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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I met Mart Green—the oldest child of the Green family—once by accident. I was conducting research in the archives at Oral Roberts University in Tulsa, and he came in for a tour of the facility in his capacity as former chair of the university board of trustees. After introducing myself and telling him I was writing a book about his family, I asked if he’d received any of the emails I’d sent to family members requesting an interview. He said yes, and I asked if they were willing to participate in the book. He looked at me sadly and shook his head, saying with his slow Oklahoma drawl, “No, I don’t think so.”

A few months later, my publisher received a letter from a company lawyer who requested that all questions be sent through him in writing. I sent several dozen questions, but I never received a response. Thankfully, however, the Green family have been prolific in telling their own story through their multiple books and interviews in newspapers, videos, and podcasts—as well as, of course, the creation of their own Bible museum and multimedia campaigns to promote their faith—so I’ve been able to draw upon a rich number of sources in telling this story.

I’ve tried to be faithful to the family’s point of view and fairly represent their beliefs in order to better understand and explain the impact this family of religious businesspeople has had on the politics and culture of our nation. Wherever possible, I’ve used their own words in expressing those beliefs, signifying a direct quote from one of their books or interviews by putting words in quotation marks or italics. In other cases, I’ve paraphrased their words or created composites of incidents from multiple accounts. In this way, I hope, I’ve remained faithful to the source material while also constructing a compelling narrative of the family members’ lives and beliefs.







Prologue

J. P. Labbat pulled on his raid jacket and zipped up the front. He always felt a little nervous before an action. As a special agent with Homeland Security Investigations (HSI), Labbat had been on many raids during his twenty-five-year career, busting drug dealers and human traffickers and seizing narcotics and laundered cash.1 Today’s assignment would be different. He was planning to seize just one small object, a five-by-six-inch tablet made of baked clay, finely covered with ancient writing. On its face were two columns of cuneiform text, written with a wedge-shaped stylus and hardened in the Mesopotamian sun more than 3,500 years ago.2

More recently, the tablet had made its way from Iraq to London to California and finally to Washington, DC, where it now sat in a case inside the Museum of the Bible. Scholars had identified its text as a portion of The Epic of Gilgamesh, a narrative poem among the world’s oldest works of literature, whose discovery more than a century ago changed our understanding of the Bible. The epic tells the story of a demigod king who challenges monsters, gods, and even death itself. In the passage on this tablet, Gilgamesh describes to his mother several dreams foretelling the arrival of Enkidu, a hero who will become his bosom companion. Called the Gilgamesh Dream Tablet, this item was purchased in 2014 for almost $1.7 million—making it the most expensive single object Labbat would ever seize.3

Now, on September 24, 2019, he climbed into a black SUV and rode with another agent to the museum, passing the white dome of the US Capitol against a blue, cloudless sky. The car pulled up outside the building’s entrance, flanked by two enormous brass gates depicting the opening pages of the Gutenberg Bible. Labbat flashed his badge to the security guard, along with a federal warrant of seizure, and led fellow agents into the entry hall.4

Curious patrons glanced at the agents’ jackets and handguns as the museum’s director, Jeff Kloha, came bustling toward them. When the agents told him they’d come for the tablet, Kloha looked apprehensively at the visitors milling about the hall before leading them into a back hallway, where he examined the warrant. He was annoyed that the agents hadn’t told him they were coming—or, better yet, come after hours. But he didn’t protest as he led them up to the exhibit on the fourth floor. A staff member opened a display case, and Kloha lifted the tablet out and placed it gingerly in a padded case. Labbat took it and followed Kloha down a back staircase and out an inconspicuous side door onto the street.5

A few blocks away at the Capitol that afternoon, Speaker of the House of Representatives Nancy Pelosi would formally announce the opening of an impeachment inquiry into President Donald Trump. By then, Labbat would be contacting the owners of the tablet he’d seized: the Green family, owners of Hobby Lobby Stores.

It’s no accident that Hobby Lobby, a chain of more than one thousand big-box arts and crafts stores, also possessed a valuable ancient artifact from the Holy Land. At one point, it held more than forty thousand artifacts, including cuneiform tablets, papyrus fragments, Torah scrolls, and illuminated Bibles. The owners of the company, led by chairman and CEO David Green and his son, president Steve Green, spent years tracking down these items and buying them up to stock their museum, which opened in Washington in 2017, regaling visitors with stories of the Bible’s history and impact.

The exhibits on the fourth floor explain, in part, why the Green family was so determined to own these artifacts. In telling the history of the Bible from scraps of papyrus to leather-bound tomes, they stress the accuracy of the text’s transmission from the earliest centuries to the modern day. That reliability is important to the Greens, who like many evangelical Christians see the Bible as divinely inspired and without error—a historically true account of the ancient world and the literal “Word of God.”

The artifacts on display “stack on top of each other, like the shelves of the library of history,” Steve Green has written, “offering us a mass compendium from which to learn. Each item adds a brick in the wall of evidence for the Bible.”6 He and his family believe that writers who composed the books of the Bible over the centuries wrote exactly what God intended and that it is the ultimate authority on how to live life and organize society.

The implications of that divinely inspired gift are displayed in another exhibit showing the impact of the Bible on America and the world, starting with the earliest settlers arriving in Massachusetts Bay with scripture on their minds. Everything good in American and world history—constitutional government, abolitionism, human rights, and scientific inquiry—is a result of the Bible’s teachings, the exhibit argues. Anything bad, such as slavery, is merely a human misreading of the book.

Since taking up this mission to demonstrate how the Bible remained accurate and consistent from ancient times—a fact crucial to its authority—the Greens felt themselves guided by God as they built up the largest private collection of biblical antiquities in the world, spending hundreds of millions of dollars on their collection. If they pocketed hefty tax breaks into the bargain, well, that was just good business. And when it turned out that many of those items, including the Gilgamesh Dream Tablet, had been looted, stolen, or forged, they presented themselves as the naïve victims of unscrupulous black-market dealers—paying little mind to the extent to which their reckless desire to obtain items to justify their religious beliefs had led them to ignore multiple red flags in pursuit of these cultural heritage items.

The family’s zeal for acquiring these items to fill their storehouse of biblical truth and goodness is by no means tangential to their larger spiritual and political goals. Over the last five decades, Hobby Lobby has grown from a self-made business selling picture frames out of the family garage into a megacorporation with more than $8 billion in annual revenue, and eighty-four-year-old patriarch David Green and his family are now among the hundred richest Americans.7

While others might have spent that largesse on expensive villas and yachts, the Greens have reserved nearly all of it for the Lord, living modestly while becoming the single most prolific donor to evangelical Christian causes in the country.8 The family is best known for its crusade against the contraception mandate in the Affordable Care Act, equating certain forms of birth control with abortion. As lead defendant in the case of Burwell v. Hobby Lobby Stores, Inc., the family risked their company to take their case to the Supreme Court, arguing that providing their employees with coverage for birth control violated their deeply held religious beliefs.

That case is only the most visible evidence of their religious convictions, which have held up the Bible as the authority in every area of law and culture. It’s safe to say no family has done more to spread the doctrine of what’s become known as Christian nationalism—a fervent belief that the United States was founded as a Christian nation and must return to its roots by enforcing biblical principles to stave off widespread calamity and decline.

In ways both visible and invisible, the Greens have devoted themselves to this goal in a passionate mission to save Americans’ souls, whether they like it or not. They’ve propagated newspaper and TV ads to inculcate biblical values and argued for the Founders’ religious intentions. They’ve put their vast wealth toward spreading biblical literature and almost single-handedly propped up evangelical education through donations of money and land. Behind the scenes, they’ve funneled millions of dollars into religious and political groups that have written the laws and fought the court cases against rights for lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, and queer (LGBTQ) Americans and reproductive freedom, including the historic overturning of Roe v. Wade after nearly fifty years of nationwide legal abortion.

That’s only the beginning of their fervent desire to reshape all of American life according to the teachings of their beloved book. For the Greens, “religious freedom” means the freedom to practice their Christian beliefs based on a biblical truth that they believe is incompatible with other worldviews. The museum they founded in Washington has served as something of a base camp for fundamentalist and charismatic Christians who preached “spiritual warfare” and helped foment the insurrection against the Capitol on January 6, 2021. Later, they helped put Donald Trump back into office against the odds in November 2024 as the imperfect savior for Christianity despite his godless personal life. To understand the Greens is to better understand the motivations and desires of the almost one-third of the American population that believes the country’s laws should be subordinate to biblical truth—and should be brought in line with God’s word in their plan for a Christian nation.9
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CHAPTER ONE

In the Beginning

Walter Green first heard God speak to him on Sunday, May 1, 1932. The future father of Hobby Lobby founder David Green was standing by the altar of the Church of God in Emporia, Kansas, a small city on the upland prairie between Kansas City and Wichita. “I want to show you the Church,” God said to him. “But if I do, you will have to give it your all in all.”1

Tall and lanky, with brown eyes and hair, Walter had been attending services at the tiny chapel for two months but fighting its teachings. The Church of God seemed to be the “Bible church,” and he wasn’t interested in the Bible. “It seems as though the devil is spitting hot air in my face,” he told the church’s state overseer, Brother Risner. But Risner just shrugged and gave Walter passages of scripture to read, which he half-heartedly took.2

Now God showed Walter a vision, as he later recounted to the church’s newspaper, The White Wing Messenger: a bouquet of roses, with one white rose higher than the others. A small card perched among the petals read, “My church, the Church of God.” Shaken, Walter lingered behind to confess what he’d seen. “You are in danger,” Risner told him. “You must walk in the light.” Suddenly, he heard God’s voice repeating, “You must walk in the light!”3

Walter dropped to his knees. “Yes, Lord,” he said. An unseen force led him to give Brother Risner his hand. “It is my heart’s desire to become a member of the Church of God!” No sooner had Walter said the words than he felt the Holy Spirit descend upon him. He ran up and down the aisles, whirling and jumping, with tears streaming down his face. He felt like a feather floating through the air, singing in languages he didn’t understand. And everywhere was Jesus Christ in a transparent white robe.4

“What did you see?” the pastor’s daughter Marie Lark asked him when he came to his senses. Walter stammered a few words but still seemed to be speaking in an unintelligible language.5

Returning home, Walter kept seeing visions, including one of a little church with a solid foundation and a cornerstone engraved with the words “Jesus Christ.” The rest of the church was made of people. “I got off a ways and looked to see if I could see a crack or flaw in the building of the church, but I could not,” he said. “It was without spot or blemish. Christ seemed to say to me the teachings of the Church of God were the true and only doctrine of Jesus Christ.”6

The religion Walter encountered that night was very different from the Presbyterianism of his forebears. His grandfather James Edward Green was born in Kentucky in 1832, moved to Missouri as a young man, and bought a farm. Later known as “Uncle Jimmie” to neighbors, he appears in a grainy black-and-white photograph with a bushy beard and stovepipe hat, seated outside his farmhouse with his wife and some of their seven children in plain, homespun clothing.7

James’s son Walter “Frank” Green is shadowed beneath a fedora and similarly shrouded in history. He drifted west to Buffalo, Wyoming, where he worked as a carpenter and ranch foreman. Along with his wife, Grace, he had eight children—including his youngest son, Walter Oliver Green, born in 1908.8 By that time, the first rumblings of a new religious movement were rolling across the country, with reports of rural revivals where charismatic preachers performed miracles—healing the sick and “casting out devils.”

After a camp meeting in the Great Smoky Mountains of North Carolina in 1902, two Baptist ministers, Richard G. Spurling and William F. Bryant, founded a new church that would dispense with creeds to focus directly on Jesus’s love; it was eventually called the Church of God.9 Theirs was one of a growing number of churches practicing “holiness” doctrine, a radical theology teaching that through prayer and devotion, Christians could be “sanctified” in the Holy Spirit and freed from sin and temptation.

Just before Walter Green’s birth, in 1906, the movement erupted in revivals at Azusa Street Mission in Los Angeles, where thousands came from around the country to cram onto wooden planks, fall into trances, and speak strange languages. These adherents were “baptized” in the Holy Spirit, a more powerful experience than sanctification—demonstrated through glossolalia, or “speaking in tongues,” just as the Bible says Jesus’s apostles did during the Holy Feast of Pentecost. This gave the movement its name: Pentecostalism.10

The movement found a receptive ear in former Quaker Bible salesman Ambrose Jessup “A. J.” Tomlinson, who rose to prominence in the Church of God, now based in Cleveland, Tennessee. The southeastern United States was fertile ground for Pentecostalism, with a generation traumatized by the Civil War eager for a message of redemption. Hearing an itinerant minister preach on the power of the Holy Ghost in 1908, Tomlinson slipped off his chair in “excruciating pain and agony,” seeing visions of the “awful condition” of people in South America, Africa, and Japan. Each time, God asked if he was willing to go help those people. Each time, he answered yes.11

The following year, the church elected Tomlinson as overseer, a position he’d hold for decades. He staged increasingly theatrical tent revivals centered on the three stages of holiness: being saved, sanctified, and finally baptized in the Holy Ghost, accompanied by speaking in tongues. Soon he was sending evangelists to preach across the South and Midwest and even overseas to Egypt, Argentina, and China.12

Tomlinson and other church leaders relied on the King James Version (KJV) of the Bible as the ultimate authority on both spiritual and temporal matters. “There in the lids of that Book is a system of government that must not lie hidden, unused, and unknown any longer,” Tomlinson said. “We should earnestly seek to reinstate and reestablish the government under whose banner the brave apostles and their contemporaries fought, bled, and died to sustain.”13

While the Bible may have been written by men, their hearts and minds were so moved by the Holy Spirit that “we look upon it as God’s word to us,” Tomlinson said. “The greatest and best law book of all books.”14 While still following the laws of the United States, the church also followed a stricter biblical law in preparation for the second coming of Jesus, which would usher in a thousand-year kingdom.15 As “the highest voice of authority next to the Word,” Tomlinson and other church elders laid down guidelines on speaking in tongues and washing of feet along with prohibitions on jewelry, tobacco, chewing gum, alcohol, coffee, and even Coca-Cola. Sexual intimacy before marriage was forbidden, as were divorce and remarriage. Members were even to avoid medicine, appealing to God to heal them by faith.16

Associating with nonbelievers was frowned upon, so the church became an insular community that members left only to convert others.17 The Church of God was successful on that score, growing from around one thousand members in 1910 to more than twenty thousand by 1922.18 Tomlinson’s heavy-handed style, however, brought him into conflict with other leaders, and amid allegations of financial mismanagement, he was ousted in 1923. Undaunted, Tomlinson held up a Bible in his last address to the general assembly and pledged that he would “once more raise the Book high up in the air and declare, this is our only rule of faith and practice.”19

He reorganized a quarter of the members into a new Church of God—later renamed the Church of God of Prophecy—proclaiming it “God’s government for His people on earth” and preaching across the country in elaborate conventions incorporating banners, brass bands, and floats.20 Within a decade, the church had regained its previous numbers, with Tomlinson, in the words of one religious historian, the “king of the traveling pulpit.”21

By now, Frank Green had moved his family from Wyoming to Kansas, finding work as a carpenter in Emporia. There his son Walter experienced his Holy Spirit baptism that spring night in 1932. Afterward, Walter felt a new sense of peace and confidence, proclaiming that he wouldn’t give it up even if someone offered him $50,000: “My experiences with God have been more precious than gold and silver.”22

Along with the church, Walter soon became involved with its new pastor, Marie Lark. She had arrived in Emporia the previous year with her father, Jacob Lark, and helped him set up the local Church of God in a small clapboard building with a tent revival in summer. (Many Pentecostals recognized the rights of women to preach based on a line in the Book of Joel saying that both “your sons and daughters shall prophecy.”) The church immediately drew converts from a populace suffering in the Great Depression. After receiving Holy Ghost baptism, one woman who had been deaf for decades began hearing again, and a young girl bedridden from spinal meningitis began “walking around wherever she cares to go,” reported Marie, who became lead pastor after her father became ill.23

In July 1933, Tomlinson arrived for the state convention in Kansas City, taking to the rostrum to expound on the imminent return of Jesus. That Christ “is going to return to earth is an absolute fact according to scripture,” Tomlinson taught. Only members of the rightful Church of God of Prophecy would be saved—no one else—and only when they’d made themselves perfect, “subject to” Christ “in everything.”24 That night, he officiated at the marriage of Marie Lark and Walter Green, who walked down the aisle together as “many hearts were touched by the sacredness and solemnity of the events.”25

The new couple began to evangelize across the state, carefully avoiding any kind of entertainment deemed too worldly, including the “talkies” and baseball games, which the church viewed as wicked and corrupt. In return, Pentecostals began experiencing a backlash from mainstream society, which saw their charismatic practices of glossolalia, faith healing, and prophesying as strange and fanatical.26 Walter and Marie read reports in the White Wing Messenger of church buildings burned or blown up with dynamite, services disrupted by ruffians who threw rotten fruit at preachers, and even men shooting through windows at pastors.27

Church members began thinking of themselves as engaged in “spiritual warfare” against the army of the devil. Anything positive that happened to them was seen as a result of their successful victory against satanic forces, while any negative consequences were often viewed as a personal failure resulting from a lack of faith or devotion to the Spirit.28

The world was divided into two groups, Brother Tomlinson preached—Spirit-filled believers, recognized by their ability to speak in tongues, and the disobedient, who could not.29 After Jacob Lark died in 1935—a “soldier” fallen “in battle,” wrote his daughter—Marie took up a position of leadership, preaching at state conventions and setting up a new church in a suburb of Kansas City as Walter became pastor in a nearby town.30

Marie stopped preaching in 1937 to have her first of six children. She had a child every year until 1942, including David Marvin Green, born in Emporia in November 1941.31 Walter continued founding churches in Topeka and Wichita, carting his growing family with him. In 1943, Walter and Marie lamented the passing of A. J. Tomlinson, but the church continued with his son Milton, who took over as overseer for the next five decades. Under his leadership, Walter was tapped to move his family to Arizona to open a new church in Phoenix in 1946.32

That September, Walter traveled to the church’s annual assembly in Tennessee, where more than six thousand members rode in cars and buses into the foothills of the Great Smoky Mountains to a new park the church had created called Fields of the Wood. As rain started to fall, participants climbed Prayer Mountain and marveled at a full-sized replica of Jesus’s tomb. Walter marched at the head of Arizona’s fourteen-member delegation and even gave a brief address in the tabernacle.33

Back in Arizona, more churches followed as Walter and Marie trusted in God to provide. When the bill for materials for a new church building ballooned to several hundred dollars, it outstripped the church’s ability to pay. Undeterred, Walter announced a miracle at the evening service: That very day, a woman had been led by God to hand him a check for the entire amount.34

David Green grew up expecting such miracles, as he “met Christ” in a little Arizona church at age seven and journeyed with his family to open new churches across New Mexico, West Texas, and finally Oklahoma. A skinny kid with jug ears and glasses, David heard scripture at the dinner table and woke up at night to the sound of his parents praying. “A deep and unshakable faith in Jesus Christ flowed from my parents and filled our home,” he later said.35

The family subsisted on Walter’s meager salary, with the entire family often crammed into a two-bedroom home—David and one of his brothers sleeping in the kitchen on a rollaway. When his sisters had friends over to play, they put empty containers in the refrigerator to make it look full.36 David helped earn money by picking cotton on weekends with a burlap potato sack on his shoulder. Most of the time, he went without shoes, building calluses on his feet so thick that he could run across a rock pile.37

Walter and Marie insisted on tithing 10 percent of the family’s income to the church, just as the patriarch Abraham had given one-tenth of the spoils of war to the Israelite high priests. The obligation was fulfilled not by “giving directly to the poor or to individuals or good causes,” the Church of God instructed, but rather by donating to the “treasury of the Church for the Lord’s work.”38

“There is a notion of urgency,” said Paul Williamson, coauthor of The Psychology of Religious Fundamentalism and a former Church of God of Prophecy pastor. “Nobody knows when Jesus is coming, and so [they think], ‘We need to spread our message around the world to save as many people as we can.’ People might be hungry, but what’s more important is your spiritual soul.”39

At the same time, David’s mother repeated the proverb “Honour the Lord with thy substance, and with the firstfruits of all thine increase: So shall thy barns be filled with plenty, and thy presses shall burst out with new wine.” In other words, those who honored God would be rewarded with material gain. “If I heard her say it once, I heard her say it a thousand times,” David said.40

David and his siblings learned to tithe as well, placing a dime out of every dollar they earned in the collection plate. Their parents contributed even more with “self-denial” pledges, forgoing creature comforts to support more monuments at the Fields of the Wood or church missionary work in Puerto Rico, the Philippines, Australia, and Egypt.41 Marie spent extra time crocheting lacy doilies and selling them at church bazaars to support missionary efforts; if they didn’t sell, she bought them herself.42

Walter was an imposing moral force, but he was reserved with his children and not openly affectionate. “He kept most of what he felt to himself,” said David, who gravitated toward his mother’s warmth. “Some who met her for a few moments on the street would remember her smile all their days.” David seemed particularly able to draw out that smile, cheekily calling her “Mama Babe” to make her chuckle. “I was her favorite,” he said. “I was able to make her laugh no matter what else was going on.”43

She could be severe in her own way, however, with an unwavering focus on the afterlife. She hung a plaque on the wall with a line from a poem: “Only one life, ’twill soon be past / Only what’s done for Christ will last.” Seeing those words dozens of times a week, David was filled with a profound guilt that he wasn’t doing enough for the church. “Only two things in life are eternal,” she told her children. “God’s Word and people’s souls.”44

In March 1956, residents of Mangum, Oklahoma, gathered at the local airfield for a revival service led by pastor Walter Green. Accompanying him were David’s three sisters, Lois, Betty, and Esther, who sang hymns as the Happy Harvester Trio. Afterward, the Church of God of Prophecy’s White Angel Fleet performed an air show, flying in cross-shaped formations and dropping church literature from on high.

Along with his musical sisters, both David’s older brother James and younger brother Joseph had a gift for testifying in church.45 Comparatively, David felt painfully shy and reserved, always falling short of the high standard required of a “PK” (preacher’s kid).46 He struggled in school and was forced to repeat seventh grade at Mangum Junior High. He had no friends and only felt more isolated because he washed dishes in the school cafeteria to earn a lunch pass. When it came to oral presentations, he flat-out refused, taking a failing grade instead. He was handy in other ways, however, such as helping out the electrician husband of a local teacher as a “gofer” after school. Eventually he bought his own tools and began taking on fix-it projects while hunting and fishing in his spare time.47

Even as Walter Green was preaching in obscurity, with rarely more than a hundred people in his congregation, the world began to discover Pentecostalism.48 Starting in the 1950s, Pentecostal ministers broke into the mainstream, with one of the most prominent a former dirt-poor PK from the other side of Oklahoma, Granville Oral Roberts.

Bullied as one of those strange “holy rollers,” as Pentecostals were derisively called, Roberts ran away from home and disavowed church as a teenager. After collapsing from tuberculosis in 1934, however, he tried praying to Jesus and claimed to be miraculously healed. Soon after, he was baptized in the Spirit and became a pastor.49 One day, Roberts came across a verse from the third epistle of John: “Beloved, I wish above all things that thou mayest prosper and be in health, even as thy soul prospereth.” The same morning, he said, a neighbor gave him a car, and with that, he began his ministry with a new message that became known as the “prosperity gospel.”50

Roberts insisted that God didn’t want his followers to suffer in deprivation but rather to enjoy wealth and good health as rewards for their faith. He held his first revivals in Enid, Oklahoma—a few hours north of Mangum—claiming to release three hundred people from their ailments in eight weeks. Eventually he moved to Tulsa, a city burgeoning from the oil and airline industries, where he drew crowds of thousands.51

At the time, a rapprochement was underway between Pentecostalism and the rest of the Christian church. For decades, new fundamentalist sects based on a strict conservative interpretation of scripture had been working to find purchase within mainline Baptist and Presbyterian churches. Starting in the 1940s, some fundamentalists rebranded themselves as “evangelicals” to emphasize the importance of converting others to Christian belief.

They formed under the banner of the Reverend Billy Graham, a young six-foot-two, blond and blue-eyed Southern Baptist minister who combined conservative politics and evangelical Christianity. Graham railed at revivals about how liberal schools were poisoning America with communist teachings and urged his listeners to become “born again” in Jesus. As part of this crusade, some evangelicals reached out to Pentecostals, looking past their strange charismatic practices to find common cause in a mutual biblical worldview.

Soon Pentecostals were smoothing over their own sectarian differences, with Roberts as the face of the movement. His healing revivals became weeklong carnivals of the sick and wounded, who filed rapturously past as Roberts laid hands one by one on children with “grotesquely twisted arms and legs, hollow-eyed victims of palsy, of cancer, of rheumatic fever and polio.”52 To keep up with the throngs, Roberts came up with a novel solution: television evangelicalism, or televangelism.

Appearing in a new program, Your Faith Is Power, Roberts stood on a podium above an in-person audience, encouraging home viewers to place their hands on their televisions to receive healing. With his fame came criticism as newspapers began debunking his healing practices, reporting on a child who collapsed and died while waiting in line or a diabetic woman who died after throwing away her insulin. By the mid-1950s, Roberts changed his focus subtly from health to wealth. If only people would donate money as “seed faith” to his church, God would return their gifts “seven fold,” he preached, even offering a money-back guarantee if they weren’t repaid within a year.53

Borne on a sea of postwar consumerism, Roberts and other ministers preached that Pentecostals no longer had to deny themselves life’s comforts—in fact, God wanted them to succeed both financially and spiritually. “We have a different message now, a positive message,” said one evangelist, “and have been lifted above a life that is always ‘walking on eggshells.’”54 After decades of persecution and derision, Pentecostals could participate in the modern world. In fact, their consumerism could strike a patriotic blow against the godless communism of the Soviet Union.

While the Green family’s Church of God of Prophecy stayed warily outside the coalition of other Pentecostal churches, even it loosened some of its strictures, allowing members to drink Coca-Cola, watch television, and work on Sundays.55 As Roberts preached his gospel of prosperity, he announced the construction of a new Tulsa headquarters for his ministry, the Abundant Life Building, in 1956. Eventually it would rise seven stories, with a footprint of 100,000 square feet and a price tag of $3 million. He had even bigger plans: a “university of evangelicalism” that would open as Oral Roberts University (ORU).56

David Green was only vaguely aware of the burgeoning prosperity gospel when his family relocated once again, to Altus, Oklahoma, a small city of cotton farmers and cattle ranchers by the Texas border. Even at a young age, he made the connection between his mother’s piety and the physical health his family enjoyed. “I never even saw one aspirin come into our house because of God’s blessings,” he later said. “I know that comes from the giving that she did.”57

In the fall of 1957, Walter Green began preaching at a little brick church in the poorer part of town, a mile south of its center. Without a family car, David and his siblings walked everywhere. When he first arrived in Altus at age fifteen, David showed a rebellious streak, receiving a fine when he drove someone else’s car without a license and caused a minor accident.58 He settled down, however, when he enrolled in a vocational training program at the high school called “distributive education.”

More than two dozen local businesses agreed to employ Altus High School students part-time in the afternoons, after they took math and English in the mornings. David was assigned to work as a stock boy at McLellan’s Variety, a five-and-dime store on the town’s main square. On a Thursday evening in November 1958, David stood solemnly on the stage in the auditorium as he received his distributive education emblem. In a candlelit ceremony, he agreed to uphold principles of community service and business ethics.59

David later described his time at McLellan’s in reverential terms. “You could smell the fresh popcorn as soon as you came through the front doors,” he said. “The wooden floors creaked as you stepped toward the candy counter to the left or the toiletries department to the right, where a smiling young clerk would say, ‘Good morning!’ as she waited to serve you.” David took to the job instantly, even though it was far from glamorous, involving scrubbing toilets, sweeping dust off floors, and cranking out price stickers by hand.60 But something about working with his hands and providing for people spoke to him. “I had finally found something I was good at,” he said. Soon he expanded his hours to forty a week in addition to school, using his sixty-cents-an-hour wages to help buy new furniture for the family home and saving up $200 for a 1951 Ford.61 He later waxed lyrical about arranging store displays at night “like a painter laboring over his canvas. There was beauty in it all to me.”62

The manager, known by the felicitous nickname T. Texas Tyler, took him under his wing—at one point, even considering adopting David to give him a better life than his family could provide.63 Perhaps Tyler saw a bit of himself in the wiry, energetic teenager. After shifts, Tyler bought David a Coke at the drug store and explained how one could mark up items to twice or even three times the price and still get people to buy them by displaying them attractively enough. “I began to see that in retail, the sky was the limit,” David said. “You could always open more stores, or expand the stores you had; there was no end.”64

At McLellan’s, David’s eye fell on a younger part-timer in the stationery department, Barbara Turner, and he eventually got up the courage to ask her out for Cokes. A foil to David’s shyness, Barbara sang in the church choir at Altus’s mammoth First Baptist Church and acted in the high school play.65 Her family lived in a trim stone cottage just north of the square. Her father was quiet but laughed easily, while she took after her mother, who was gregarious and sometimes fiery. “Dad let her be the boss,” Barbara said. “Usually, if we got reprimanded, it was with my mother.”66

David graduated in May 1960, his yearbook photo showing a skinny face with a tall pouf of hair and an awkward smile.67 Meanwhile, his siblings all continued to rise in the Church of God of Prophecy. His sisters Betty and Esther attended Bible training camp in Tennessee and became ministers, as did his brothers James and Joseph. His sister Lois married a pastor, making David feel like a “black sheep” as he took a position as an assistant manager at McLellan’s, making $60 a week.68

He walked down the aisle of the Baptist Church on February 12, 1961, at age nineteen, wearing an all-white tuxedo as Barbara, seventeen and still in high school, beamed in a white polyester dress, carrying a Bible along with her orchid corsage. The couple opted for a single-ring ceremony, in which David offered Barbara a ring as a symbol of his fidelity but didn’t wear one himself.69 Before the wedding, David wrote down three goals: “to build a happy marriage, to raise healthy, well-balanced children who would serve God,” and “to succeed in business.”70

 Less than seven months later, on September 2, Barbara gave birth to their first child—a healthy boy weighing seven pounds, seven ounces whom they named Mart Delyn.71 The timing raised questions concerning their adherence to David’s church’s strong strictures against premarital sex.72 It would, however, be many years before the family would become substantial supporters of figures and institutions espousing purity culture, which taught teens strict abstinence from dating and sex before marriage.

After their marriage, Barbara left her job at McLellan’s to “build the family of our dreams,” and soon David left too for a new position at TG&Y, a chain of department stores expanding across the region.73 The firm had been launched in 1935 by three variety-store owners who pooled their resources to buy an Oklahoma City warehouse to store inventory. Their secret was buying goods directly from manufacturers and storing them long-term to keep costs low and profit margins high. They opened a larger store together in a defunct grocery store outside Oklahoma City and eventually opened TG&Ys across Oklahoma, Texas, and neighboring states. By the mid-1960s, the company had expanded across the country with larger Family Centers, selling a bewildering array of sporting goods, furniture, clothing, jewelry, toys, and pets and anticipating Wal-Mart’s opening a few years later.74

In 1962, David became an assistant manager at the TG&Y in Shawnee, Oklahoma, forty minutes east of Oklahoma City.75 While the manager groused at first about his youth—he was only twenty at the time—David won him over by cleaning and reorganizing the entire stockroom within a month. Soon, according to David, his manager was begging him to take a break. “Well, I had never taken a break and even to this day, I don’t take breaks,” he said.76

Within six months, he was manager of a store in a coveted location in Oklahoma City, overseeing six employees in a four-thousand-square-foot space and making $400 a month. He was just twenty-one years old. “From my background picking cotton, it was like a big, big thing in my life,” he said.77 Despite his swift rise, David still struggled to earn his mother’s approval, as he poignantly recounted years later: “I can recall back when I was the youngest TG&Y manager going home and saying, ‘Hey Mom, I’m the youngest TG&Y manager.’ She said, ‘Oh yeah, what are you doing for the Lord?’”78

It was a pattern that would continue for a decade as David became manager of a sixteen-thousand-square-foot Family Center, then an eighty-six-thousand-square foot superstore, and then multiple stores.79 “I would be the youngest district manager and I would say, ‘Hey Mom, I’m the youngest district manager, I’ve got 30 stores.’ Whatever. ‘Yeah David, but what are you doing for the Lord?’” he said. “I could have told my mother that I’d been elected president of the United States and she would have said the same thing: ‘What are you doing for the Lord?’ She understood and lived by the idea that there was only one thing worth doing in this life and that was serving God.”80

In her insistence on separating the spiritual and material, Marie was behind the trends of her own faith. In just two decades, Pentecostalism had gone from the backcountry cousin of evangelicals to the cooler older brother. Oral Roberts and the other televangelists continued to grow in popularity, and now other churches were adopting their strange-seeming practices. As the 1950s gave way to the 1960s, spiritual experimentation filled the air. Timothy Leary was dropping acid, beatniks were practicing Zen, and even the Beatles were dabbling in transcendental meditation at the flowing hem of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi. All of that mystical excitation rubbed off on Christianity, and Christians had only to turn on their televisions to find it.81

Over the airwaves, Roberts and other neo-Pentecostals were fervently preaching on their soundstages, healing the sick and promising untold wealth to those who believed—and donated. These weren’t crazy “holy rollers” but respectable businessmen, with crisp haircuts and clean suits. Suddenly, glossolalia began breaking out in mainstream churches—with Baptists, Presbyterians, and Episcopalians embracing charismatic forms of worship and some becoming televangelists as well. By the late 1960s, even students on Catholic college campuses were speaking in tongues as Time and Newsweek announced a nationwide “charismatic revival.”82

The windswept prairies of Oklahoma became the movement’s headquarters after ORU opened in Tulsa in 1963 for spirit-filled Bible study. Roberts went on a fundraising binge, raising millions for the institution’s endowment as ORU alumni took to the airwaves. Soon evangelicals had a glut of ministries where they could send their money—and send they did, with televangelists pulling in a combined $1 billion annually by the end of the 1960s.83

Across the state in Oklahoma City, David Green would acknowledge the influence of Oral Roberts and other charismatic preachers on his own embrace of spirit-filled business. “I don’t think my mother and father, being ministers, understood that we all have a calling in our lives, every single one of us,” he said. “Oral Roberts understood it early on. He said to go out into your world to bring light not into the world—but your world, whether you are a nurse or a businessman or whatever.”84

As David continued bringing his light to TG&Y, Barbara built their family, first in a rented bungalow in a suburban neighborhood on the outskirts of Oklahoma City and then in a larger home in a subdivision by the winding reservoir of Lake Hefner.85 She gave birth to their second son, Steven Todd Green, in September 1963, and a few years later, the couple adopted a daughter, Darsee Dawn Green, born in September 1967.

Though they lived in Oklahoma City, the family paid tuition to send their children to public school in Bethany, a conservative inner suburb founded at the turn of the century by followers of the Church of the Nazarene. This church came out of the same “holiness” tradition as Pentecostalism, though it was less fundamentalist in nature.86 There, the children attended school with other Spirit-filled believers, even as the Green family stood out for its Pentecostal beliefs. David worked long hours at the store, often not getting home before 10 pm, well after the kids were in bed.87 Barbara became frustrated with the company’s demands—including forcing him to work on Thanksgiving one year. Showing her mother’s fiery spirit, she called the president of TG&Y to give him a piece of her mind, telling him Thanksgiving should be a day for family.88

However grueling the hours, David was getting a crash course in the retail trade. He appreciated TG&Y’s central warehousing system, which allowed any store to acquire goods in just a few days. And he liked the creative sleight of hand the store used to encourage customers to spend more. In the pet department, for example, he could sell a ten-gallon fish tank below cost, and then inflate prices for the fish, gravel, and pump to go with it, making back the money. For every clever marketing ploy, however, there was also waste and inefficiency, David thought as he watched many fish and hamsters in the department die unsold.89

TG&Y gave discretion to individual store managers to manage their own inventory and even produce store-branded products to cater to customer preferences. David thought that this approach led to higher costs and an uneven shopping experience. The company was trying to be too many things to too many people, losing its way and squandering its potential. “All of this was showing me what could be done with specializing,” he said.90 It wasn’t with pets that David decided to try out his ideas but rather with another department: crafts.
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CHAPTER TWO

Be Fruitful and Multiply

One day in 1970, Hobby Lobby’s oft-told origin story goes, twenty-eight-year-old David Green was sitting at a TG&Y lunch counter in Oklahoma City sharing frustrations with fellow managers Larry Pico and Jim Stoddard. As they imagined what kind of enterprise they might create on their own, Pico suggested that they manufacture clocks. “I have a better idea,” David said. “Little miniature frames.” A fad had emerged in home decor of hanging picture frames in clusters, each displaying a painting of a subject such as a sunflower or lighthouse. Customers kept asking for the small frames, and David had a hard time finding them.1

“That sounds like it could work,” one of them said. The next day, they located a professional frame chopper through an equipment supplier with the steep price tag of $450. Stoddard bowed out, but David and Pico went to Penn Square Bank and signed a twelve-month loan for $600 to cover the cutter, wooden sticks, canvas, and other materials. They incorporated their venture as Greco (gree-co), a portmanteau of Green and Pico.2

The $600 loan comes up repeatedly in the founding myth of Hobby Lobby—a symbol of the humble roots of the big-box behemoth. Setting up in Pico’s garage, the partners created samples and sent them out with a traveling salesman. He came back with orders for a whopping $3,500. The partners begged their supplier for more materials on credit and began furiously creating frames, ending up with $300 in profit.

As orders poured in from across Oklahoma and Texas, the partners cut at night while Barbara and the Greens’ two sons, Mart and Steve—nine and seven years old—glued frames at the kitchen table by day. “What a sight!” David later rhapsodized. “I sure wish we had a picture of all of us—Barbara, little Mart and Steve, and me, with little Darsee nearby—working together around the kitchen table.” They paid Mart and Steve seven cents a frame, while Barbara worked for nothing, prompting David to later joke that the business was built on “child labor and slave labor.”3

Mart used the money to buy baseball cards, and Steve spent it on candy. Of course, they also learned to tithe, placing a tenth of their meager earnings in the collection plate on Sundays to help the church spread its faith. “I never thought about not tithing,” Mart later said. “It is just what we did.”4

As the company grew, Greco returned to Penn Square for a larger loan but was turned down; thankfully, Union Bank agreed to lend them $1,000 to expand. In the summer of 1972, Greco opened its first retail store, a three-hundred-square-foot space in downtown Oklahoma City. Casting about for a snappy name, they noticed a customer in Houston calling itself “Hobby Lobby.” With little thought of trademark infringement, they took the name for their own store. It had a “nice ring to it,” David later remembered, “figuring our little operation in Oklahoma City was no threat to them.” (By the time they expanded into Texas, the original Hobby Lobby had gone out of business.)5

The company’s first ad ran in The Oklahoman on August 9, a tiny block of text wedged between notices for wool blankets and a two-bedroom house. “Grand Opening / Hobby Lobby,” it read. “A complete selection of arts & crafts materials.”6 In truth, that was an overstatement. The store carried only a meager inventory of sequins, beads, and painting supplies in addition to the frames. Nor was the location ideal, situated behind the state capitol in a strip of laundromats and other shops with minimal foot traffic. But the rent was cheap, and the space had another three hundred square feet in the back behind a beaded curtain to make frames.7

Business was so slow the first month that Darsee, then in kindergarten, could sit on the floor for hours playing with beads, undisturbed. But traffic picked up during the Christmas season, and Greco grossed $3,200 its first year, even as David continued his day job working sixty-hour weeks as a manager at TG&Y. In search of another partner to manage the store, David approached John Seward, assistant manager of TG&Y’s pet department, who worked as a watercolor artist on the side. David offered him $100 a week and 20 percent of the business to join the company.8

As the store thrived under Seward’s eye, David was having problems with Larry Pico, who he claimed wasn’t pulling his weight. In September 1973, they met at a local McDonald’s, and David wrote Pico a check for $5,000 to buy out his ownership of Greco and Hobby Lobby.9 That same month, Hobby Lobby moved into a new space a half-dozen blocks away with more than one thousand square feet. Even as the country plunged into recession in the wake of the 1973 oil crisis, the company continued to thrive. David, then thirty-one, attributed its success to an unlikely source: the flower children of the Age of Aquarius, who were eager for materials for homemade crafts. “The long-haired hippies of that era would come into our store and sit down on the carpet to string together beads of various colors,” David remembered. “Thank God for them.”10

The partners were an odd couple—David was clean-cut and reserved, with his dark hair cut respectably short for the time, while Seward rode motorcycles and sported long hair and a bushy Jerry Garcia–type beard. Seward’s outgoing personality and creative spirit complemented David’s focus and attention to detail, however, and their partnership lasted the better part of twenty years.11

Seward drove the selection of arts and crafts materials while also taking on advertising, including hand-lettering ads himself. David focused on the merchandise, sourcing products and presenting them in attractive displays that emphasized steep discounts. Business thrived so much that they were able to open a second store on the west side of the city. In 1974, the company took in $150,000 in gross revenue, with $36,000 in profit.12

That was enough for David to consider quitting his job at TG&Y and working full-time for Hobby Lobby, giving up a $26,000 annual salary—even though he could pay himself only half that to start. He prayed with Barbara about the decision, with a Bible verse from Ecclesiastes as his inspiration: “Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might, for in the grave, where you are going, there is neither working nor planning nor knowledge nor wisdom.” Together, they decided to take the plunge. “It was a sense of providence,” he said. “This was what God meant for us to do.”13

David quit his day job in March 1975, shortly before the company relocated its second store to a derelict shopping center a few blocks away on the major thoroughfare of NW Tenth Street. The location included seven thousand square feet for inventory, a custom framing shop, and an art gallery featuring local artists and framed reproductions of old masters. Better yet, it had a huge parking lot and plenty of room to expand. The bet paid off, as the company increased its revenue by almost five times to nearly $750,000 that year.14

Sadly for David, his mother didn’t live to see it. In April, Marie Green passed away at age seventy-one in Midland, Texas, with one of David’s sisters holding her in her arms. Just before she died, Marie sat up and cried out, “Do you see them? Do you see them?” David’s sister asked what she meant. “Angels,” Marie said. David was happy to



















































Praise for

THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO HOBBY LOBBY

“Michael Blanding’s The Gospel According to Hobby Lobby documents how one family transformed a modest retail business into one of the most powerful—and insidious—forces in America. He shows how they used their growing wealth to advance a Christian nationalist agenda. A tale of extremism, carelessness, greed, and hypocrisy, Blanding’s gripping narrative exposes the damage that has been wrought by a single family devoted to both God and profit.”

—Joshua Hammer, New York Times bestselling author of The Bad-Ass Librarians of Timbuktu

“This page-turner sheds light on one family’s efforts to embed Christian nationalism into the heart of our nation. Their mission is far-flung in its reach—Michael Blanding takes us from windswept Oklahoman prairies to plundered museums in Iraq to a library tucked away in an Egyptian monastery. Absorbing and fearless, The Gospel According to Hobby Lobby exposes a movement that is reshaping the American political landscape.”

—Kirk Wallace Johnson, author of The Feather Thief

“Michael Blanding’s The Gospel According to Hobby Lobby reads like a thriller about greed, grift, and God—yet every word is true. Blanding pairs dogged investigative reporting with a storyteller’s eye for detail, to construct the riveting account of a powerful family that has remade our nation. No book has taught me more about who America is today and the forces that delivered us here.”

—Alex Marzano-Lesnevich, author of The Fact of a Body

“The Gospel According to Hobby Lobby is a devastating exposé of the Green family, funders of Christian nationalism in the United States. This book will lift the veil from the eyes of those who have bought into the billionaire family’s broken ideology.”

—Andrew L. Seidel, author of The Founding Myth

“Christian nationalism is not a grassroots movement; it’s a top-down movement led by billionaires and the religious activists who enjoy their patronage. As Michael Blanding shows us, the Green family of Hobby Lobby has been instrumental in spreading more than kitschy home decor—they have carried out an integrated campaign to make America Christian again. For Americans passionate about true religious liberty—including liberty from religion—this is a must-read.”

—Samuel L. Perry, coauthor of The Flag and the Cross
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