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vangelical pastor and radio host Tony Evans cited an unnamed “sin” as he stepped down as senior

pastor at Oak Cliff Bible Fellowship in Dallas, the latest controversy for high-profile pastors in

America. h Evans will be “temporarily stepping away from his senior pastor’s duties,” Shari L.

Carroll, a spokesperson for the church, said in a June 14 email last week to USA TODAY. On June 16,

the pastor said in a statement on the church’s website that he has “committed no crime,” but “did not use

righteous judgment in actions.” h It’s a familiar pattern in American Christianity – popular pastors spread

their faith, invite scrutiny and often face fallout for their indiscretions, according to Deborah Whitehead, a

religious studies professor at the University of Colorado Boulder. h “One of the perils of celebrity is that you

have this high profile status and a lot of the fame and fortune that comes with that ... as well as additional

publicity for your mistakes,” Whitehead said. 

Pastors have a long history of celebri-
ty in the United States – a trend that can
be seen as early as the 1700s. That’s
when preacher George Whitefield be-
came what historians consider “Ameri-
ca’s first celebrity,” Whitehead said.

In the 1980s and decades following,
there was a surge of televangelist pas-
tors who were popular until they faced
controversy, including disgraced pas-
tors Jimmy Swaggart and Ted Haggard. 

“There’s a long history there of seeing
these very public figures be hypocritical
in some respects and have to go through
these very public scandals and some-
times imprisonment,” Whitehead said.
“It’s had an impact on the way Chris-
tianity and especially Evangelical Prot-
estantism is viewed – but also religion
more broadly as an object of potential
suspicion.”

Evans founded Oak Cliff Bible Fel-
lowship in Dallas in 1976, which has
grown from 10 people to over 10,000. 

So has Evans’s fame. Evans’ radio
program, “The Alternative with Dr. Tony
Evans,” airs on more than 1,000 stations
worldwide. He’s well known for serving
as the chaplain for the Dallas Cowboys
and the Dallas Mavericks. And he’s writ-
ten several faith-based books.

Evans is known for being a trailblazer
in the Black faith community, White-
head said.

On June 16, Evans released a state-
ment.

“When we fall short of that standard
due to sin, we are required to repent and
restore our relationship with God,” Ev-
ans wrote. “A number of years ago, I fell
short of that standard. I am, therefore,
required to apply the same biblical stan-

dard of repentance and restoration to
myself that I have applied to others.”

In recent years, several other famous
pastors have also made news for contro-
versies, including:

h Hillsong Church: In early 2022,
megachurch pastor and Hillsong co-
founder Brian Houston resigned from
after he was accused of having inappro-
priate conduct with two women and an
internal investigation proved the allega-
tions true.

Two years earlier, Carl Lentz, the
Hillsong Church pastor, was fired by
church leaders after an extramarital af-
fair. Lentz famously ministered to Jus-
tin Bieber and other celebrities.

In “The Secret of Hillsong” docuser-
ies, Lentz also denied allegations of sex-
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Everyone has an opinion when it
comes to the “true gospel” or the “way of
Jesus.” That’s obvious. There’s a long
history of sectarian theologians and
other revered authorities telling us what
Jesus said and what he meant. Out of
the literally thousands of branches
splintered off the Christian Tree, there
are hundreds who claim to be “true dis-
ciples of the “Way” who “know the mind
of Christ.”

This may be a troubling thought, but
as I see it, if the teachings of Jesus were
authentically followed, there would be
no Church as we know it, no Bible as we
know it, no Christianity or theology as
we know it. These may sound like rad-
ical statements, but I see no serious way
around it: we have Churchianity and a
spiritualized Jesus, which have little or

nothing to do with the ethical teachings
of the one known as Jesus of Nazareth.
He is spiritually worshipped, but not se-
riously followed.

Here’s what I mean. Doesn’t it make
more sense to live a life guided, not by
scripture verses, sermons or creeds set
in stone, but guided by a living practice
of love, compassion and justice? Is it too
difficult to bear in mind and take to
heart a transformation of faith and be-
lief into flesh and blood practice, as Je-
sus himself did?

A reader claimed I was discouraging
people from reading the Bible (which I
am not). They said I’m “robbing” people
of any comfort or peace they may find in
the book (I’m unsure how being critical
of fundamentalist interpretations of the
Bible is taking anything from anyone). I
felt the need to respond, especially after
hearing the reader’s criticism of people
who “simply” find solace by walking in
nature, or “simply” show kindness; in
their mind, this is not “pleasing God.”
What do you say to that? It seems to me,
if a person seriously reads the “good
news” and comes away defensive and

judgmental, they may have missed a
central point of religious teachings. 

I often wonder why we need so many
reminders to do good, to be good. Is it
because we simply have poor memories
or is it possible we don’t care? Centuries
before his time, Jesus’ own Hebrew Bi-
ble included the ethical text: “Love your
neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19).
Over 500 years before Jesus, another
teacher in a land far from Palestine,
said: “Do not do to others what you do
not want them to do to you” (Master
Kung — Confucius — Analects 12:2,
15:23, 5:11. Unlike the Gospels, this in-
struction is repeated several times, then
expanded on: “If we are not able to serve
others, how can we serve spiritual be-
ings?,” 11:11). To be a complete human
being, according to the Chinese philoso-
pher, one has to practice radical “reci-
procity” — acting toward others with
virtuous humanity and love. 

Several passages in the Qur’an in-
struct believers not only to believe, but
to act with intentional compassion.
“Those who believe and do good works,
[Allah] shall house in lofty dwellings of

the Garden underneath which rivers
flow” (Surah 29:58). While, like other
scriptures, the Qur’an was written for
one community of believers, the in-
struction is clear: “Give to the kinsman
his due, and to the needy, and to the
traveller. That is best for those who seek
the face of Allah.” (Surah 30:38).

The Hindu Bhagavad Gita (“Song of
the Lord”) states that the one who seeks
wisdom will “learn that by humble rev-
erence, by inquiry, and by service”
(4:34). Gautama Buddha taught the
path beyond suffering leads through
“right actions” and to “do no hurt or
harm” (“Discourses of the Buddha”).
And, right to the point here, Buddha
says: “Even if a person recites a large
number of scriptural texts but...does
not act accordingly...they have no share
in the religious life” (“Dhammapada”
1:19). 

Each tradition has a built-in remind-
er to the forgetful disciple: scriptures,
preaching, proud claims of faith and be-
lief, mean very little if you don’t practice 

If the teachings of Jesus were truly followed
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“One of the perils of
celebrity is that you
have this high-profile
status and a lot of the
fame and fortune that
comes with that ...
as well as additional
publicity for your
mistakes. It can
definitely generate
controversy around
the faith.”

Deborah Whitehead,
a religious studies professor
at the University of
Colorado Boulder
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ual abuse and abuse of power. 
“I am responsible for allowing an

inappropriate relationship to develop
in my house with someone that
worked for us,” he said in the series.
“Any notion of abuse is categorically
false. There were mutual adult deci-
sions made by two people who lied
profusely, mainly to my wife.”

Lentz later joined a Midwest
megachurch in Tulsa as a strategist
in 2023.

h Mars Hill Church: Mark Dris-
coll, pastor and co-founder of Mars
Hill Church in Seattle, was accused of
bullying, mismanagement of church
funds and other complaints from
members in 2014, according to The
Seattle Times. Driscoll resigned and
the church was dissolved. (A judge
cleared Driscoll from a civil racket-
eering lawsuit in 2016, according to
The Christian Post.)

Driscoll has since been the subject
of another lawsuit for work at the
church.

In April, he was removed from a
stage at the Stronger Men’s Confer-
ence in Springfield, Missouri, after he
compared the conference’s opening
sword-swallowing act to a strip club
for women who have the Jezebel spir-
it.

“Before the word of God was
opened, there was a platform, it was
a high place,” said Driscoll, according
to videos posted online. “On it was a
pole ... the same thing that’s used in a
strip club for women who have the
jezebel spirit to seduce men.”

Driscoll is now the senior and
founding pastor of Trinity Church in
Scottsdale, Arizona.

h Franklin Graham: The son of
preacher Billy Graham, faced heat af-
ter he made a homophobic comment
about former Democratic presiden-
tial candidate Pete Buttigieg. Graham
is the president and chief executive
officer of the Billy Graham Evangelis-
tic Association.

On CNN, Buttigieg said “God does
not have a political party” to which
Graham responded: “As a Christian I
believe the Bible which defines ho-
mosexuality as sin, something to be
repentant of, not something to be
flaunted, praised or politicized.”
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the basics. 
Unfortunately, we often hear a mes-

sage in sacred scriptures: Do good, for a
good reward; treat others well, so you
will be blessed; as well as treat others
badly, and you will be badly punished.
Like faith, there is reward or punish-
ment for believing correctly or not. If we
think of this in the context of a truly lov-
ing family, it’s hard to see how threats

are a positive motivation for doing the
right things. “Obey or else” is similar to
“Believe or else.” There can be conse-
quences for children not obeying par-
ents, but the healthiest approach is to
teach a child the benefits of doing good,
without holding a stick over their head.

Believing is not following.
Chris Highland was a minister and

interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years.
He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev.
Carol Hovis, live in Asheville. His books
and blogs are presented on “Friendly
Freethinker” (www.chighland.com).

Highland
Continued from Page 1C

A California mother recently set off a
social media firestorm with a video de-
fending her choice to not return shop-
ping carts to a corral when she shops
with her kids, raising some troubling
safety questions amid a debate about
etiquette. 

“I’m not getting my groceries into my
car, getting my children into the car and
then leaving them in the car to go return
the cart,” said Leslie Dobson, a TikTok
creator who often posts about parenting
safety and crime, in the video. Some
viewers expressed the opposite view:
Having kids in the car doesn’t excuse
parents from the common courtesy of
returning shopping carts to the right
place.

Putting aside debates about the eti-
quette of shopping cart returns, Dobson
raises an important point that child
safety experts emphatically agree on:
Parents should never leave kids alone in
cars – even for a minute. 

“It is not a safe environment for chil-
dren,” said Amber Rollins, director of
Kids for Car Safety. “Far too many chil-
dren have been injured or killed after
being left alone in a vehicle for just a
minute.” 

To safety experts like Rollins, the pri-
ority is making sure kids remain super-
vised. But that doesn’t mean parents
can’t safely return their cart after shop-
ping – just bring the kids.

“When my son was little I would un-
load the groceries with him still in the
cart, take him with me to return it, then
carry him back to the car and buckle him
in,” she said. “With a little forward
thinking, parents should never have to
leave their children alone in the car.” 

‘It really only takes a few seconds’

Parents should never leave their kids
unattended in a car regardless of the
child’s age, the temperature outside or
the neighborhood they’re in, said Rol-
lins.

This year, 44 children have been ab-
ducted from cars, according to the na-

tional nonprofit Kids for Car Safety. The
group documents child abductions from
vehicles each year – which are typically
in the hundreds.

“Babies and small children are being
abducted ... when they’re left alone in
the backseats of vehicles while their
parents hop out for just a minute to
pump gas, pick up take-out food or dash
back into their homes for something,”
states a blog post from The National
Center for Missing and Exploited Chil-
dren. 

Most car thefts happen when a par-
ent or guardian turns a blind eye to their
children even for a few minutes after
leaving them in a car, Rollins said.
Americans don’t think these incidents
could happen to them or their children,
she said, “but it really only takes a few
seconds.”

And there are other legitimate ways
kids can harm themselves or set them-
selves up for harm unwillingly when
they are left alone in vehicles.

“We don’t want to play the parent
shame game, but I think people truly
don’t understand that kids can hurt
themselves in cars,” Rollins said. 

They can find objects in vehicles and
choke on them, find guns in vehicles and
shoot them, or get out of the car and risk
being hit by a driver who doesn’t see
them, she said.

Recent cases of children abducted
from cars

A few recent cases of child abduc-
tions include:

h Memphis, Tennessee, police found
an abducted 1-year-old child in a car in
late April. The mother of the child told
police that her son was taken at a gas
station, WREG Memphis reported.

h A 4-year-old in Southern California
was abducted after a man left his car
running with his child inside. The case
triggered an Amber Alert, the Long
Beach Press-Telegram reported.

h A 3-year-old girl who was left in a
vehicle and went missing in Detroit was
found safe in February, The Detroit
News reported.

“These are things happening far

more often than people deem to believe
and to children of all age,” Rollins said. 

Hot days bring higher risk

Dozens of kids died in hot cars last
year, and two have died in hot cars this
year, according to the Kids for Car Safe-
ty.

Parents can take extra safety precau-
tions to avoid a nightmare this summer.
Officials from Kids and Car Safety ad-
vise parents to:

h Check the backs of their cars before
walking away. 

h Place visual reminders of the
child’s presence – such as the child’s di-
aper bags or sweater – in the front seat.

h Set up agreements with day care
providers to notify them if their child
doesn’t show up in case the child has
been accidentally left in the car.

h Make sure children cannot sneak
out of the house and get into cars by
childproofing or adding alarms to doors
leading outside. 

h Keep keys out of reach of children
at all times and keep cars locked at all
times. 

h Check floorboards and trunks of all
cars immediately when a child goes
missing.

Debate continues on whether parents should
leave kids unattended to return shopping carts 
Kayla Jimenez
USA TODAY

a.m. Tuesdays, April 2-June 25, Grace
Lutheran Church, 1245 6th Ave. W.,
Hendersonville. Much of the world met
Bishop Michael Curry when he deliv-
ered his sermon on the redemptive pow-
er of love at the royal wedding of Prince
Harry and Meghan Markle at Windsor
Castle. To sign up, email Jim Stolten-
berg at celide1947@gmail.com.

July 3

Pickleball: 6 p.m. Wednesdays,
Groce United Methodist Church, 954
Tunnel Road, Asheville. Visit
www.groceumc.org.

July 7

Vacation Bible School: 6-8:30 p.m.
July 7-10, Newbridge Baptist Church,
199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville. Studying
Matthew 4:19 where Jesus calls us to fol-
low Him and become Fishers of Men.
For age 2 through sixth grade. Call (828)
254-7262 or visit
https://newbridgebaptist.org/VBS.

July 9

Pintacuda recounts Mount Kili-
manjaro trek at Church Chat: 7 p.m.,
Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10
Presbyterian Church Road, Mills River.
Lucretia Pintacuda tells story of chal-
lenge and accomplishment of her jour-
ney to climb Mt. Kilimanjaro with Par-
kinson’s Disease. Free.
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Parents leaving kids unattended when returning shopping carts could be a safety issue. ANDREW CRAFT/USA TODAY NETWORK 


