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Praise for
Uncensored Grace


“In Uncensored Grace, Jud Wilhite holds nothing back as he describes the life-changing power of God’s forgiveness as it’s encountered on the streets of Vegas. Wherever lives hurt, God’s grace is present with more than enough power to heal.”

—RICK WARREN
Founding pastor of Saddleback Church and
author of The Purpose Driven Life




“What happens in Vegas just went public! Uncensored Grace is full of surprises and twists. It will captivate and inspire you as it describes the difference Jesus can make in your life.”

—LEE STROBEL
Author of The Case for Christ




“What God is up to in Vegas is nothing short of hardcore. Jud describes an extreme faith that is extremely amazing. With clarity and passion, Uncensored Grace offers a renewed sense of hope for whatever you are up against. Don’t miss this book.”

—STEPHEN BALDWIN
Actor and author of The Unusual Suspect




“Jud Wilhite is a compelling new voice and model for a new way to be Christian in today’s culture.”

—GABE LYONS
Founder of Fermi Project and cofounder of Catalyst




“Reading Uncensored Grace will open your eyes to the wonders of God’s saving love. It will give you hope that, no matter where you are in your ‘process,’ God is at work—and He is for you.”

—CRAIG GROESCHEL
Pastor of Lifechurch.tv, and
author of Chazown and Confessions of a Pastor




“Uncensored Grace is filled with stories God must love!”

—JOHN ORTBERG
Pastor at Menlo Park Presbyterian Church




“If you’ve given up dreams of ever finding a genuine fresh start in your life, you ought to read this book. Real people. Real problems. Real hope. Get ready to be rocked by a fresh touch of amazing grace.”

GENE APPEL
Lead Pastor, Willow Creek Community Church




Uncensored Grace brings the brutal truth and the message of redemptive grace front and center. I was deeply moved and so inspired by these powerful and provocative stories of God’s mercy. Uncensored Grace will transform your faith as you get a glimpse of how Jesus has set up shop on the streets of sin city.

—MIKE FOSTER
President of Ethur.org and founder of XXXchurch
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To the Central family,
for the grace you show to so many.
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About Uncensored Grace

Uncensored Grace is the story of a phenomenon happening on, around, and beyond the Strip. You see, I live in the city many experts think most symbolizes the spirit of America, if not exactly what we are today, then certainly where we are headed—Las Vegas.

People come here looking for something more, but what they often find is the killing effect of unbridled pleasure, money, and excess. Even more, they come face-to-face with their own limits. They came here to win big, but many lose everything. They are stripped. Then, finally, they are ready to get honest about their lives, their faith, and their pasts. They are, in other words, perfect candidates for uncensored grace.

Some of what Bill Taaffe and I share will shock you. Some will surprise you. All will inspire. Why? Because each person has, in some visceral way, been stripped of hope and human indulgence, and with nowhere else to turn, has embraced God with amazing passion and dramatic results.

All in one, Uncensored Grace is a portrait of eight unforgettable people, the story of a very unique faith community, and an inside look at the City of Entertainment. The book is organized in four parts, each showing a different dimension of God’s love and forgiveness. At the end of each section I’ll reflect on God’s grace and how it has not only turned my life upside down, but how it can do the same for you.

And that brings me to one final explanation. As a pastor, I completely misjudged what grace could look like in my world. Sure, I believed in a God who passionately and persistently pursues every human being, no matter how beat up or broken. I believed, but not enough.

Not nearly.

So in addition to this book being the story of people, a church, and a city, Uncensored Grace is the personal confession of one who is only now beginning to see how good uncensored grace really is.

—Jud Wilhite
January 2007
Las Vegas


About the Stories

In certain cases, names have been changed in Uncensored Grace to protect the privacy of both the subjects of the stories and others who are mentioned. In some instances minor dialogue has been created and incidental details have been changed or assumed, usually for continuity’s sake. Most details have been based on interviews with the individual subjects and, in some cases, secondary sources. Specifically, the descriptions of the adult shows in “Skin to Skin” were drawn completely from interviews with the subjects and newspaper or magazine reviews of the shows.



PART ONE: GRACE CITY




   CHAPTER ONE   

Viva Las Vegas

Welcome to lost wages,” the flight attendant announced to laughter. “I mean … Las Vegas.” As the plane landed, I was met with the sight of an Egyptian pyramid, the New York skyline, and the Eiffel Tower, all on the famous four-mile “Strip” of casinos and resorts. What could be expected, I wondered, in a place that would bring together replicas of the world’s greatest wonders into one tourist circus?

Getting off the plane, I was assaulted by the nonstop clanging of airport slot machines and visual come-ons from posters of entertainers, dancers, showgirls, and comedians. We stayed in an old hotel on the Strip with popcorn-textured ceilings so low I slightly ducked while walking the halls. Everything in our hotel was dated, giving me the unique sensation of starring in a 1960s movie set in Vegas. Decades of nicotine stains seemed to ooze from the walls, but the energy was undeniable, and the people dropping coins in the slots didn’t seem to mind the decor one bit.

As the sun set, I headed out of the hotel to check out the Strip. A guy on the sidewalk held out what I thought was an invitation to a concert. Instead, it was an ad for a call girl—one of several I’d be offered with each block I walked. There I stood, a pastor holding a printed sexual proposition. Well, Dorothy, we’re not in Kansas anymore. The amazing indoor spaces at Caesars, the fountains of the Bellagio, the canals at the Venetian, the Fremont Street experience, the Stratosphere, the lights of the Strip, the mind-boggling flow of money, and the endless sea of people—it was decadent, surreal, and overwhelming …

That trip, with three coworkers, actually brought me to Vegas not to play, but for a planning retreat. Vegas was just a quick, cheap flight, and several of us had never been. Not even in my wildest dreams would I have imagined that within five years I’d actually move to Vegas to live, that I’d get used to the sound of slot machines, that entertainers pictured on posters at McCarran Airport would become my friends, and that I’d find there is so much more to Las Vegas than the Strip.

I lived in Southern California when the phone call came from a church in the Vegas Valley searching for a pastor. That afternoon I asked my wife, Lori, “How would you feel about moving to Henderson? It’s this great town in Nevada, sort of near Las Vegas.”

“How near Las Vegas?”

“Well … uh … okay, so it is near enough to see the Strip from your backyard, but please don’t close your mind yet!”

To my surprise, she agreed to consider it.

After an extensive interview process, Lori and I, along with the people of Central Christian Church in Las Vegas, sensed it was the right move. Most of our friends were excited for us. Some of them were in shock. “Jud,” they’d say, “you’re a pastor, and you want to move to Las Vegas? Are you nuts??”

Our church in California sent us off with applause and “Viva Las Vegas” blaring through the sound system. We loaded up our two-year-old daughter and all of our possessions for the drive across the desert. My wife was almost eight months pregnant with our second child. I still admire her courage to move to an unknown city where we didn’t even have a doctor. Driving across the desert, a record heat wave with oppressive 120-degree temperatures greeted us. Let’s just say that placing your wife in a situation where she is weeks from giving birth and it is 120 degrees is not the best way to win marital favor.

As we drove the freeway, I was filled with excitement at the possibilities. I’d be serving at Central Christian, following an awesome leader and friend, Gene Appel, who had led the church for many years. My mind raced with questions. Am I crazy for relocating our family just before my wife gives birth? What are the people of the Vegas Valley really like? What is the city really about behind all the glitz? What is the perception of God and Christianity in Vegas? Man, will it always be this hot?

I found a Starbucks in Primm, just across the Nevada state line. (There’s nothing like a grande dry cappuccino when it is hot enough to cook an egg on the sidewalk.) With a mix of excitement and fear, we covered the last stretch of freeway, came through the pass, and suddenly there was the entire city. It amazes me that it is just there in the middle of nowhere, a desert island unto itself with its own culture and rules. It sits there like a massive frontier town that pops up out of the nothingness, one of the last cities in America with some semblance of the Wild West. Seeing the town appear from nowhere caused me to veer slightly out of my lane. The emotion of the move hit me like a wall. I whispered a prayer, “God, please protect my family.”

The last thing I ever thought I’d become was a pastor—and now, somehow, I was staring one of the world’s toughest (and strangest) ministry opportunities in the face. Growing up I wanted to be a rock star (a life with a lot less stress and a lot more fun than that of a pastor). But all those years of playing air guitar to the Rolling Stones in front of my bedroom mirror didn’t pay off. After a stint playing in a rock band in Albuquerque, New Mexico, I traded in my band equipment for college and later graduate school, where I majored in philosophy and biblical studies. Along the way came a calling to serve as a pastor. I never would have scripted the path. I mean, come on, which would you choose—being a pastor or a rock star? But I absolutely loved being a pastor. I loved meeting people and hearing their stories, seeing them come to faith, watching the difference God made in their lives as they followed Him. I enjoyed playing a small part in helping people find healing and forgiveness—and now I was headed to a place in dire need of both.

What intrigued me most about Vegas was not the nonstop gaming and entertainment. It was the sense that our family belonged in America’s most notorious city, and that God belonged there too. Though I am a conservative Christian, I will do anything that does not violate the Bible to help people experience God’s grace. I knew there would be plenty of desperate, hurting people in the Vegas area. And desperate measures would be needed to show them there is hope for everyone, no matter how broken he or she might be. I had experienced that hope in my life, and I wanted to share it with others.

The brilliant social critic Neil Postman argued that in every era there is one city that captures the American spirit and becomes its symbolic center. In the Revolutionary era, that city was Boston, with its cry for freedom. In the mid-nineteenth century, New York, a melting pot of diverse cultures, became the symbolic center. In the early twentieth century, Chicago embodied the spirit of entrepreneurial adventure with its railroads, steel mills, and cattle. “Today,” Postman says, “we must look to the city of Las Vegas, Nevada, as a metaphor for our national spirit and aspiration, its symbol a thirty-foot-high cardboard picture of a slot machine and a chorus girl. For Las Vegas is a city entirely devoted to the idea of entertainment, and as such proclaims the spirit of a culture in which all public discourse increasingly takes the form of entertainment.”1

Whether you agree or disagree with Postman, the Vegas phenomenon is critical to understanding not only where we are as a culture, but also where the rest of America is headed. Like it or not, America is looking more like Vegas every day.

Vegas is a town where anything goes, where people are accepted for who they are, where strange is normal. I mean, after a while it doesn’t seem odd that your neighbor is washing his car in his driveway at 5:30 a.m. because he just got home from work. Yet it is also a town of great optimism, great faith, and a contagious openness to God. In short order, I fell in love with the town and its people, with its quirkiness, with its brokenness and pain.

Today I see Vegas as a remarkable place where God is doing remarkable things, with stories of new beginnings at almost every turn. And I’ve noticed that every story hinges on a mysterious gift called grace. Grace can be defined as God’s extravagant favor and forgiveness toward His undeserving children—and ‘undeserving’ would have to include all of us. But in Vegas, where people seem to need grace most and expect it least, I witness what I call “uncensored grace.” Uncensored grace is what you get from a loving God when all the religious types have gone home, and every last hope for your own effort has blown up in your face. Uncensored means that there is no formula or membership or performance that stands between you and God’s goodness. Uncensored means that as wide and deep and high as your mountain of personal ruin might get, God’s transforming grace is always wider and deeper and higher.

A gambler once claimed that Vegas is the only city in America where, when people pray, they really mean it. I’ve found that people here do mean it when they pray, but for much better reasons than a bet. Maybe you have reasons to pray as well. Perhaps the doubting and struggling of your own life will be mirrored in these pages. If so, the people you meet will show you there is something more. Their lives speak of the purpose faith can bring into your life.

The pressure of relationships, kids, and work is overwhelming. You long for something real in your faith, not pretense and clichés. Nothing frustrates you more than judgmental and self-righteous religious types. I believe the true stories in Uncensored Grace will bring you encouragement and inspiration by sharing with you the humility and honesty you’ve been searching for.

Perhaps you feel disqualified from life by your past. It could be drug addiction, an affair, a betrayal, or a dream that was never fulfilled. The sense of guilt hangs over you like a cloud. But there is good news. The people you’re about to meet want you to know that there is forgiveness and hope no matter what you have done or experienced.

It has been said that “what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.” But we couldn’t keep these stories to ourselves—because what happens in Vegas could change your life. When I first visited this city, I didn’t know what to expect, except the unexpected. I was not disappointed. And as we explore a fresh vision of the Christian faith and a different side of Vegas together, I guarantee you won’t be disappointed either.


   CHAPTER TWO   

Skin to Skin

Donte and Stephanie’s Story

If gambling is Las Vegas’s first business, sex—the showing of it, the selling of it, the glorifying in it—is the second.

Years ago, when Vegas was little more than a railroad depot for trains between Salt Lake City and Los Angeles, prostitution was legal. There were no “entertainment” services that would send a girl to your hotel room, no hustlers handing out lurid sex-show cards. The prostitutes were lodged in a boarding house near the depot and most everybody knew where it was.

Hookers were eventually outlawed (though prostitution is still legal in other counties in Nevada), but the advent of Bugsy Siegel and the mob’s rule of Vegas made sure that many of them stayed off the unemployment line. Soon the building of the great casino-hotels ushered in the age of the scantily clad showgirl. Revues like “Lido de Paris”—which wouldn’t have passed muster then in New York or Los Angeles—made voyeurism a civic virtue.

Las Vegas went through a flirtation with family entertainment a decade ago. But now, as Time magazine writes, “Vegas has reinvented itself again, returning to vice but sanitizing it by creating the biggest, nicest place to sin ever imagined, a Sodom and Gomorrah without the guilt.”2

Some dealers at the Rio, a pleasure palace that caters to the twentysomethings, wear thong bikinis at night. And, as Time3 noted, one of the Cirque du Soleil shows “is a virtually naked gymnastics event in which men make out and the rest of the cast simulates acrobatic sex.” In an adult show at the MGM Grand, “the dancers’ costumes consist of a stringless G-string, one of many great new technologies to come from Las Vegas.” At the Palms and the Hard Rock, two hotels that attract the Hollywood set, some suites for high rollers now come equipped with in-room stripper’s poles. You can see anything in Vegas.

So what would you expect to find at ten-thirty at night inside a 350-seat theater in one of the most luxurious hotels on probably the best-known boulevard in the United States? A professional adult show featuring eight women who are about to bare themselves.

Each of them is fulsome, chosen for her beauty and dancing prowess. They wear high heels and G-strings, and are outfitted in six-inch-wide rhinestone necklaces and long leather gloves. Partridge headdresses festoon their hair. They cover their chests in the opening minutes with feather boas and dance on various levels of the stage to the up-tempo beat of the music.

Eventually the score becomes slower and more sensual. One by one they discard their feathers. Soon they are fully uncovered from the navel up and are establishing eye contact with members of the audience.

The crowd of about three hundred contains more couples than single men. Compared with other adult shows on the Strip, this one’s choreography makes it seem relatively tasteful. There are few hoots and hollers as the women twist and throw back their shoulders. But the show’s intent is to arouse.

A burlesque-style comedienne and a tap dancer fill breaks when the showgirls change costumes. For the remainder of the show, the girls are topless from the start on some numbers and covered on others. They all have been selected for their dancing skills, athleticism, bodies, and looks.

Before the hour-and-a-quarter show is over, the lead dancer, Stephanie Keene, sits on a chair with her back to the audience and, facing a mirror, performs a highly sensual striptease. Five feet eight inches tall off stage, five-eleven-and-a-half in her heels, she is unquestionably the star of the show. All eyes are on her.

Stephanie works one or two shows a night, six nights a week, fifty weeks a year. It is a tough business, and it usually leaves her exhausted the following morning. A huge picture of her in heels, G-string, and nothing else, taken from her left with her arms folded across her chest, has appeared in the arrival concourses at Vegas’s McCarran Airport. The shot emphasizes her long legs, arms, and fingers, and her dark, flowing hair.

This picture and another of her have been spread across billboards next to Interstate 15, just west of the Strip. When she passes by them on her twenty-minute drive to work, she wishes deep down that they weren’t there.

Stephanie Keene is a Bible-reading, 10-percent-tithing church attendee who has been baptized by immersion and given her heart to Jesus Christ.

Several blocks down the Strip at another well-known casino, a second adult show has just begun. Unlike the first, it is designed to appeal to women as well as to men. Besides five women in various stages of undress, this production features three male dancers who wear black leather jackets that expose their chests.

Some of the women are as beautiful as those in Stephanie’s show They are outfitted at the start in nothing more than G-strings, straps that form an X in front, and exotic Egyptian-like headdresses. All of them are professional, Broadway-quality dancers, and for awhile each performs in an illusionary style, with one arm held horizontally to shield her breasts from view.

Shortly after the men take part in the dance, the women uncover themselves. The theater crowd of three hundred sits grandstand style, almost on top of the stage. The men, who resemble ballet dancers in their movements, have sculpted bodies that glisten under the lighting. The lead male dancer, Donte Harrison, serves as the show’s emcee and sole singer. He has marvelous range and vocal gifts, but it is his slow striptease in the midst of the uncovered women that is the cabaret-style show’s centerpiece.

Donte’s show pushes the envelope more than Stephanie’s. Most of the music is heavy metal. There’s more skin-against-skin contact and quite a bit of sensual touching. The lights are red and the stage is frequently mirrored. As the women dance around him, Donte removes his black top hat, cape, and pants until he wears just a pair of thong briefs. Every ripple of his six-feet-two-inch body shines in the spotlight in the midst of the women.

As he says at the start of the show, “This is Las Vegas! It’s all right to get a little rowdy.”

Donte Harrison is Stephanie Keene’s husband.

He too has given his heart to Christ. He reads the Bible daily and attends church with Stephanie each weekend. It was he who first pushed to raise their tithe to 10 percent.

What is a Las Vegas showgirl like?

Not necessarily what you’d think.

Stephanie, thirty-five, is sweet, gentle, and transparent. She is shy and retiring around strangers until she gets to know them. If you passed her in her usual jeans and loose-fitting turtleneck in a Vegas supermarket, you would consider her attractive but probably not imagine her profession.

Her path to the Vegas world began at age two and a half. A native of Canada, she had a grandmother who owned a dance studio. She was a natural from the get-go and essentially grew up there. After getting a college degree in theater arts, she sailed the world for cruise lines, appearing in pocket-size musical revues based on Broadway or movie themes.

She had taken dance lessons since childhood, so she shot to the lead of most of the shows she was in. The contracts she signed were not lavish—$500 to $1,000 a week. But there was no overhead. She had free room and board on ship, staying in a small private cabin. And the sightseeing, of course, was gratis.

It was a well-ordered life, and Stephanie had her priorities. She herself headed the list. Then came dancing, getting the next job … traveling to new countries, making money … having fun, going out, meeting friends. It amounted to a fairly common, early-twenties feel-good chart. Family was vaguely in the mix, but not within the top five. God, a nebulous concept, wasn’t even on the list.

If God was off her chart, however, Stephanie certainly happened to be on His.

Her path to faith began bumpily.

When she was a senior in college, her mother was hospitalized with endocarditis, an inflammation of the heart membrane that began to attack other vital organs. Jane Keene was desperately ill. And in the vortex of that illness, she turned her life over to God completely and irretrievably.

Amazingly, she soon recovered. And with the evidence of her healing she became fervent in her faith almost overnight, zealously spreading the word and urging Stephanie and her two brothers to believe. While still in the hospital, in fact, Jane prevailed on Stephanie to pray and be saved right in front of her.

“I didn’t really understand it, and I wasn’t that serious about it for myself,” Stephanie recalls. “But I did go ahead and pray the prayer.”

In reality, the whole idea seemed to be nonsense. “Our family was like, ‘Okay, Jane, relax a little bit!’ ” Stephanie says. “It was just kind of weird.”

For the rest of her twenties, Stephanie could not have cared less about God.

After finishing one of her cruise contracts, she came to Vegas with a boyfriend to check out its show scene. Though there were still plenty of entry-level gigs around, she found there were fewer and fewer dance spots available that paid enough for someone to make a living. Except, that is, in adult entertainment.

One evening her boyfriend suggested they see an adult show downtown at the Plaza Hotel.

“I was like, ‘Yeah, okay, let’s go look,’ although I’d told him I was never going to do a topless show. I felt it was too degrading.

“When I saw it, I was taken aback at first by the topless thing. Then I began to think, Hmm, it’s risqué, but it’s still fairly tasteful. The girls were uncovered, but they were dancers, not strippers.”

Before the month was out, she wound up auditioning for Nicholas Griffin Productions. Griffin was a former cruise-line producer who had recently begun to stage musical revues as well as topless shows in Tahoe, Reno, and Tokyo. He immediately saw Stephanie’s talent and offered her a prime role in the Tokyo show. Although she had never dreamed of being in an adult production, she signed up for three months.

“I never told my parents what kind of a show it was. And for me it was uncomfortable the first two or three nights. But then after a few shows, I’m dancing, I’m doing difficult, challenging choreography, the production was of high quality, and the topless thing just kind of faded into the background.”

Returning to the States, she spent a few more years in cruise-ship work. But soon she was back in Nevada, working the Laughlin, Reno, and Lake Tahoe circuit for none other than Griffin.

He was quickly changing the way show business worked in Nevada, locking up a small group of players and having them perform both a family revue and an adult show each night. It was a two-for-one deal that kept down both his costs and those of the hotel-casinos. But for many of the dancers, it meant edging into adult work or risking unemployment.

The troupe performed in the family show each night at seven-thirty—usually a revue such as “New York, New York”—and then a topless show, “Skin to Skin,” at ten-thirty. Stephanie was soon the best at what she did and was making two to three times what a school teacher brought home.

For all of her success, though, Stephanie was headed for her first heartbreak.

She had hooked up romantically with a singer and dancer in the company. Within a few months they were married. Almost immediately afterward she developed a vague uneasiness—a sense that Brian was being unfaithful to her.

Brian finally confessed that he’d been cheating—and the infidelity was with one of her friends, no less. Stephanie tried to stick it out, but marriage therapy didn’t work. She and Brian were divorced in a year and a half. Like tens of thousands of others from Vegas to Reno, she was far from her family, broken, and feeling totally alone.

She filled the void with constant dating, which led to several new relationships. All were short and painful. “I guess I believed in God more than I thought because I’d sometimes ask Him, Why am I in this mess?” she recalls. “Why on earth are You putting me through this?”

A few months later, a lead “New York, New York” cast member took sick and Griffin had to quickly find a substitute. He had a player in his identical revue in Atlantic City fly in to Reno and fill the part.

The new guy was Donte. He says, “As soon as I saw Stephanie, I was taken and she was taken. I remember thinking, Whew, it’s good I’m here only for one performance because I’d better not look at her ever again!”

Donte Harrison is confident, open, and extremely articulate—the Bryant Gumbel, if you will, of the Vegas adult-show world. He can not only dance with Broadway ability but also sing and hold a show together with the microphone at the same time.

He was a military brat, the son of an army lieutenant who rose to become a colonel at the Pentagon. He grew up on an
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