
As band rehearsal ends, the candidates for baptism arrive for counseling. 
Nate sits them down on the front row of the stands, and paces the auction ring 
as he explains what baptism means. “You’re buried with Christ,” Nate tells the 
candidates, “and raised in the newness of life.”

It will sound familiar to anyone with a Baptist background. Doctrinally, 
Tousand Hills is a Southern Baptist church. Nate’s church is affliated with 
the Cowboy Church Network of North America, an otshoot of the Southern 
Baptist Convention’s North American Mission Board. Jet Smith, the “cowboy 
missionary” who runs the Network, says its churches adhere to the Baptist 
Faith and Message, the cornerstone document of the denomination. 

Full-immersion baptism is a tenant of the Baptist faith, but here, there’s a 
cowboy spin. Jet Smith describes it: “We put a big horse trough [full of water] 
on the back of a fiatbed truck, and we pull it into the horse-riding arena. We 
put it just right so the crowd can see it. And we baptize ’em. Flashers are going 
ot on the truck, people are hootin’ and hollerin’ and we celebrate when people 
give their heart and life to Jesus Christ.”

Smith bristles at the suggestion this might be all for show, just a Baptist 
church with a barn-wood façade. “People think that when we do something 
that ain’t the old way, it’s ungodly,” he says. “But we ain’t just playin’ church.”

as Pastor nate wraPs uP the counseling session, he drives that point 
home with the baptism candidates. “Your life has to change,” he tells them. 
“Afer today, nothing will be the same again.”

Outside, the congregants are beginning to arrive. Ordinarily, they’d be 
greeted on horseback, the cowboy church version of an usher. Not today, 
though. “Too hot,” says John, who grips and grins with the brethren over 
cotee. Some of them wear Tousand Hills t-shirts, which sport a “TH” logo 
inside a circle, like a caflle brand. Pastor Nate doodled the brand on a napkin 
when he was trying to come up with a name for the church. “It stands for 
Tousand Hills,” he says, “and ‘Trust Him.’”

He quotes the verse, Psalm 50:10, that gave the church its name as he wires 
up with a microphone before entering the ring for the service. “Every beast in 
the forest is mine,” the verse goes, “and the caflle on a thousand hills.”

“Ain’t that perfect?” Nate says. “God owns it all. It’s all his. A church named 
for the aflribute of God having all things. Tat’s us.” Sounds like a sermon, 
and it probably could be, but Pastor Nate is just gefling warmed up. When 
he preaches, he’ll use the same straightforward approach that serves him well 
with his feed customers during the week. Pastor Nate knows his audience. 
“Tey’re honest, no-nonsense, they know what a hard day’s work is,” he says. 
“So when I preach, I’m a transparent guy. If I got something going on with 
me, I’ll say it. It’ll be honest. It’ll be simple,” he says. Ten adds: “We will use 
PowerPoint, though.”

the worshiP time oPens with “I’ll Fly Away,” a nod to tradition, and 
then moves into contemporary verse, always with the country backbeat. Pastor 
Nate strums and sings. Tere’s a bit of new-school Nashville in his delivery, 
and in his appearance, with the ever-present cowboy hat and the microphone 
that hooks on his ear and loops around to his mouth. It’s the same kind of mic 
Garth Brooks used to wear in concert.

Te sermon is simple, as advertised. And it’s honest. Painfully so.
In the midst of a talk about waiting on God’s promises, Pastor Nate reveals 
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Simple decoration
turns the auction 
ring into a 
temple. Below, 
Pastor Nate’s 
wife Ann and son 
Canaan worship. 
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