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Welcome to the MegaChurch
Nic Miller goes searching for God in the American Deep South

Nic Miller

This summer I had the (mis)fortune
of spending a few weeks in a small
town just north of Jacksonville,
Florida,home to one ofthe country's
largest evangelical stadiums, the
simply-named First Baptist Church of
Jacksonville. Visit today to find out
how you could purchase a 'prayer
bear' for sick relatives or how to
reimagine American Thanksgiving as
a holiday directly celebrated by Jesus.

I encourage all visitors to
America to partake in the free tourist
attraction of a mega-Church. Be
careful, however. A non-rattling
tongue can swiftly metamorphose
into the tongue ofSatan, or worse,
that of an agnostic. A laugh can be a
sign.Not of direct communication in
the holy language, but of the Devil's
presence in the congregation's midst.

So, a small group of us
from the outside decided to breach
the holy gates with great care.Along
with dozens of frankly loony
Southerners, we "respectfully and
earnestly" assembled one Sunday
morning at the pulpit - 'front-stage' -
of the Church - 'convention centre' -
for a welcome to the First Baptist
f lock. Or, as they prefer to say,
perhaps in heliport code for the

DICCU Rescue-copters,FBC-JAX.
The pastor began by

dipping his hand into some sort of
special pail,emerging with a few
drops of distilled water. He then
threw the hand up in the air with an
exclamation: "The power of the Lord
welcomes you;feel the heal." At other
times, it was a sound I can only
approximate as: "Ayu-chuluhluh-
MUHLUHLUH!" 

He then slapped the
forehead ofthe guest.This appeared
to induce some sort of divinely
channelled black-out.One by one, the
guests ahead ofme fell into the arms
of the pastor, overwhelmed by what,
I suppose, could only be understood
as the power of Christ.Of course, I
lacked the beliefto follow suit.I had
to hope that my acting was up to
scratch. Failing that, the Pastor would
have to possess an unusually strong
hand.

Luckily, the former held out
- the pastor actually had quite a
gentle, well-moisturised hand.I fell,
apparently naturally, into the arms of
the priest while a crowd of thousands
declared, "The power of Christ, a-
luh-luh-luh-mah-kuh-luh." I was then
escorted to a chair by a staff member,
fanned with a paper bible and then
given the oblique cue to wake up:

"You are reawakened".
A few moments later, still

seated in the chair, I heard:
"God can do anything - we

could just say, God, fix the world -
and he will! How many of you know
that this is a pretty sick old world?
Well then,let's just fix it! Somebody
get your tools out and fix this whole
world! We've got too many Christian
adults that are fat and lazy! They don't
want to give up their evening meal or
fast.Did you know that Muslims train
their children from when they're 5

years old to fast for the month of
Ramadan? We can change the world -
we've got the ability to change the
world! Hallelujah - say God - I'm here
to be trained - I'm here for an
education - I'm willing God - I'm
willing to do what you want me to do
- I'll say what you want me to say - in
Jesus's name. Amen!" 

Props to the preacher in
trying to address the obesity epidemic
- indeed,from the looks of the
crowd, it seemed to have afflicted
every other person. But then a

realisation befell me - that
Evangelism wasn't just funny. Behind
all the joyous and festive dancing and
head-slapping and tongue-waving
(after all, if "you don't have your
mouth open the holy spirit can't talk
through you"),and voting Republican
and bombing abortion-clinics, there
was a dark side.

According to the
Evangelicals, agent-of-God George
W. Bush's little foray in Iraq was
always doubly justified.If smooth,it
was a quick victory for Amurrica,
providing fuel for 30-storey
illuminated crosses and SUVs
emblazoned with witty (yet
salvationary) slogans. If rough, it
simply hastened the day when the
homosexuals and abortion doctors -
not to mention supporters of the
satanic European Union - would burn
with the arrival of the latest Devil-
incarnate. He would, of course,
initiate the final battle of good and
evil ending with the destruction of
the state of Israel.

"I'll do whatever you tell me
to do, Jesus. God Bless America and
we will prevail in Iraq - God's power
gives the might and right to do
anything. We will win!"

D’Heroes - Tonight on BBC2
Thom Addinall Biddulph

...They must save the university from
the clutches of the villain
Vicechansylar, who has a plan to
conquer Durham by first splitting
people's wallets open and then
stealing their degrees. In tonight's
episode, How To Stop An Exploding
Balance, the D'heroes must prevent
Vicechansylar from destroying
Durham with a huge financial bomb.
For our readers, we provide a
character guide:

BILL BR YSON, writer
Bryson is a mild mannered travel
writer who one day discovered he
had the amazing ability to steal other
people's blood. He has a personal
grudge against Vicechansylar, who
has prevented Bryson from actually
living in,or anywhere remotely near
Durham,by setting up a force barrier
that stops fat men with beards from
entering the city.

PATRICK, pizza seller
Patrick discovered his power to turn
anything in to a kebab or pizza at the
age of 15,and made a rapid start by

turning his parents in to a Meat
Supreme. He is a nocturnal operator,
preferring to work under cloak of
night and alcohol. He was
instrumental in stopping a previous
villain,the Cal Man,by sacrificing his
own son as a Hawaiian pizza so
greasy that it killed the Cal Man
instantly.

MAGDA, Big Issue seller
A master ofdeception, Magda has
tricked most of Durham in to
believing that she is an old Romanian
woman with little English and a
desire for 'bigger shoes, please'.In
fact her piercing whistle penetrates
people's souls and allows her to see
their most basic fears and
desires….and then provide them
with it in a flimsy magazine.

CAT BOY, Cat Boy
Cat Boy can transform at will in to
any animal,so long as that animal is
a cat. His power is, to be honest,of
limited use, especially as said cat
wears a collar and can thus be heard
coming from a mile off. However he
did once distract Vicechansylar by
batting playfully at his mortarboard.

Tonight on BBC, the gripping fantasy drama about a group of Durham citizens
who realise that they all have special powers...

Hannah Yadi


