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Douglas Firth Anderson 

J udeo-Christian traditions historically have influenced the public life of 
California and Nevada, and they continue to do so today. For this chapter, 

these "familiar players" in the public arena include Judaism, Roman Catholicism, 
Orthodox Christianity, Protestantism, and Mormonism (the Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints). 

The living presence of such traditions, however, does not undergird any 
coherent religious quasi-establishment. The persistent fluidity of society and 
culture in post-1846 California-a fluidity that eventually engulfed Nevada-has 
made the power of any religious group in the region's public life evanescent and 
ambiguous. For the Judeo-Christian traditions in particular, the regional history 
has been a generally disconcerting one, tending early on toward a de-privileging 
of those accustomed to social and cultural "insidership" elsewhere. 

The American era of California and Nevada, then, provides a regional case 
of the more general history of religious disestablishment in the United States. 
Yet, the region is not so much representative as it is a leading indicator of future 
directions. Wallace Stegner, a twentieth-century essayist and novelist, wrote in 
the Saturday Review in 1959 that the West Coast was "pretty much like the rest of 
the United States, only more so."' The peculiarity of the region's religious history 
lies in the area's sociocultural fluidity-a fluidity that the sociologist Zygmunt 
Bauman calls "liquid modernity"-relative to the rest of the nation.' 

Certainly California andNevada have had distinct histories, and their respective 
natural, social, and cultural landscapes are not synonymous. Nevertheless, their 
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modernization has made for a region that is fluid like America, "only more 
so." It is this "more so" modernity of California and Nevada that makes the 
region a borderland, a sociocultural place of complex and dynamic encounters 
and 'ansfomations. The Judeo-Christian traditions have had to accommodate 
themselves to historical trends in the area; this has made for a loose cultural 
establishment of mystical religious sensibilities. 

Such accommodation has been in some ways difficult. Cultural custodianship 
and prophetic criticism of society are each deeply rooted in the sacred texts 
of the Judeo-Christian traditions predominant in California and Nevada. Yet, 
paradoxically, accommodation has also been increasingly easy. 

California and Nevada have participated like the rest of the nation in religious 
developments linked with the developing liquidity of marketplace and American 
dreaming-only more so. The Gold Rush focused! the eyes of the world on 
California. It also launched at least two things--one social, the other cultwal- 
that have liquefied, so to speak, the state's religious development to the present 
(and in a more delayed and indirect manner, Nevada's as well). 

First, the GoldRushmarkedthe beginning of arelentless stream of immigration 
to the state from the mid-nineteenth century to the present. "[Wlith its population 
almost doubling every twenty years for a dozen decades," the historian Moses 
Rischin observed several decades ago, "California has never had a respite to 
consolidate its institutions or to f i m  up its identity, to assert the authority of 
tradition or ~e~u t a t i on . "~  Persistent, sizable immigration, in other words, is the 
social waterfall feeding the area's distinctive and historic fluidity. 

Second, the Gold Rush made indelible a widespread mystique associated with 
California: at the western edge of the continent, the possibilities-material and 
otherwise-were limited only by human will and imagination. This mystique 
provided an additional geographic focus for the American Dream. The California 
mystique, in other words, is the cultural well of the region's identification (from 
within and outside itself) as a place for fulfilling the American Dream. 

Immigration and mystique as post-1848 traditions in California are 
fundamental sources of the larger area's liquid modernity in religion, as well 
as much else. A further important element affecting California's and also 
Nevada's religious milieu is historical timing. In the mid-nineteenth century, 
mining rushes brought an "instant" industrial-urban society that dominated 
the life of both states (the 1850s for San Francisco, the 1860s for Virginia 
City). This means that the region was decisively reshaped at the time when the 
American marketplace was becoming national rather than local and industrial 
rather than pre-industrial. In effect, California and its quasi-colony of Nevada 
were on a fast-track of modernization even before 1900-like America, only 
more so. 

Two final introductory things. First, in the analytical narrative that follows, 
religious places (congregations, seminaries, community houses, monuments, 
institutional offices, ecclesiastical districts, etc.) provide illustrative specificity. 
People of course visit or inhabit such places; indeed, places are human constructs 
in and on the natural landscape. Thus, the places in what follows are intended to 
humanize as well as geographically ground the account. 

Second, what follows is, by necessity, an interpretive sketch. Judeo-Christian 
traditions are "familiarplayers," but that is because of their power and precedence 
in regions to the east, south, and north of California-Nevada. Yet perhaps because 
the culturally exotic is more intriguing than the culturally familiar, Judeo- 
Christian traditions in the West in general, and certainly in California and Nevada 
in particular, have at best received only fitful critical attention. 

Judeo-Christian Traditions In California 
Next to native peoples' traditions, Catholicism is the oldest continuing religious 

tradition in California. In 1769, Fr. J u ~ p e r o  Serra founded the first of 20 califorha 
missions under Spanish rule. Yet even before the US .  conquest of California in 
1846, Russian, French, British, and US. ships stopped at California ports, bringing 
Orthodox and Protestant Christians as well as more Catholics to settle with those 
already there. Religious diversity was extended further through 1850 with the 
anival of adherents to Mormonism and Judaism. A century later, Judeo-Christian 
traditions were still not at ease with the region's liquid public realm. 

Catholicism 
By 1940, Roman Catholicism was the largest religious group in California, 

dwarfing Protestant and Orthodox Christianity, Judaism, and Mormonism. While 
Protestants nationally tended to consider themselves privileged culturally and 
socially, in California they had always to recognize the historical precedence of 
Catholicism. While a Protestant flavor lingered in southern California's public 
realm, Catholicism's public power was long standing in San Francisco-dominated 
northern California. 

The Archdiocese of San Francisco and Los Angeles, 1940-1960 
California Catholicism in the 1940s and 1950s was split by ecclesiastical 

boundaries. The Archdiocese of San Francisco, created in 1853, dominated northern 
Califomia, while the Archdiocese of Los Angeles, created in 1936, dominated 
southern California. Through the 1940s and 1950s thekchbishop of San Francisco, 
John J. Mitty, tried to assert leadership over Catholicism in the entire state, but 
southern California, led by Archbishop John Cantwell of Los Angeles, resisted. 

Differences between the San Francisco and Los Angeles archdioceses 
included approaches to administration. San Francisco's Archbishop Mitty was 
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highly regarded for his managerial-particularly financial-skills. During his 
episcopate, the archdiocesan Catholic population nearly tripled, from 405,000 in 
1935 to 1,125,000 in 1961, which led to more than 560 major building projects. 
But he also made the Church a major player in San Francisco's wartime-postwar 
power coalition. In the view of two historians, Mitty's leadership was a major 
factor in creating a Cold War labor, business, and government "coabtion of the 
center" in San Francisco. 

Moreover, by the 1950s Mitty andSacramento Bishop JosephT. McGucken saw 
that Mexican and Mexican-American migrant laborers constituted a burgeoning 
group with special needs. This led to Mitty's formation of the Spanish Mission 
Band (SMB), a small group of priests who provided not only spiritual services 
to the migrant laborers but also initiated credit unions, cooperative housing, and 
job referral services. In time the SMB priests adopted Cursillo, a Spanish-born 
movement, in order to foster personal commitment to Ghrkt and his Church. A 
young Cisar Chivez was decisively shaped by the SMB's work. 

In the orbit of the Archdiocese of Los Angeles, however, the Cold War era 
made for a theological and social conservatism that resonated with that region's 
Protestant tendencies. James F. McIntyre became Archbishop in 1948, and in 
1953 he became the first Cardinal on the West Coast. A native New Yorker, he 
was a contemporary and prottgt of New York's Cardinal Spellman. McIntyre 
was an effective administrator; he was also committed to ecclesiastical and social 
hierarchy and deeply suspicious of theological or social "novelties." 

The 1960s and an Increasingly Fluid Calgornia Scene 
In Caliiornia, Catholic leadership was more openly contested in the public 

realm in the 1960s and 1970s than it ever had been in the twentieth century. In 
many respects, this was due to forces larger than, and exterior to, Catholicism, such 
as economic trends and political policies. In other respects, though, the turmoil 
was internally driven. Baby boomers and Latinos were fueling Catholicism's 
demographics in California and Nevada-American Catholic dynamics, only more 
so. Moreover, the Second Vatican Council augmented turmoil withim the Church by 
providing theological rationale for, and expectations of, a reformed Catholicism. 

In San Francisco, Joseph T. McGucken succeeded John J. Mitty as Archbishop 
in 1962, the same year the Second Vatican Council began. He was generally in 
favor of its reforms, but cautious about implementing them and womed about how 
"our people here at home" would understand them.4 

An accidental fire in St. Mary's Cathedral made the building of a new St. 
Mary's central to McGucken's episcopate in the 1960s. Widely visible atop 
Cathedral Hill, the new St. Mary's--costing over $9 million and completed in 
197Gwas  described as "the first Cathedral truly of our time and in harmony with 

the liturgical reforms of the Coun~il."~ Yet the Vatican Council also provided 
local critics grounds for complaint: the cathedral was too costly in light of the 
imperatives of social justice. 

McGucken had other public controversies to contend with before the new St. 
Mary's was dedicated in 1971. The archdiocesan seminary underwent a major 
revision in curriculum and also community life. As part of this reform, Father 
Eugene Boyle began teaching a social concerns seminar at the seminary in 1967. 
Areport done by seminarians in the course drew front-page newspaper coverage 
in 1968 for its conclusion that SanFrancisco was ripe for araceriot. The following 
year, when there was some public outrage over the Black Panther Party's use of 
Fr. Boyle's parish hall for a breakfast program for children, McGucken cancelled 
Boyle's seminary course. Protests over the cancellation were swift and widespread, 
and on one occasion the Archbishop was heckled on the steps of his chancery. 

The 1971 dedication of the new St. Mary's was thus charged with tension. 
Police sealed off the cathedral the day before its dedication in order to forestall 
a bomb scare. The following day, one group picketing the dedication was the 
Chicano Priests' Organization. Its handouts quoted the Catholic labor leader Cisar 
Chivez: "We don't ask for more Cathedrals, we don't ask for bigger Churches or 
fine gifts. We ask for the Churchk presence among us. We ask for the Church to 
sacrifice with the people for social change, for justice, and for love of br~ther."~ 

Ctsar Chivez represented a new development not only for Catholicism in the 
1960s, but also for ~alifornia's public realm: a self-conscious Latino activism. In 
the wake of the disbanding of the SMB, ChAvez moved to Delano in California's 
Central Valley in 1962. There, he led in the formation of a union that eventually 
became known as the United Farm Workers of America (UFW). 

If the new St. Mary's became the symbolic center of the Archdiocese of 
San Francisco by 1970, Delano became the center of Chivez's movement. In 
1967, UFW headquarters moved to alkali land near the city dump that became 
known as "The Forty Acres." It was from Delano that the UFW announced 
its national grape boycott in 1965, intended to pressure growers into signing 
contracts with the union. It was also from Delano that a "penitential" march to 
Sacramento started in Lent in 1966; the march was meant to dramatize the strike 
and to gamer the support of Governor Pat Brown, a Democrat and a Catholic. 
Finally, it was at the Forty Acres that Chivez stayed for his 25-day fast in 
1968. Nationally, the Chicano and other social movements were questioning 
or even rejecting nonviolence. Chivez wanted to refocus the UFW's strike on 
nonviolence. In a storage room of the co-op service station, he set up a monastic 
cell; there he received visitors and from there he attended daily mass. It was 
also there that the aspiring presidential candidate and fellow Catholic Robert 
Kennedy joined him when he ended his fast. 
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Perhaps the most dramatic moments in the 1960s dilution of Catholic solidity 
in the public realm came not in Delano or San Francisco, but rather in Los 
Angeles. For Cardinal McIntyre of the Archdiocese of Los Angeles, Catholicism 
and the American Dream were best served by elites in Church, business, and 
government working together against the threat of godless Communism. This 
elitist conservatism led to McIntyre's involvement in three controversies between 
1964 and 1969 that were tied to Catholicism's voice in the region's public realm. 

The first controversy came in 1964, in connection with challenges to racial 
segregation in residential districts. A fair housing measure (the Rumford Act) 
was enacted by the California legislature in 1963. In 1964, Proposition 14, an 
amendment to the state constitution, was placed before voters. It was sponsored by 
the California Real Estate Association, which claimed that the Rumford Act was 
"forcedhousing," not fairhousing, and thus shouldberepealed, in effect, by passing 
the proposition. In the north, Archbishop McGucken established an Archdiocesan 
Social Justice Commission. The commission freely spdke out against Proposition 
14, and two weeks before the election, McGucken denounced the proposition in 
a pastoral letter. In the south, McIntyre proclaimed that the Church was neutral 
on the proposition; in a letter to the apostolic delegate, however, he went so far 
as to claim' that the Rumford Act was "excessive" and that Los Angeles was a 
"well integrated city." Fr. William DuBay, a young priest in a predominantly 
African-American parish, called for the Pope to remove McIntyre because he 
had shut down any clerical discussion of civil rights. DuBay was suspended. The 
proposition passed, but it was overturned by the US. Supreme Court in 1967.~ 

The second controversy came in 1967, in connection with feminism. By the 
1960s, the California Sisters of the Immaculate Heart of Mary (IHM) had been 
in the state for almost a century. The order had become integral to Los Angeles' 
parochial school system. The IHM had Americanized from its Spanish origins, 
and its motherhouse was clustered with Immaculate Heart High School and 
College in the Hollywood hills. The Second Vatican Council's reforms were 
eagerly embraced by the IHM. A program of experimentation was adopted in 
1967,Among other things allowed, birth names could be reassumed (e.g., Mother 
General Mary Humiliata became Sister Anita Caspary) and religious habits could 
be exchanged for secular clothing. Such reforms were, however, unacceptable to 
Cardinal McIntyre. The IHM refused to rescind its reforms, andMcIntyre in effect 
fired the IHM from archdiocesan schools in 1968. The IHM's renewal became a 
cause ctltbre, not only in Los Angeles but throughout the US. Catholic Church. 
At issue were not just the Vatican I1 reforms and hierarchical authority, but also 
women in the church. From Sister Anita's perspective, and that of many others, 
"At the heart of controversy, the real protagonist may have been the unchanging 
(and unchangeable?) male hierarchical system, and the antagonist, the female 
agents of change, viewed as inevitably destructive of that system."8 

The third and final controversy came in 1969, in connection with the Chicano 
movement. That year, McIntyre opened anew proto-cathedral, St. Basil's Church. 
Constructed for $4 million on Wilshire Boulevard, the church harkened to the 
1920s' opulence of the district. Also that year, the work of Ctsar Chhvez inspired 
the organization of Cat6licos por La Raza. Seeking an equal voice for Chicanos 
in the archdiocese, the new organization also sought a public disclosure of 
archdiocesan finances. As the Cardinal was celebrating Christmas Eve Mass at St. 
Basil's, some 100 supporters of Cat6licos por La Raza marched from Lafayette 
Park to the new church. Before the night was over, a riot squad of police had 
been called in, punches and kicks had been exchanged, and the shouting of the 
protesters had at one point been counterposed to the singing of "0 Come, All Ye 
Faithful" by the worshippers. Protestors reappeared in a picket line on Christmas 
Day. McIntyre reportedly compared the demonstrators to "the rabble at Christ's 
~rucifixion.''~ 

In January 1970, Cardinal Mclntyre was forced by the Vatican to retire. His 
successor made clear that the archdiocese was centered at the old cathedral, St. 
Vibiana's, not at the new St. Basil's. 

The Cathedral of Our Lady of thehgels  andPost-1970 Catholicism 
in California 

By 1972, California's bishops had founded the California Catholic Conference 
(CCC), "the official voice of the Catholic community in California's public policy 
arena."1° However, any sense that the CCC could speak for all the state's Catholics 
was very difficult to sustain. "Official voice"seemed tomeanless the bishops speaking 
on behalf of the faithful than the bishops speaking on their own behalf what they 
hoped to persuade the faithful about in a fluid society. The major places of post-1940 
California Catholicism considered thus far reinforce this point. The turmoil around 
the new St. Mary's Cathedral in San Francisco, let alone St. Basil's in Los Angeles, 
suggested that ecclesiastical authority was subject to increasing public questioning. 
The UFW's Forty Acres signaled that both Latinos and the Central Valley needed 
more culturally sensitive attention. Finally, the politicized controversies in the San 
Francisco and Los Angeles archdioceses in the 1960s highlighted that adherents were 
anyrhing but united about what it meant to be amodem Catholic. 

More recently, other issues, most notably concerns over clerical sexual abuse 
of children and young people, have continued to dilute Catholic solidity in the 
region's civil society. Some of the ongoing tensions in the Catholic Church's 
public presence are suggested by yet another place: the new Cathedral of Our 
Lady of the Angels. 

The Cathedral of Our Lady of the Angels "sinks its foundations in the very 
heart of the City of Los Angeles," claimed Cardinal Roger M. Mahony. Cardinal 
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Mahony, Archbishop of Los Angeles, sought to set parameters for the meaning of 
the $189.5 million cathedral in his homily at its dedication on September 2,2002. 
At the heart of 1-0s Angeles, the Cardinal continued, the cathedral sits "astride 
today's El Camill0 Real-today's less colorfully named Hollywood Freeway- 
where it will stand and soar for many centuries as a sign of God's enduring 
presence in our lives and community."" 

Mahony's evocation of the region's Mexican and Spanish past was historically 
appropriate and pastorally prudent. The old cathedral of Saint Vibiana's, opened in 
1876, had been damaged in the 1994 Northridge earthquake. The bishop in 1876, 
Tadeo Amat, Spanish-born but imbued with Romanizing zeal, had substituted St. 
Vibiana, a Roman martyr, in place of Our Lady of Refuge, a Mexican Madonna, 
as the patron saint of the diocese. In the estimation of the historian Michael Engb, 
the Cathedral of St. Vibiana, opened in 1876, "split local Catholicism along 
socioeconomic lines" by relegating the poor Mexicans to the Plaza church, named 
Our Lady of the ~ n ~ e l s . ' '  The new cathedral of 2002 joined together the name 
of the Plaza parish, the design of a Spanish architect (Jose Rafael Moneo), and 
elements of old St. Vibiana's in the cathedral's mausoleum. Cardinal Mahony, 
the orchestrator of this conjoining, is ethnically Irish-American, a native of the 
archdiocese, and fluent in Spanish. 

Bridging divides between workers and employers, and between Latinos and 
whites, among the Catholics of the Los Angeles archdiocese was important in the 
process leading to the new cathedral. Such boundaries have been longstanding, 
and they have been publicly contested. By the time Mahony became archbishop 
in 1985, Los Angeles was well on its way to encompassing a larger number of 
Catholics than m y  other US.  archdiocese. As 2002 ended, Los Angeles had 287 
parishes and an estimated 5 million Catholics speaking over 50 languages and 
representing even more cultures. 

While the new cathedral seeks to solidify a religious center (administratively, 
theologically, culturally, and architecturally) in metropolitan Los Angeles, 
its material presence does not assure its centralizing and reconciling efficacy. 
Moreover, its solidity (material and ideal) is in tension with the region's fluid 
society and multicentered urban landscape. In his dedication homily, Mahony 
explicitly linked the cathedral's freeway location with the locale's historic royal 
road. Rather than walling off the new cathedral from the Hollywood Freeway, 
the architect placed an observation window in the plaza wall overlooking 
the interstate. Nevertheless, Our Lady of the Angels is an ecclesiastical oasis, 
removed from residential life and difficult to reach even by car. The surrounding 
government buildings are empty on Sundays, and there is no proximate restaurant, 
bar, or cafe. The new cathedral does not function as a node in a living city center; 
rather, in the view of Los Angeles Times architectural critic Nicolai Ouroussoff, its 

"indifference to context" is "quintessentially Los Angeles." It is a public space "in 
asuburban landscape without a true sense of center" and "whose communal tissue 
remains, to a large degree, its freeways and shopping  mall^."'^ 

The contemporary public visibility yet ambiguous influence of Catholicism 
extends further in the archdiocese than Our Lady of the Angels. The archdiocese 
had one of its own as Mayor of Los Angeles when Richard J. Riordan served 
two terms (1993-2001). Prior to his election, Riordan-a lawyer and financial 
advisor-had worked closely with Cardinal Mahony on many archdiocesan 
matters. Riordan's time in public office was marked by a creative conservatism 
that included some strengthening of the power of the mayor, significant expansion 
of the police force in the aftermath of the 1992 South Central Los Angeles 
uprising, and the encouraging of flexibility in the delivery of city services and the 
promotion of business growth. Ironically, his decision to remany in 1998 led to 
open rebuke from Cardinal Mahony. Twice divorced (the first but not the second 
marriage was officially annulled), Riordan flouted Catholic canon law when he 
announced his third marriage. Mahony issued a statement that the civil wedding 
would mean the Riordans could no longer receive their Church's sacraments. If 
Los Angeles' leading Catholic office-holder in 1998 was not overtly Catholic 
in his administration and also made a private choice that went against Catholic 
legal and moral authority, then Catholic power is far less monolithic and far more 
privatized than demographics suggest. 

Moreover, almost immediately after the dedication of the new cathedral in 
early September 2002, the archdiocese announced that it was cutting at least 60 
jobs and eliminating or reducing several programs. Funds for the cathedral had 
been raised independently of other archdiocesan programs, so the archdiocese has 
denied that the costs of Our Lady of the Angels led to the cuts. In dioceses and 
archdioceses across the United States, income from investments has declined in 
tandem with the stock market. Yet it is clear that the post-World War I1 numerical 
growth of Catholicism in Los Angeles has not translated into recession-proof 
financial growth. 

The building and dedication of the Cathedral of Our Lady of the Angels serves 
as a prism, refracting various historical and contemporary religious and non- 
religious hues for the region. These include Catholicism's historical precedence 
as a Judeo-Christian tradition; the contentiousness of culture and class inside and 
outside religious structures; the difficulties of religious traditions-even ones with 

; ' demographic advantages-positioning themselves in a fluid, religiously privatized 
public realm. The new cathedral gives geographic and material location for things 
that are often elusive. But it represents less a new situation for Judeo-Christian 
traditions in the region than a new marker amidst a sociocultural tide. 
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Protestantism 
Consistent with its tradition, Protestantism in California has been marked 

by institutional multiplicity rather than unity. Such diversity, though, makes 
understanding Protestantism in relation to the state's public realm complicated. In 
this section, various California places+specially a monument, a seminary, four 
congregations, and aresearch/advocacy organization-will provide an archipelago 
of sorts from which to consider the streams and eddies of the Protestant tradition 
since World War 11. 

Mainline Protestantism 
Although they never held the establishment or quasi-establishment status here 

that they did in the rest of the country, the mainline Protestant denominations 
had deep roots in the San Francisco region. The Congregationalist, Presbyterian, 
Methodist, Episcopal, and Baptist home missionaries and other adherents who 
came during and soon after theGold Rush were by andlarge"evangelica1." Thatis, 
they assumed that the foundations of ~hris t i& belief should be bibliocentric; that 
Christian experience should be Christocentric, personalistic, and conversionist; 
and that Christian life should be moralistic and activist. They also readily blurred 
the l i e s  thong religion, culture, and politics because, in their view, God was 
patently leading the world toward the millennium, in part through the growth 
of a "Christian~merica." They planted Protestant institutions, most notably 
theological seminaries and religious weeklies, in the Bay area, making it their 
West Coast organizational and intellectual center. 

In the years following World War I, native-bom, middle-class Protestants 
in northern California became largely resigned to their long-standing minority 
status in numbers and cultural power. In metropolitan San Francisco, an urban- 
dominated political culture that aspired to social tolerance and progressive 
reform-and dominated, in the eyes of local Protestants, by Catholics-was one 
with which most Bay-area Protestant adherents had learned to live and to whicha 
few were even enthusiastic contributors. 

One site has been a notable minor of the diffuse and shifting public 
presence of mainl~ne Protestants: the cross atop Mt. Davidson, San Francisco. 
Nondenominational Easter sunrise services began at the site in 1923, when the 
land was privately owned. At first, a wooden Easter cross was erected; fire, 
wind, and/or vandals destroyed several successive crosses until a steel-reinforced 
concrete one, 103 feet high, was put in place in 1933. By then, the city and county 
of San Francisco had purchased the top of Mt. Davidson as a city park. The 
1933 cross was funded by the local government. The city attorney opined at the 
time that "The holding of religious services on public property is no violation of 
any constitutional provision. The erection of a cross is not a grant of aid to any 
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religious sect. The cross is merely a monument erected in a public place, nor is it 
erected for any sectarian purpose."'4 

The Easter services and the cross were Protestant in origin and ecumenically 
Christian in concept. James Decatur-an Episcopal layperson, a YMCA director, 
a Salvation Army volunteer, and an employee of Western Union-was the single 
mostvociferous and persistentpromoter of theservices and the cross. Forhim, they 
were public reminders of Christian teachings in a park-like setting-Christianity 
and nature as partners in a morally needy urban environment. The public 
support, though, was undoubtedly less Protestant tinged, given the weakness of 
Protestant numbers in the area and the contrasting strength of Catholic and Jewish 
numbers. The site became as much an expression of civic Christianity as it was 
a specifically Protestant place. At the March 1934 cross dedication ceremonies, 
Protestant leaders were prominent, yet so was Mayor Rossi, a Catholic. Easter 
sunrise services at the Mt. Davidson cross were often broadcast by CBS in the late 
1930s and early 1940s. In 1941, an estimated 75,000 people attended the service 
as the public fretted about possible war. 

The Mt. Davidson cross represented the mainline Protestantism that 
predominated in northern California in the 1930s and 1940s. In the second half 
of the twentieth century, the same liquid modernity that worked to dilute the 
apparent public strength of Catholicism in California made for the even greater 
marginalization of mainline Protestantism. Consideration of Mendocino First 
Presbyterian Church, Glide Memorial United Methodist Church, and the Mt. 
Davidson cross after World War I1 serve to illustrate some larger trends.. 

Mendocino Presbyterian Church, with its 1869 whitewashed wood sanctuary, 
has helped enhance the picturesqueness of its town, situated on the coast 
north of San Francisco. Up until the 1960s, Mendocino Presbyterian reflected 
the affluence and conventionality of much of white, middle-class mainline 
Protestantism. Between 1962 and 1972, though, two successive pastors 
attempted to galvanize the congregation into involvement in social-justice issues 
fiom a liberal perspective. By 1972, the church was fractured over the cultural 
and political issues, and attendance declined. However, one member of the 
congregation, an evangelical, had begun a ministry to the local counterculture 
in 1969. In 1971-1972, a nearby hippie commune was swept by a revival, and 
the commune and countercultural ministry merged and became a base within 
Mendocino Presbyterian. Thus, evangelicals were strong enough to dominate 
the search for a new pastor in 1972. The new pastor was a graduate of Fuller 
Theological Seminary (nondenominational and evangelica1). The previous 
two "liberal" pastors were graduates of San Francisco Theological Seminary 
(Presbyterian and mainline). 

The congregation's social and theological shifts from the 1950s to the 1980s 

j 



illustrate some of themajor postwar tensions within CaliforniamainlineProtestant 
denominations. Further, the sociologist R. Stephen Warner argues for a greater 
significance: "In its close fit with historical trends, the Mendocino church is 
atypical as a congregation yet a microcosm of the United ~tates." '~ Put another 
way, Mendocino Presbyterian is an American mainline Protestant church, only 
more so, since it is in California. 

To the south of Mendocino, San Francisco's Glide Memorial United Methodist 
Church developed in a notably different direction. Glide Memorial Church had 
been planted in the Tenderloin district of San Francisco by Lizzie Glide, a 
Methodist philanthropist who had purchased the land, paid for the church building 
(1931), and left it with an endowment. 

In 1963, the Rev. Cecil Williams, a young African-American clergyman from 
Texas, arrived to be the director of community involvement; three years later, he 
was the pastor. In 1967, he had the cross removed from the sanctuary, reminding 
the congregation, "We must all be the cr0ss.7'~ Under Williams, Glide Memorial 
regularly came to have a full sanctuary for "celebration" services of personal 
testimonies, poetry, dance, and contemporary music, the laner often drawing 
on black tiaditions. Glide also became known for leadership in demonstrations 
advocating black studies and affirmative action, for its meal program, for opening 
its facilities to use by groups rangingfrom theHookers Convention to theAmerican 
Indian Movement, for opposition to the Vietnam War, and for ministry to bring 
recovery to city dwellers contending with drug, alcohol, and other dependencies. 

Williams also organized the Council on Religion and Homosexuality in 1964. 
San Francisco had long been a center of relative toleration for gays and lesbians, 
and Glide Memorial's congregation embraced people of all sexual orientations 
a s  well as all races and classes. Social tolerance of and civil rights for gays and 
lesb'iaris were especially contested, locally and statewide, in 1978. That year, the 
gay activist Harvey Milk, who had been elected a San Francisco supervisor the 
year before, was murdered along with San Francisco Mayor George Moscone. 
The double murder came immediately after a hard-fought battle in the state that 
ended in the defeat of Proposition 6 (the Briggs initiative), which would have 
barred any one engaging in "public homosexual conduct" from employment in the 
public schools.17 Glide Memorial became a major site for grieving, comfort, and 
the defusing of potential civic disturbances. 

While mainline Protestant civic tolerance in the fluid society of Califomia 
was at its most controversial at Glide Memorial, at the Mt. Davidson cross in 
1979, similar Protestant religious sensibilities aspired to embrace a metropolis, 
but without the stridency. That year, the Easter sunrise services at MI. Davidson 
had as a theme "Reconciliation After a Year of Tragedy," recalling not only the 
Milk-Moscone murders, hut also the People's Temple mass murders and suicides 

in Guyana. The services were broadcast on CBS News; as was explained on the 
broadcast, "if ever a city needed a service of resurrection, it is San Francisc~."'~ 
Mainline Protestantism in California, however, whether in its more prophetic 
fom as at Glide Memorial or in its more priestly form as at the Mt. Davidson 
Easter sunrise services, remained in the late-twentieth century what it had been 
since its anival in the area in the mid-nineteenth century: a vocal player, but with 
far larger aspirations than actual heft-either symbolic, economic, administrative, 

. . 
or elector6l-in the public square of the Bay area or Califomia 

Indeed, in the 1990s the Mt. Davidson cross came to symbolize disc,mcerting 
changes in the mainline Protestant situation in an increasingly fluid society. The 
cross, first built under mainline Protestant auspices, received significant ongoing 
Protestant support (e.g., for organizing the Easter sunrise services and for 
nighttime lighting) into the 1980s. By 1990, though, the historian Marie Bolton 
notes, the Mt. Davidson cross had "become a divisive symbol." The city of San 
Francisco became a defendant that year in a lawsuit filed by Americans United 
for the Separation of Church and State, the American Jewish Congress, and the 
American Civil Liberties Union. The city was asked to either divest itself of the 
cross or the land under the cross. Pluralism, observed Bolton, was in conflict with 
"respect for the symbols of various groups," particularly "symbols from the past" 
whose public meanings became "an uncomfortable rnem~ry."'~ In 1997, the San 
Francisco Board of Supervisors and the voters of San Francisco approved the sale 
of the Mt. Davidson cross and the parcel of land on which it sits. 

The group that now owns the cross is the Council of Armenian American 
Organizations of Northern California, a nonprofit group representing 24 agencies. 
The cross is maintained as a memorial to the genocide experienced by Armenians 
in their homeland in the early twentieth century. What had been erected at the 
instigation of mainline Protestantism and approved by a Catholic-dominated city 
government in the 1920s and 1930s was sustained at the turn of a new century by 
an ethnic group whose identity is intertwined with Christianity (Non-Chalcedonian 
Orthodox and Protestant) and the experience of persecution. 

Mainline Protestantism seems to have largely dispersed into the sea of tolerant, 
personalized California dreaming. Insofar as it is a public presence, it has become 
bifurcated. It tends to be either something like the Mt. Davidson cross-a public 
symbol that drawsminimal attention and commitment once it is clearly privatized- 
or something like Glide Memorial United Methodist Church-controversial yet 
largely marginal in its impact in regional civil society. 

Evangelical Protestantism 
Protestantism in southern California arrived in force later than in the north. 

Southern California's population did not begin to explode until the last two 



decades of the nineteenth century. By then, mainline Protestant institutional 
centers were alseady established in northern California. But also by then, the 
mainstream of Protestantism was beginning to develop multiple channels and 
even offshoots. The majority of Protestant adherents who moved to southem 
California in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries seemed more 
troubled with the liquid modernity that accompanied the pursuit of the American 
Dream in California than did the majority of Protestants in the north. Southem 
California, then, became the place where evangelicalism became most solidly 
centered in the region's fluid society. 

Considered historically, evangelicalism of the twentieth and twenty- 
first centuries is closely related to that which formed the core of mainline 
Protestantism in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. American 
evangelicalism-a religious mass movement-has always been tied to particular 
religious organizations, whether denomJmational, interdenominational, or 
nondenominational, yet it has always cut through many religious institutions 
as well. The movement's "great" tradition, the wellspring of its identity, is an 
unambiguous emphasis on commitments that, in the paradoxical manner of 
Protestantism, have been worked out in a multiplicity of ways: biblical authority 
(supernaturalist theological norms), conversion to Christ as Savior (personalized 
religious experience), practicing disciplines of discipleship (a moralistic set of 
religious sensibilities), and mission to others (faith-based activism). 

The key divide between contemporary evangelicalism and its nineteenth- and 
early-twentieth-century form is a cluster of trends that transformed the United 
States. Between roughly 1900 and 1950, the country changed from being a society 
thatprivileged ideals suchas hard work,production, and the farm to being asociety 
that privileged ideals such as expertise, consumption, and the corporation. 

Evangelicalism in the nineteenth century saw itself (and was seen by many 
others) as roughly synonymous with the Protestant and American mainstream 
of culture. But after the turn of the century, the fluidity of American society 
made evangelicalism less willing to uncritically identify with either mainline 
Protestantism or American social and cultural modernity. Consideration off& 
organizations rooted in southern California helps illuminate important aspects of 
the rise of evangelical Protestantism both before and since World War II. 

First, Fuller Theological Seminary embodies much of the history of 
fundamentalism and allied conservative Protestantism in the state. Founded in 
1947 in Pasadena, the institution was self-consciously "new evangelical," looking 
to "reform fundamentalism," as incisively explained by the historian George 
Marsden." This "new evangelicalism" represented by the Pasadena seminary had 
strong local sources feeding into a nationwide movement. 

The holiness movement, for example, had local sources through the work 

of the Los Angeles pastor Phineas F. Bresee, a founder of the Church of the 
Nazarene in 1895. Pentecostalism, which stressed the supernatural gifts of the 
Spirit, became a worldwide multiracial movement through the Los Angeles 
preaching of the black evangelist William J. Seymour at the Azusa Street Mission 
in 1906. In 1923, "Sister" Aimee Semple McPherson deepened the local base 
of Pentecostalism when she opened her 5,000-seat Angelus Temple and a few 
years later incorporated a new denomination, the International Church of the 
Foursquare Gospel. Fundamentalism-characterized by Marsden as "the response 
of traditionalist evangelicals who declared war on . . . modernizing trends'" 
found important local support in Irnmanuel Presbyterian Church, Los Angeles?' 
There, Lyman and Milton Stewart had the money (from Union Oil Co.) and the 
theological inchations to fund foreign missionaries, pay for the publication and 
distribution of the pamphlet series The Fundamentals (1910-1915), and help 
found the Bible Institute of Los Angeles (Biola). 

A fundamentalist convert who graduated from Biola in 1921 was the Los 
Angeles native Charles E. Fuller. Well-off from his family's involvement in the 
citrus industry, Fuller became imbued with the missionizing ethos of Biola. In 
1930, a Bible class that be had begun had grown into an independent congregation 
that broadcast an evangelistic service on a local radio station. In taking to the 
radio, Fuller was following the lead of other Los Angeles conservative Protestants 
such as Sister Aiiee,  who had founded her own radio station in 1924, and the 
Rev. Robert P. "Fighting Bob" Shuler, the fundamentalist pastor of Trinity 
Southern Methodist Church. Fuller's earnest and irenic "Old Fashioned Revival 
Hour" debuted nationwide in 1937 via the Mutual Broadcast System. By 1944, 
during World War II, extensive correspondence bolstered estimates that "Revival 
Hour" listeners numbered some 20 million. With his program on 575 stations 
and short-wave bands, the southem-California native was the unquestioned leader 
in religious radio broadcasting. Also, in the assessment of the historian Philip 
Goff, "by combining war concerns, domestic revivalism, and foreign missions," 
Fuller and his broadcasting were central to the jelling of "a united, popular 
evangelicalism" in postwar America?= 

The success of his congregation and radio ministry enabled Charles Fuller 
to launch Fuller Theological Seminary. Following Fuller himself, the seminary 
deliberately moved away from such fundamentalist distinctives as separatism, 
anti-intellectualism, and anti-modemist militancy. These moves, though, were 
not uncontested. By the 1980s, the school had weathered conflicts from inside as 
well as outside the institution. Even so, the seminary has thrived. In the 1960s, 
Schools of Psychology and World Mission were added to the seminary proper. 
The unchallenged leader of what is called "progressive evangelicalism," Fuller is 
now the largest Protestant nondenominational seminary in the United States. 
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The pre-history and history of Fuller Theological Seminary suggests southem 
California'snotable hospitality to evangelicalism. Another example, but at a 
different pointcon what could be called the coral reef of regional evangelicalism, 
is the Crystal Cathedral. 

The Cathedral began in 1955 as the Garden Grove Community Church. It was 
founded by the Rev. Robert H. SchuUer, an Iowan sent to start a congregation 
for the Reformed Church in America in the suburbs of Orange County. Southem 
California was a particular beneficiary of defense-related spending during the 
Cold War. The historian Lisa McGirr has described the Orange County milieu of 
the 1950s-1960s as one of "middle-class men and women who. . . found meaning 
in a set of politics that affirmed the grounding of their lives in individual success 
and yet critiqued the social consequences of the market by calling for a retum 
to 'traditional' values, local control, strict morality, and strong auth~ri ty ."~ It 
was not an accident that the year Schuller arrived to organize a congregation 
was also the year Disneyland opened in Anaheim. Walt Disney's theme park fit 
Orange County, "with its mixture of nostalgia for a simple American past and its 
bright optimism about the future."24 In other words, the California mystique took 
a decidedly neo-conservative Nm in postwar Orange County. 

Rev. Schuller believed new forms of American life called for new forms for 
worship and church life. The Reformed Church was a mainline denomination 
with little to no cachet in the region. Further, southern California's built landscape 
was designed for the automobile. To reach the unchurched, Schuller took three 
innovative steps that led to the congregation becoming a mega-church of some 
10,000 members by 1980. 

First, he decided to mute (butnot sever) denominational ties.The congregation 
was named Garden Grove Community Church rather than Garden Grove 
Reformed Church. 

i Second, he built big for a mobile, dispersed congregation, and in a way that 
made the congregation analogous, in some respects, to Disneyland. At its 
start, Garden Grove Church rented a drive-in theater. By 1980, when the 
$20 million Crystal Cathedral was opened, worshipers could participate in 
services in one of three modes: indoors, outside in their vehicles, or via the 
televised "Hour of Power" program (started in 1970). 
Third, Schuller innovated by combining two disparate streams of Protestant 
thought into what he terms "possibility thinking." Possibility thinking 
combines evangelicalism with self-help through mind-conditioning-a 
therapeutic gospel suited for theAmerican Dream. "It's obvious that we are 
not trying to impress Christians," Schuller has said about his religious site. 
"We're trying to make a big, beautiful impression upon the affluent non- 
religious American who is riding by on this busy freeway."25 

Fuller Seminary and the Crystal Cathedral both suggest that the booming 
postwar California suburbs provided a distinctive social and cultural 
fluidity, not only for the flourishing of Protestant evangelicalism but also for 
"postdenominationalism."FullerSeminaryisevangelicalandnondenominational. 
The Crystal Cathedral is evangelical and denominational-hut evangelicalism 
receives the emphasis over ties to the Reformed Church. Traditional mainline 
denominational 'structures are becoming less important in comparison to 
more fluid forms and connections. The historian Russell E. Richey has noted 
that congregations "increasingly chart their own course" because mainline 
denominational "regulating, granting, consulting, franchising, marketing, [and] 
training" are not functions that "energize. . . the denominations in the way that 
the grand cause of a Christian America once did."26 

Calvary Chapel of Costa Mesa illustrates the more flexible forms that 
are developing alongside of, as well as within, more traditional Protestant 
denominations. Calvary Chapel is also an exemplary site from which to 
consider yet another current in postwar evangelicalism, one that is more overtly 
supernaturalist and critical of modernity than that represented by Fuller Seminary 
or Crystal Cathedral. Calvary Chapel is, in the estimation of the sociologist 
Donald E. Miller, a significant example of an emerging set of "new paradigm 
churches" centered in southern California. Such churches challenge "not doctrine 
but the medium through which the message of Christianity is artic~lated."~' 

In 1965, the Rev. Charles "Chuck" Smith accepted a call to Calvary Chapel, a 
struggling congregation in Orange County's Costa Mesa. Although he began his 
pastoral work withim the International Church of the Foursquare Gospel (founded 
by A i e e  Semple McPherson), Smith had left the evangelical denomination by 
the time he moved to Calvary Chapel. "The more spiritual a man is, the less 
denominational he becomes," he de~lared.'~ 

Whereas Robert Schuller targeted for evangelization the unchurched middle- 
class families of Orange County, Chuck Smith targeted the young people drawn 
to the nearby beach during the 1960s and 1970s. Smith did not object to the young 
people's clothing styles, and he welcomed adapting their music for worship 
services, but he insisted on personal conversion to Jesus Christ as Savior and 
regular Bible study in order to ground individuals in a lifestyle of responsible 
love to others. Smith soon had what became, in effect, a new denomination that 
updated informal forms of pentecostal traditions. In 1974, Calvary Chapel built a 
new sanctuary that seated 2,300 people. Smith emphasized the gifts and leading 
of the Holy Spirit over institutional or professional order. Costa Mesa was the 
mother church of a host of Calvary Chapels, and Smith the father figure, but 
each Calvary Chapel founded by Smith's direct or indirect protCgBs was (and 
is) separately incorporated,and there was little reporting hack to Smith or Costa 



Mesa. Moreover, another "new paradigm" neo-denomination, the Vineyard 
Christian Fellowship, arose from Calvary Chapel after 1974. Calvary Chapel's 
flexible order and baby-boomer-friendly ethos has distinctively reflected important 
aspects of late-twentieth-century California metropolitan society. 

Calvary Chapel is an important example of postwar evangelicalism's ready 
growth through adaptation to California's liquid modernity. It is also a component 
in the conservative political bent of Orange County in particular and southern 
California more generally. The Calvary movement refrains from taking overt 
positions on contested issues in the public realm. Nevertheless, the movement's 
premillennial eschatology and emphasis on traditional pamarchal family values 
reinforce rather than challenge conservative politics in the region. 

California has been a major region for postwar evangelical Protestant 
institutions other than churches and seminaries. The Institute of Creation Research 
(ICR) illustrates one issue that has served to spur many evangelicals into directly 
influencing public policy. Examining the ICR also affords a glimpse of the 
southern California gestation of major elements of what has come to he termed 
the New Religious Right. 

Modem creationism (or creation science) took shape in the wake of the 
Scopes Trial (1925) as a religious movement that found an intellectual home 
among conservative Protestants concerned to defend the Bible's inerrancy. It 
combined pressure-group political techniques with scientific evidence and logical 
argumentation for a "young" earth and against "evolution." The ICR, founded 
under a different name in 1970 in the San Diego area and reorganized two years 
later, has become the movement's national intellectual center. 

The founder of the ICS was Henry Morris, Ph.D (civil engineering). In 1961, 
he and John Whitcomb published The Genesis Flood, the "bible" of modern 
creationism. Now retired, Morris has passed the presidency of ICR to his 
son, John D. Moms (also a civil engineer with a Ph.D). Through the ICR, the 
Morrises and others have had countless speaking engagements. More significant 
for the vitality of the movement, though, the ICR has produced a steady stream 
of resources in various media for use in education. Further, in 1981 it launched 
a graduate school. Southern California, not merely populous but also a center 
for the country's military-industrial complex, provides or draws to the school 
sufficient numbers of scientifically credentialed faculty. While the graduate 
school's approvaljaccreditation has been contested, the ICR currently offers 
master's degrees in astro/geophysics, biology, geology, and science education. 

Moreover, the Morrises and ICR represent only a few of the many other 
personalities and institutions that have inhabited the most conservative end of the 
coral reef of evangelical Protestantism in postwar California. Perhaps the most 
significant of ICR's connections is the Rev. Tim LaHaye. Of late, LaHaye has 

been on hestseller lists, talk shows, and periodical covers for his (and co-author 
Jerry Jenkins') Left Behind series of premillennialist apocalyptic novels. In the 

mid- and late-1980s, LaHaye was active as a Washington-based leader of the 
Religious Right. From the 1960s into the mid-1980s, however, the young LaHaye 
worked primarily in California. He arrived in metropolitan San Diego in the 1960s 
and became pastor to a church that eventually grew to three. He also built a local 
system of Christian schools, the capstone of which is Christian Heritage College; 
the college's research division became the ICR. 

Rev. LaHaye, like Robert Schuller and other evangelical clergy immigrants 
to the area, found the society in Cold War southern California fluid enough to 
provide opportunity for religious entrepreneurship. Unlike Schuller, LaHaye is a 
fundamentalist. He was-and remains-relentless in his concern for the sdvation 
of individuals and also with what the political scientist Michael Lienesch 
has termed the "redeeming of America" through a "politics of moralism."29 
The urgency, for LaHaye as well as many of his supporters, is based on their 
dispensational premillennialism: the eschatological clock ou thed  in the biblical 
books of Daniel and Revelation is ticking; God is on the move in our times as seen 
in the rise of the state of Israel; andthe Second Coming of Christ, prior to a period 
of apocalyptic tribulation on the earth, could come at any moment. 

Beverly LaHaye, LaHaye's wife, meanwhile led the founding in 1978 of 
Concerned Women for America (CWA). Around the same time, James Dobson, 
a psychologist and a devout Church of the Nazarene layman, resigned his staff 
position at the Children's Hospital in Los Angeles in order to devote his time to 
a ministry of teaching, writing, and broadcasting. His organization was called 
Focus on the Family (FOF). The LaHayes and Dohson brought a significant 
southern-California base to the table when the Religious Right jelled around the 
1980 presidential elections. 

Evangelicalism, althoughmoreofapublicpresencethanmainlineProtestantism, 
is anything but monolithic. Privatization is as strong and deep a current among 
evangelicals as among mainline Protestants. Nevertheless, important elements of 
California evangelicalism have contributed to the shaping of a resurgent political 
conservatism. Such elements also led to a conservative religious dominance of the 
CaliforniaRepuhlican Party for much of the 1980s and 1990s. 

Yet, the 2003 recall of Democratic Governor Gray Davis in favor of Republican 
Arnold Schwartzenegger-both pro-choice Catholics-suggests that the moralism 
of the Religious Right has its limits in the public arena. In a fluid, diverse regional 
society, faith-based values can elicit widespread support, but always in a context 
of a political culture of tolerant pluralism. 
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Orthodox Christianity and Judaism 
Orthodox Christianity and Judaism were planted in California in the nineteenth 

centuly. As a proportion of the state's religious adherents, they have always been 
small. Yet they have been well placed for image-making in the public realm. The 
California mystique has always been tied to image-making. With the rise of film 
and television in the twentieth century, Orthodox Christianity for a moment, and 
Judaism much more substantially, have had opportunities to noticeably emplace 
themselves in the region after World War 11. 

Orthodox Christianity 
Orthodox Christianity entered the continental United States through Russian 

Alaska and then California in the nineteenth century. In 1872, the see of the 
Russian Orthodox Church in America moved from Sitka to San Francisco, where 

i t  remained until moving to New York City in 1905. 
Small numbers of Russian and Greek immigrants before the 1960s limited 

Orthodox Christianity's public presence in California. One figure, however, 
merits notice. Charles P. Skouras moved to Los Angeles in 1932. By the late 
1940s, Skouras and his brothers controlled Twentieth Century Fox and a 
majority of the then-existing movie theater chains. Pursuit of the American 
Dream had dominated Skouras' life-and marginalized any adult commitment 
to the faith tradition in which he was raised. But near the end of this life, 
reclaiming Greek religious tradition became important to him. His parents 
had built churches in Greece, so Skouras determined "to build a monument 
to Orthodoxy in the New World to commemorate the monument of [Roman 
Emperor] Justinian on the hanks of the Bosphorus [i.e., Hagia ~o~h ia ] . " "  In 
1948, ground was broken for Saint Sophia Cathedral. The church's site in 
Los Angeles was near Skouras' penthouse. He took care of the design and 
the fundraising for the cathedral. He also had his mausoleum built next to the 
church. 

Saint Sophia opened in 1952. It was less a New World Hagia Sophia than 
an ecclesiastical version of a Fox Theater. The dedication was, literally, a Fox 
production. The Governor, the Mayor, and the Roman Catholic Archbishop 
joined Orthodox dignitaries in the ceremony and opening service, which was 
televised live on local Fox Channel 11. Two years later, Skouras was dead and 
the family's movie oligarchy had been disbanded by an anti-trust court order. 
Skouras' death drained what little public weight there had been behind the 
new Orthodox Christian public symbol. 

Judaism 
Far more substantive than Orthodox Christianity were the places, the numbers, 

and the economic power connected with a second religious tradition, Judaism. The 

Gold Rush lured many Jews-largely from Germany and Poland-to the Golden 
State. San Francisco's Jewish population in the 1870s (some 16,000) was second 
in the country only to New York City's. Religiously reformist in its tendencies, 
this Bay-area Jewish community was thriving as late as 1906. Metropolitan San 
Francisco, in the words of one historian, was a locale in which Jews of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, religious or not, felt "the freedom to 
pursue varied opportunities and. . . to assimilate the best of modem America and 
the modem world, and to satisfy their special needs as Jews, which they could not 
readily do in small  town^."^' The heavy immigration of Eastern European Jews to 
New York and the Greater Northeast in the early twentieth century, together with 
the destruction caused by the San Francisco earthquake and fire of 1906, eclipsed 
the size and undercut the vibrancy of Bay-area Judaism. 

i As San Francisco and its Jewish community recovered after 1906, the Los 
Angeles region overtook the Bay region in population. The inrush to southern 

I California of 1900-1940 included, as we have seen, Charles Skouras. His eventual 
; eminence in the world of Hollywood, however, was preceded by that of Jewish 

: theater owners who had established movie production studios. Indeed, one 
historian notes that Jewish business associates of Skouras "together gave more 

: money [to Saint Sophia] than did theGreek peoplein all of Southern ~ a l i f o r n i a . " ~ ~  
And by the time Skouras was buried next to Saint Sophia's, Los Anaeles was well - 
on it its way to being the thlrd largest Jewish city in the world, behind New York 
and Tel Aviv. 

Before World War II, Los Angeles' Jewish population was 130,000. Jewish 
leadership in the film industry and growing numbers of Jewish clerical and 
garment workers provided the base for the flourishing of Jewish religious life 
in southern California after 1920. The elite side of this Jewish religious life was 
exemplified in Wilshire Boulevard Temple. Built in 1929 under the leadership 
of San Francisco-bom Rabbi Edgar Magnin, architecturally it was modeled after 
Rome's Pantheon. The temple was a material place symbolizing the wealth and 
iniluence of its congregants, such as Carl Laemmle (Universal Pictures), Hany 
and Jack Warner (Warner Brothers), Louis B. Mayer (Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer), 
and William Fox (Fox Film Co.). 

By 1951, World War I1 and its aftermath had attracted a new wave of Jewish 
migrants to Los Angeles. As one migrant recalled, "Here I was in California 
where oranges were growing on trees and the sun was pouring down like melted 
butter. . . . I didn't know, I thought I was going to heaven."3%ollywood's Temple 
Israel, particularly under the leadership of Rabbi Max Nussbaum. helned focus 
locally a post-war Jewish political impulse that was Zion~st and act~vist for civll 
rights for all. 
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In 1953, Rosalind Wtener was elected to the Los Angeles City Council. The 
"nice Jewish girl" deliberately cultivated the suppon of the growing Jewish 
population concentrated in the Beverly-Fairfax district. In her 12 years on the 
council, she sponsored Jewish-specific legislation, such as a resolution for support 
of Israel and another measure to allow Jewish city employees to take Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur as holidays. 

Meanwhile, the House Un-American Activities Committee's investigation of 
Communism in the film industry and the ensuing blacklisting of the Hollywood 
Ten (1947) divided the local Jewish community over issues of Americanism and 
social justice and made many Jews connected to Hollywood uneasy about their 
associations, religious and political. Despite such fears, the financial and critical 
sycess in 1960-61 of the pro-modem-Israel film Exodus indicated that Zionism 
had become a well-entrenched marker of post-World War I1 Judaism, in the 
region and beyond. 

During the 1960s-1970% though, the liquidity of Los Angeles was fostering 
further redefinitions of being Jewish and being American. LosAngeles Jews, in 
the words of the historian Deborah Dash Moore, "made their choices surrounded 
by affluence and captivated by self-f~lfillment."~~ One choice many made was 
to disperse outward from ethnic neighborhoods like Boyle Heights and Fairfax. 
Other choices involved political and religious affiliations. There was still what one 
sociologist called a"civi1 Judaism," expressed through an emphasis on "themutual 
responsibility of Jews, the centrality of Israel . . . , and the need to challenge both 
the internal and external threats to Jewish survival through political acti~ities.'"~ 

Many Jews were choosing to be unaffiliated with any distinctively Jewish 
organization. Manv others were choosing to redefine Jewish religion as voluntary - 
participation and commitment rather than communal tradition and expectations. 
The regional direction of an individualized Jewish religiosity can be seen in 
the Stephen S. Wise Temple. Isaiah Zeldin established the new synagogue in 
1964. By the mid-1970% the temple had over 1,200 members. Under Zeldin's 
leadership, the temple developed a wide range of educational programs for all 
ages, including summer camping, a holiday workshop series, a parenting center 
for infants and mothers, day school, programming for teenagers, and family-life 
programs for single, adoptive, remanied, and intermarried parents. "We take you 
from the sperm to the worm," quipped one temple ~fficial.'~ 

Judeo-Christian Traditions in Nevada 
Judeo-Christian traditions were not new transplants to Nevada in the post- 

World War I1 era. However, whereas Catholicism had historical precedence in 
California, in Nevada Mormonism was the first to gain a footing. Most of what is 
now the state of Nevada was initially pan of the Territory of Utah. Genoa and Las 

Vegas, for example, were Mormon settlements in the 1850s. Mormon strength 
in Nevada's public realm, though, was primarily in rural and small town locales 
until the mid-twentieth century growth of Las Vegas and Clark county. And as 
the population grew, other Judeo-Christian traditions settled in. 

What growth there was occurred largely in the northern part of the state; 
there the Comstock silver rush created Virginia City by 1860, and the Central 
Pacific Railroad, built across the new state (created in 1864) in order to complete 
a transcontinental railroad, brought settlers to the area. Mines and railroads were 
controlled by  San Francisco-based investors, so post-1860 Nevada became an 
economic and cultural colony of California. The state's colonial status was 
reflected in the population's racial and ethnic diversity, but also in its small 
and unstable religious institutions. The Catholic Church, for example, did not 
establish a Nevada-based diocese until 1931; until then, Sagebrush State parishes 
and missions were under various California dioceses. 

Nevada began to boom in unprecedented ways after 1930. First, by the 1930s 
gambling and easy divorce and marriage laws were permanently in place. Then, 
the construction of Hoover Dam (1931-1936) and the wartime and Cold War 
defense needs of the nation made southern Nevada, in particular, a recipient of 
federal money and a place of prolonged population growth. 

Nevada's social developments were received with some ambivalence by the 
state's Judeo-Christian traditions. Religious leaders did not support easy divorce 
or marriage laws; but once in place the laws proved economically promising, if 
only temporarily. In Reno, First Methodist, First Congregational, and First Baptist 
churches, for example, experienced a rising demand in the 1930s and 1940s for 
clerical officiation at weddings. However, the rising income to churches and their - 
clergy eroded in the 1950s as independent wedding chapels with their own clergy 
began to grow in numbers and appeal. 

As forgamhling, the moral and institutional ambiguities for Jews and Christians 
in Nevada were even more tangled. On one hand, for example, the Catholic 

' bishop in Nevada refused to build a church on Las Vegas's Strip in the 1950s. 
On the other hand, one Mormon casino worker, looking back to her arrival in 
Las Vegas around 1960, observed, "There's no church edict against casino work. 
I'm working to make a living. Just because I'm serving liquor doesn't mean I'm 
drinking it. Because I'm working in a casino doesn't mean I'm gambling."37 Her 
view no doubt articulates views similar to those of other religious adherents who 
began to move to Nevada's cities during and after World War 11. 

Gaming and the military-industrial complex, then, are at the center of a 
complex of related developments that have made Nevada at least a younger sibling 
of, if not quite an equal to, California in social and economic heft. The Judeo- 
Christian traditions have manifested themselves in Nevada's side of a regional 
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society in ways that are particular to the state, yet of a piece with California's 
fluidity. Whereas Catholicism, Protestantism, and Judaism are the most notable 
of the "familiar players" in recent California, in Nevada they are Mormonism, 
Catholicism, and Judaism. 

Judaism, Catholicism, and the Latter-day Saints 
As the rise of Hollywood afforded opportunity for a vital Jewish 

community in Los Angeles, so the rise of gaming afforded opportunity 
for a dynamic Jewish community in Las Vegas. Ethnic Jews led organized 
crime's control of the city's gaming in the 1950s and 1960s. Benjamin 
"Bugsy" Siegel's murder in 1947, a year after he opened the Flamingo 
Hotel and Casino on the Strip, only made him themost (in)famous of Jewish 
casino entrepreneurs that also included Meyer Lansky, Davie Beman, Gus 
Greenbaum, and Morris B. "Moe" Dalitz. Temple Beth Sholom opened in 
Las Vegas in 1958. The Conservative synagogue never lacked for money. 
The synagogue's presidents included men such as Jack Entratter of the Sands 
Hotel and Casino and Me1 Exber of the Las Vegas Club. "I call it a Jewish 
con man culture," recalled one synagogue participant; "at the end of the 
year the three angels [moneyed synagogue members] looked at each other, 
decided whose turn it was, and that guy ponied up his check for the balance" 
of the synagogue's budget.98 

Guardian Angel Cathedral on the Las Vegas Ship indicates that in Nevada, the 
Catholic Church has had to accept gaming as central to the local economy. Bishop 
Robert Dwyer initially resisted building a church near the Suip. Catholic laity, 
clergy, and gaming interests changed Dwyer's mind in the early 1960s. Guardian 
Angel was opened in 1963, more for Catholic employees in Strip hotels than for 
tourists. Not only did the workers attend, hut so did entertainers and tourists. At 
the shrine at the entrance of the church is inscribed an invocation inclusive of 
residents and tourists: "May the Holy Family bless our visitors and protect them 
on their journey homeward." Celebrities who have attended mass at Guardian 
Angel include Bob Newhart, Peny Como, Danny Thomas, and Frank Sinaua. 
Moreover, the church was elevated to co-cathedral status in a re-designated 
Diocese of Reno-Las Vegas in 1976-1977. Southern Nevada was being taken with 
increasing seriousness by the Church hierarchy. The area's continued growth, 
including the rise of a Latino workforce, led to the establishment of the Diocese 
of Las Vegas in 1995. 

Meanwhile, Mormons were emerging as a major sector of postwar Las Vegas, 
and not only of Nevada's hinterlands. Mormons provided much of the labor the 
booming city needed in the 1940s and 1950s. Further, they had electoral and 
policy-making strength. 

Some Mormons became important players in shaping the economic 
development of Clark County. "I work for the Mormons until noon, and from 
noon on for my Jewish friends," quipped the local financier E. Pany ~ h o m a s . ~ ~  
Thomas was a non-practicing Mormon, sent to Las Vegas in 1954 by a Salt Lake 
City bank to open the Bank of Las Vegas. Over the next few decades, Thomas 
became the leading local agent for development. His partner, Jerry Mack, was 
Jewish. Thomas also did a lot of business with the alleged mobster Mot: Dalitz, 
who not only gave to Jewish causes hut who also donated the land for Guardian 
Angel Catholic Church. 

Through the 1970s. Mormons who worked in the casinos were not eligible for 
temple recommends (i.e., the recommendation of the local Mormon officials that 
one was a Saint-in-good-standing and thus able to use a temple). Nevertheless, 
Mormons in good standing were key advisors to Howard Hughes. Hughes, the 
eccentric heir to the Hughes Tool Co. fortune, began heavily investing in Las 
Vegas casinos between 1966 and 1970. He relied on Mormon financial advisors 
for this investing because, in his view, their religious commitments made them 
more trustworthy. Mormon-in-good-standing Hany Reid, a Democrat (and, as of 
January 2005 the Minority Leader of the United States Senate), became head of 
the Gaming Control Board in 1 9 7 7 . ~ e  led in a pivotal crackdown on organized 
crime in Nevada gaming. 

By the mid-1980s, employment by a casino was no longer a bar for a temple 
recommend for a Mormon otherwise in good standir~g. Moreover, by the end 
of 1989, Las Vegas had its own Mormon Temple. Built on Sunrise Mountain 
overlooking the east side of Las Vegas Valley, the temple is easily discemable by 
its six white spires. Only two Mormon leaders from Salt Lake City attended the 
dedication, suggesting a certain hesitance about the Church's entanglement in Las 
Vegas'society. Nonetheless, as the journalist Kenric E Ward has noted, the temple's 
opening indicated that "on the cusp of the twenty-first century, the Mormons of Las 
Vegas proved they could be players in both venues7'-that of the world "below" and 
that of the spirit represented by "the high ground of Sunrise M~un ta in . "~~  

As Mormonism matured institutionally in metropolitan Nevada, so did Judaism. 
Midbar Kodesh ("Holy Desert") was organized in 1994 as a new synagogue in 

' '  

Green ValleyRIenderson. Young professionals had become an important group 
among migrants to southern Nevada in the 1980s and 1990s. Midbar Kodesh was 
bom out of the desires of some of these for Jewish religious community in the 
residential districts to the south of the Strip. Hal Rothman, a historian and member 
of Midbar Kodesh, interprets the synagogue's vitality as a sign of permanence in 
"this hansient ~ommunity.'*~ 



The Nevada Test Site 
Alongside gaming and entertainment as engines of growth for postwar Nevada 

are various manifestations of the military-industrial complex. One place in 
particular came to have religious associations: the NevadaTest Site. The test site 
is situated in a bleak basin-and-range desert sector northwest of Las Vegas. The 
Atomic Energy Commission opened the facility in 1951 for atomic bomb testing. 
There were 126 atomic tests at the test site between 1951 and 1963, above ground 
or only partially enclosed. 

The first major religiously based protest of such testing came in 1957. On 
August 6,25 activists,mostly Quakers andcatholic Workers from outsideNevada, 
demonstrated at the test site's gates; 11 breached the designated perimeters and 
were arrested. In 1982, the test site became a place of annual religious pilgrimage. 
That year, Franciscan religious, lay Catholics, Quakers, and others, mostly 
from Las Vegas and California, observed the first Lenten Desert Experience in 
connection with the 800th birthday of St. Francis of Assisi. In 1984, the annual 
40-day vigil of contemplative prayer and nonviolent action for peace and against 
nuclear weapons testing was combined with an annual August commemoration 
of the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki; it became the Nevada Desert 
Experience. During the 1980s, thousands of people made pilgrimage to the test 
site in connection with the desert experience. Since 1992, though, the numbers 
have declined, as the wake of the Cold War's end led to a moratorium on nuclear 
testing. 

The Cold War's end also meant that the military-industrial complex that had 
driven the economy of Nevada-and California as well-for several decades 
began to retrench. By the 1980s and 1990s, however, Las Vegas's entertainment- 
tourist industry had gained a dynamism that expansively fueled southern Nevada's 
growth despite defense cutbacks. 

Thus, the end of the Cold War has not brought decline to Las Vegas. Today, 
Nevada is positioned for the twenty-first century in a way that is American only 
more so. "In a time when nearly everyone wants to be a consumer," observes Hal 
Rothman, "when entertainment is culture and the cult of the self dominates, Las 
Vegas has preeminence."42 Judeo-Christian traditions are more often prepared to 
accommodate than contest such consumption and to baptize rather than discipline 
the cult of the self. 

Toward an Established Mysticism 
The West in general, and California and Nevada in particular, have become 

"irrecoverably metropolitan" in a distinctively dispersed and multicultural way." 
That is, gaining predominance over all locales in twenty-first-century California 
and Nevada is a society characterized by diversity (of individual and group 

identity), consumption (of services, goods, and resources), mobility (of people, 
goods, and information), and corporate order (for state, public, and private 
institutions). Parallel to this social structure is a metropolitan or post-urban culture. 
Carl Abboa, historian of the urban West, suggests that "in the tradition of urban 
specialization," greater Los Angeles has come to represent "the opportunities of 
consumption," while the Bay area has come to represent "freedom in the choice 
of individual behavior."44 Meanwhile, Las Vegas has repositioned itself to be the 
next stage on from Disneyland-a theme park for all ages and tastes. But as the 
baby boomers age, their numbers and the number of their children have given heft 
to widespread tensions about what the American Dream means, who is included, 
and how it could and should be pursued. These tensions often play themselves out 
in battles over state and local propositions. 

Since 1980, Judeo-Christian traditions have certainly remained visibly 
emplaced, in all sorts of ways, in the public realm of California and Nevada. 
There are many examples, only a few of which can be considered in this space. 
Yet any Judeo-Christian alliance that might have seemed to exist in World War I1 
or the early Cold War years has long since dissolved. 

Even during those years, Jewish q d  Christian structures and groups had little 
power in determining the shape of the region's social and cultural dynamics, 
though some religious groups and/or structures still exercised authority among 
the faithful. In the public realm, some regional religious groups or leadership were 
important balances or bridges between otherwise conflicting groups, and there 
was some deference to moral arguments presented in support of or in opposition 
to selected public issues. Since then, however, whatever public influence regional 
Judeo-Christian traditions might otherwise have is largely diluted by a liquid 
modernity. This social and cultural fluidity, in Zygmunt Bauman's view, fosters 
privatization by placing "the burden of pattern-weaving and the responsibility for 
failure . . . primarily on the individual's shoulders" while masking the power of 
globalizing structures.45 

The distinctive liquid modernity of California and Nevada society in relation to 
religion has been termed "Californization" by Catherine L. Albanese. By this she 
means that the "digestive power*' and "wild ferment" of religion and ethnicity that 
has long typified California are fostering a "mysticism" of "inwardness, direct 
experience, and metaphysical empowerment in material life" that will most likely 
become "a key distinguishing characteristic of the emerging American e t h n o ~ . " ~ ~  
For Albanese, California and its environs are America, only more so, especially 
in the realm of religion. 

Albanese's and Bauman's insights together suggest aperspective with which to 
understand contemporary Judeo-Christian traditions in relation to the public realm 
of California and Nevada. Insofar as there is anything becoming established, it is 
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the privileging electorally of what is already the case legally, economically, and in 
media: a tolerant, privatized religiosity. That is, regional religion is more about an 
immanent divine satisfying the desires of the self than about a transcendent divine 
questioning ambitions, whether personal or social. 

Nevada in general and Las Vegas in particular continue to be places with a 
libertarian political tradition, and no religious group seriously contemplates 
assaulting the gaming industry. Yet Mormons, for example, are strong enough 
to have, in company with other religious conservatives, followed the lead of 
California voters and led the 2000 campaign for Question 2. The initiative, which 
states, "Only a marriaze between a male and female person shall be recognized 
and given effect in this state," passed with the organized support of the Latter-day 
Saints. 

Compared to that of Nevada, California's society has had more complex 
developments in the last two decades. Also, the Golden State remains immense 
in its dynamic demographics and diversified economy compared to the Sagebrush 
State. But the same liquid modernity dominates the more populous as well as the 
smaller state. 

The role of Christian and Jewish groups of color or recent foreign immigration 
in the public life of California and Nevada is growing, but little else is sure. 

Perhaps the most telling regional developments have to do not with Judeo- 
Christian traditions and political movements but with Judeo-Christian traditions 
in relation to entertainment and tourism. Liquid modernity makes for political 
disengagement and for the privileging of structures that support consumption 
and personalized experience. The pursuit of the American Dream has an obvious 
resonance with this. The California-Nevada version of American dreaming makes 
for a quasi-establishment of mysticism-that is, apublic prevalence of privatized 
religious experience. As regional politics keeps circling back to personality and 
single-issue politics, despite the efforts of ideologues, so regional religion tends 
toward mysticism, despite the efforts of dogmatists and religious activists. The 
personal and the experiential trump all other things placed on the public table. 

In such a sociocultural landscape, where all experiences are subject to 
marketing and consumption, the lines among religious experience, entertainment, 
and tourism seem even less distinct than in earlier eras. 

Being Jewish in Los Angeles and Las Vegas, for example, has been more about 
choosing what experiences, values, and activities give one meaning than assuming 
that being Jewish is "a matter of birth and inheritance, of family constraints and 
collective guilt."47 The Crystal Cathedral, which began in arented drive-in theater, 
is a place for religious experience-but it is also a place that draws the curious 
tourist, who may or may not be seek'mg a specifically religious experience. It is 
also a virtual place to millions via television. Similarly, the new Our Lady of the 

Angels Cathedral in Los Angeles is a place of traditional religious pilgrimage, 
but it will no doubt also draw the tourist, who often is the same person as the 
pilgrim. 

These two cathedrals, however---one Protestant and the other Catholic-are 
not likely to become like the California Franciscan missions. There, in the view 
of Thomas S. Bremer, tourism obscures religion; the old missions are "hybrid 
places" which purport to offer "authentic" religious and historical e ~ ~ e r i ~ n c e . ~ ~  
A similar commodification of experience also seems underway at the Nevada 
Test Site. Symbolically central to the Cold War military-industrial complex in the 
region and, as we have seen, once a site of faith-based protest pilgrimage, the test 
site is now making a bid for tourists. As of 1997, the US. Department of Energy 
rakes some 9,000 people a year on tours of the test site by bus from Las Vegas. 

In a sociocultural landscape of liquid modernity, all sorts of boundaries are 
subject to change. Adherents of Judeo-Christian traditions, given their region 
and their scriptures, might do well to ponder some of the words of Koheleth, the 
Preacher: "With many dreams come vanities and a multitude of words; but fear 

: God" (Ecclesiastes 5:7, NRSV). 
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