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MEGACHURCH PASTOR JAMES GAILLIARD  
PUTS FAITH IN AN ECONOMIC REVIVAL 
FOR EASTERN NORTH CAROLINA.

preacher,
politician,
power broker
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HOW A NEW CEO IS REHABBING LOWE’S CULTURE
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BUILDING A MEGACHURCH IS JUST PART OF THE 
INFLUENCE WIELDED BY A STATE LAWMAKER 

SEEKING TO REVITALIZE ROCKY MOUNT.

B Y  E D W A R D  M A R T I N

P H O T O S  B Y  C H R I S T E R  B E R G

s if borrowed from an eastern North Carolina sunrise, pastel bonnets and 
Sunday suits brighten the Rocky Mount sanctuary on Easter Day. In the 
SXOSLW��-DPHV�*DLOOLDUG�LV�ÁDQNHG�E\�ZKLWH�OLOLHV�DQG�WZR�SXUSOH�GUDSHG�
FURVVHV��(DVWHU·V�PHVVDJH��VD\V�WKH�WULP�SDVWRU��ZDJJLQJ�D�VOHQGHU�IRUHÀQJHU� 
for emphasis, is God’s promise of “victory over death and the grave.” 

Congregants murmur amens.
Gailliard had preached about death on another spring Sunday several years before. His son, 

Kyol, and two other young men, all in their 20s, had died after their car slammed into a brick 
wall and exploded.

At the morgue, “they told me not to look at him, that I’d never get the image out of my 
mind,” he says. “I unzipped the bag, and there was his charred body, but they couldn’t have been 
more wrong.” Today, the image he cherishes is of Kyol as his sound engineer, sitting at a nearby 
console every Sunday as he preached, sending his voice through the church.

 “I said, ‘God, when you sent me to Rocky Mount, this wasn’t part of the deal,’” he says. “But 
as a pastor, it was important for me to share my grief, to show people what it’s like to go through 
seasons in your life when you’re questioning God.” 

It has been 14 years since James David Gailliard sat down in borrowed space in Rocky Mount 
with a dozen others and founded Word Tabernacle Church. Collection plates yielded $75,000 
in 2005. Since then, he and the church have weathered personal tragedies, recession, hostile 
politics and other headwinds. Today, Word Tabernacle has 3,200 members, 33 employees, 
donations that exceed $3 million annually and assets of $14 million.

Tabernacle
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James Gailliard’s church emphasizes four 
themes: investing in people; improving the 
GSQQYRMX]��MRÂYIRGMRK�XLI�VIKMSR��MQTEGXMRK�
the world.
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0HDQZKLOH��LWV�VHQLRU�SDVWRU·V�LQÁXHQFH�KDV�
expanded outside the sanctuary into Rocky Mount’s 
power structure and the N.C. General Assembly, 
where Gailliard was elected as a freshman repre�
sentative last year. Word Tabernacle overlays the 
VSLULWXDO�ZLWK�GDLO\�EUHDG�QHFHVVLWLHV�RI�PHPEHUV�DQG�
RWKHUV�³�ÀQGLQJ�MREV��WUDLQLQJ��JURZLQJ�EXVLQHVVHV��
health care and, at times, paying overdue heating 
bills. Its Impact Center has mounted initiatives such 
DV�KHOSLQJ�ÀOO�MREV�DW�5RFN\�0RXQW�EDVHG�%DUQKLOO�
Contracting Co., one of the state’s largest contrac�
WRUV�ZLWK�������ZRUNHUV��´7KH\�SURÀOH�WKH�NLQGV�RI�
employees they’re looking for in certain positions and 
we, in turn, can help produce that employee through 
RXU�RZQ�LQWHUQDO�ZRUNIRUFH�GHYHORSPHQW�LQLWLDWLYHV�µ�
Gailliard says. 

The preacher was among those who persuaded 
VWDWH�OHDGHUV�WR�PRYH�WKH�����HPSOR\HH�'LYLVLRQ�RI�
Motor Vehicles headquarters from Raleigh to Rocky 
0RXQW��D�PDMRU�HFRQRPLF�ERRVW��*DLOOLDUG�PHW�ZLWK�
each of the 10 Council of State members who voted 
on the move. It’s what you might expect from the 
man who received a distinguished citizen award from 
the Rocky Mount Chamber of Commerce in 2016. 

“He’s at ease with the power brokers but also the 
guys at the end of a shovel,” says Norris Tolson, a 
former secretary of the N.C. departments of Com�
merce and Transportation who heads Carolinas 
Gateway Partnership, the industry recruiter for Nash 
and Edgecombe counties. 

ord Tabernacle operates from an 
��������VTXDUH�IRRW�IRUPHU�+RPH�
Depot store in north Rocky Mount,  
not far from the intersection of U.S. 64 

and 301. Since acquiring the site in 2015, it has 
spent $13 million to create a multipurpose institu�
tion. Beyond the sanctuary, it includes classrooms, 
gyms, and community meeting and performance 
VSDFHV��*DLOOLDUG·V�QR�QRQVHQVH�RXWORRN�SHUPHDWHV��

 “He’s knowledgeable and open even about some 

of the mistakes he’s made in life himself,” says 
Solomon Maryland, a Rocky Mount heating and 
DLU�FRQGLWLRQLQJ�FRQWUDFWRU�DQG�D�UHJXODU�FKXUFK�
DWWHQGHH�VLQFH�������+LV���\HDU�ROG�EXVLQHVV�KDV�
15 employees, and he recently hired more, aided by 
the Impact Center. “I had to get over the fear of not 

getting enough support to make payroll. They con�
nected me with a lot of people who helped.”

Gailliard, 54, was born to a Caucasian mother 
and African American father when interracial 
marriages were illegal in North Carolina and his 
home state of Pennsylvania. His wife’s reluctance to 
move with their two daughters from Philadelphia to 
Rocky Mount led to divorce a few years after Word 
Tabernacle’s 2005 founding and, subsequently, 
Gailliard’s scorning by the Southern Baptist Con�
vention. The denomination had previously invited 
him to speak about church growth at various 
events.

Gailliard has never been shy about revealing 
youthful indiscretions such as fathering Kyol at a 
FROOHJH�ZHHNHQG�SDUW\�IRU�KLV�JLUOIULHQG·V���VW��ELUWK�
day when he was the same age. “He was a product of 
my irresponsibility,” he says.
+LV�SDVW�KDVQ·W�GHWHUUHG�PHPEHUV��ZKR�ÁRFN�LQ�

from 10 Tar Heel counties and six others in nearby 
Virginia. George and Carol Green, both in their 70s, 
PDNH�D�FRXSOH�RI����PLOH�URXQG�WULSV�ZHHNO\�WR�DWWHQG�
services, study the Bible, teach Sunday school and 
WDNH�SDUW�LQ�RWKHU�DFWLYLWLHV��´,W·V�QRW�MXVW�DOO�DERXW�
WKH�FKXUFK�µ�VD\V�*HRUJH��D�UHWLUHG�SROLFH�RIÀFHU���
“It’s about helping people.”

In an interview, as at the pulpit, Gailliard is 
DQLPDWHG��D�K\SHUDFWLYH�&(2��D�*RG�IHDULQJ��
%LEOH�TXRWLQJ�SUHDFKHU��DQG�D�FRPPXQLW\�RUJD�
nizer. He belongs to the church’s motorcycle club, 
ULGLQJ�D�+DUOH\�'DYLGVRQ�5RDG�*OLGH��$QG��KH·V�
a survivor of a political campaign that saw him 
RYHUFRPH�PXG�VOLQJLQJ�WR�ZLQ�DQ�1�&��+RXVH�VHDW��
defeating retired Methodist minister John Check. 
The seat had been held for the previous eight years 
by Republican Jeff Collins, who moved out of the 
district.

The N.C. Republican Party sponsored unsub�
stantiated television ads accusing the Democrat pas�
WRU�RI�SD\LQJ�D�WRNHQ������IRU�WKH�������VTXDUH�
foot home in which he now lives, implying it 
was a sweetheart deal. Gailliard says the home 
needed substantial repair and was part of a dis�
WUHVVHG�WKUHH�EXLOGLQJ�SDFNDJH�GHDO�RQ����DFUHV�IRU�
which the church paid $1.4 million. Before plans 
changed, Word Tabernacle intended to renovate 
the home as part of a headquarters complex. Tax 
records show Gailliard paid the church $400,000, 
the appraised value, after vetting from lawyers and 
outside CPAs.

Gailliard’s forthright melding of the religious 
and secular is unconventional, says David Farris, 
a former car dealer who became the Rocky Mount 
Chamber president in 2017.  “He’s disciplined him�
self, and he requires that of you,” Farris says, citing 
Gailliard’s weekly Bible study. “It starts at noon, 
and at the stroke of noon, the doors are closed,” he 
says. “If you’re not there, you can watch on televi�

“I’M EXCITED THAT PEOPLE ARE GOING TO 
HEAVEN, BUT I DON’ T THINK GOD 

WANTS THEM STUCK IN HELL UNTIL 
THEY GET THERE.”

— James Gailliard 
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VLRQ�PRQLWRUV�QH[W�GRRU��7KDW·V�MXVW�ZKR�KH�LV��+H�
talks it, and he walks it.”

 Gailliard says churches fail because of sloppy 
management, and he sees himself merely as 
pragmatic. “I’m excited that people are going to 
heaven, but I don’t think God wants them stuck in 
hell until they get there,” he says. “You see mam�
moth churches operating one or two days a week. 
That’s a business model that works in no other 
industry. Nobody else can get away with having a 
$3 million or $4 million building open one day a 
week.”

n choosing Rocky Mount to plant his new 
church, Gailliard landed in an antebellum 
town of about 54,000 that has shrunk by an 
estimated 4,000 people since 2000. For 
generations, the city had thriving textile, 

tobacco and banking sectors, supplemented by the 
headquarters of the Hardee’s Food Systems Inc. 
restaurant chain and food supplier MBM Corp. 
Much of that commerce faded in the late 20th 
century, leaving scars symbolized by many down�
town buildings that are now empty or boarded up. 

 “We took some body blows,” says Farris, whose 
family sold cars in Rocky Mount from 1946 to 2012. 
“Just as it seemed things had bottomed out, we had 
the Great Recession in 2008.”
5RFN\�0RXQW��RQ�,QWHUVWDWH�����WKH�)ORULGD�WR�

New York artery that naturally facilitates some 
LOOHJDO�GUXJ�DQG�KXPDQ�WUDIÀFNLQJ��UHFRUGHG�D�KLJKHU�
SHU�FDSLWD�PXUGHU�UDWH�WKDQ�1HZ�<RUN�&LW\�LQ�������
Gailliard has felt the violence personally. 
6LWWLQJ�LQ�KLV�FKXUFK�RIÀFH�LQ�������KH�KHDUG�

JXQÀUH��6SULQWLQJ�RXWVLGH��KH�FUDGOHG�D�EOHHGLQJ�
���\HDU�ROG�ER\�ZKR�KDG�EHHQ�VKRW�LQ�WKH�KHDG�
until emergency crews arrived. The boy and three 
RWKHUV�LQMXUHG�VXUYLYHG��´3RYHUW\��ODFN�RI�KRSH��ODFN�
RI�MREV�DQG�SRRU�HGXFDWLRQ�OHDG�WR�WKH�SLSHOLQH�RI�
violence,” he says. “Those are things that a church 
can be part of.”

ailliard grew up in gritty north Philadel�
phia in a rowhouse neighborhood, 
playing stick ball with kids who often 
JUDGXDWHG�WR�MDLO�UDWKHU�WKDQ�FROOHJH��

Gailliard was accepted to a school for gifted kids in  
the white, heavily Irish Kensington neighborhood, 
itself a fading textile center. “There were race riots,” 
he says. “We’d get off public transportation and 
people would spit at us and throw stuff at us, and 
we’d have to run to make it into the school.”

Remaining aloof from street gangs, the lanky 
teen attended Philadelphia’s prestigious Central 
High School. Gradually, he became enmeshed in 
Gethsemane United Methodist Church, which 
had about 50 members and has since merged with 
another congregation.  

“I started hanging around, painting the church 
and stuff like that,” he says. “We started talking 
religion.” The pastor arranged for Gailliard to at�
WHQG�ODLW\�WUDLQLQJ��DQG�DW�����KH�SUHDFKHG�KLV�ÀUVW�
sermon. “I fell in love with the church and the work 
of the church before I really knew God.” 

Gailliard graduated from Central High at age 17 
with a scholarship to Boston College but never got 
there. “I was at a subway stop, trying to impress a 
JLUO�µ�KH�VD\V��´$�SROLFH�RIÀFHU�WROG�PH�WR�PRYH�RQ��
and I refused. I was arrested for disorderly conduct, 
DVVDXOWLQJ�DQ�RIÀFHU�DQG�UHVLVWLQJ�DUUHVW��7KDW�ZDV�
P\�ÀUVW�LQVLJKW�LQWR�KRZ�WKH�V\VWHP�LVQ·W�DOZD\V�IDLU�
³�,�QHYHU�UDLVHG�D�KDQG�RU�WRXFKHG�WKH�RIÀFHU�³�
but it caused me to lose my scholarship.”

Suddenly grappling with his future, Gailliard was 
YROXQWHHULQJ�DW�D�FLYLO�ULJKWV�EDQTXHW�ZKHQ�D�PDQ�
in a wheelchair handed him a signed note, suggest�

James Gailliard says he reports to a nine-member board, though Word Tabernacle 
remains heavily dependent on its pastor, as is true at many nondenominational mega-
churches. He’s helping train a couple of younger pastors but says he’s excited about the 
opportunity to keep building the institution that he’s led since 2005. 
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ing he attend Atlanta’s historically black More�
house College. Once there, Gailliard recognized the 
PDQ·V�QDPH�RQ�D�EXLOGLQJ��%HQMDPLQ�0D\V��ZKR�OHG�
WKH�FROOHJH�IRU����\HDUV�DQG�ZDV�D�SURPLQHQW�FLYLO�
rights leader in the 1950s and 1960s.

Morehouse’s required daily chapel and religious 
underpinnings left their marks on Gailliard, who 
PDMRUHG�LQ�ELRORJ\��+H�ODWHU�HDUQHG�RQOLQH�GHJUHHV�
from Moody Bible Institute and Trinity College of 
the Bible and Theological Seminary. “Education was 
focused on making a difference, not a dollar,” he 
says. “I began believing I could make a difference.”

He toyed with becoming a missionary doctor — 
his idol was Albert Schweitzer — but after gradua�
WLRQ�LQ�������KH�GULIWHG�LQWR�FRUSRUDWH�MREV��+H�PDU�
ried in 1999 and by his late 20s he was an assistant 
vice president at insurer Independence Blue Cross, 
ZRUNLQJ�LQ�D���QG�ÁRRU�RIÀFH�RYHUORRNLQJ�3KLODGHO�

SKLD·V�6FKX\ONLOO�5LYHU��PDNLQJ�D�VL[�ÀJXUH�LQFRPH��
“I was miserable,” he says. “I felt God wanted me 
to plant a church.”
�+H�WUDLQHG�DW�D�6RXWKHUQ�%DSWLVW�DIÀOLDWHG�SUR�

gram near Atlanta, and in April 2000, returned to 
3KLODGHOSKLD�WR�VWDUW�KLV�ÀUVW�FKXUFK��HDUQLQJ���������
LQ�KLV�ÀUVW�\HDU��,W�JUHZ�WR�����WKHQ�����PHPEHUV�
within four years, and he was named Church Planter 
of the Year by the North American Mission Board 
DQG�KRQRUHG�E\�D�%LOO\�*UDKDP�DIÀOLDWHG�JURXS��2Q�
a mission trip to South Africa, he met a pastor who 
was attempting to start a multicultural church in 
Rocky Mount. 

he city has a rich history. It was the 
ELUWKSODFH�RI�IDPRXV�MD]]�SLDQLVW�
Thelonius Monk. It was the center of 
Operation Dixie in the late 1940s, when 

black tobacco warehouse workers unionized and 
began pushing for desegregation. Martin Luther 
.LQJ�-U��ÀUVW�XVHG�KLV�IDPRXV�´,�KDYH�D�GUHDPµ�WKHPH�
in a speech at Rocky Mount’s Booker T. Washington 
High School in 1962.

Word Tabernacle’s success has sparked grum�
bling among small black churches that accuse it 
of proselytizing members. Rocky Mount is 62% 
African American. Gailliard says the growth has 
come primarily from the 2,500 baptisms of formerly 
unchurched members in the last 14 years.

The church’s efforts to encourage entrepre�
neurs are sometimes met with racial taboos. Some 
black people remain conditioned to automatically 
consider white businesses superior, Maryland says. 
“Honestly, about 90% of my customers are white,” 
he says. “I’ve got the best products in town and the 
best service, but I’ll call a person of color and quote a 
MRE�IRU���������7KH�JRLQJ�UDWH�PLJKW�EH���������EXW�
they’ll still call my competitor.”

Gailliard’s biracial parentage might have primed 
him for such contradictions. His late father, Wesley, 

Gailliard’s church holds some fundamentalist beliefs, including the Bible’s inerrancy, 
typically associated with conservatives. But in June, he voted to sustain Gov. Roy Cooper’s 
veto of a Republican-sponsored bill to protect babies that survive a botched abortion. Crit-
ics noted that he’d previously supported the bill. Gailliard says he changed his mind after 
concluding existing law protects all babies.



6 5O C T O B E R  ! " # $

ZDV�D�UDLOURDG�ZRUNHU��DQG�PLOO�ZRUNHU�PRWKHU�
Ruth, now 86 and living with him in Rocky Mount, is 
DQ�,ULVK�ZRPDQ�ZLWK�ÁDPH�UHG�KDLU��

“Interracial marriage was not popular [in 1960],” 
Gailliard says, including among conservative black 
people. “We were limited, to a certain extent, where 
our parents could take us. That’s when I began 
to realize the power of laws, regulations, legisla�
tion, to relate to people’s lives.” Wesley was a 
functioning alcoholic and an avid reader, Gailliard 
says, occasionally abusive to him and his mother, 
though insistent his son go to college. Neither he 
nor Ruth had done so. “He’d say, ‘Education is a 
type of salvation,’” he says. “‘It won’t get you into 
heaven, but it can sure make getting around earth 
a lot easier.’”  
'XULQJ�KLV�YLVLW�LQ�PLG�������*DOOLDUG�VD\V�KH�LP�

mediately fell in love with eastern North Carolina. 
His new church had a simple premise of teaching 
scripture and doing social ministry. “Our emphasis 
began with utility assistance, prescription drug assis�
tance, mental health referrals, dropout prevention, 
things like that.”

By 2011, the church had more than 2,200 mem�
EHUV�DQG�ÀYH�6XQGD\�VHUYLFHV��0HDQZKLOH��5RFN\�
Mount’s struggles prompted The Home Depot to 
close its local store that same year. Having read 
Oberlin College professor Julia Christensen’s Big 
Box Reuse, which studied new uses of abandoned 
Walmart and Kmart stores, Gailliard realized the 
ZHOO�VLWXDWHG�SURSHUW\�FRXOG�ZRUN�IRU�KLV�FKXUFK��
Word Tabernacle started negotiating with the 
$WODQWD�EDVHG�KRPH�LPSURYHPHQW�UHWDLO�JLDQW��

It wasn’t a deal made in heaven. After initially 
agreeing on a $1.4 million sale, Home Depot raised 
the price to $2 million. “At the time, we had prob�
ably $1.5 million in cash on hand,” Gailliard says. 
Offerings were about $50,000 a week, but when 
the church attempted to borrow $2 million for the 
building, doors slammed.
�´:H�KDG�DXGLWHG�ÀQDQFLDOV��ZH�ZHUH�RYHU�FROODWHU�

DOL]HG�DQG�KDG�D�FOHDU�SDWK�ÀQDQFLDOO\��EXW�QRW�D�VLQJOH�
bank would consider us,” Gailliard says. “We were re�
peatedly told, ‘We don’t fund churches,’ though in my 
opinion, they were mostly uncomfortable that we were 
$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�µ�%XW�'XUKDP�EDVHG�0HFKDQLFV�	�
Farmers Bank, which was formed in 1907 to support 
African Americans, made the loan. 

Now, the church has 50,000 square feet of 
HGXFDWLRQDO�VSDFH�����FODVVURRPV��D�ÀWQHVV�FHQWHU��
gym, library, day care facility and outreach center. 
A culinary arts and hospitality training area and 
D�EURDGFDVW�DQG�PHGLD�FHQWHU�VKRXOG�EH�ÀQLVKHG�
by late 2020. “It’s a sustainable model,” he says. 
“Three or four years from now, we expect to have 
���SHRSOH�RQ�VWDII�DQG�WR�PDNH�WKLV�D�VKDUHG�XVH�
IDFLOLW\�WKDW�RWKHU�QRQSURÀWV�FDQ�XVH�WR�DWWUDFW�WUDGH�
shows and other events.”

2WKHU�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�SURMHFWV�WRWDOLQJ�PRUH�WKDQ�
$1 billion are raising regional hopes. A few blocks 
from the Impact Center, the DMV is scheduled 
to move into the former Hardee’s complex by next 
October. Railroad giant CSX Corp. is opening a 
$160 million intermodal hub that Tolson calls “a 
JDPH�FKDQJHU�IRU�DOO�RI�HDVWHUQ�1RUWK�&DUROLQD�µ�
&KLQHVH�RZQHG�7ULDQJOH�7LUH�86$�LV�EXLOGLQJ�
a $580 million plant that will employ 800. New 
<RUN�EDVHG�&RUQLQJ�,QF��ZLOO�RSHQ�DQ�����PLOOLRQ��
����HPSOR\HH�ZDUHKRXVH�DW�\HDU�HQG��
2WKHU�SURMHFWV�LQFOXGH�D�����HPSOR\HH�FDOO�FHQ�

WHU�WKDW�5DOHLJK�EDVHG�0LOOHQQLD�,QF��RSHQHG�WKLV�
year in a former Devil Dog Manufacturing Co. tex�
tile plant in Spring Hope. On the Tar River, Rocky 
0RXQW�0LOOV��D���������VTXDUH�IRRW����WK�FHQWXU\�
cotton mill, has been converted into a thriving re�
WDLO��RIÀFH�DQG�UHVLGHQWLDO�VSDFH�E\�5DOHLJK·V�&DSLWRO�
Broadcasting Co.  
7ROVRQ�FUHGLWV�*DLOOLDUG·V�LQÁXHQFH�LQ�PDQ\�RI�

WKH�SURMHFWV��´,�KDYH�QR�UHVHUYDWLRQV�DERXW�SXWWLQJ�
him in front of clients. He can handle discussions 
with people on their level, and that’s what eco�
nomic development is all about — building a bridge 
between you and your clients.”

Gailliard says he would have been content with a 
church of 50 “if that had been my lot.” Like many 
megachurches, Word Tabernacle’s succession plan is 
unclear; Gailliard has a couple of associate ministers, 
EXW�QR�FOHDU�1R�����+H�UHSRUWV�WR�D�QLQH�PHPEHU�
board. His main political goal is to establish a 
VWDWHZLGH�RIÀFH�RI�IDLWK�EDVHG�LQLWLDWLYHV��´7KH�RQH�
asset we have in all 100 counties is churches. Our 
model here in eastern North Carolina proves it can 
be done.”
8VLQJ�UHOLJLRQ�WR�MXVWLI\�D�SURJUHVVLYH�DJHQGD�LV�

a rare approach among evangelicals, says Jarrod 
Kelly, a political science professor at North Caro�
lina Wesleyan College in Rocky Mount. “He’s one 
RI�WKH�QHZ�FURS�RI�'HPRFUDWV�XVLQJ�D�IDLWK�IRUZDUG�
approach to connect to voters. Republicans have 
been dominating that segment for the last 30 
years.”

On a Sunday morning in early June, Gailliard, 
in a white robe, along with elders of the church, 
surround a baptismal font. A girl in a white gown, 
perhaps 10, with a bow in her hair, holds her nose 
as she’s gently submerged. She comes up smiling. 
Older men and women cross their arms in front of 
WKHLU�FKHVWV�DQG�DUH�LPPHUVHG��7KHUH�DUH�KDQG�
FODSSLQJ�H[SUHVVLRQV�RI�MR\���
3URMHFWHG�RQ�WKH�EODQN�ZDOO�EHKLQG�WKHP�LV�WKH�

word “Thrive,” partly a capsule of the church’s dual 
role as economic and spiritual developer and partly 
an explanation for its rise to megachurch status. 

“If you accept the people no one else wants,” 
Gailliard says, “God will begin sending you the 
people everyone else wants.” Ŷ


