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Sammanfattning:

Staden Turlock i Kalifornien har länge varit påverkad av svensk-amerikaner, likväl som av svensk-amerikanska och andra protestantiska kyrkor. De svensk-amerikanska kyrkorna hade till en början en utpräglad svensk identitet. Efter andra världskriget nedtonades detta mycket och de skapade en Amerikansk profil där den etniska bakgrunden nedtonades betydligt, för att ligga nästan på gränsen till en förnekelse av detta. En stor del av detta kan härledas till de krafter som gjorde att de på 1920-talet övergav svenska som språk. Vid denna tid upphörde den svenska massemigrationen och efter hand tvangs de söka sig nua medlemmar med andra etnsika "rötter" än svenska. Emellertid korrelerar detta inte helt med verkligheten, vilken visar på att etniciteten fortfarande är viktig trots att den nedtonas från officiellt håll; den beslutande makten tillhör fortfarande i stor utsträckning svenksättlingarna. 


I fokus står Covenant Church, vilken har kopplingar med Missionsförbundet i Sverige, och de får representera de evangelistiska kyrkorna. För att beskriva arbetet i kyrkan finns även en "thick description", där en vanlig högmässa beskrivs, samt ett följande årsmöte där vi får lära oss om de olika aktiviteter som kontinueligt försigår inom den kyrkliga ramen.


Turlock domineras av den s.k. "kristna högern", vilka i stor utsträckning påverkar värderingar och beslutsfattande i denna stad. De värderingar som råder i detta samhälle kan verka mycket främmande för en svensk besökare. Exempelvis har kvinnan mycket av en roll som är underordnad mannen; dock känner hon sig sällan som förtyckt utan accepterar denna roll.


Papperet ger först en historisk bakgrund om svensk-amerikanerna i Turlock, samt hur samhället har utvecklats till en "kyrkostad". Därefter behandlas det samtida Turlock där det visas på den religiösa influensen i stadens uppbyggnad och hur framför allt de evangelistiska kyrkorna (där flertalet "svensk-amerikanska" kyrkor ingår) har påverkat.


*

Papperet är ett led i att bringa ordning i reflektioner efter ett just avslutat 17 månaders fältarbete. Inga referenser ges, eftersom det insamlade fältmaterialet ännu inte anlänt till Sverige. Min roll i denna reflektion är antagligen ganska tydlig (vilket den inte borde vara), men speglar egentligen de värderingar som emanerar från en samhällsyn kan härledas till det svenska samhället. Detta är något som jag arbetar vidare på för att försöka förmedla en bild som är mer "objektiv".

From Swedes to Swedish-Americans: Religious and Ethnic Identity Among Swedish-Americans in Turlock, California
Introduction
In this paper the "Swedishness" in some denominations of Swedish background in Turlock, California, will be explored. First I give a short overview of their development on a national level, as well as the development of Turlock. The former Swedish churches have long considered themselves "American", something that has been a conscious choice. As I suggest in the paper, the change was more or less unavoidable, at least the language shift to English. But still today in the 1990s, there appears to be slight traces of their ethnic "roots", which we will look into more in detail.


In Turlock, which has over 50 churches, religion is very important, and every major denomination is represented. This will be further looked upon here, and it appears that the reason has to be sought in the early history of the booming town, when many different ethnic groups arrived — they all founded their own churches. Religious identity in Turlock appears, at least on the surface, to be more important, and deeper rooted, than ethnic identity. But is it really this simple? If religion and ethnicity are treated as separate entities, do they then have to be either/or? As I argue in the paper, they are different segments of people's lives, but at times they coincide. If the church has such a high standing in people's lives, is there any room left for a creation of a belongingness on the group level, or is that up to every individual?


There are several churches of Swedish background in Turlock, but space limits the discussion to only a few of them. The Covenant Church will especially be scrutinized, mainly because of its impact on Turlock as a community. For that reason it will in this presentation often come to represent all of the so called "evangelical churches", which also means the majority of the churches of a Swedish background. How this evangelical environment has come to affect Turlock as a community is an interesting topic to look at. In these churches there is a view of women that differs from the view in contemporary Sweden: in Turlock's evangelical churches, the women are seen as subordinate to the men. This has much come to influence the work in the churches, with a genderized separation. Can the women cope with this and do the women themselves see it as a problem?


In the 1920s, there was a language shift almost overnight in all of the Swedish churches, which was met with some resistance. In this presentation we will look deeper into the motives behind that rapid change of language, and also touch upon the identity of the church. Most of the "Swedish" churches in Turlock were formed mainly as a result of the pietistic movement in Sweden in the 1800s. Do any of those values remain in the American context in the churches, who as denominations have existed for over a hundred years, or can it be so that they have become "mainstream protestant churches" now in the 1990s?


Throughout the paper I use "Swedish" when I mean Swedish-American. The reason is that "Swedish-American" is a concept not used by common people; they call themselves "Swedes". Some of the people under study would probably disagree with parts of this paper, especially when it comes to my naive (or oversimplified) explanations of their religion. I am aware of this, and know that I have to work harder with some of my informants/friends to make them a better representation. Therefore, this paper should be considered a draft of a topic which will be given more consideration in my forthcoming doctoral thesis.

Historical background: Swedish-American churches
All "Swedish-American" denominations have their roots in the Swedish "free religious" movement in the 1800s
, which in turn goes even further back and can be traced to movements on continental Europe in the 17th century. This pietistic movement emphasized a religious experience; to be converted. These people have also been called läsare ("readers"), because they read the Bible themselves, which was only allowed for the pastors in the Lutheran Church, who in turn was controlled by the State. The early emigration (1840s-50s) from Sweden to America, was to a large degree due to religious persecution by the State government and the Church; in 1858 the Conventicles Edict was officially was given up by the State. An assumption is that it was present much longer in local parishes, as it is a common "truth" that governmental decisions often take a long time to reach the lowest layers. That, in turn, would imply that there was emigration several years after 1858, due to religious persecution. All "Swedish-American" churches can trace their background to the first emigrants in the 1840s and 50s, although some of the denominations were officially formed a little later.


Most of the Swedes in the Turlock area were of pietistic background — the only exception was the Lutherans — something which came to influence the development of the area in general. In this pietistic background, everything people do should be dedicated to "Him". In all of the evangelical churches the goal is to serve God in the best way, thus gaining access to an eternal life in heaven. As all spiritual commitment should be dedicated to God, it would imply that the ethnic identity becomes subordinate. Of course it is not that simple in people´s actual behavior.


To become member of the Covenant Church, and I presume it is the same in the other evangelical churches, it is not sufficient to only believe in God — you have to have an experience with God. This is sometimes referred to as "born again", and could be called a kind of initiation where people become members of the "in-group". There is a clear demarcation between the in- and out-group among these people: either you are "born again", thus belonging to the "in group", or you are not. Much personal friendship is built among these believers; others form more or less an "out-group". Being in this "in-group", people have much in common; a belongingness is created.


It was long maintained in studies of the Swedes in America that they were quick to assimilate. This view began to change in the 1960s; nowadays historians and sociologist see the early Swedish immigrants as being good at adapting to the new environment, but largely maintaining their distinction as "Swedes". In other words, they quickly became Swedish-Americans, not being completely Swedish nor Americans; a new ethnic identity developed. The Swedes in Turlock were no exception: except for necessary affiliation with people at the work place, while shopping, and the like, they found comfort in being with each other. However, they did not affiliate with fellow Swedes in general, but rather a certain group, namely their church group. The churches/ congregations functioned, and to some extent still function, like small communities, and there were remarkably little affiliation with people from outside this limited church group. As almost all of them were Swedish or of Swedish descent, their identity as Swedes was seldom questioned, but more or less were taken for granted among themselves. 


Although all the churches in America with a Swedish background now have an "Anglo" profile (also known as "WASPs") it is commonly claimed that it is there where the Swedish (group) identity has survived most. That is probably based on the estimations that only 100,000 of perhaps 10-12 million Americans with some Swedish background
 belong to a Swedish-American organization. The Swedes are now spread all over the country, although relatively few of them are found in the South. Not having fellow "ethnics", it is difficult to maintain an ethnic identity: you often become fully American, seldom reflecting on your background, which also often has become mixed with other ethnic backgrounds. In the areas where the Swedes settled, they also founded congregations, although some areas, like San Francisco, were more secularized. As the ethnic identity often was rooted in the church, it was seldom necessary to engage in secular organizations. Many of the worldly clubs and organizations nowadays struggle to keep up the ethnic interest among newer generations, and they often face problems with doing that. 

Historical background: Turlock
Turlock was founded in 1871 and prospered for a few decades, but after a devastating fire 1893, not much remained of the town when the first Swedes arrived in 1902 (it is said that only some 2-300 people lived there). Through the effort of one man, Nels Hultberg, a former missionary to the Covenant Church, the Turlock area was rapidly filled with Swedes from all over the country. Few, if any, came directly from Sweden. The largest influx of Swedes was in the years of 1903-4 and some years after: some claim that over a period of 15 months, 975 Swedes arrived in the Turlock area
. The influx of Swedes to Turlock never really came to an halt, but more to a trickle after the 1930s. Even today, Covenant Village — a retirement community owned by the Covenant Church of America — attracts some Swedes from around the country.


Hultberg advertised in Missionsvännen, a weekly paper spread all over the U.S., and closely related to the Covenant Church of America, then a church for the Swedish immigrants. Most Swedes at this time were Lutherans, both in Sweden and in America, but Turlock became an exception as the great majority were Covenanters. Soon after the Swedes arrived, Covenant Churches were formed both in Turlock and in the nearby Hilmar, a colony founded by Hultberg. In fact, most of the first Swedes were farmers who settled outside Turlock in what was called the Hilmar Colony; Hilmar did not form as a town until 1917. Some of the new settlers in the area became businessmen in Turlock, and there were also artisans who found their way to Turlock. 

Ethnically diversified, with many churches
With the arrival of water for irrigation in 1902, the area also attracted many other people of various ethnic groups. Soon a sharp ethnic division commenced, the rail-road tracks being the main divider: the Swedes were found west of the tracks; "Americans" and others east of the tracks. Many Portuguese from the Azores and Assyrians from Iraq arrived, but it was only the Swedes who came on a large scale. It was a more or less organized move to Turlock for the Swedes — it had the character of group migration from some mother colonies — which may explain why they so quickly became involved in local business and politics. From the beginning they met with resistance from the "Anglos" (or, "Americans"), but the latter soon realized that the Swedes could not be stopped, and thus found that it was better to cooperate with them. The influence of the Swedes (and a few older Anglo families) in business and local politics, was almost total for a long time, even though many people of other national origins came to the area. It is a well known fact that it is difficult to take power away from those who already have it; the power relations are created in the formative years of a city. The churches played no minor role in maintaining the power of the Swedes. The anthropologist Ishaya (1985:137. For reference, see footnote below) writes that, "[the Swedes] were well organized through their churches which acted as campaign headquarters promoting their own candidates for political office."


Turlock has a high concentration of churches, and most denominations found in America are represented. In the early 1930s Turlock appeared in Ripley´s Believe it or not
, as the city in America with most churches per capita. There are still more churches than the national average, but as the city has experienced much growth over the years, Turlock is no longer unique: there is now a little over 50 churches for a population of 50,000. A reason for the high number of churches is, according to local historians, that when new groups arrived on the Turlock scene, they were denied access to the existing churches controlled by other ethnic groups
.


With so many churches, Turlock soon acquired its religious character, with the vast majority of the community leaders belonging to the Protestant churches. The Protestant churches are those with the most influence in local politics. Traditionally, you have had to belong to one of these if you aspired to political power. 

Language shift to English
There was often a language barrier between the older and newer generation Swedes. In all the Swedish churches, services were held in Swedish until the mid-1920s. Many of the people born before the mid-1920s in Turlock have told me they spoke only Swedish up until they began school. In school they had to learn a new language, English. They were often teased for speaking with a funny accent, which made many of them ashamed of speaking Swedish, and therefore ceased to do so. This appears to have been a justifiable reason for the younger members to reject the Swedish language, thus forcing the church to change to English; they fully wanted to become Americans without giving up their religion (which they most often were born into by their parents). This was also a general trend in churches belonging to other ethnic groups, like, for instance, the Assyrians and the Portuguese. 


Within a short time-span all American churches of Swedish background changed to the use of English in their service. This was not limited to Turlock, but was a general trend in almost all Swedish churches in America during the 1920s and 30s. The rapid language shift to English in the Swedish churches was due to several reasons: the youngsters who were born in America had difficulties in understanding Swedish, and, quite possibly, many of them then threatened to leave the Swedish churches for those where English was spoken, if the Swedish church didn´t change their language. There were also the idea of America as a "melting pot" — all of the immigrants had left the Old World behind, and now should become the new "race", namely Americans. This idea had long existed, but it was not until America joined the First World War in 1917 that it gained impact among the broad majority of people. During the war years, and some time after, Germans became a stigmatized group. Not only Germans were persecuted, though: also Scandinavians were often (mis-)taken for being pro-German (which in some cases were right). To show the rest of the Americans their willingness to assimilate, this was also a major force in introducing the English language into the religious services. Therefore I will ascribe the major cause to general forces outside the limited sphere of the ethnic groups, that is, the American society demanded that all ethnic groups, not only Scandinavians and Germans, abandoned their language and adapt to the language of their new country (and many members were born in America, thus having English as their first language). 


A common development for the Swedish-American churches in Turlock was the introduction of an English evening service once a month, but after only a few years the relation was inverted — the English language always gained ground at the expense of Swedish. There was much resistance to this, especially among many of the elderly, who are sometimes said to have believed that God only understood Swedish. 


As late as in the 1920s, almost a hundred percent of the members of the Swedish churches had a Swedish background. However, a few non-Swedes had become members, mainly by marrying a Swede. The reverse is also true: as the second generation became more Americanized they were more likely to find a future spouse outside the limited sphere of the Swedish group, and perhaps also joined another church.


The era of mass emigration from Sweden came to a definite halt during the Depression. After that, the churches had difficulties in recruiting new members of Swedish ancestry. To expand — the alternative might have been extinction — the churches began allowing people with other heritages to join. Around the years of WWII, they changed to become fully American churches. However, as we will later see, there are still some remnants of their ethnic heritage.


Covenant Church is now an American church, but there is an unmistakable Swedish(-American) aura over them. For example, they celebrate Lucia, "julotta" (early Christmas morning service), and sometimes hold a smörgåsbord. In their hymnal there is certain percentage of songs with Swedish and Swedish-American background, albeit with English lyrics. For example, two of the most popular psalms are originally Swedish: Children of the Heavenly Father ("Tryggare kan ingen vara") and How Great Thou Art ("O, Store Gud"). It is noteworthy that these songs are sung louder and perhaps also with more emotion, and they are also sung more often than many other "American" psalms. The songs originating from Sweden appear to be very important for the Swedes, as they, for example, are frequently used at funerals for those with Swedish background.


Few of the Swedes in Turlock have belonged to a Swedish organization. The local lodge of the Swedish-American organization The Vasa Order of America has only a handful of people who also are members of an evangelical church. The reason, it is commonly maintained among church members, is that Vasa, being a "secret organization", is competing with the church. For this reason there has been much resistance among the priesthood. Therefore, much of the official ethnic identities created by the large Swedish-American organizations has not directly affected the Swedes in Turlock. People's ethnic identity has come from other sources: many of the Swedes had contact with relatives in Sweden, and in the 20th century, with the ease of modern transportation, it was not uncommon to make a journey to the Old Country. In this way new Swedish traditions like Smörgåsbord and Lucia were introduced to the other Swedes in Turlock; I would say that this was the pattern throughout all of "Swedish America". Input must also have come from letters and other Swedes in America having contact with Sweden, but of course also indirectly from the national Swedish-American organizations.

Present Turlock
Many evangelical churches
The majority of the protestant churches in Turlock are in the tradition of being evangelical. This means that the ideology of the church is that everything in the Bible is God´s word
. Religion is ever present in Turlock. A group with much power, albeit indirect, is the Turlock Evangelical Association of Ministers, TEAM. This group of pastors, from perhaps 30 of the city's churches, are in a way setting policy for the whole community. What is discussed at their meetings is later brought forth in their respective congregations. Many of the members of the congregations are active in secular community life, as, for example, businessmen active in service clubs and in local politics
 at different levels (for example in different school boards). This taken together implies that the predominant values are both reified and re-enforced. 


TEAM maintains that there are only minor differences among the (evangelical) denominations and churches in Turlock, and that they all strive for the same goal. I would say that this is probably an overstatement which does not fully correspond with reality, but there is certainly some truth in it. During a year´s cycle there are many activities where TEAM are involved in one way or another: "Christian Crusades" are arranged almost every year, drawing sizable crowds. During the year there are also many "community services", where all Turlockers are invited, for example at the large Christian holidays like Christmas and Easter. This way the people in the evangelical tradition becomes even more knitted together in their beliefs. However, there are many off-splits in the history of Turlock churches, and there are many people that have changed church affiliation at least once during their lifetime.

"Swedish" churches
In Turlock proper, there are five churches of Swedish or Scandinavian origin
, four of them in the evangelical tradition. Of course, there are many other churches where Swedes can be found. For example, I have seen one figure given by a pastor in one of the American Methodist congregations, who in the mid-1960s claimed that close to half of the membership had Scandinavian background. This has much to do with the fact that there has been spin-offs from all the original churches: sometimes new churches have been founded, sometimes many people have joined another church. Another common reason is, that when someone of Swedish background has married someone belonging to another church, the person might have joined this particular church
. Swedes are now found in almost all of the protestant churches; very few are Catholics, not many have no church affiliation at all. 


The last church to be organized, but the first to become Americanized, was Bethel Temple. Bethel Temple is a Pentecost church, and had from the beginning the character of being more of a "Scandinavian" church. In more recent years there has been off-shoots where other churches has been founded.


Nazareth Lutheran Church was founded by Swedes in 1912, and is the only one not being of the evangelical tradition. However, quite a number of the members are raised in a more "conservative" religious tradition. This led to a crisis in 1972, when the church had a pastor who professed the Bible should be interpreted, that is, what is written in the Bible should not be taken literally
. About twelve families left this fairly small church, and the majority of them joined Good Shepherd Lutheran Church. Good Shepherd has a German background and belongs to the Missouri Synod; Nazareth belongs to the considerably larger Lutheran Church of America (but was an independent denomination until 1962, when they merged with the larger body). Good Shepherd is evangelical in ideology and run by a Board of Deacons, all consisting of men.


Two of the churches have a common denominational background: in 1878, Mission Covenant Church was founded after a pattern from the Mission Church in Sweden. In 1885 they had a serious split, where perhaps half of the pastors chose to form a new denomination, The Evangelical Free Church (which also had some Norwegian members: Sweden and Norway were then in a union, which also affected the cooperation in America). The most visible ideological difference between the denominations was, and still is, their affiliation to the national church body: the Free Church emphasized more autonomy for the local churches than did Covenant Church.


Turlock Evangelical Free Church was founded in 1906, mainly by a group of Swedes who arrived from Colorado, and who missed the church they had back there. There has not been any direct split-offs from this one to form a new church, but there has been some desertion among small groups as a result of disagreement — usually personal or theological, and sometimes both. The Covenant and the Free churches are very similar in theology, and there has always been some cooperation, both at denominational and local level.


The most influential of the "Swedish" churches in Turlock has been, and still is, the Covenant Church. In 1966 the church had a very serious split-off, when about half of the membership, together with the pastor, left the church to found Monte Vista Chapel, which is non-denominational. The official reason was disagreement with how North Park College — owned by the Covenant Church of America — was managed. Of course some of the people who left the church did so for personal reasons, for example to follow other family members who'd left for the new church However, this split many families, and there are still today people who are bitter over what happened 30 years ago. They condemn the pastor, who they say misled the flock.


Calvary Baptist Church was founded in 1908 by a small group of Swedes, and together with Nazareth Lutheran Church is the smallest of the "Swedish" congregations. Both the Baptist and Covenant Church belong to national bodies who have not merged with other "American" bodies. Therefore much of the power is still in the hands of the descendants of the Swedish immigrants at all levels in these denominations. 

Genderized religion
In all of the above mentioned churches, except the Lutheran Church, there is a clear division between the sexes regarding church politics and their place in the church hierarchy. However, I have found that in three out of five of the churches with Swedish background, the women were instrumental in founding the church
. It is said that their husbands were out in the fields working, while the women took care of the home. Sometimes the women had a little spare time to visit with each other, and it was in their homes that religious discussions started. Something spiritual was lacking in their lives. They continued to gather in their homes, and discussions began about calling a pastor and starting a church. At this point, I would guess, the men had become involved. That it is the women who were behind the founding of the church is not emphasized in the official church histories; it may be mentioned in one sentence, if mentioned at all.


When the church was founded, both husband and wife were credited as charter members, but the powers of running the church belonged to the male sphere. The women gathered in their own societies, often having activities to raise funds for different items that the church needed. Still today it is common for the women to gather in their own associations at all levels of church work, that is, within the congregation all the way up to national level. Often they have meetings at the same time and location as the men, but in different rooms. This is not unique for the churches with a Swedish background, but is common in almost all churches in the evangelical tradition, and probably in many others too. The first church authorizing women to vote, was the Nazareth Lutheran Church in 1916, but it took a long time before they held any positions within the church. 


Interestingly, there is not much opposition from the women to this belief system where women are recognized as subordinate to men, and most of them take it for granted; there is support for it in the Bible. Recently a woman commented on their position in relation to their husbands: "We women are chosen [by God] to be a help-mate to hour husbands."
 Of course, there are some women not satisfied with this, and who are in some way struggling for equality between the sexes in the churches, but they meet resistance from many of their fellow women as well as many men. 


In many parts of America it has been common, up until recently, for women to use their husbands name and a "Mrs." (for example "Mrs John Anderson"). In discussions with female informants, they have told me that they have always done this, and never reflected upon it until I asked about it; it has been taken for granted. When looking in newspaper articles from the 1940s, I found that all married women used their husbands name; in the early 1960s most of them did it; in the mid-1980s it was still common, but was changing to use the woman's given name. Now in the mid-1990s some women, mainly elderly, still use their husbands name, but the younger use their own in most situations (but not always, as this system is deeply rooted in people's minds). Elderly women have explained to me that they feel more comfortable in "doing as they always have done", that is, using their husbands name. It should be noted, though, that the use of the husband's name has only been related to the official sphere — among friends and relatives they have used their own given name. 

Church councils
Theoretically, the churches have been run by a church council (under different a epithet in different denominations). This is to a large extent valid today. In the earlier years, however, the pastor held considerable power, even though the church officially was run by the council. A most striking example of this is from the Nazareth Lutheran Church: during the second half of the 1920s, pastor X held office. He was often seen as a guest at the social gatherings at the local Vasa lodge. I do not know if he used alcohol, but he was at least a smoker. Pastor X moved to another church in 1930, and later that year pastor Y arrived in Turlock to take over the church. Almost overnight he imposed new rules for the church: social dancing, smoking, and affiliation with fraternal organizations, and much else was banned. I doubt that there had been much change in composition of the church council, but the new pastor in some way managed to control the church. I have heard from different sources that much changed immediately, and they have told me that the (new) rules were seen by many as too rigid. 


Today the Nazareth Lutheran Church is considered a fairly liberal church in Turlock, and is thus often looked down upon from the members of the evangelical churches. Still the pastor has some power, mainly over religious matters, but the council runs the church and makes its policy. Council members are elected from both sexes and there appears to be minimal distinction between the sexes
. To further enhance the democracy, and to involve more of the church members, council members are limited to two terms, a period of six years in total. They then must step down until there is a new opening; there have been cases where a member has been elected again after having being away for only a year
.

Covenant Church: major employer in Turlock
Turlock Covenant Church has been, by far the single most influential church in the building of the community in Turlock's history. In 1917, they were the major force behind the decision to start a hospital in Turlock, although they had help from other Swedes in the community. Several years later they also founded a retirement home, which now has been expanded to a retirement community, Covenant Village, with some 350 people living there — almost half the number of guests have Swedish background. Covenant Church is the major employer in Turlock, with over 1,100 people employed. Few people in Turlock are aware of this fact. Emanuel Medical Center (the only hospital in town) and Covenant Village are located next to each other, where they also have a skilled nursing home belonging to Covenant Church. Covenant Village is directly run by the denomination. The hospital (medical center) is owned by the denomination, but run by a board of directors. A little more than half of the directors are elected from the Covenant Churches in Turlock and Hilmar, and the rest are so called "community people", all dedicated Christians; the hospital and retirement homes operate "according to Christian principles".


Closely related is an organization called Emanuel Medical Center Auxiliary, founded in 1960. Their purpose is to raise money to certain projects at the hospital, as well as to serve the patients. Since some years ago they allow men, but there are only a few men among this group of about 500 active. The Auxiliary claims to have members from "all walks of life", but by consulting the directory over the years since its inception, I have found that they mainly are white middle class. Almost all of the presidents have had Swedish background, and that also is true of the officers.


There seems to be a considerably large involvement by people of Swedish descent in all of the above mentioned organizations, something which many Swedish-Americans might not even realize!

The Church' place in the life cycle
At the individual level, most people of Swedish background in Covenant Church identify themselves as Swedes, and I would suggest that they are also recognized by others, as being Swedes. In their work for the church, they act as members, not being of a certain ethnic background. Belonging to a church like the Covenant implies so much more than, for example, being active in the Lutheran Church in Sweden. Most of the Covenanters have grown up belonging to this church, but they have also gained many converts. Growing up in a church like this means that you become involved in all the activities connected with it: as a toddler and young child you are taken care of in a children´s group during the sermons. 


Early in life you begin Sunday School, where you are taught the basics of the Christian faith. When you get a little older, there are musical groups, Bible studies, and much more. Chances are that several days of the week are dedicated to activities arranged by the church. There is not yet much gender segregation among juveniles. Boys and girls together belong to youth groups, who often have activities along with youngsters from other congregations at camps belonging to the Covenant Church. 


At this age it is common for the girls to be drawn into the female sphere in the congregation, thus becoming formed in a slightly different way than the boys. For the boys there is not so much of a change: there are no "male clubs" in the church. Instead it more or less is the men constituting the church, and thus represent the congregation as a whole. In the male sphere much is taken for granted, and, at least up until present time, few have reflected about the fact that the women more or less lack power in the church. I am uncertain if women can be ordained in the Covenant Church, but I think they can. However, it would be unthinkable to hire a woman as pastor in the politically and religiously conservative Turlock.

Sunday Morning Service: a "thick description"
Although much religious activity is found during all days of the week, both for the individual members and the church in general, I here will try to describe the Sunday morning service, which is the most important of the week. In Turlock Covenant Church the service begins at 10 a.m., but many of the members have gathered in Bible classes (Sunday school for adults) an hour before. Well before 10 they meet in the church, talking to friends, asking about how they, or someone near to them, feel. Seldom is religion mentioned, which is probably due to that they all know why they are at church. Instead, they ask about more "earthly things", like how some relative is doing, or perhaps how business is going; as I have seen it, this is also a moment to confirm both present and future business contacts. 


To exemplify the work in the church, I give my observations from a Sunday morning service (January 15, 1995, which was four months into my field work), and it is followed by the annual meeting, which gives a description of other things connected to the church. This is a slightly edited version taken from my field notes:


When I arrived to the Covenant Church I didn't see anyone I know, but suddenly a familiar face showed up: it was [man] Hedberg and his wife who sat down next to me. It looked like there were more people today than when I was there last time, but this might be due to that they have their annual meeting today (I did not count them today) [probably around 300]. I also think there were more youth here also: to the right in the front row sat perhaps ten kids from Faith Home Ranch [for juvenile delinquents, and who several churches are taking care of], who are bussed here every Sunday. Further to the left sat nine young girls who, like me, takes notes. After the service they report to their confirmation teacher about the service (I got all this explained by [man] who sat next to me). 


When I entered the church ten minutes before service, there was piano music playing as a welcome. Pastor Dick (he goes here under his given name) says in a jokingly manner that the one side are Cowboys, and the other are 49:ers (it is football playoff tonight). He starts by reading announcements about coming events. Then he leads a very short prayer, before the choir starts singing. After that its time for the pastor to read a little, with the congregation answering: the text is in the folder which everybody was handed when they entered. The pastor mentioned it is "Missions Sunday" today, whatever that is. Then the choir sings again.


It seems like they have different messages on the "bonader" [a kind of hanging tapestry] in front: today's messages are on the first "Restore to me the Joy of your Salvation (Psalm 51:12)", and "Create in me a Pure Heart O God (Psalm 51:10)". There is a second round of "respondent reading", this time from the red hymn book (they have a green one too). This is led by the youth pastor Greg Peterson. Then it is singing again by two ladies, accompanied only by a piano [names].


There are lots of people we should think of in our prayers: the pastor mentions two persons that are in hospital, being treated for pneumonia, and other people that we also can read about in the folder. Then he starts a longer prayer. Somewhere in the middle he stops for a pause of about half a minute, before finishing. We sing a little, and the choir marches to the pews in the front rows. I have had a quick look in the psalm book: one which was sung today was made by someone called Liljestrand, born 1931, so he is probably Swedish-American.


With us today, as guest speaker, is pastor [man] Carlson who has been brought up in San Jose. He talks about "the Book of Acts" in the Bible. He also says that Covenant Church has become bigger in Africa (more than 100,000 members) than in the US. 


[He] has attended Pacific University first and then North Park College [which is run by Covenant Church]. He is married to [] Lindquist, so he seems to keep on the Swedish heritage. He has been a missionary in Zaire since 1989, and before that he was, amongst others, in Belgium. He has recently moved back from Africa, and settled in Florida, where his in-laws live. His in-laws are well known here, as the congregation has sponsored their missionary life for many years. [The missionary] ends his speech with a prayer. 


The church is more sparsely decorated today: only a big bouquet of flowers is in front of the pulpit. As usual, I gave a dollar in the offering bowl. If that doesn't take me all the way to Heaven, it will at least give me a nice view. The service is ended with the congregation standing up singing ("benediction" in the program). The organ plays when the service is over. When I leave my row I observe that the elderly man in front of me has a Swedish flag as a tie-pin, and I start a conversation with him. His name is Johnson, which he said was Johansson in Sweden. He visited Sweden some ten years ago. I think he is born in America, but he speaks Swedish to me after a while. I was also introduced to the younger man right in front of me, and who is one of the directors for TID (he also showed up for the later meeting in the social hall). After the service Dan invited me to their business meeting in the social hall in the basement. I told him I was not a member, but he said he would be glad to have me there. When we came down there they first served lunch (lasagna, served by Del and Geneva, and a few more), probably made in their large kitchen. I was also introduced to [woman, married to a retired pastor] Englund, who later sat down at our table. She has been working some 20 years as a substitute teacher in Hilmar.


I was told that the Spanish-speaking have their service at the same time as the "English" Covenanter's. There are also plans to mix twice a month in the Sunday evening service. The service will be a little longer as they need interpreters, but this way they will also come a little closer. 


They have meetings like this four times a year, but this is their annual meeting. Dan tells me he is chairman for the children's committee (toddlers from eight weeks and up). The proper name seems to be "Covenant Park Children's Center", and it is directed by some [woman] Keddy. During the whole business meeting he whispers extra information to me, for which I am grateful. We are all given the annual report together with today's agenda. I estimate that about 65 persons have showed up here, and there are about 50/50 women and men.


All the chairmen (or, as many prefer to call them in America, chairpersons) gives a short report from the work of their committee. [Man] Hedberg is the second one to give a report, and the first thing he does is to introduce me. But as he says, many of those present have probably already met me. He has an interesting angle to his report, as it is more emotional than rigid and formal. [Woman] Videen gives a report of Covenant women ministries, where she holds the chair. [Man] Vogt gives a report on Christian education. [Man] Gabrielson is responsible for organizing the Holy Communion, which is given once a month. He holds a low profile in his speech. Dick [] gives the pastor's report. He says he is giving a short one, but when he is there he remembers more and more, so it turns out to be the longest of them all. Also Dick is pretty much quiet, especially if you consider him being a pastor. He mentions the coming service with the Hispanics (Iglesia Del Pacto), and says we are then becoming more multicultural when that starts. There will also be an "Evangelical Crusade" at the Fairgrounds in May. At present there are 15-20 churches involved in the planning, but they expect some 35 to participate. Dick is one of the 3-4 co-chairmen for that event. [Man] Peterson, youth pastor, says he works with both Junior High, Senior High, and College. 


Since beginning of 1994 there is a new organization of the church. [Man] Ahlem is chairman, and it seems that he and the two pastors work as a kind of executives.[He] is also chairman of the meeting today. He looks young, but I would guess he is in his early forties. The meeting was over after perhaps 45 minutes, and we finnish with a prayer.


I was advised by Dan to show up in Covenant Church 21st of March, as they are dedicating the addition of the organ then, and he said the church will be full. We were also informed that they are rebuilding the restrooms to fit the disabled. This is facilitated by fundraising made by Covenant Women Ministries. 


Information from the folder I received when arriving at the church today: they have four different groups of child care during service: infants, toddlers, two-year-old's, and story hour. The people taking care of these are different from time to time. They also give announcements for what happens in other evangelical churches, which can be of interest for the church members. A page is also devoted to "Community Prayer Requests", as I have seen in other churches too. They often give the reason, for example cancer treatment, death, etc. They also include Church Ministries, The Church Around The World And Home (Sweden included this week, together with Russia, Togo, and others), Covenant Denominational Leaders, Covenant Missions, and Our Church Families (what is that? Mentioned is [woman] Hedquist and Mr and Mrs [man] Hedstrom and family).


Turlock Covenant Church 1994 Annual Report: first page is an address to all churches from the president of Covenant church, Paul E. Larsen, where he says they got 18,000 new members in Zaire in 1993. In the pastor's report, he mentions they have changed to being steered by a council (I think they are five members — [man] Hedberg said something that four of them have already been elected, and the fifth was elected today; they had an election that went almost without notice). He also mentions Cornerstone Covenant Church, which started on September 25 last year. He say they are growing and reaching new people on the northern side of the town, and he sees an opportunity in that. He is also talking about "the Westside Ministries" which is some kind of cooperation between the churches here on the west side. The young men from Faith Home Teen Ranch are now also attending Sunday School, but they are not involved in the confirmation, only in the class time. He also says that [man] Gabrielson has coordinated congregational care with grace and love. The statistics say they had 409 active members 1/1 1994, and 393 1/1 1995. 


In [man] Peterson's report from Youth Ministry, you can read about several of their many activities during the year. There is also a report from Dr Kidwell, who is Director of Music. In their music school they have had some 130 students in the choral classes on Wednesdays (do the churches here have the same function as "kommunala musikskolan" in Sweden?). In [woman] Videen's report from Covenant Women's Ministries, it appears to be lots of activities, and they also seem to be closely connected with the Hospital auxiliary. They also mentions "our two hospitals in Zaire", which must mean that they're sponsoring them from here (perhaps together with other churches). In December they have their Lucia Brunch, which means they still celebrate their Swedish heritage.


Report on Worship and Music is delivered by both [woman] Rudeen and Vogt. He mentions that [man] Peterson was worship leader (with xx), and Gabrielson (together with many others) were songleader. Interesting is that he say they hosted Monte Vista Chapel in June (is there no schism any longer — the two churches split in 1966). But the "splitter" left the new church soon after it was founded). Gabrielson gives an annual report from congregational care, and of special interest is his report on the new Church Council. He says that any action brought to the council can either be reviewed by a small subcommittee of the Council until the next meting, or be acted immediately (in this way it works a lot faster than before). The Council have replaced the nominating committee job of finding 140 people to serve in various positions, and has given that responsibility to each Council representative (what he says here is that they are going around the "democratic principles", if I have understood him right; the Council members gets a lot of power). It seems like that the Council members are heads of committees, that serves the need of the church. 


The last of the report is giving the names of those missionaries they support (and their spouses and children; it seems to be a male dominated missionary. But perhaps that is due to that all here are married — no single woman or man is sent out).


All in all, I think I have seen quite a few Swedish names here, but of course there are other names too (but some with other names may consider themselves Swedish-Americans).

As we have seen here, there is much more going on in the church than only the Sunday service. With all these activities, and the individual's involvement, they build up a belongingness; they become much of a family. Quite a number of the people involved in leading positions are of Swedish background. A reason might be that they are from families who have belonged to this church for a long time. The newer members are most often of another ethnic background than Swedish. I work with the assumption that there exists a network among the Swedes, which they might not always even be aware of. Most of the older families with Swedish background have known each other for long, and might be more prone to elect the people they know well to positions within the church, rather than newer members; it may be a decision on a more unconscious level, based on something like finding more sympathy for a "fellow Swede". Thus I would suggest that people are not always elected to positions because they are of a certain ethnic background, but rather that they are familiar to many people in the church.


Two new churches have been founded in recent years. One is Hispanic, which is more or less autonomous, and they use the same premises as the main church. Another church has been founded in the northern part of town. Officially, this was no split, but rather a need to get more members from the areas where Turlock grows quickest. However, I know that there has ben some schisms among several members, and that some of them have chosen to join the new church.

Ideology
Much work in the evangelical churches is dedicated to convert others to the Christian faith. In this missionary work, my view is that men and women have been quite equal, at least earlier, and I know of numerous cases where young unmarried women have been sent to countries abroad to do missionary work. Considerably more energy has traditionally been concentrated on missions abroad than on the home mission. I have asked about that, and an answer I have often received is that they don´t choose where to go, but that is God´s decision; they get a call from above. In recent decades, more energy is dedicated to the home missions. For example, the Covenant Church of America concentrates much effort now on converting Koreans and Hispanics. However, the major energy is still concentrated on missions abroad.


A common view in Sweden is that American churchgoers are, to a large extent, pretending their religiosity; that visiting the church on Sundays is more or less compulsory, or something you do whether you are a deep believer or not. There might be some of these people in Turlock, but it is my sincere conviction that they are very few among those belonging to the evangelical churches. 


Prayer is seen as a means of affecting almost anything; they find guidance in their earthly behavior. Only the firm believers can do this. As I see it, there is a kind of "cause and effect" in this relation with God. With prayer you can reach and affect almost as much as you want. But in the prayers you also have to add humility: you don't ask God for personal favors, other than perhaps good health and longevity (to be able to fulfil as much work as possible for Him). Instead you pray for others: other's health, conversion to the Christian faith, success, and much more. According to the believers, prayer serves its purpose, and they can present an abundance of proof.


Underneath this belief, and accordingly affecting the earthly behavior, is a dream of "eternal life" in heaven (together with God). A common theme is also that Jesus Christ, an incarnation of God, died on the cross for our sins; he died for us. In their religious perceptions, we are all sinners, albeit there are degrees of it. The only way of paying for these sins of humanity is to live according to God's rules, which are set forth in the Bible, and then especially in the Gospels.


As I have understood it, a vast majority of the Christian Right believes in the so called Creationism Theory. In short, this "theory" is based on the biblical idea of the world being created in six days by God. This has later been developed in some Christian circles to be the foundation for theoretical explanations equal to Darwin's Theory of Evolution. As a matter of fact, they are almost always placed in opposition to each other. During my field work in the Turlock area, this topic was discussed almost daily in the Letter to the Editor in the two daily newspapers in the area, The Turlock Journal and The Modesto Bee. I have not quantitatively investigated this, but still would claim that the people for the Creationism theory have received considerably more space in the papers. A simple explanation to it might be that few others care about this topic: sending letters to the editor appears to have become a way for pro-Creationists to get their message out to the general public, both to those convinced and as a way to persuade/ convince others. In other words, it may be a way of saving souls, which is one of the major goals for evangelical churches. 


People are taught to fear God. Although I am not fully aware of how the contemporary conditions are in Swedish Christian churches, I think the idea has gone more toward loving God in Sweden, although fear is sometimes spoken of, perhaps more in the "free churches" than the Lutheran Church.

Ethnic identities in the "Swedish" churches
Turlock is not an "average Swedish-American community". Many of the people with a Swedish background belong to a church which has quite a number of others with the same background. It has thus become the paradox that it has been the churches trying to become American, where the Swedish identity has been most alive. The Swedish background is something that people talk about, at least when they affiliate with others of other ethnic background. The Swedishness is present in the "church atmosphere", however intangible — it is only the last 50 years or so that the churches have made a conscious effort of attracting people of other ethnic backgrounds.

I have no reliable figures on the ethnic composition in Turlock Covenant Church, but a rough estimation is that perhaps one third of the membership are of Swedish stock. For the denomination as a whole, that figure should be even lower. However, the power of running the church at all levels (e.g., local, regional, and national), is still much in the hands of the Swedes. 


It has been fairly common for people to find their future spouse in the local church, or among people from the same denomination. I am not sure how frequent that is today when the churches exercise less control over their members, but a qualified guess is that it still happens, although to a lesser degree than used to be the case not too many decades ago.


It is difficult for people to explain their "Swedishness" for me as an anthropologist, and I was given the answer that "it is something that we all are aware of; it just is there". They often have a romanticized idea of being "Swedish" — there is a longing to a country that perhaps never has existed. Among the Swedish-Americans in Turlock there is much disagreement to the predominant values in present Sweden, even among those who has never been there, and they accuse the Swedes of being too liberal in their views of sex and politics. However, that topic will be dealt with in another paper.

Conclusion
Ethnicity and religion may coincide to a certain degree, and in this paper it was investigated among Swedish-Americans in Turlock, where identity and religion have gone hand in hand. Especially in the U.S., many churches have a background in an ethnic or national group. However this is much down-played in most churches nowadays. It still can be found there to some degree, especially in the many historical books that has been written about the churches — there they cannot fail to recognize their ethnic background. In Turlock many people still talk about "Swede-churches", and that is mainly done by people not belonging to these churches! Thus we have the paradox that they are recognized by others as Swedish, while the churches consider themselves as American! Despite the churches´, and society´s efforts to homogenize its members into becoming "Americans", they have to some extent maintained their ethnic distinction. 


However the ethnic background is downplayed at the group level in the churches, there are still many people who identify themselves as Swedish-Americans. Although it is in their religious doctrines that everything should be subordinated to their "religious deeds", there is still room for ethnic expressions; often an intangible feeling of belongingness to a people across the Ocean. 


The evangelical environment in Turlock has to a large degree affected the development of the city. Membership in one of the evangelical churches has until recently been necessary to earn positions in local politics and other community affairs. A group with much power is the Turlock Evangelical Alliance of Ministers. This little group of perhaps 30 pastors, set policies that indirectly affect political (and other) decisions. Much is done in Turlock "according to Christian values", but I would claim that they are narrow values from the evangelical churches: the largest church is town is Catholic, but very few active in the community belongs to that one (or the several Assyrian churches); Turlock has become a stronghold for the so called "religious right".


One of the most influential churches has always been the Covenant Church. Few people realize that they are the largest employer in town
, with over 1,100 employees. If the voluntary organization Emanuel Medical Center Auxiliary, with its 500 active members (they are over 700 members), they would be almost twice as large as the second largest company in town! All their health care facilities are run according to "Christian principles", which in the end, I would claim, also affect their patients.


In the "thick description" we saw that there is much more going on in the church than just the Sunday service. With all the activities people have together, I would suggest that there is more or less an automatically created belongingness among the members, however not necessarily along ethnic lines. But, as we have seen, there have also been a history of splits in the churches. I am tentatively working with the assumption that the reason for this is also connected with how close people work together: in some cases it might be that clusters of people gather and that these in turn might develop different ideas of, for example, the ideology of the church, how it should be run, and other issues. When there is too much incongruity, either one of the groups leave the church. That was the case in the serious split in Covenant Church 1966, when almost half of the congregation followed their pastor to found a new church.


"Traditional family values" are predominant in the evangelical churches, and the woman's role is to raise the family. Most women raised in this environment accept those values. In fact, I know of many examples where it is the women who play the active part in sending their husbands to "evangelical conferences", where their values are reified; that it is the duty of the husband to be the dominant in the family. Since long there has been a struggle among American women against that view, but they find, with few exceptions, little or no support among the women in Turlock.


In the ideology it is maintained that we are all equal before God. However lightly touched upon in this paper, there have always been distinctions made between other groups: in the old days they distinguished themselves from other groups. Nowadays there is a distinction between white protestants, which is the group the majority of the members in the "Swedish churches" identify with, and other groups like Catholics, and people of other religions. At the official level, they accept all the new groups that join their churches. But even in the 1990s, it would more or less be unthinkable to marry a "non-white". To marry a Mexican, Korean, or Black, to name a few, would for most of the Swedes, be unthinkable. I find that very interesting, as it is these groups who they concentrate their efforts to convert!







     �It existed in Sweden to for some time from the late 1600s, but was forbidden by the government in 1726 by the Conventicles Edict.


     �Official figures from the 1990 census report told of 4.6 million people claiming to be Swedish in the question where they asked for ancestry. The figure for people with some Swedish ancestry should be considerably higher.


     �I have seen the figure referred to several times, but cannot confirm its accuracy.


     �A syndicated cartoon which gave odd "facts", in a way similar to what is found in Guinness Book of Records. The information about Turlock has never been verified.


     �In an anthropological dissertation about the Assyrians in Turlock, Ishaya gives several examples from people who testify that other groups were thrown out from the Swedish churches if they visited them (see Ishaya, Arin Beit Class and Ethnicity in Rural California: The Assyrian Community of Modesto-Turlock 1910-1985 Ph.D. 1985, from UMI, Ann Arbor, Mi. 1985.


     �Although they claim that they take the words in the Bible for the words of God, there are room for different interpretations. This has often led to schisms among the members, often resulting in splits, where the members have sometimes started a new church, and sometimes a group has joined another existing church. 


     �It is only 15 years ago since the first woman was elected to the city council. At the end of the 1980s and early 1990s, service clubs such as the Rotary and Lions clubs allowed women to become members (however, they only make up a fraction of the membership in these clubs).


     �In Hilmar,  a town of some 4.000 people, located five miles south of Turlock, there is a Covenant Church and a Lutheran Church, which both have a similar background. Hilmar is a part of the "Swedish" area, but I have chosen to exclude it in this paper.


     �It has been explained to me that it is common for an couple to marry in the woman´s church, but join the church the man belongs to. I have no statistical material which may validate this.


     �This was also a reason for the serious split of the local Covenant Church in 1966 (see below), but there the discussions about interpretations of the Bible were more among pastors on denominatinal level. 


     �This is a mixture of the story of the three churches, but as there is so much similarity between them, I take the freedom to make them into one story.


     �A voice from the presidential campaign in the U.S., broadcast at the Swedish newsprogram Aktuellt, March 5, 1995.


     �There are some women ordained in the Lutheran Church in America, which is the name of the denomination. However, I have found that there is a consensus of not wanting a female pastor in this particular congregation.


     �There are annual elections, but only one third of the three-year terms are elected because they want continuity of the council.


     �Even Turlock Chamber of Commerce fail to mention that, when they describe the city's employers in their reports.





