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As Richmond Flock Mourns, Strategos Preps Congregations 
for Deadly Confrontations  
By Ben Paynter  

 

The attacker is seated in a back row of the church. He's wiping his palms nervously on his jeans. 
His body is rigid on one side from the effort to conceal a nine-millimeter handgun. He's sweating, 
fixated on the preacher. All are telltale signs of trouble, but the room is filled with distractions: 
people coughing, cell phones buzzing, parishioners arriving late. Amid the bustle, the attacker pulls 
his gun, strides nearly 15 yards to the pulpit, aims dead at the preacher, and pulls the trigger. 
"Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!" he screams before the God Squad reacts--four undercover agents. It's 
supposed to be their job to spot the bad guy and send him off to meet his Maker. Finally, someone 
yells, "Gun!" One man grabs the weapon while another bear hugs the attacker from behind; the rest 
dog pile, wrestling him to the ground. 
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It's a scene startlingly similar to the shooting [1] on Feb. 15 in Richmond, Calif., where two 
gunmen in black hooded sweatshirts burst into the New Gethsemane Church of God in Christ and 
shot two brothers, 14 and 19, in the leg and shoulder and sent almost 100 parishioners scrambling 
for cover. 

But this time, it's all a simulation. The gun is fake. The bad guy and his subduers are all participants 
in a program created by Vaughn Baker, who stands aside wearing a black polo adorned with his 
company's logo--a masked gunman in front of a bulls eye target--and cargo pants. He folds his 
thick forearms across his chest and barks orders like a drill sergeant. "This is your house. This is 
your family. If someone comes in here, they are going to have to go through you," he says, rallying 
his warriors, a congregation of about 30 middle-aged, Middle-American Methodist men, scattered 
among the pews of a small chapel in rural Missouri. 

For now, Baker is just happy no one sprained an ankle. "You aren't going to go from zero to hero in 
a couple days," he says. "It's a process." 

Baker is the president and founder of Kansas City-based Strategos International, a company that 
combines aggressive tactics with biblical teachings to empower church flocks to become their own 
security force, able to defend against everything from domestic violence to Jihad to the shocking 
act in Richmond. For two days in a recent session, the one-time SWAT point man runs the 
equivalent of a Bible-based boot camp, molding a motley crew of cops, Vietnam vets, and gung-ho 
construction workers into a security detail physically and spiritually fit to defend a church from 
assault. 

Strategos [2] was founded in 2002 after Baker retired from duty to run special training sessions for 
military and law enforcement agencies. His original plan was to focus on helping schools avoid the 
next Columbine--by his estimates, the total number of schools (119,000) was far bigger than the 
total number of law enforcement agencies (45,000). The problem: State agencies don't pay well. A 
recent contract with the state of Missouri brought in less than $500,000 to teachers for a four-year 
gig with 32 training sessions per year. But churches, especially of the Mega variety, are more 
numerous (375,000 total congregations) and have much deeper coffers. 

While he won't release exact financials, Baker says Strategos earns somewhere in the low seven 
figures, most of it from their religious services, which have grown from nothing in November 2008 
to account for more than 35 percent of their business. They run regional seminars ($175 per person 
per day) as teasers for longer private security boot camps (with group rates) like the one the 
Methodists signed up for. He estimates they trained 1,400 people at 350 churches in 21 states last 
year, plus signed more contracts for refresher courses. While he also makes a small dividend from 
referring congregants to fight gear companies like Tazer, Baker's next theater is the Internet. In 
January, he launched WorshipSafe [3], a $399-a-year, subscription-based online security software 
program that offers templates for designing everything from your protectionist philosophy to 
blueprint-specific battle plans. 
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What, exactly, are the chances of a violent 
attack happening in a house of worship? The FBI doesn't collect statistics on church violence unless 
it is considered hate crime, so last year Baker launched his own Web site, ChurchSafetyNews [4] to 
both count and map them. While his own research shows (not surprisingly) that the tide is rising-- 
six incidents in 2007, 18 in 2008, 51 in 2009--his selling point is that security protocols are just 
another indispensable form of insurance, albeit physical. "What happens if something occurs and 
you were not prepared?" he asks. "You want to be remembered for making an impact on the 
community, not for being impacted because you didn't prepare in advance." 

The attack in Richmond hadn't yet happened as this story was first being reported (the choir was 
singing "Leaning on Jesus" when shots rang out, the choir director told the San Francisco 
Chronicle, adding, "I couldn't believe this was happening in my church!"), but Baker trots out 
plenty of other horror stories to prove the need for his company's services. Last May, abortionist 
George Tiller was gunned down in the foyer of his Wichita, Kansas, church by a pro-life activist. 
Around the same time a pastor in Maryville, Illinois, was shot point-blank by a man who walked 
straight up to the pulpit. The pastor's Bible blocked the first shot, but not the next three. (Baker has 
since trained 75 ushers, greeters, and deacons there.) 

When he really wants to hammer home the need for vigilance in a sanctuary, though, he calls on 
Matthew 10:16: 

Behold, I send you out as sheep in the midst of wolves. Therefore be wise as serpents and harmless 
as doves. 

Toy guns and droll theatrics are just the first level of Strategos' training. In later sessions, the attack 
scenarios get quite real. The goal, according to an 80-page company workbook, is to create mock 
conflicts stressful enough to activate a trainee's "sympathetic nervous system." To help responders 
keep their cool at all times, the men play war games using paintball guns, firefighter rescue beacons 
(to disorientate responders), and plastic-pellet Airsoft pistols. Baker, a 42-year old born-again 
Baptist, and his business partner, Mark Warren, another former police officer, tour with a trailer 
featuring Baker toting a sub-machine gun. Their corporate philosophy derives from Romans 13: 

For he is God's servant, an agent of wrath to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he 
does not bear the sword for nothing. 
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In the case of Dan, the chief administrator of the Methodist congregation--who didn't want his last 
name or the name of his parish used for this story--the flock's 2,000-person weekend mass was 
getting just big enough that it was impossible to know everybody. He wanted to put a halt to the 
sporadic car break-ins and the occasional odd ball lurking about, but uniformed patrols and metal 
detectors kind of spoiled the sanctuary aesthetic. "There isn't a lot of crime in this area," Dan says. 
"But you never know." 

So Baker teaches the congregation how to recruit a security team of off-duty cops, military folk, 
and Good Samaritans. The Good Samaritans, acting as greeters or parking lot attendants, become 
lookouts, using tactical ear pieces to relay suspicious behavior to their colleagues. Once the service 
begins, the group fans out in tactical formations to monitor the crowd. Baker leaves it up to each 
parish to decide if and when the security team gets to pack heat. He also offers guidance on the 
liability issues. 

Eric Spacek, a senior risk manager at GuideOne, a church insurance agency, estimates that about 40 
percent of his 43,000 clients have some sort of informal security program to manage collection 
deposits and nursery school background checks. But interest in armed protocol has skyrocketed 
since 2007 when an off-duty female police officer shot and killed an assailant armed with an AK-
47 and 400 rounds of ammo at New Life Episcopal Church in Colorado Springs. Bob Whisman, a 
retired FBI agent, who started his own security force at the 15,000-head Church of the Resurrection 
in Overland, Kansas, says he doesn't mind telegraphing to suspicious-looking visitors the fact that 
his ministry is locked-and-loaded. "We want people to know that if they make threats to this 
church, whatever they do is at their peril," he says. 

The danger of course is becoming too much of an avenging angel. Vaughn Baker readily admits 
that his passion for force once exceeded his passion for scripture. After earning his police badge in 
1988, he says, he began to "backslide," missing Sunday services. When he was on the street 
collaring crooks and collecting commendations for valor, the notion of turning the other cheek 
seemed quaint. That all changed when a former SWAT-team-member-turned-pastor invited him to 
serve on an in-house security force. "I learned that you can be both a Christian and a manís man," 
he says. 

This odd bit of enlightenment has clearly taken hold of the middle-aged Methodists. You can sense 
the camaraderie building as they begin to rattle off push-ups beneath a 15-foot wooden crucifix and 
ponder which everyday object might best disarm a would-be assailant--a broomstick, a fire 
extinguisher, or a chair. Trainee Ron Styer, 32, a sales rep for a motorcycle and ATV parts 
company, says he was once uncertain that he could be a hero in dark times. "It's not like I would 
run and hide, but I didn't know what I would do," he says. Now he is more capable, part of a 
sacrosanct frontline seemingly divined by God. The new crusaders don't exactly ace Baker's final 
exams, but some diehard converts are almost itching for the reckoning. One insists he saw the 
gunman get up well before he fired his shots. "If this weren't a simulation," he says, "I would have 
taken him out." 

Links: 
[1] http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?f=/c/a/2010/02/15/MNHR1C20HD.DTL&tsp=1 
[2] http://www.strategosintl.com/ 
[3] http://www.worship-safe.com/ 
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[4] http://www.churchsafetynews.com/ 
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