
Protagonist Corner 

Howard H. Gordon 
First Presbyterian Church, Little Rock, Arkansas 

...for just $39.95 and I will throw in for free... 

When the call comes you have to answer. Yes or no; there is no maybe. When the 
committee came, in their obvious seeking awkwardness, an answer was required. I 
asked for time to discuss it and pray about it with my spouse and my support 
community. Without really understanding what the job entailed, and trusting in the 
committee and my understanding of how calls come, with the support of all of the 
above, I said yes to being a candidate for an at large position on the City of Little Rock 
Board of Directors. 

Having been as politically active as any traditional, southern, yellow dog Presby­
terian minister, I thought I understood the process. I had done voter registration in the 
rural South. I had faced the dogs, fire hoses, and deputy sheriffs during the civil rights 
movement; the 82nd Airborne and the Washington, D.C. Park Police, the batons, and 
the tear gas during the peace movement. I had lived with the Sandanistas in Nicaragua, 
dug bomb shelters in my back yard, heard the Contras blow up nearby bridges, and 
lived through soccer riots in Rio and Edinburgh. But I have never feared for my soul 
as I did during what became known as the campaign. I had taken the step from 
faithfulness into sales. I was no longer a minister, I was the candidate; no longer a 
preacher but a pitchman. 

The first thing was to raise money, the very heart of the message. The campaign 
manager handed me a list of the important "gatekeepers" in the community. The point 
was to visit with them and have them give me a blessing that would open up money 
and votes. 

The problem was they were people I would not visit with when I was an ordinary 
person. These were the people of power who had caused most of the problems in the 
city in the first place. Now I was to sell a piece of my soul and visit these very people. 
Without the money, I could not win, and it is a question of winning and power. 

The second thing was to go to house parties given by people who would invite their 
friends and those who might be interested in supporting (again, with money) and 
working in the campaign. These are political Amway parties. / was the product to be 
sold. When I asked about the issues, the campaign people said, "It's not the issues, it's 
you." 

The candidate walks into a room filled with anywhere from five to forty people and 
begins to sell. I am this, I am that. I stand for this and I stand for that. But most of all, 
look at me and see that I am just like you and will make sure that your neighborhood 
and your concerns will have an advocate on the board of directors. If you accept all of 
this, you can put a sign in your yard, call your friends, and give money. The offering 
plate is on the table. 

So, not only am I asked to sell a piece of my soul, but suddenly there is no privacy. 
No piece of my life is mine. Every family story, every piece of personal history, every 
dream is used for money and for votes. 
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The third thing was to go to the meetings of neighborhood associations and groups 
like unions and professional associations. In many ways this is like visiting the 
medieval city-states of Italy. Each one seems to have its own dictator to whom you paid 
homage. 

Paying homage means letting them put you in your place and threaten you with 
their power. The candidates respond in both words and body language: "See what a 
good person I am; I will let you abuse me and still I will flatter you because you have 
power and I have none except what you give to me. Please give your blessings, your 
vote, and your money." So, not only do you sell your soul and give up your privacy; 
you also demean yourself. 

Finally, you get to have people, as in "my people will get in touch with your 
people." At the beginning of the campaign you set up a campaign committee composed 
of friends, those people you trust and of whom you are part. You look to them for 
advice and for the reality check that is so necessary in a campaign. 

As the campaign grows, they begin to create their own bases of power: the 
organizer of volunteers, the phone banker, the money raiser; each thinks his or her own 
part of the campaign is most important for victory. The candidate is no longer a friend 
but the one to be manipulated to enhance a part of the process. The candidate is no 
longer a person but the center of a mass of energy and activity that takes on a life of 
its own. There is now no reality beyond the campaign. 

So, not only do you sell your soul, give up your privacy, demean yourself, but you 
alsolose your community. 

As bad as all that sounds, the adrenaline rush, the strokes to the ego, and the power 
become addictive, and only at three o'clock in the morning is there an indication that 
maybe this is not right. But then there is the computer printout of your schedule lying 
on your desk at 7:00 a. m. and your day job has to be taken care of as well—there is 
no time to really think those three o'clock in the morning thoughts. 

The three o'clock in the morning thought that keeps coming back, even at other 
times, is that those who enjoy campaigning are not fit to govern. One candidate spent 
close to $ 100,000 in the race after being threatened by a speculator, "if you get elected 
you better enjoy it because we will never let you get reelected" (little did he know that 
this was a one time thing). After selling my soul, giving up my privacy, demeaning 
myself, losing my community, I lost the election. Reformed theology calls that 
providential care. 

The startling thing about this experience is not what I learned about the political 
system but what I learned about ministry: in our affluent cultural exile, ministry and 
candidacy are synonymous. 

How much pressure is put upon us, as ministers, to raise the money that is 
necessary to maintain the institution. We need the copy machine, the janitor, the 
computer, the organist, the machines, and people; we forget the difference as we 
struggle to raise the money to support the institution. We give position to those who 
should not have it because of the check that will come in the mail. We sell our soul to 
meet the budget and keep the institution going. 

How much pressure i s put upon individual members to give up their privacy. I have 
come to worship God, and I am greeted with good morning. I earnestly want to receive 
the peace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and I am greeted with, "Hi, I'm Molly. Welcome 
to our congregation." I want to be in the presence of God, and instead I must share my 
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life's story and hear about the feelings of others I do not even know. 
We give up our privacy, the very spirituality that the masses so desire, to sell the 

institution so that there will be money to keep it going. 
How much pressure is put upon the governing body of a congregation by those 

whose power is more important than the well being of the church. The vast majority 
of the community's energy is spent dealing with the loudest folks, while humble folk 
get the hind most. 

We demean ourselves and the congregation in order to keep the institution on an 
even keel, losing our inner self so that we can sell it so that there will be money to keep 
it going. 

How much pressure is put upon the individual minister to be a celebrity. Pastor 
Tom or Mary or the Rev. Dr. Smith becomes not the minister but the product offered 
for sale, the charismatic personality cult leader, not asking the people to drink poison 
kool-aid, but asking them to die of thirst. For the water that is offered is empty of any 
sustenance, and there is no one to draw the living water from the well. 

We worship the personality, demean ourselves, lose our inner self, sell ourselves 
so that there is money to keep the institution going. This is the model of the CEO, the 
therapist, the pitchman with which the world is most comfortable because it effects the 
least change in the kingdom of the world. 

The difference between being a minister, who walks behind the sacred desk, either 
in the classroom or the sanctuary and a politician who is always before the people is 
that the minister is a part of the whole. I do not walk into the pulpit by myself. I am 
pushed by those who have gone before me and pulled by those who will come after. 
The power is not mine either to possess or direct; it is the Spirit who comes and goes 
like the wind. And winning is losing. 

Jesus' first sermon, "Repent and believe that the Kingdom of God is before us," 
makes us very political animals. We jealously live out our citizenship in the world 
serving those whom Jesus served and enjoying those whom he enjoyed. Never is it a 
question of winning, for power is in losing, and our office is with the least. 

As I said, those who enjoy campaigning are not fit to govern, just as those who 
campaign for power and position in the institutional church are not fit to minister. What 
my experience in the campaign has taught me is that those who gain their soul, lose it, 
and those who lose it gain life. 

When the call comes, and it always does, it is difficult to discern it in this affluent 
exile. The kingdom of this world sells a beautiful form of death, and the Kingdom of 
God gives a difficult form of life. The church and her ministers, however, are called 
not to sell it or run for it, but to be the Kingdom in this world. 
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