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1. Clarksville, Tennessee

Interstate 40 coils tightly coming down from Appalachia—
hairpin turns cutting through green mountainside, skinny
lanes flanked by guard rails and concrete barriers. There
really is no easy way across the spine of the Blue Ridge.
[ have tried plenty. By now I should know better than to
pass tractor trailers on these tight curves, but I'm late and
temptation wins. I slam the accelerator.

What was I thinking driving nine hours to a Pentecostal
tent revival when I've got to be back in Charlotte for a
wedding tomorrow afternoon? Fall is revival season in the
South. It's not like I couldn’t have found something a lot
closer to home.

Brother Anthony Wynn, Anointed Country Preacher of
Miracle Deliverance Tabernacle, is a televangelist of sorts, but
his church has only about 150 members. When 1 called the
number on his website, Wynn answered his own phone.

He asked if I'd been around many Pentecostal churches.
I told him I grew up Episcopalian.

He invited me to attend and then warned, “Pentecostals
are some of the meanest and craziest people you are likely
to meet.”

For nearly two years of research and travel, I had found
reasons to put off visiting those churches that named
themselves spirit-filled. T had heard stories of cult-like
behavior. I didn’t want to find myself hounded or harassed.
Pentecostals’ mode of worship seemed strange and possibly
dangerous—speaking in tongues, shaking, prophesying,
barking like dogs or rolling around on the floor.
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I imagined myself trapped in the midst of the spectacle,
helplessly observing the chaos. Worse, what if I found myself
caught up in it?

If you had told me five years ago that I would be spending
my Friday night at a Holy Ghost tent revival, I never would
have believed you. Then again, I never expected to spend
this long in the South, either. My plan was to raise children
and write books in an old stone farmhouse with my husband
back in my native New England, or maybe the Pacific
Northwest.

I'm not here because I got religion. I guess I've always had
religion, or at least a low-level willingness to remain open to
the possibility of God. The universe contained both meaning
and mystery. That much was obvious. Who was to say that
what my parents taught me was entirely untrue?

Going through college and early adulthood, I had people
directly challenge my faith and assure me that in time, I would
grow out of it. Religion was fine for weddings, funerals, and
other rituals of life, but really that’s all it was—kid’s stuff.
A smart girl like me would eventually see through this.
Maybe because 1 was stubborn, this made me all the more
determined not to give up on Christianity.

First in Boston, then in Charlotte, I joined progressive,
multiracial congregations with a strong commitment to
social justice. Our services were vibrant, our literacy and
afterschool ministries commendable, but I still had questions.
After 9/11, the Iraq War, and the re-election of George Bush,
my turmoil only intensified. How could the same names,
texts, and symbols mean such different things to different
people? Was religion just a convenient cover for attitudes
we already held—for the good deeds we would have done
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anyway, or else for the prejudices of culture and place?

And how did faith relate to the rest of my life, to Bloody
Mary brunches that lasted from noon to nine, to late nights
at the Milestone and the Penguin, to the hipster intellectual
art chick persona I had worked so hard to cultivate? I sensed
an invisible wall between me and my friends, as if they feared
[ might start proselytizing at any moment.

The South contains more liberal churches than you might
expect, simply because so many people here go to church.
But we are islands immersed in a sea of biblical literalism
and atonement theology. I could easily accept that different
religions could be seeking the same God. I wasn’t so sure
about the fundamentalists within my own religion. I could
think of only one way to find out.

What if I actually tried talking to them?

Veeringnorthwest on1-24, the road getsempty, although it’s
early on a Friday evening. I see giant white smokestacks rising
out of the forest, but few other signs of human habitation.
After leaving the freeway, there’ still a good 30 miles to my
destination. Clarksville has the bleakness I associate with
military towns in the South. Factories and railroad tracks
near the river appear to be abandoned. Downtown is full
of crude cinderblock buildings, huge patriotic billboards,
topless bars, ammo shops, and of course, churches.

Fort Campbell, home of the Armys 101st Airborne
Screaming Eagles, is a few miles west of city limits. Its
boundaries roughly parallel the route I am taking, but I don't
see any helicopters out doing maneuvers. After a stretch of
strip malls and lonely motels, only farms and houses remain

Text and Illustrations Copyright 2008 Tess Gadwa



10 Southern Cross

to punctuate thick woods. Vegetation overhangs the narrow
divided highway. I know that I'm close when I spot the first
handwritten sign pointing the way.

The tent revival is impossible to mistake for anything else,
except perhaps a circus camped in the middle of the woods.
The tent is large, with red and white stripes. It glows amiably
as twilight settles over the hills. The evening is chilly—
unusual for late September, but of course, Clarksville is north
of Charlotte. I choose comfort over professionalism and pull
a thick gray fleece on top of my crisp black blazer.

[ have been warned that Pentecostals don't trust outsiders
and have strict dress codes for women. I dont know how
they will react to me. Last month I dyed my hair back to
boring, natural brown so I could blend in better for this
project. But I drew the line at driving nine hours in a skirt
and pantyhose.

To my relief, a man walks over to my car, extends his hand
and walks me down the gravel drive to the tent. His name is
Mark and his young son is Colton. They moved here from
Michigan two years ago with their pastor, William Wiggins.

“I didn’t have a job or anything when I got here, but I
found a job in three days as a meat cutter,” says Mark.

Wiggins’ church, Love Tabernacle Ministries, is hosting
tonight’s event. Brother Anthony Wynn is the guest preacher.
Inside, the tent is nearly empty but the gospel band is
playing like it’s a full house, with a fast, hard-driving honky
tonk beat. The women on stage all wear long skirts while
the men have pressed pants and ties. I learn later that this
is the Wiggins family band. They grew up traveling and
performing together, back in Michigan. The pastor’s wife is
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Jay Bakker (right) with Matt Debenedictis, Atlanta, Georgia
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Civil rights veteran Jerome Smith
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Louisville Scenes
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