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HOUSTON - It was probably not the first time a breathless blonde pushed her way through the back 
door of the Montrose club Numbers only to be stopped in her tracks by her first sight of the star 
of the show. 

After a desperate trek from the Brownsville area, Rebecca Franke stood in the dark doorway, by the 
bar, stared at Rob Bell and stammered out something along the lines of: I know who you are. I just 
drove seven hours. I don't have tickets. 

But it probably was the first time the blonde at the bar was a 34-year-old fourth-grade teacher at an 
Episcopal school, the daughter and granddaughter of Baptist preachers, on a mission to secure tickets 
for her mother and three other moms to a one-man show/Bible study in a club with a cash bar and 
unemptied ash trays sprinkled about the room. 

With about three hours to Wednesday's showtime, Bell assured Franke that a stash of seats to the 
otherwise sold-out event would be opened up. 

"We were panicking all the way here," Franke said with a chuckle once tickets were secured. 

"The irony of this is, when I was in college, I came here to a slam-dancing concert."  

The greater irony might be that in a time when contemporary services in church strive to entertain, 
Bell's club-based religious performance art was remarkable in its simplicity. 

Before an audience of about 350 that ranged from teens to seniors, he just talked. There were no 
lights, no music, no drama, no special effects. 

"I'm trying to crank up the risk factor," Bell said. "I don't want to rest on 'Hey, the band was good, the 
guy had nothing to say.' This thing either works or it crash lands."  

So far, it has worked well enough that Bell has sold out most of the shows in his 24-city tour dubbed 
"Everything Is Spiritual." 

Traveling in a tour bus with his wife and two sons, the 35-year-old pastor started June 30 in Chicago 
and will end July 29 in Indianapolis after a trek including California, Georgia and New York. 

When not on the road, Bell is the pastor of Mars Hill Bible Church near Grand Rapids, Mich. The 
church, which Bell founded in 1999, draws more than 11,000 to weekend services. 

Bell's national reputation is built partly on "Velvet Elvis: Repainting the Christian Faith."  

The book has sold more than 130,000 copies in hardcover and paperback since it was published by 
Zondervan last year, said Karen Campbell, a spokeswoman for the publisher. 

But word also has spread on the Internet, and 30,000 to 56,000 listeners download his church 
sermons onto their MP3 players each week, she said. He also produces a popular DVD series. 



"To see him in a place like this is outrageously cool," said 19-year-old Michael White from Spring. "I've 
never seen a pastor walk into a bar, to sell out a bar."  

For nearly two hours on Wednesday he talked. The main point of his message was, well, that 
everything is spiritual. And he finished by telling his audience to stop searching for the path, or the 
seven steps to peace and spirituality. 

He started his talk at the beginning, the Bible's book of Genesis, which he referred to as an ancient 
near-Eastern epic poem. 

"The Bible begins with a poem that has got a rhythm, a cadence, a beat, a meter - it has a certain 
groove to it," he said. 

The talk was delivered with understated humor that his audience responded to with laughter and 
applause. But it also demanded attention as Bell wound his way through the Bible, Newton, Einstein, 
quantum physics and string theory as a way of illustrating the mysteries that arise in the pursuit of 
cold, hard facts. 

He offered critique of the church, which can become an exclusive address for God, he said. And he 
critiqued religion's emphasis on doctrinal distinctions. 

"It is possible for church to work against spirituality," he said. 

Mars Hill Bible Church is a nondenominational congregation, Bell said. Both the church and Bell have 
been discussed in the context of the Emergent church movement, a label Bell declines. 

Indeed, the Emergent church often calls itself a conversation and often defies classification. Some 
churches and leaders remain close to evangelical understandings of theology such as the authority of 
the Bible. Others veer toward more liberal interpretations, said Jim Hamilton, assistant professor of 
biblical studies at the Houston campus of Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary. 

All seek ways to make the Christian message relevant in a post-modern society, he said. For Hamilton, 
the question is whether placing the Gospel in the current cultural context corrupts it. 

Bell says he stays away from political categories of religious right and religious left. 

"We are passionate about people being healed on the inside, and we are passionate about society 
being healed on the outside," Bell said. "We would call that the whole Gospel." 
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