works part-time, told the Toronto Star that
her husband has become more sensitive as
a result of his involvement in the Promise
Keepers. “He looks after me. I feel like
porcelain. It’s a nice feeling not being
totally responsible for myself,” she said.

As was done at the Million Man
March, the men who attend Promise
Keepers rallies pray, listen to preachers,
and promise to be better men. And not
surprisingly, in 1997, the Promise Keepers
plan to have a million-man march of their
own, also to be held in Washington, D.C.

Today more than ever, Farrakhan has
firmly and successfully—and perhaps per-
manently—in the minds of millions of
blacks, equated a reluctance to criticize
him and the Nation of Islam (NOI) with
loyalty to black people. Indeed, many
blacks were critical of Colin Powell for
acknowledging Farrakhan’s  bigotry.
Farrakhan, in the minds of many, is the
standard by which courageous black man-
hood is measured. His boldness tends to
make his followers very tolerant of his
many irrational statements. Even many of
his sharpest black critics who point out his
weaknesses to predominantly white audi-
ences wouldn’t dare do the same before
predominantly black audiences out of fear
of censure. On the contrary, some of these
same critics even applaud Farrakhan’s
virtues in such circumstances.

Farrakhan might not have exaggerated
when he boasted, “I am to black people
what the Pope is to white people.” Indeed,
some blacks believe that Farrakhan—in
his own words—is their “last chance” to
attain freedom, justice, and equality.

It must be acknowledged that many
whites make it difficult for some blacks to
take the moral high ground on this issue
by patronizingly demanding that main-
stream black leaders “repudiate Far-
rakhan.” And it is true that some of
Farrakhan’s critics are correctly identified
as sellouts for only attacking him to gain
favor with whites, or to advance their own
careers.

But even most Afrocentrists and black
militants outside the NOI seem unwilling
to criticize Farrakhan for the following
reasons:

1. They agree with most of what he
says and represents.

2. They do not accept many of his irra-
tional beliefs or hateful statements, but
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they are not particularly bothered by them.

3. They secretly agree with most of
what he says and represents, but are
unable or unwilling to say so.

4. They disagree with much of what he
stands for, but they do not want to
threaten the widespread operational unity
among black individuals and organiza-
tions that has taken so long to come to
fruition.

If the NOI had been a secular organiza-
tion rather than a bizarre and authoritarian
religious sect, it is probable that its mem-
bership would have been larger than that of
the Universal Negro Improvement Asso-
ciation (UNIA) under Marcus Garvey dur-
ing his heyday in the 1920s. (The UNIA
was one of the largest black activist orga-
nizations of all time.) But that point may
be irrelevant. NOI’s influence will con-
tinue to grow well beyond its actual num-
bers. This means that more people will
become acquainted with and influenced by
its positive and negative ideas and actions.

During his speech on the Mall, the
theocratic Farrakhan said that America’s
saving grace is her ideal of freedom. He

acknowledged that in many other coun-
tries, he would not be allowed to speak
out so candidly or forcefully (and ironi-
cally, these countries include some of
those he supports, such as Iran and
Sudan). Indeed, there is a message here
for everyone.

Freedom is useful mainly to those who
have the courage to use it. Just as
Farrakhan has the right to criticize his
detractors, his detractors have the right—
indeed, the moral obligation—to criticize
him. More black thinkers, writers, schol-
ars, spokespersons, and grass-roots lead-
ers must come forward to challenge Far-
rakhan’s sexism, homophobia, bigotry,
irrationality, and so forth. He must not be
given carte blanche to be as outrageous as
he chooses. And those who support him
must realize that he is neither perfect nor
above criticism. The right kinds of criti-
cism create better individuals and strong
institutions. As Eleanor Roosevelt wisely
remarked: “Never fear criticism when
you’re right. Never ignore it when you’re
wrong.” This is advice that everyone
should mind. .

Mania in the Stadia:

The Origins and Goals of
Promise Keepers

Russ Bellant

“Promise Keepers” is a rapidly
growing Christian men’s move-
ment that last year rallied about three
hundred thousand men, filling six football
stadia in colorful displays of male “spiri-
tual renewal.” The group plans to double
the number of participants and stadium
events in 1996. While projecting an image
of spirituality, leaders of the Promise
Keepers seem to be bent on gaining social
and political power. In the world of
Promise Keepers, men are to submit to a
cell group that in turn is closely con-

Russ Bellant is a Detroit, Michigan free-
lance researcher and writer. He has
authored two books on the right wing.

trolled by a national hierarchy. Most
important, women are to submit abso-
lutely to their husbands or fathers.

Promise Keepers may be the
strongest, most organized effort to capi-
talize on male backlash in the country
today. Conceived by University of
Colorado football coach Bill McCartney
in 1990, Promise Keepers says men
should “reclaim” authority from their
wives—to whom they have supposedly
ceded too much.

Bill McCartney’s goal in 1990 was to
fill a sports stadium with Christian men to
exhort them into his philosophy. The fol-
lowing year, he attracted 4,200 men to a
basketball arena; 22,000 men came to
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Boulder’s Folsom Stadium in 1992, fol-
lowed by 50,000 men in 1993.!

Promoted by powerful elements of the
Religious Right, Promise Keepers filled
six stadia in 1994; the largest event was in
the Hoosier Dome in Indianapolis, which
drew 62,000 men. The only women pre-
sent were custodians and concession
workers.”

In 1995, Promise Keepers events in
Detroit and Los Angeles drew over 72,000
each.?

Don’t Ask, Take

he manifesto of the movement is

Seven Promises of a Promise Keeper,
a book published for the group by James
Dobson’s organization, Focus on the
Family.* Evangelist Tony Brown, in his
contributing essay, explains how to deal
with women. “I can hear you saying, ‘I
want to be a spiritually pure man. Where
do I start?” The first thing you do,” Brown
writes, “is sit down with your wife and
say something like this: ‘Honey, I've
made a terrible mistake. I’'ve given you
my role. I gave up leading this family, and
I forced you to take my place. Now I must
reclaim that role.” Don’t misunderstand
what I’'m saying here. I’m not suggesting
that you ask for your role back, I’'m urging
you to take it back” (emphasis in the orig-
inal).” While insisting to male readers that
there is to be “no compromise” on author-
ity, he suggests that women readers sub-
mit for the “survival of our culture.”

Total Submission

hile serving as an assistant coach at

the University of Michigan in Ann
Arbor, Bill McCartney encountered and
was deeply influenced by the Word of
God (WOG) community. McCartney has
said that WOG leader Jim Berlucci is one
of the two men who most influenced his
life.* WOG, a select and insular group of
about 1,600 adults, practiced “shepherd-
ing/discipleship,” which required total
submission to a person called the “head.”
Members were required to submit their
schedules in advance and account for
every hour of every day. Marriage part-
ners, movie choices; jobs, and other deci-
sions also had to be approved by this
leader.

Winter 1995/96

Members who questioned authority, or
women who question their extreme sub-
mission to men, were subject to often
traumatic “exorcisms.” WOG members
were trained to see the world with suspi-
cion and contempt—as an enemy. They
believed that they were specially chosen
by God to fight the Antichrist.”

When McCartney was hired by the
University of Colorado, WOG introduced
him to the WOG-linked “Vineyard”
church, which has a parish in Boulder.
Vineyard churches emphasize “signs and
wonders” and “prophecy.” Vineyard
leader John Wimber calls their work
“power evangelism” and describes his fol-
lowers as “self-conscious members of
God’s army, sent to do battle against the
forces of the kingdom of darkness. . . .
One is either in God’s Kingdom,” Wimber
insists, “or Satan’s.”’®

‘The Purpose of War’

cCartney’s pastor at the Boulder

Valley Vineyard, the Reverend
James Ryle, whom McCartney says is the
other major influence in his life,” conducts
a “prophetic” ministry and participates in
conferences with men who claim to be
prophets in the first-century sense of the
term."

Ryle believes Promise Keepers, of
which he is a board member," is the ful-
fillment of the biblically prophesied end-
time army described in the Book of Joel—
a terrifying army from which there is no
escape. “Never have 300,000 men come
together through human history,” he
declared, “except for the purpose of war.”
He says he has a vision of Promise
Keepers purging America of secularism,
which he considers “an abortion” of god-
liness."

Ryle spoke last year at a secret
Colorado conclave to plan anti-gay/les-
bian electoral strategies. He said,
“America is in the midst of a cultural rev-
olution, which has poised our nation pre-
cariously on the brink of moral chaos,
which is caused by what I am referring to
as the crisis of homosexuality.””

While Promise Keepers is not currently
a political force in its own right,
McCartney leads by example. He has
repeatedly attacked reproductive rights,*
and he campaigned for the 1992 anti-gay

Amendment 2 ballot initiative as a mem-
ber of the board of Colorado for Family
Values, the sponsor of the initiative."

His rally addresses have been uncom-
promising. “Take the nation for Jesus
Christ,” he directed in 1992.* The follow-
ing year he said, “What you are about to
hear is God’s word to the men of this
nation. We are going to war as of tonight.
‘We have divine power; that is our weapon.
We will not compromise. Wherever truth
is at risk, in the schools or legislature, we
are going to contend for it. We will win.”"

No less militant is Promise Keepers co-
founder Dave Wardell,"® who told the
Denver Post, “We want our nation to
return to God. We’re drawing a line in the
sand here. . . . There has already been con-
troversy about abortion and homosexual-
ity. I hope there won’t be any physical
confrontations. . . .”*

Something Like Punching
Your Lights Out

Promise Keepers’s national staff has
grown rapidly from a handful to 250,
with a $64 million budget.?” But its signif-
icance is primarily at the local and church
levels.

Promise Keepers urges men to form
“accountability” groups of no more than
five members, within which they are
expected to submit all aspects of their
lives to review and rebuke. Each member
must answer any probes concerning his
marriage, family, finances, sexuality, or
business activity.”

Such cells, usually operating within a
church or parachurch group, are led by a
“Point Man” who answers to an
“Ambassador” who reports to headquar-
ters in Boulder. Decisions about local or
state activity are ultimately made in
Boulder.”

“All of our success here is contingent
upon men taking part in small groups
when they return home,” Promise Keepers
spokesman Steve Chavis told Christianity
Today. Less elegantly, Dave Wardell, the
national coordinator for local leaders,
explains, “I can go home and maybe still
be the same guy after a conference. But if
I have another guy calling up, holding me
accountable, asking, ‘How are you treat-
ing your wife? Are you still cheating on
your income taxes? Are you looking at
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your secretaries with lust?” it makes a dif-
ference. I don’t think a woman would get
in my face, go toe to toe with a guy,
whereas a guy could tell me, ‘I don’t like
it. And if you don’t listen to me, I’ll punch
your lights out.” Something like that.”»

These principles and structures, which
are similar to the shepherding disciple-
ship model of the Word of God, would
take years to implement and produce a
highly disciplined group. Most men
drawn to Promise Keepers have probably
never heard of shepherding/discipleship
(which is still not widely known even
within the evangelical community)* and
may be deeply offended if they experi-
ence the degree of manipulation and con-
trol (to which they may be “submitting”
themselves and their families) as has
occurred in many shepherding/disciple
situations.

Trojan Horses?

p Christian Right leaders in the past
year have joined Dobson in promot-
ing Promise Keepers. These have notably
included Pat Robertson of the Christian
Coalition and “700 Club,” D. James
Kennedy of Coral Ridge Ministries, and
Bill Bright of Campus Crusade for Christ.
Dobson who along with Robertson,
Kennedy, and Bright, is a member of the
secretive, radical-right Council for
National Policy,” is a central figure in
Promise Keepers. Not only is he the pub-
lisher of the main text of the movement,
he is a featured speaker at Promise Keeper
events, which in turn sell tapes of his
speeches.

Focus on the Family’s network of
political action groups, called Community
Impact Committees, function much like
Promise Keepers’ cell groups within con-
servative churches. Largely invisible to
individuals outside these churches, these
committees are organized at the state and
regional levels and controlled from
Colorado.*

Both Dobson’s Community Impact
Committees and the Promise Keepers
cells are potential Trojan horses within
churches and denominations, creating
conflicting loyalties and lines of authority.
Leaders of Promise Keepers, in particular,
come out of a movement that sees denom-
inations as inhibiting evangelism and
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revivalism. Indicative of this is its use of
Strang Communications to publish New
Man magazine. Strang’s Charisma maga-
zine is contemptuous of traditional
denominations. The senior editor of
Strang’s New Ministries magazine, Jack
Hayford, is also on the board of Promise
Keepers.

Promise Keepers has scheduled more
than a dozen rallies for purity, fidelity,
and possibly social and political domin-
ion for 1996. Promise Keepers had
planned for over a year to draw one mil-
lion men to march in Washington, D.C,,
just prior to the November 1996 elec-
tions. Now postponed, the plans were
evidently modeled after the Christian
Right rallies called “Washington for
Jesus,” which had similar backing and
were held during the presidential elec-
tions in 1980 and 1988.”

Considering the high-level backing by
the leadership of the Christian Right, and
the anti-democratic views of Promise
Keepers’s leaders, this movement ought
not be underestimated.
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