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Choir robes and hymns? 
More like skinny jeans and 
rock songs. Hillsong, the 
trendy Christian mega-

church that has outposts in New York 
and Los Angeles among other cities, 
attracts thousands of worshippers 
each week with its youthful, tattooed 
pastors and modern-day take on reli-
gion. “It feels like Arcade Fire,” Van-
essa Hudgens once gushed, referenc-
ing the alternative band. Vanderpump 
Rules star Jax Taylor is similarly 
enthusiastic. “It’s like my recharge 
for the week,” he has said. “I look for-
ward to it.” So do Justin Bieber, Hai-
ley Baldwin, Kylie Jenner, Kourtney 
Kardashian and countless other ce-
lebs who have flocked to its services. 
As Hudgens sums up, “It’s epic.”

It’s also extremely controversial. 
After Jurassic World star Chris 
Pratt praised the church on The 
Late Show With Stephen Colbert on 
Feb. 7, actress Ellen Page took to 
Twitter to blast Hillsong as “infa-
mously anti-LGBTQ” and suggested 
it supports conversion therapy, the 
controversial practice of trying to 
turn gay people straight. (The church 
reportedly stopped referring congre-
gants to conversion therapy around 
2011, and now claims to disavow this 
practice.) But that’s just the tip of 
the iceberg. Hillsong founder Brian 
Houston, who started the church in 
Australia in 1983, is currently being 
sued in his home country for allegedly 
covering up child molestation claims 
made against his late pastor father, 
Frank (Brian denies the allegation). 
What’s more, former Hillsong mem-

ber Tanya Levin, author of People in 
Glass Houses, claims to In Touch that 
the church strong-arms parishioners 
into donating more than they can af-
ford: “They’re so insidious and ex-
ploitative and manipulative.”

FRIENDLY FACE
Publicly, the church tries to come 
across as inclusive and cool. Carl 
Lentz, a close friend of Justin Bieber’s 
and a pastor at Hillsong — which op-
erates in 21 countries and claims to 
have an average global weekly atten-
dance of 130,000 — has told In Touch, 
“We do make a concerted effort to 
make sure no matter who you are, you 
can come to our church.” 

But when push comes to shove, 
Hillsong admits it’s not as progres-
sive as much of its Hollywood flock. 
In 2015, after a male choir director 
announced he was engaged to an-
other man, he was removed from his 
position, prompting a public outcry. 
Brian explained in a blog post, “We do 
not affirm a gay lifestyle, and because 
of this we do not knowingly have ac-
tively gay people in positions of lead-
ership,” but he stressed that “we wel-
come ALL people.”

Tanya says that’s true…because 
gay people can have deep pock-
ets, too. “They’ll welcome anybody 
who’s got money. [People] are abso-
lutely pressured to give as much as 
they can,” says Tanya, who alleges 
some people have even given up their 
homes to tithe extra. “Better Now” 
rapper Post Malone agrees that 
Hillsong — which he calls a “total 
cult” — is money-hungry. In a 2017 
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Rolling Stone profile, he claimed 
Justin Bieber had given $10 million 
to the church (a point Hillsong de-
nied). “I used to be super religious,” 
the hip-hop star said. “But now I see 
through it.”

Others seem to be catching on, too. 
“You can’t say you accept and wel-
come everyone into the church and 
then say that this certain group isn’t 
allowed to participate 100 percent,” 
says one entertainment industry 
worker and former Hillsong parishio-
ner. “A lot of us didn’t realize the ex-
tent of the allegations before, but now 
that I do, I don’t attend. I hear a lot 
of other people are rethinking their  
involvement, too.”    ◼
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