.

charities: 1 Center 1aving, “I did not realize how underpaid [ was o my
stia

1oy | housing allowance. I am now making 3 times what [ wag
salary 31: .+ e finances came as a lesson to all.
naking- Dmczur ch pastor Clint Brown stressed the significance of touch,

The mega¢ the audience who would not or could not tithe to “Just get

ing Fhosfa mour hand. If you are not tithing then at least give an of.
something foyrynething in your hand!” James Hash, an African American
ferings hav:_ Rhema Bible, paraded with his wife on the stage of his
g;aduatzh‘:n ch and World Outreach Center in Winston-Salem, telling his
peter’s tion, “You're looking at Mr. and Mrs. Favor!” One of the deacons
congfef:d to’]' oin them, followed by a dozen more representing the dif:
;::;sministries of the church, holding hands to create a long chain that
would allow the pastor’s favor to rub off on them and spread to the whole
church.*®

small churches claimed an equal share of prosperity. Bishop Edward
Peecher’s Chicago storefront church, the New Heritage Cathedral, printed

their “Personal Confession” in the bulletin:

eminal' toP

Iam under Divine Decree of Increase. God has spoken Increase to
me. [ am destined to Increase, my anointing is Increasing, my wis-

dom is Increasing, my health is improving-EVERY DAY is a day of
Increase for me and my family. ¥

A banner near the altar of the Memorial Baptist Church of Newark
read: “Are you giving God a tip or a tithe?”! Large churches proclaimed

victory over their own financial woes. The conference organizer of “Would
Thou Be Made Whole?”

—in celebration of the singer-preacher Shirley
_Caesar“mempted to meet the conference’s diminishing budget by pray-
Ing over the offerings asking God that the small bills be transformed into
larger denominations, It was a frequent joke at prosperity gatherings that
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the audience be given more time to write oyt their check
time consuming to write all those zeros at the end of t}, S becy
Some prosperity preachers earned their repu tationse ampun ;
maticians. Earlier pentecostals and ﬁmdamentalists ;:i biblicy) mat,
them, had mined apocalyptic literature for the ra“; p € Mmapy fo:.
unearthing fragments from Daniel or Revelation for duesata of prOphﬁ;
unraveling of time. This was exacting work, a tap, de o;hat foreglgy
backward and forward through the reigns of kings and g, dates coy
A handful of prosperity evangelists including faith healer B:tChes of exily
Millionaire University™ creator John Avanzini appro ™Y Hing g4

treasure trove of covenants, agreements cut beme;dg:dscripfureasa
Israel. The obsession with numerical precision often inﬂuencar;d

they encouraged Sunday giving. Televangelist Mike Murdocke
Paula White Today and Benny Hinn's This Is Your Day, Satura;; S}t;iple on
sages with numbers: 365 Wisdom Keys, 31 Reasons People Do Ny is mes
Their Financial Harvest, and 7 Ingredients In Every Mirgcle, Symme Receivy
encouraged. Ministers might ask for $3,500 for a 35th emniversarytrj};lvt’has
ministry. George Bloomer, spiritual son of Eddie Long, divideq his Du:
ham-based Bethel Family Worship Center into lines come tithing time: ,
$10 line, a $50 line, a $100 line, etc. Grammy-winning Shirley Caesar p;'e.
ferred marches: marches of men, marches of women, with a preordaineg
amount in their hands. Sometimes mathematics worked in favor of the
congregation. Pastor Mike Freeman of Spirit of Faith Christian Centerin
Temple Hill, Maryland, celebrated the 17th anniversary of his church by
giving away envelopes full of money to 17 people born on the 1yth. (Pastor
Mike was not born yesterday—he spent fifteen minutes of his sermon
checking the IDs of those claiming to be born on the auspicious day)

Sometimes preachers abandoned smooth persuasion for old-fashioned
hell-fire. The mild-mannered Jim Hammond of Minneapolis’ Living Word
Christian Center played the part of a financial exorcist, releasinghis audi
ence from satanic control over their money. “Devil, take your hands off my
$9,500!” he shouted, asking his white congregation filled with Iaps“fi
Lutherans to substitute their own number and demand that tht,é Df“l
release it. It was a low-flying theology, hovering just above people’s 4l
needs and desires.

Give and get. Divine prosperity rested on a
sure, careful preachers warned believers against giving 1o
agreed that openhearted givers should expect to see si
Money served as 2 common and practical means of asses

ancieng
the Ways

simple exchange: ¥
get, but

gnificant 14
singone's &%

Wealth 133

culation of gains and losses in a believer’s life proved

- the_ a?ﬂztl. whether donations appeared in the heat of a crusade or the
diff sunday, believe:'s f)ili(;?ndsn’uggled to account for precisely
erity gospel yielded.
sgaint’yfivine wealth came as miraculously as a sudden
e or 3 mysterious e'nvelope.: of cash in thfe mailbox. Joan, a
tra etess 10 the Victorious Faith Center, testified that her $255
sitiog POPS  ed by following God's instructions to find the same
ithe was' recomP rking lot of a particular store.”' Most often, however,
ouﬂf_ m tze,ﬁaanded a roundabout arithmetic. One of Kenneth Hag-
tlo.ns eries of financial obedience illustrates this calculus at work.
in's favoﬂit::‘tvoin his congregation scarcely had enough to eat but faith-
p:l:: her tithes. One night during a re.vival, the woman’s mentally
W ter accepted the gospel and was miraculously restored to near-
i daugmen health. She soon married. Hagin later discovered that the
ou:;twomaﬂ's husband died in a truck accident, and that his ample in-
:mnc, left her several hundred thousand dollars. “I was so glad, praise
Cod,” wrote Hagin, “that I had obeyed God and had taken her mother's
jithes, This girl had learned to pay tithes, too. . . . Would she ever have
gotten to that place if she hadn’t been obedient in her finances?”"? To the
astal observer, the connection between a mother’s donation and her
daughter's tragic loss seemed a distant one. Yet the faithful saw provi-
dence, not coincidence, at work. As Paula White explained of God, “He is
the master puppeteer who is making all the right moves, orchestrating
each event that comes your way, preparing your blessing . . . and He is
doing everything that concerns you in His perfect time.”* No circum-
stance fell outside God's purview. Believers did what they did best: they
found God in the particulars of their lives. Members of VFC told me of
God's providence in securing a loan, a company car, or winning a bidding
War over a new home. God provided for them as faithfully as He did for
Mo;f' parting the seas that they might pass through.

- : ﬁlp 51.de of this same coin was the veiled threat of misfortune for
il t]:a :r:d to escape God's consequences. Evangelist Joyce Meye‘r
nees g malﬁler attempts to avoid tithing caused all her household appli-
have beey, Bencnon, exactl.ng from her the amount that her tithes would
plined sm;ause she did not have her “seed” in the gro‘um‘i, she

2 robing G()dstoye her fr1oney5‘ Pastor Walton warned .panshfoners
and carg Would by might brmg a curse on their houses. Their .apphan.ces

eak down. “Money gets away from you,” he said, shaking

more

cool of 3 0
uch the Pr

hoW now and a
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his head.’ Followers repented of withholding their ¢; the
ried about the residual debt they owed God. “How cap, ; ‘cls, but they .
with Him?" fretted a reader of Marilyn Hickey's Chanfrar my a“oun:
The world of prosperity was a closed spiritual Systemn, enzma ol
aspects of everyday life. “Spiritual currency works the s, o 45sing gy
cusrency,” explained Gloria Copeland. “If you have an abunr;: “ Datypy
natural bank account, you can enjoy plenty of materig) thin Neeiny,
an abundance of faith in your spiritual account, — ngse l.f Ol
of waything——wealth, health, good relationships' o sucnlo nple"
lievers treated faith as a loose Christian equivalent to Hindui:efs' " g
an explanation for causality in which all actions brought goog :rl ;ﬂ‘ﬂr
quences. It was both the carrot and the stick, as “Whatsogsey w<onSe.
whether good or bad, is coming up again!”s¢ € Son,
For those who could not yet see prosperity in their own lives i
became the highest virtue. “Patience! The power twin of fajh1» eXdai::;
Kenneth Copeland.' Virtually every book on the subject of prog;
addressed the issue of God's timing. Brother John Avanzin; Jisteq 'NZ
Patience” as one of the 25 major obstructions to blessing. “Eve ryhingof
does is scheduled. .. . Justhold on,” urged Paula White.'® Juanits Bynums
popular song encouraged believers to rest in the gap between asking and
receiving with the single, repeated refrain: “I don’t mind waiting for yo

Lord.™s!

Leading by Example

Leaders proved to be the most powerful demonstrators of divine wealt,
and the living testimony and continued revelation of successful prosperiy
teachers presented an idealized portrait of what it meant to live vidor
ously. Their chauffeured cars and private jets served as tangible remindes
of their blessedness, as Creflo Dollar reminded his congregation: 1%
two Rolls-Royces and didn’t pay a dime for them. Why? Because yhﬂe ln;
pursuing the Lord those cars are pursuing me.”® As embodiments @
prosperity, these pastors offered tangible reminders of God's good?f
and the abundant provisions in store for all who believed. Fredeﬂ(ﬁ;xc.’
pioneer of African American prosperity theology, made his fina® doingit
cess a perennial theme with a theological bottom line: “I'? only LT
so that you can see that there's somebody the same color thit );0 ”
breathing the same contaminated air, paying the same °“""§$‘,’,, l:hort
for everything else, and I'm prospering because of the Book
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eproof-producers,” divining rods for the community to
work of the Lord. _ .
e 1o fame demonstrated this d?sued career trajectory. When
pollaf's nsamd mp.phenomem“’ Ludacris, starred in the music video,
o SingerAﬂanta," a faux-tour of his city’s hip-hop landmarks, pastor
to  frst stop- Between footage of a raunchy tour guide and
pollar %35 era-close Tpping. the senior pastor of World Changers
dacris's G tional stood solemnly in front of the 30,000-member fa-.
h;;te:n;la de him an urban black sensation. As pastor of the 15th-
th;t] urach in America, an African American congregation, Dollar’s
- eached into unlikely spheres. As the spiritual son of Kenneth
popu]m;y an older generation of pentecostals respected Dollar’s exu-
mpel:nm'its. Handsome and quick-witted, he commanded a female fan
:s:nthat crossed racial lines and ensured frequent invitations to women's
8, for example, Joyce Meyer's Women'’s Convention

conferences. In 200
dated Dollar as the sole male speaker. A popular presenter across diverse
sectors of the American Christian landscape, Dollar succeeded in bringing

an urban black ministry to national acclaim.

Dollar's reputation was born and bred in Atlanta. A native of College
Park, Dollar grew up in the Methodist church, converting to pentecostal-
ism as a teenager. His first pastoral efforts came in West Georgia Col-
lege, where he and 2 roommate started a “World Changers Bible Study.”
Under his guidance, the group grew to 300 attendees.'® Dollar’s subse-
quent graduate work in counseling, though unrelated to theology,
equipped him as a teacher and self-help advisor. In 1986, Dollar founded
achurch in College Park, Georgia, with eight members. Their numbers
grew steadily, though not meteorically, despite Dollar’s ambitions.* In
the early 1990s, however, the church’s growth increased exponentially.
In1991, Dollar began construction on an $18 million facility, the World
Don.xe_ While large-scale building projects formed the rule, not the ex-
«Ption, in faith ministries, Dollar’s projects facilitated both his growing
Tinistry and a spiritual symbolism. In keeping with his teachings
;f;ll?;t;ebt, Dollar refused any bank financing, gradually paying for the
Bationg] l;nself- By Pecember 24, 1995, World Changers Ministry Inter-
Proved by :ﬁaﬂ services in the new 8,500-seat sanctuary and Dollar
Struction 5 . eological point. As his church biographers stated, “The con-
Power of c(;)odthe World Dome is a testament to the mirade.-werhng
over the y, and remains a model of debt-freedom that ministries all

orld emulate, "6

dlty
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fion undermined the grounding logic of his gospel;

qay and all who ask. If accumulation was easy, why do it
fesﬂth come$ to a0y he do it at the expense of others? Bakker, by hi
wedl 4 wh must : er, by his

Dollar majored in spiritual finances. His television p,
Your World, launched in 1990, Was syndicated on gl o™
stations and cemented his reputation as God’s ﬁnanciest 200 g g
K

offered strategies to achieve Christian victory, largely g, Eac br::: o otly? AP ed toliveina world of not-enough.

natural method of financ e.”'” The close of his N OVEmberl'ough the “suit sec:ons, pad Se"-f‘:n s Famed faith teacher Robert Tilton made national

cast explained things dlearly. As Dollar sat comfort}y Zb 200, bfoad. ¥ e mighty s showed him dumping thousands of prayer requests

Taffi, they summarized the findings of their series, uBech'_émde hig o, e« e when I€ aftert emoving the money from the envelopes. In 2007,

Fit” “God is the one giving us the power to get ey n“’;l Finanq-al]y' 10 ed:lflzgmg the illegal use of university funds led Richard Roberts to
= it

quoting Psalm 66:10, that “we went through the fire by th Pling
to a wealthy place.” He smiled jubilantly as he arriveq 4 t}:)u bmughtuS
~We've been bought out! And brought out!” God saveq an: unch fy,
lavish promise to every believer. His dozen popular title h;ewarded, i
Prosperity (1999), No More Debt!: God's Debt Cancellatioy, Stme Total 1,

SJawsuit © sidency of Oral Roberts University.'® (The university sur-
g tlns fusion of cash from Pat Robertson and Christian retail
wl Green, a5 well as the interim presidency of Billy Joe Daugh-
mogd! Mart Christian Center.) The same year, Senator Chuck Grassley
of victory ani nvestigation into the finances of many of the most

and Claim Your Victory Today (2006) detailed his financia] pm:g_)’ (200, of [ow2 games in prospeity theology: Benny Hinn, Eddie Long, Joyce
God. Dollar’s consistent focus on godly acquisition made ﬁna::s]from famous[(enn eth and Gloria Copeland, Creflo and Tafh Dollar, and Randy
13l em.

powerment seminars a hallmark of his ministry, Meyes White. It was a parrow road, and few managed to walk it with-

Fellow faith teachers hailed Dollar as one of the younges; , t rebuke. :
stories of the Ametican prosperity movement. In 1998, Oral Robmsccess ou some gaVe 1P the prosperity gospel altogether. Jimmy Swaggart was
firmed his achievement with an honorary doctor of divinity degree a:;n- one of the first In1982, in his The Balanced Faith Life, Swaggart excoriated
»andg

pis fellow Assemblies of God televangfe]ists for preaching p.rosperity the-
ology, retracting the message that he hnmseli: had espm'xsed in The Con)lfcs-
son Principle and the Course of Nature, published earlier that year.”™ Jim
Bakker's post-prisont biography I Was Wrong denounced the faith message
a5 false. The globetrotting healer Benny Hinn waffled. The celebrity T. D.
jakes played both sides of the prosperity debate. Though he closely assodi-
ated himself with prosperity preachers, promoting the ministries of
upand-coming faith teachers like Paula White, he avoided the “P-word” for
fear of *being positioned in a camp of preachers who some say have mar-
ginalized the Gospel and relegated it in favor of capitalist ideals.” He
rejected the “so-called Prosperity Gospel” as confused attempt to reach a
“apitalistic, tax-sheltered heaven.”” The elderly Kenneth Hagin penned
The Midas Touch to correct some of the abuses of the movement he helped
shape, forbidding ministers to “lead people to believe that prosperity means
conspicuous, lavish wealth. It simply is not true that everyone who has faith
for prosperity will live in a palace, drive a luxurious car, and dress in expen-
sive designer-label clothes.”” Before his death, he assembled 2 meeting of
some of the leading prosperity preachers (including Kenneth Copeland)
and castigated preachers who sought financial gain, corrupting spiritual
truths with wrong motivations at the expense of the Body of Christ. Yet the

host of like-minded preachers, black and white, counted him as an al
His was an unlikely accomplishment: a multimillion dollar ministry inan'
Atlanta neighborhood where 20 percent of citizens lived below the poverty
line. Yet the ministry itself seemed proof that Dollar’s optimistic brand of
self-help delivered concrete results.

Believers, for the most part, wanted their leaders to live well. Yet these
examples of lavish living rarely escaped the criticism that they exploited
their followers by profiting from their donations. Media pundits relent
lessly cataloged televangelists’ assets and expenses as evidence of greed
and probable corruption. Insiders protested that heaven’s windows stood
wide open, and pastors hardly could be faulted for acting on a divine pre-
scription for prosperity. In truth, believers rarely acknowledged the line
between manipulation and abundant living until it had been crossed. In
2007, the publication of images of Dollar's mansion provoked heated it
icism, as did reports of Ohio evangelist Joyce Meyer's $23,000 toilet seat®
Yet, on the face of it, these displays of wealth were not a theological Pf"b
lem. Their divine economy operated on the principle that they lived 12
world of more-than-enough. It was when pastors mishandled funds thatf
believers typically lost faith. When Jim Bakker defrauded shareholders®
Heritage USA, the problem at first was not that he profited That 1€
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message that faith works had proved so successfy) iz
Hagin, could take it back. 110 one,

Tammy Faye Bakker later recalled that the impety
USA was that they wanted a place where followers COquhehin
of PTL. Most preachers undoubtedly would have buil Ctehy
Bakkers built a Christian wondetland testified t,
prising spirit of the movement. They had wanteq 1,
vah Jireh, the God of more-than-enough.
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Health

Jehovah Rapha (my healer)

entER (VFC) in Durham, North Carolina, was
ck-0'-lantern, its orange-tinted fluorescent lights illuminat-
g the pustling sanctuary as seen from thct streef ?ut31de. Sandwiched
2 nail salon and a payday loan office in a mini-mall, the storefront
petween o with shouts of praise and prayer on this and every Wednesday
d‘mrch;a dizen or so women—elders, deacons, and mothers of the
nd;lur::.h _ pantered and laughed as they prepared for the service. The din of
chatter ceased when 3 woman stumbled through the doors and stood tee-
ering there, her €yes scanning the room and her face twisting as if she
were in pain. A mother of the church sprang from her seat, crossed the
room, and pulled the newcomer, 2 fellow church member, into a tight
hug.' “Praise God!” Shouts of encouragement erupted from all corners.
The woman's face brightened and ran with tears as people clustered
around her in a spontaneous praise circle.
“I'm going to praise His name!” sang the church mother, beginning
the familiar tune of a VFC favorite. “Each day is just the same!” joined
another. The stomping of tennis shoes on the beige-carpeted floor

anchored the chorus:

THE VICTORIOUS FAITH C

jt up like 3 72

He healed my body, He touched my mind,
He saved me JUST IN TIME.?

The woman, whose name was Essence, 1 soon learned, had just taken
ber first unaided steps after a sudden illness had left her paralyzed. The
Wf: members celebrated her healing as a triumph over Satan, who robs
believers of the health, prosperity, and abundant life that God grants to all
the faithfyl,



