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The alleged sexual situations at CHHC did not happen in a social vacuum; it was not a matter of psychological brainwashing that occurred between two people but rather both the sexual abuse and all sorts of other abuses of power and authority resulted from persons’ intense participation in a social context that was reinforced by theological and spiritual ideas, and the abuse of power and trust between persons of unequal social standing that came to be and were put into place over a period of many years and as the result of combining multiple ideological and structural dynamics. 

This is my assessment of how that dynamic was created.

From all the worship/sermon tapes I listened to and the early texts I read – Earl Paulk was always a visionary, gifted leader, and also (following in the line of many Southern evangelical preachers) forceful and authoritarian in his preaching style. 

He had a promising career path (perhaps developing a sense of entitlement) with the COG that was cut short (due to sexual misconduct).  This appeared to create in Paulk, based on comments he made in sermons, a sense of rejection and having been wronged – specifically by a female within his church and by organized (denominational) religious structures and hierarchies.

This also created in him and in the church’s identity and culture, a rebirth motif that was quite common in the American South – “south will rise again” images of the phoenix, that they would rise from this failure and become successful. 

Earl Paulk was also the founder and person responsible for the development and amazing growth of the nondenominational Gospel Harvester, CHHC and the Cathedral of the Holy Spirit – “It is my church, you didn’t hire me and you can’t fire me”  As the founder – it was his church, his success.  As nondenominational, he had neither overarching support structure nor any system of checks and balances except those he appointed or approved of, and few if any were voices outside the church or were allowed to really see what went on within the church.

Following the move to S. Dekalb – Lynn Mays and others (Mears, McAlester, Watchman Nee, both Latter Rain and also Charismatic movement influences) – introduced two streams of hyper-spiritualized religious teachings into what was a traditional, and even somewhat progressive Pentecostal theology.  These were the Latter Rain ideas (considered heretical in the Assemblies of God and Church of God, TN – Pentecostal groups) and the Charismatic Movement’s hyper-spiritualized theological influences.  By themselves there is little that is extraordinary about these theologies – many others embraced them as well.  These ideas didn’t directly lead to the abusive situations but they contributed to the creation of an environment, a context that made later developments acceptable to the participants.

From these theological ideas Paulk was beginning to be seen as single spiritual leader – diminished role of deacons/elders from the 1975 period and following.

These theological ideas also worked to spiritualize all of life – prophecy, healing, spiritual authority.  Every event was interpreted to be a sign of god’s favor or displeasure, illness was a message, and disagreement was a spiritual challenge.  This set up persons like Lynn Mays – as spiritual discerner- to assist Paulk in controlling the reality of the church and reinforcing his authority. 

These theologies also set up a clear hierarchical line of spiritual authority   -- god (more as experienced than just what is written in the bible) – Spiritual leader/senior pastor –(other spiritual leaders) – husband – wife – child   This spiritual authority was absolute and to challenge it meant to disobey God. Every person owed obedience to those in authority over them and submission to their spiritual authorities.


Also a part of this was the idea of Covering, meaning the person who has spiritual authority over you is your path to god, that person understands god’s will more clearly, if you sin they cover it, you confess to them, and they make it right with god, so they can also tell you god’s will for your life.

When ALPHA came about this provided the church with 100’s even 1000’s of impressionable youth who were often new Christians and saw themselves in a special move of God – as a chosen generation.  It also gave Earl Paulk the beginning of the tremendous success that he and others had been predicting for several preceding years – Paulk was seen as a legitimate prophet.  ALPHA also created a celebrity-like status for Paulk, Duane Swilley and members of the ALPHA band.  It also necessitated the creation of discipleship groups – shepherding groups to organize and train the many young people.  Thus the idea of submission and covering were extended to the ALPHA group leaders and spread among immature spiritual leaders which created numerous accounts of several kinds of abuse – as it did throughout the country in other churches and charismatic groups in the late 70’s and 80’s.   

The direct leader of ALPHA, Duane Swilley, treated and related to Earl Paulk as his elder, uncle, and a person to be obeyed and submitted to and spiritually covered by. This was taught by example and sermon texts to those in ALPHA.  

The success of ALPHA reinforced and solidified Paulk’s persona as a “prophetic figure” who could accurately foretell the future and predict both success for obedience and dire consequences for disobedience.  Lynn Mays was also established as the church’s discerner of spirits.  In other words, she could tell through a spiritual gift whether ones spirit was pure and honest or disobedient and destructive.  She reinforced his spiritual role in the church with her own spiritual confirmations proclaimed to the church.

This set up the dynamic in which Earl Paulk would prophesy a direction for the church (whether the board of elders and congregation liked it or not) and Lynn Mays would discern that this was a true word from God and the direction for the church.  She would also “discern” any dissenting voices to this prophecy to have bad spirits in them who were ultimately out to slay the prophet.  These persons were portrayed publicly as standing in the way of God’s plan or blocking the anointed move of God.  Then Earl Paulk would threaten dire consequences to anyone who stood in the way of a move of God, essentially threatening them spiritually. 

As the church grew, Earl Paulk switched from functioning with a church leadership model based on pastor – board – congregation system with tri-lateral power bases to one where the senior pastor was in charge, the board and associate pastors and staff were confirmers of the prophetic pastor’s spiritual direction, and a wide distance grew between the leadership/staff and the general congregation whose only task was to live out and embody the vision and direction of the senior leader.

As the church continued to get larger, a greater level of commitment was demanded and required of the pastors, staff, and core leadership.  This meant that very few of these persons had real contact with persons outside the church.  Their entire lives were occupied by church business, friends were all church people, and kids when to the church’s school, and social activities were all church activities.  There was a lack of competing or alternative perspectives – few persons to talk to where a staff or core member could express dissent or even complain about the church or pastors without being seen as being possessed by spirits or wishing to harm the move of God.  

At the same time Earl Paulk developed a version of a postmillennial theology called Kingdom Theology that said that for Jesus to return the church would have to demonstrate the Kingdom of God in all spheres of life, in all institutions of human life so in the arts, economy, politics, family, marriage, education, science, etc.  He was not alone in creating this theology but was one of the leading proponents of it and was criticized publicly for holding it.  This theological idea was that the church and Christians should live as if the Kingdom of God were “here and now” established on earth.  That the church should show the world (be “salt and light”) what a godly kingdom would look like in the arts, economy, education, politics, etc.  They should demonstrate kingdom principles on earth and through this demonstration nonchristian people would see a better Godly way and be drawn into God’s kingdom.  As this happened, the church and the world would be perfected and become the “spotless bride of Christ” and hasten Jesus’ return to the earth to set up his kingdom.

This theology was also part of what gave rise to a covert theological doctrine (shared only with those who were “trustworthy” or “mature” enough to handle it) called “Kingdom Relationships.” This essentially meant that one could have human relationships that paralleled or were based on kingdom principles.  If marriage was an earthly institution – a reality that was established after the Fall of Adam and Eve in the garden, therefore after humans had a sinful nature – marriage essentially was established as a way to control and reign in the human sinful impulses and create a control and covenant between two people that paralleled the covenant between god and humans.  It was an earthly invention out of necessity, so to speak.  Therefore, in God’s Kingdom in heaven there is no institution of marriage, no giving or taking in marriage by the angels.  So to have a kingdom relationship was one that was governed by the rules of relationships in the kingdom… essentially meaning that one could have sexual encounters outside the bounds of marriage.  “thy kingdom come on earth, as it is in heaven.”

[Since I wrote this, I’ve heard it claimed that Paulk was sexually abused by his mother and saw his father sleeping around when he was a young boy. This would have created in him a distorted sexual reality that he alternatively suppressed and acted out – but also a significant psychological dysfunction that had to be legitimated and made okay in his own mind… therefore the kingdom relationships idea could also be seen as a theological justification of his inner sickness.]

If someone was initiated into this doctrine and rejected the idea or the other person’s sexual advances, then that person was threatened spiritually.  Likewise Lynn Mays would talk with them and discern a spirit of dissension in them.  

If they willingly participated for any number of reasons: 

a) because they trusted the spiritual superiority of the person, 

b) because that person was their spiritual covering and they were submitted to that person, 

c) because they wanted to sleep with a spiritual “celebrity” – someone who was successful and “untouchable” who was close to God and the founder of a “major and important move of God,” 

d) because they thought that it would give them higher standing in the church system, or 

e) because they were attracted to this person  

f) or any or all of these and a few other reasons, 

But later, if these persons felt uncomfortable with the situation, realized it was wrong, or realized that many other people were also a part of this dynamic and they had a conversation with one of the Paulks, Swilley, or Lynn Mays then they would be told that the senior pastor knew about it and approved, that if it was sinful, their sins would be “covered” by their spiritual authorities – essentially that they would be blameless since their spiritual superiors said it was ok and would be held accountable if it were ever judged to be wrong.  If the person persisted in their discomfort with the idea they were judged to be with a spirit of destruction to the move of God and asked, encouraged or told to leave the staff, quit their position and maybe even leave the church.  Then rumors would be spread regarding their spiritual fitness and character flaws.

I do not know if this entire dynamic – spiritual authority, covering, prophet, spiritual threats, discernment of evil spirits, and kingdom relationships – was an intentional dynamic created by the Paulks and Lynn Mays to have extramarital relationships and legitimate their behavior so as not feel guilty about their actions.  Nor do I know what was in their hearts and minds – nor the hearts and minds of those that participated in this dynamic. 

But my sense of the dynamic from watching, studying and participating in the life of the church was that at least some of those in leadership were as convinced of the truthfulness of this doctrine as they were of the need to demonstrate the kingdom in the institutional spheres of the arts, business world, politics, education, etc.  Both those in leadership and the persons they initiated into this special doctrine were caught in the same social dynamics that facilitated this situation to develop.  

I find it impossible to think that the entire church and what was created at CHHC was intentionally created by the Paulks in order to lure women and men into having sex with the leadership.  Brain washing and mind control do happen, but they happen in tightly controlled situations not in public, open systems over many decades.  I think it is quite possible that Earl Paulk thought what he was doing was justified – at least for a long period of time.  There was a sincerity about the entire theological system – consistently preached and lived daily for many years.

At the same time, however, the Paulks, certain staff, external ministers, and the overseers of the church (locally and around the country and globe – ICCC) as a whole are responsible for creating the situation that allowed such a dynamic to become established and continue unchecked for over 30 years or more.  

It was clear that at times with certain people on the staff (especially Don Paulk and Duane Swilley), that there was less sincerity about the theological justification and that a number of people at the church intentionally used the power relationships, the theological dynamics and the spiritual submission system that was created to abuse and have sex with trusting, gullible and impressionable people who while responsible for their actions were in many ways at the mercy of the social pressures and the spiritual dynamics that were created and the grossly unequal power relations between – employer/employee, pastor/lay person, spiritual authority/subservient one under authority, and one lone person/against several spiritual elders telling them it was ok.  

In the end, I do think that deep down all the instigators of the abuse knew what they were doing was wrong, or they would not have reacted so badly and attempted to cover up the story and discredit those who left.  

However, it is also important to say that this abuse of trust and spiritual power dynamic wasn’t only evident in terms of improper sexual relationships but also in all sorts of abuse of authority with staff, pastors, and core leaders.  The same type of a dynamic played out regarding the spending of church money, decisions about whether to move into television broadcasting, moves to new sanctuaries, creating schools, publishing and mission ventures, and basic issues of everyday church leadership.  Every person intimate with the leadership core was subjected to and participated in this dynamic either consciously or unconsciously.  

People only left this whirlpool of destructive social dynamics if they came into contact with other persons or organizations or ideas outside the system that allowed them to see the dynamic from a different perspective – gave them a fresh window and an alternative interpretation of what was happening at the church.  For some this came about by marriage, others going to school, and others by talking with persons outside the church.  For most it finally came after reading story after story, for many years.

The mass exodus in 1992 and following came about because key people left whose departure cast an unspoken critique on the church and disrupted the whirlpool to allow other influences in.  The disintegration of Paulk’s spiritual authority and a breaking of the destructive social dynamic were also due to the lack of successes on a number of fronts that Paulk had prophesied.  Several of these unfulfilled prophecies included the failure of the World Congress, the monetary pressures and difficulties of building the Cathedral in a recessionary period.  At the same time the church also completely dismantled the social networks and personal ties between people in the groups and committees. The public realization and bringing to conscious awareness of members that the various forms of abuse were widespread throughout the church and the fact that nothing bad happened to those who left after “rising up against the prophetic move of god” also contributed to the breaking apart of the destructive system.  Finally, the extreme reaction of and blatant lies told by the leadership in order to counter the perceived threats of those who left further destroyed the credibility of the social world Paulk had created, except for those deep inside the core group.  Of course this did take a number of years and quite a few disclosures of scandal for many of those most closely related to the inner circle to eventually break free. 

This is my basic sociological overview of what took place at the church.  

