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‘The Gospel

of Inclusion

The Rev. Marlin Lavanhar (left), senior
minister of All Souls Unitarian Church
in Tulsa, befriended former Pentecostal
Bishop Carlton Pearson after Pearson
embraced Universalism. In 2008,
Pearson and his predominantly African
American congregation joined All Souls.

NANCY PIERCE
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A black Pentecostal bishop embraces
Universalism, befriends a Unitarian
minister, and shakes up the largest
congregation in the UUA.

by Kimberly French
photographs by Nancy Pierce and Douglas Henderson

N SUNDAYS AT ALL SOULS
Unitarian Church in Tulsa,
Oklahoma, a praise band
starts rocking at 11:20. A
large screen with song lyrics
lowers over the Shaker
chancel table, obscuring a
Palladian window that looks out onto the tranquil
church gardens. The thumping music seems to suck
tolks into the pews: professorial-looking men with
graying beards, black women in faux fur hats and
animal prints, a cuddling lesbian couple in plaid
shirts, buft young men in leather and trendy eye-
wear, and children of all shades of skin tone.

They sing, full-voiced, following along with the
words on the screen. Some raise their hands and
sway: “Come on, everybody, it’s time to start. / Praise
the Lord your God with all your heart.”

The actual service starts at half past. During the
sermon, folks regularly call out, “Amen,” “Un-
hunh,”Ye-e-e-s,” and “Preach it, brother.”

One service last spring ended on such a joyful
note, the middle-aged guest minister, a black
Christian, and the church’s young, openly lesbian
associate minister spontaneously danced their way
together down the center aisle as the electric key-
boardist and drummer laid down a praise groove.

At 1,800 members and growing, this is the largest
congregation in the Unitarian Universalist Associa-
tion. A year ago, some 200 Pentecostal Universalist
Christians—most of them African American—
began attending the 88-year-old overwhelmingly
white, upper-middle-class church en masse.

To understand this scene, you've got to go back to

the late 1990s and the vertiginous fall from grace of
Bishop Carlton Pearson. Charming, engaging, self-
deprecating, never holier than thou, and very funny,
Pearson—an African American Pentecostal—had
founded one of Tulsa’s most prominent mega-
churches. He had risen rapidly through the nation-
al power structure of evangelical Christendom, in
league with the Rev. Oral Roberts, the Rev. Jerry
Falwell, and the Rev. Pat Robertson. In his ecarly
forties, he was at the pinnacle of his career.

Then Pearson got a divine revelation, as he tells it.
Watching a news report one night in the spring of
1996, he was getting worked up about the genocide
in Rwanda. His assumption was that the victims
were bound for hell, persecuted yet unsaved. Feeling
angry at God, and guilty that he himself wasn’t doing
anything about it, he recalls, he fell into a sort of
reproachful prayer:“God, I don’t know how you can
sit on your throne there in heaven and let those poor
people drop to the ground hungry, heartbroken, and
lost, and just randomly suck them into hell.”

He heard God answer, “We're not sucking those
dear people into hell. Can’t you see they’re already
there—in the hell you have created for them and
continue to create for yourselves and others all over
the planet? We redeemed and reconciled all of
humanity at Calvary.”

Everything Pearson thought he knew was true
started unraveling, as he began to realize: The whole
world is already saved, whether they know it or
not—not just professed Christians in good standing,
but Muslims, Jews, Buddhists, Hindus, atheists, gay
people. There is no hell after you die. And he didn’t
have the good sense to keep it to himself.

For the past decade, Pearson has led his followers
on one rough ride. Branded a heretic in a formal
tribunal by the Joint College of African American
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U matches with Satan, saving people from
Hell, and getting slain by the Holy Spirit. His father,
grandfather, great-grandfather, and several uncles
had all been preachers, working jobs as janitors and
garbage men by day, casting demons out of people
on the weekends. He’d known early on that’s what
he wanted to do with his life, too.

With his beautiful baritone voice and unshakable
Christian faith, he won a full scholarship to Oral
Roberts University (ORU) in Tulsa. He was so full
of promise that Roberts took Pearson under his
wing, calling him “my black son.” In 1981 Pearson
began his own ministry in Tulsa, which he called the
Higher Dimensions Evangelistic Center.

Pearson is an extremely charismatic minister; he
soon became a celebrity in the evangelical world. By
the late 1990s Higher D, as everyone called it, had
swelled to 6,000 members, who were dropping
$60,000 a week into the collection plate. The church
had added on an 8oo0-seat balcony, installed major
multimedia equipment, bought a 650-acre ranch,
and had plans for a hotel. Pearson had created some-
thing unheard of in Tulsa: a multiracial megachurch
led by a black man amidst the sprawling housing
developments and malls of white South Tulsa.

He innovated ministries for prisons, hospitals, and
nursing homes. For fifteen years he served on the
ORU board. His nationally broadcast weekly shows
were among Trinity Broadcasting Network’s most
popular. Folks from around the country came by the
busload to hear Pearson preach and sing at his annu-
al Azusa revivals, packing ORU’s Mabee Center to
its 12,800-person capacity five days straight.

For a while, no one outside of Higher D seemed
to notice what Bishop Pearson had begun telling his
flock about what he was calling the “Gospel of
Inclusion.” He even ran for mayor of Tulsa in 2001
on a platform of inclusion, which he called “One
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nearby, and most of the white people left with them.
Then the businesspeople left: If word got out that
they went to a heretic’s church, their customers were
going to start leaving them. Even some extended
family members left.

“I discovered,” Pearson writes in his recent book,
The Gospel of Inclusion,“that what I had thought was
a close, genuine family of brothers and sisters in
Christ was really a power-mad cabal that would not
tolerate any deviation from the intellectually, spiri-
tually bankrupt mantra that has brought them so
much money and power.”

EANWHILE, IN A GRACIOUS, OLDER

part of town, All Souls Unitarian

Church was doing great. In 2000 the

church called the Rev. Marlin Lavan-
har as senior minister, at age 32, after just one year’s
experience as an associate minister in Boston.
Lavanhar has his own kind of charisma—warm and
passionate, articulate and intent on his vision of
what’s right, but always listening closely and watch-
ing out for others’ needs.

In addition to two Sunday-morning worship serv-
ices, all sorts of classes, musical practices, and discus-
sion groups run concurrently in nooks and crannies
all over the church. Social hour is every hour, with a
staft cook providing a huge brunch in the middle of
the day. Throughout the week, there’s always some-
thing going on—an “alternative” service Lavanhar
brought with him called Soulful Sundown, con-
certs, dinners, a church-run day care center, cur-
rent-event forums, committee meetings, and the
largest Alcoholics Anonymous meetings in the state.

The only problem: Everybody at this liberal
church, with its hearty mix of humanists and theists,
was really, really white. There were one or two brave
souls of color, a few multiracial adoptive families,
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