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T he G od-H ucksters of Radio
uKeep those  cards and le tters com ing i n ’

by W ill iam  C. M a rtin

You have heard  them , if only for a few sec­
onds a t  a time. Perhaps  you were d riv ing  
cross-country la te  at n ight, f iddling w ith  
the rad io  d ia l  in search of a signal to replace the 

one  th a t  finally grew too weak as you drew away 
from Syracuse, or Decatur, or A m arillo . You lis­
tened  for a m o m e n t  u n t i l  you recognized w h a t  i t  
was, th en  you d ia led  on. h o p in g  to find M o n i t o r  or 
M usi c  T i l l  Daunt.  Perhaps you w o n d e red  ii, some­
where, people  really  listen to these programs. T h e  
answer is, they do. by the tens and  h u n d re d s  of 
thousands. A n d  they no t  only listen; they believe 
and  respond. Each day, on  local s tations th a t  cater 
to religious b roadcas t ing  a n d  on  the dozen or so 
“su p e rp o w er” stations th a t  can be p icked u p  h u n ­
dreds of miles away d u r in g  the cool n ig h t t im e  
hours, an  odd-lo t asso r tm ent of rad io  evangelists 
proclaims its version of the  gospel to the  G rea t  
C hurch  of the  Airwaves.

N o t all w ho  produce religious broadcasts, of 
course, arc acceptab le  to the scattered m u l t i tu d e  for 
w hom  “gospel r a d io ” is a m a jo r  in s t ru m e n t  of in ­
s truc tion  and  insp ira tion . D e n o m in a t io n a l  pro- 
<>rams and  Billy G rah am  are regarded  as too Estab­
lishm ent. Bill}1 James Hargis  and  his C hris t ian  
A n ti-C om m unis t  Crusade are loo political. Even 
faith hea le r  O ra l  Roberts , once a favorite ou t there  
in rad io land ,  has become suspect since he founded  
a university  an d  joined tlie M ethodist  C hurch . For 
these believers, th e  true  vessels of knowledge, grace,

and  pow er are people  like B ro the r  A1 (‘“I  h a t ’s A- 
L, B ro ther  Al ); the  R everend  Frederick  B. Eike- 
ren k o e t te r  II, b e t te r  know n  to m illions as “ R ever­
end Ik e ” ; C. W. B u rp o  (“Spelled ‘B,’ as in Bible 
. . .”): K ath ryn  K uh lm an  ("H ave  . . . you . . . 
been . . . w aiting  . . . for . . . me?”) ; and  the two 
giants of rad io  religion, healer  A. A. A llen  (of M ir­
acle Valley. Arizona) a n d  teacher G a rn e r  T e d  
A rm strong, who can be hea rd  somewhere a t this 
ver\ m om ent p roc la im ing  T h e  P la in  T r u t h  a b o u t  
T h e  W o rld  T om orrow .

Pile form at of program s in this genre rarely 
makes severe in te llec tual dem ands  on e ither  pastor 
or flock. C. \V.  B u rp o  (Dr. B urpo  accents the last 
syllable; local announcers  invariably  stress the 
first) an d  G arnet T e d  A rm strong  usually give evi­
dence of hav ing  th o u g h t  about the broadcast ahead 
of time, though  their  presen ta tions are largely ex­
tem poraneous. Some of the others seem simply to 
tu rn  on the  m icro p h o n e  and  shout. Occasionally 
there  is a h in t  of a sermon. J. Charles Jessup of 
G ulfport ,  Mississippi, mas cite H erodias ' d irecting  
her dau g h te r  to ask for the head of J o h n  the B ap­
tist as i l lus tra t ing  how paren ts  set a b ad  exam ple  
for the ir  children. D avid  T e r re l l  may, in support  of 
a po in t on the doctr ine  of election, note tha t  God 
chose Mary for his own good reasons, and n o t  be­
cause she was the only virgin in Pa lestine—“T h e re  
was p len ty  of virgins in  the land. P len ty  of ’em. 
Mlicito virgins was in the  la n d .” Evangelist Bill
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Beeny of St. Louis, Missouri (Period. Beeny re­
gards the Zip Code as a plot to confuse the nation), 
may po in t to the flea’s ability to ju m p  200 times his 
own length as proof th a t God exists. Often, how­
ever, a program  consists of no th ing  m ore than  a 
canned in troduction , a taped segm ent from  an ac­
tual “healing and blessing” service (usually featur­
ing testim onials to the wondrous powers of the 
evangelist), and a closing p itch  for money.

T h e  m achinery for broadcasting these programs 
is a m odel of efficiency. A look at station X ER F in 
C iudad  Acuna, C oahuila, Mexico, ju st across the 
border from Del Rio, Texas, illustrates the point. 
Freed from FCC regulations th a t restrict the power 
of Am erican stations to 50,000 watts, X E R F  gener­
ates 250,000 watts, m aking it the most powerful sta­
tion in the world. On a cold night, when high-fre­
quency rad io  waves travel farthest, it can be heard 
from A rgentina to Canada. Staff needs are m in ­
imal; less th an  a dozen employees handle all duties, 
from the fron t office to equ ipm ent m aintenance. 
T h e  entire fourteen hours of program m ing, from 
6:00 p .m . to 8:00 a .m ., are taped. Each week the 
evangelists send their tapes to the station, w ith a 
check for the air tim e they will use.

All announcing  is done by Paid K allinger, “Your 
G ood N eighbor along the way.” A pleasant, gregar­
ious m an, K allinger has been w ith  X E R F since 
1949. In the fifties, he perform ed his du ties live. At 
present lie operates a restauran t in Del Rio and 
tapes leads and commercials in  a small studio in 
his home; he has not been to the station in  years. A 
lone technician switches back and  forth  between 
the preachers and K allinger from dusk till dawn. 
K allinger recognizes the im probability  of some of 
the claims m ade by the m inisters and  acknowledges 
tha t their motives may not be entirely  altruistic. 
Still, he figures that, on balance, they do m ore good 
than  harm , and he does his best to impress listeners 
w ith the fact th a t “ these are faith  broadcasts and 
need your tithes and  love offerings if they are to 
rem ain  on the air w ith this great message.”

W ho listens to these evangelists, and why?
No single answer will suffice. Some, 
doubtless, listen to learn. G arner T ed  

A rm strong discusses curren t problem s and  events— 
narcotics, crime, conflict, space exploration, po llu ­
tion—and asserts th a t biblical prophecy holds the 
key to understand ing  bo th  present and  future. C. 
W. B urpo olfers a conservative m ix tu re  of religion, 
morals, and  politics. B urpo is foursquare in favor 
of God, N ixon, and constitu tional governm ent,

M r. M artin  has a scholar’s interest in prayer and  in  
people. H e is a g raduate of H arvard  D ivinity 
School as well as a Ph.D. in  Arts and  Sciences, 
an d  at present he is assistant professor of 
sociology at R ice U niversity in H ouston.

and adam antly  opposed to sex education , w hich en­
courages the study of m ateria ls “revealing  the bas­
est p a rt of hum an  n a tu re .”

O thers listen because the preachers prom ise im ­
m ediate solutions to real, tang ib le  problem s. A l­
though evidence is difficult to ob tain , one gets the 
definite im pression, from  the crowds th a t a tten d  
the personal appearances of the evangelists, from  
the conten t and style of o ral and  w ritten  testi­
m onials, from  studies of s to refron t churches w ith  
sim ilar appeals, and  from  sta tion  executives’ 
analyses of their lis ten ing  pop u la tio n , th a t the  au ­
dience is heavily w eighted w ith  the poor, the 
uneducated, and others who for a variety of reasons 
stand on the m argins of society. T hese are the 
people m ost susceptible to illness and  infirm ity, to 
cripp ling  debts, and  to w hat the evangelists re fer to 
sim ply as “troubles.” A t the same tim e, they are the 
people least equ ipped  to deal w ith  these problem s 
effectively. Some m en  in such circum stances tu rn  to 
violence or rad ical political solutions. O thers g rind  
and are g round  away, in  the d im  hope of a b e tte r 
future. Still others, like desperate m en in  m any  cu l­
tures, succumb to the appeal of m agical solutions. 
For this group, w hat the preachers prom ise is, if 
hardly the C hristian  gospel, at least good news.

T he “healers and  blessers,” who dom inate  th e  ra ­
dio evangelism scene, address them selves to the 
whole range of h u m an  problem s: physical, em o­
tional, social, financial, and sp iritual. L ike their 
colleagues in the nonm iracu lous healing  arts, some 
evangelists develop areas of special com petence, 
such as the cure of cancer or paralysis. B ro ther A1 
is som ething of a foot specialist—“G od can take 
corns, bunions, and  tired  feet, and  massage them  
witli his holy love an d  m ake them  w ell.” A. A. A l­
len tells of disciples who have received silver 
fillings in  their teeth  d u rin g  his m eetings and  asks, 
sensibly enough, “W hy not le t God be your d en ­
tist?” B ut most are general practitioners. O n a 
single evening’s set of program s, hope is ex tended  
to those suffering from alcoholism , a rth ritis , asth ­
ma, b irth  defects, blindness, blood pressure (high 
and low), bunions, calluses, cancer (breast, eye, 
lung, skin, stom ach, an d  throat), corns, dea th , d ia ­
betes, dope, eye weakness, gallstones, h ea rt disease, 
insom nia, kidney troub le, leukem ia, m en ta l re ta r­
dation, m ononucleosis, nervous breakdow n, n e r­
vous itch, n icotine addiction , obesity, pain , p a ra l­
ysis, polio, pregnancy, resp ira to ry  problem s, 
rheum atic  fever, tuberculosis, tum ors (brain , ab ­
dom inal, and  m iscellaneous), ulcers, useless lim bs, 
and w ater in  the veins.

T h e  continually  fascinating  aspect of the healing  
and blessing m inistries is th a t they do produce re­
sults. Some of the repo rted  healings are u n d o u b t­
edly fraudu len t. O ne station  canceled a h ea le r’s 
program  after o b ta in in g  an affidavit from  in d iv id ­
uals who adm itted  posing as cripples and  being  
“healed” by the touch of the pasto r’s hand . Police
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officers have occasionally rep o r ted  seeing fam iliar 
vagran ts  in the  healing  lines ol t rave ling  evange­
lists, a p p a re n t ly  tu rn in g  newly discovered disorders 
in to  wine. B u t  these b la ta n t  f rauds are probably  
rare ,  a n d  a fa i th  healer need  no t d ep en d  on  them 
to susta in  his re p u ta t io n .  H e  can rely m uch  m ore 
safely on  psychological, sociological, a n d  psy­
ch o th e ra p e u t ic  m echanism s at w ork  am ong  his au ­
dience.

T h e  tes tim onia ls  tha t  fill the  broadcasts  and  
pub l ica t io n s  ol the  healers po in t to two regularities  
in  a large percen tage—n o t  a ll—of the repo r ted  
cures. First, the  believer h a d  suffered from his con­
d i t io n  for some tim e and  had been  u n a b le  to  gain 
re lief  from  m edical or o th e r  sources. Long illness or 
d isability  can weaken em o tio n a l  a n d  m e n ta l  resis­
tance  to sources of he lp  th a t  one w ou ld  no t con­
sider in o th e r  circumstances. Second, m os t  ol the 
cures occur a t actual hea l in g  services, w hen  the 
deep  desire to  be made w hole  is t ran s fo rm ed  into 
eager ex p ec ta t ion  by a frenzied whirl  ol noise, a n x ­
iety, a n d  promise, and the pervasive power of  the 
g a th e red  g ro u p  of true believers.

In  recent years, the  miracle-workers have tu rn ed  
the ir  a t te n t io n  to financial as well as physical 
needs. T h e y  prom ise  b e tte r  jobs, sticcess in busi­
ness, or, in  lieu  of these, simple windfalls. A. A. 
A llen  urges listeners to send for his book Riches  
an d Wea l th ,  the  Gi f t  of God.  R everend  Ike fills his 
p u b lica t ions  a n d  broadcasts w ith  stories ol financial 
blessings o b ta in e d  th rough  his efforts—“T h is  Lady 
Blessed w ith  N ew Cadillac, "H o w  G od Blessed 
an d  P rospered  Mrs. R ena  Blige" (he revealed to 
her  a secret fo rm u la  for m a k in g  ha ir  grow) . “Sister 
R a g  Muffin N ow  Wears M ink  to C h u rch ."  and 
“ Blessed w ith  New Buick in | ”, M inutes." Forty-five 
m in u te s  is not, apparen tly ,  u n u sua lly  fast for R ever­
e n d  Ike. H e  reg u la r ly  assures his listeners, “1  he m o ­
m e n t  you get y o u r  offering [and] your prayer 
requests  in to  the  mail, s ta r t  look ing  u p  to God lor 
y o u r  blessing because it will be on the way.

These m en  of G od  realize, of course, th a t  good 
hea lth  a n d  a jackpo t prize on the Big Slot M achine 
in the Sky are  no t  all there  is to life. T h e y  promise 
as well to r id  the listener of bad habits, q u ie t  his 
doub ts  and  fears, soothe his b roken  heart ,  repa ir  
his c ru m b l in g  m arriage , reconcile his fussing k in ­
folk, and  deliver  h im  from witches a n d  demons. No 
p ro b le m  is too  trivial, too difficult, o r  past re d e m p ­
tion. B ro th e r  A1 will he lp  w om en “ th a t  w ants  a 
ugly m o u th  c leaned  out of the ir  husband . A. A. 
A llen  claims to have rescued m en from  the electric 
chair. G le n n  T h o m p s o n  promises “ th a t  g ir l  ou t  
there  ‘in  t ro u b le ’ w h o ’s try ing  to keep it from D ad 
a n d  M o th e r” th a t  if she will “ believe an d  d o u b t  
no t, G o d  will pe rfo rm  a miracle ."

T h e  rad io  evangelists do not cast the ir  b read  
u p o n  the  waters, however, w i th o u t  expec ting  some­
th in g  in  r e tu rn .  T h o u g h  rates vary widely, a 
fif teen-m inute  daily  p rogram  on  a local rad io

station costs, on the average, ab o u t  $200 per 
week. O n  a superpow er sta tion  like X E R F  the  ra te  
may ru n  as high as $600. T h e  evangelists pay this 
fee themselves, b u t  they dep en d  up o n  the ir  radio  
audience  to provide  the funds. For this reason, 
some take advan tage  ol G od  s Precious Air d ime to 
hawk a hit of sacred merchandise . M uch of it is 
ra th e r  o rd in a ry —large-prin t Bibles, calendars, 
g ree t ing  cards, Bible-verse vo-yos, and  bail-point 
pens w ith  an  in sp ira t iona l  message t ig h t  there  on 
the side. O th e r  items are m ore  unusua l .  Bill Beeny, 
who tends to see the da rke r  side of cu rren t  events, 
offers Sa ^-contributors a R io t  Pack con ta in in g  a 
stove, five fuel cans, a rescue gun, a radio, a n d  the 
m arvelous Defender, a w eapon tha t  drives tin at­
tacker away and  covers h im  with dye, m ak in g  him  an 
eas\ ta rge t  for police. T e n  dollars will buy  a blue- 
steel. pearl-handled , tear-gas pistol, plus the infor­
m ative  and  in sp ira t iona l  Truth-Pate # | -  Or, for 
the  same price, Evangelist Beeny will send his own 
a lbum  of e ighteen songs abou t heaven, together 
w ith  the  Paralv/er. “m ade  by the famous Mace 
C om pany."  Presum ably, it is safer to tu rn  the o ther 
cheek if one has first paralyzed one's enemy.

T h e  most com m on items offered lor sale, how­
ever. are the evangelist 's own books an d  records. 
B ro the r  A l’s c u r re n t  book is T h e  Second Touch :  
“ I t  s wrote in p la in ,  down-to-earth language, and 
has big p r in t  tha t  will heal any weak eyes tha t 
reads it." For a Sr, offering C. W . B urpo  will send 
his w onderfu l  record ing  of “ My America." p lus a 
bonus  b u m p e r  sticker advertis ing  his p rogram . T h e  
Bible In s t i tu te  of the A ir—“Be a m oving  b illboard  
for God and  C ountry ."  D on  a n d  Earl, “ two young 
C hris t ian  singers from F ort  W o rth ,  Texas, offer 
for only S3 “plus a ex tra  q u a r te r  to pay the postage 
hack ou t  to your house, " a lbum s of heart- touching 
songs an d  stories that inc lude  such old  favorites as 
“ Just O ne  Rose W ill Do." “ A T r a m p  on the 
Streets," “ Lord, B uild  Me a C ab in  in H ea v e n , '  
“S tream line  to Glory," “ R em em b er  M other 's  G od ,” 
“ A Soldier’s Last Letter ,"  “T h a t  L itt le  Pa ir  of 
H alf-w orn Shoes," " Ju s t  a Closer W a lk  w ith  T h e e ’ 
( fea tu r ing  the gospel w histl ing  ol Don), and  that 
g rea t  resurrec tion  hymn, " T h e re  Ain t No Grave 
G o n n a  Keep My Body Down."

In keep ing  with St. Paul 's  d ic tum  th a t  “ those who 
proclaim  the gospel shou ld  get the ir  living by 
the gospel," the  rad io  m inis ters  do not always 

offer m erchand ise  in re tu rn  for con tr ibu tions .  In 
fact, the  books an d  records an d  magazines probab ly  
func tion  p r im ar i ly  as a l ink  th a t  facilitates the 
m ore  d irect appeals  for m oney  almost sure to fol­
low.

B ro the r  Al, sound ing  like a pa the tic  A ndy De- 
vine, asks the fa i th fu l  to send “ God's Perfect 
Offering—$7.00. N o t  $6.00, no t  $8.00, b u t  $7.00.” 
A n  offering even m ore  blessed is $77, G od 's  two
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perfect num bers, a lthough any m ultip le  of seven is 
m eritorious. “God told me to ask for this. You 
know 1 d o n 't talk like this. It s got to be God. God 
told me he had  a lot of bills to pay. Obey G o d -  
just p u t the cash inside the envelope.” In  addition 
to cash, B rother A1 w ill also accept checks, money 
orders, and American Express—surely he means 
traveler’s (hecks. Seven’s perfection stems from its 
prom inence in the Bible: the seven deadly sins, the 
seven churches of Asia, and so forth. R ad io  Pastor 
David Epley also believes God lias a perfect num ­
ber, b u t he has been reading abou t the apostles and 
the tribes of Israel. Q uite understandable, he seeks 
a $12 offering, or the double po rtion  offering of 
S24.

B rother G lenn T hom pson, who also names God 
as his co-solicitor, claims that most of the w orld’s 
ills, from crabgrass and garden bugs to Com m u­
nism and t he Bomb, can lie traced to m an ’s ro b ­
bing God. “You’ve got God's m oney in your wallet. 
You old stingy C hristian. No w onder we’ve got all 
these problems. You want to know how sou can 
pay God w hat you owe? God is speaking through 
me. God said, ‘Inasm uch as you do it un to  one of 
these, to n  do it un to  m e.’ God said, ‘Give all you 
have lor the gospel’s sake.’ Mv address is Brother 
G lenn. Paragould, Arkansas.”

In sharp contrast, G arner T ed  A rm strong makes 
it qu ite  clear that all publications offered on his 
broadcasts are absolutely free. T h ere  is no gim ­
mick. Those who request lite ra tu re  never receive 
any h in t of an appeal for funds unless they 
specifically ask how they m ight con tribu te  to the 
support of the program . G arner T e d ’s father, H er­
bert W. A rm strong, began the broadcast in 1037, as 
a vehicle for spreading a message that features a 
literalistic in te rp re ta tio n  of biblical prophecy. T h e  
program  has spawned a college w ith campuses in 
California, Texas, and London, and a church of 
more than 300,000 members. Characteristically, the 
m inisters of the local churches, which m eet in re n t­
ed halls and do not advertise, even in the telephone 
book, will not call on prospective members w ithout 
a direct invitation. T h is  scrupulous approach has 
proved qu ite  successful. T he  W orld Tomorrow, a 
half-hour program , is heard daily on m ore than  
four h u ndred  stations th ro u g h o u t the world, and a 
television version is carried by sixty stations.

Several evangelists use their radio  program s p ri­
m arily to prom ote their personal appearance tours 
th roughout the country, and may save the really 
high-powered huckstering for these occasions. A. A. 
Allen is both typical and  the best example. An Al­
len M iracle R estoration Revival Service lasts from 
three to five hours and leaves even the inh ib ited  
partic ipan t observer qu ite  spent. On a one-night 
stand in the H ouston M usic H all, Allen and the 
Lord drew close to a thousand  souls, in approxi­
m ately equal portions of blacks, whites, and Mexi- 
can-Americans. As the young organist in  a brown

N ehru  played gospel lock, hands shot in to  the air 
and ;m occasional tam b o u rin e  clam ored for joy. 
Ehen, w ithou t announcem en t, G od's M an of F aith  

and Power came to p u lp it center. A llen  does no t 
believe in w earing black; th a t’s for funerals. O n 
this n igh t he wore a green su it w ith  shiny green 
shoes.

For the be tte r p art of an  hour, he to u ted  his 
book that is tu rn in g  the religious w orld upside 
down, Witchcraft, Wizards, and Witches,  and  a 
record, pressed on too percent p u re  vinyl, of his top  
two soul-w inning sermons.

T o  p repare  the audience for the m ain  pitch , Al­
len w ent to great lengths to leave the im pression 
th a t he was one of exceedingly few fa ith fu l m en  of 
God still on the scene. H e lam ented  the defection 
from the m inistry: “ In  the last few years, 30 p er­
cent of the preachers have stopped  preaching; 70 
percent fewer m en are in tra in in g  for the m inistry . 
A cool too percent less preachers th an  just a few 
years ago.” He chortled  over the fate of rival evan­
gelists who had ru n  afoul of the law or justifiably 
irate husbands. At an o th e r service, he used this spot 
to describe the p eril of opposing  his m inistry . H e 
told of a s tuden t w ho tried  to fool him  by posing as 
a cripple; God struck h im  dead the same n ight. A 
m an who believed in  A llen 's power, b u t w ith h eld  
$100 God had told him  to give the evangelist, 
suffered a stroke righ t afte r the m eeting. A nd on 
and on.

W hen he finished, B ro th er Don Stewart, A llen ’s 
associate in the m in istry  of fund-raising, took the 
m icrophone to begin a rem arkab le  h o u r of u n a l­
loyed gullery. At the  end of his recita tion , ap p ro x i­
m ately 135 people p ledged $100 apiece, and  others 
em ptied  bills and coins in to  large plastic w aste­
baskets that were filled and rep laced  w ith  aston ish­
ing regularity . A nd  all the w hile B ro th er Don 
walked back and forth  shouting  to  the p o in t of 
pain , “Vow and pay, vow and  pay, the scrip tu re 
does say, vow and pay.”

Despite the b la tan tly  in stru m en ta l charac ter of 
m uch rad io  religion, it w ould  be a m istake to sup-
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pose th a t its only appeal lies in  the prom ise of 
h ea lth  and  w ealth, though these are pow erful in ­
centives. T h e  fact is that if the w orld seems out of 
control, w hat could be m ore reassuring th an  to dis­
cover the road m ap of hum an  destiny? 1 his is part 
of the appeal of G arner T ed  A rm strong, who de­
clares to listeners, in a tone tha t does not encourage 
doub t, tha t a b luep rin t of the fu tu re  of America, 
Germ any, the B ritish  Com m onw ealth, and  the Mid­
dle East, foolproof solutions for the problem s of 
child-rearing, pollution, and  crime in  the streets, 
plus a definitive answer to the question, “W hy Are 
Yoti Here?” can all be theirs for the cost of a six- 
cent stam p. O n a far less sophisticated level, Jam es 
Bishop Carr, of Palm dale, C alifornia, does the same 
thing. B ro ther C arr believes th a t m uch of the 
w orld ’s ills can be traced to the use of “ Rom an 
tim e” (the G regorian calendar) and observances of 
religious holidays such as Christmas. He has reck­
oned the day and  hour of C hrist’s second coming, 
b u t is uncertain  of the year. Each N ight of A tone­
m ent, he awaits the Eschaton w ith  his followers, the 
L ittle  Flock of M ount Zion. Between d isappo in t­
m ents, he constructs elaborate charts depicting the 
flow of history from A dam ’s G arden to Arm aged­
don, com plete w ith  battle plans for the la tte r event. 
O thers deal in  prophecy on m ore of an ad hoc basis, 
b u t are no less confident of their accuracy. David 
T erre ll, the Endtim e Messenger, recently warned 
that “even today, the sword of the Lord is drawed 
and  th a t “coastal cities shall be inhab ited  by 
strange creatures from the sea, yea, and  there shall 
be great sorrow in  California. . . . God has never 
failed. W ho shall deny w hen these things happen 
th a t a p rophet was in your midst? Believest thou 
this and you shall be blessed.”

T o  become a disciple of one of these prophet- 
preachers is, by the evangelists’ own admission, to 
ob ta in  a guide w ithout peer to lead one over life’s 
uneven pathway. T hough  few of them  possess stan­
dard  professional credentials, they take pains to as­
sure their scattered flocks th a t they have divine re­
cognition and approval. Some associate themselves

with leading biblical personalities, as when A. A. 
A llen speaks of the way “God has w orked through 
his great religious leaders, such as Moses and my- 
self,” or when C. W. B urpo intones, “God loves 
you and 1 love you.” Several report appearances by 
heavenly visitors. A ccording to David T errell, Jesus 
came in to  his room on April 17, about eight-thirty 
at n igh t and told him  there was too m uch junk 
going around. “Bring the people un to  me.’ 
T hough  some receive angels regularly, they do not 
regard their visits lightly. “If you don 't th in k  that 
it’ll almost tax your nervous system to the breaking 
po in t,” says the Reverend Billy W alker, Jr., “let an 
angel come to you.” O ther evangelists simply prom ­
ise, as docs B rother Al, “ I can get through to God 
for you.” In  support of such claims, they point to 
the testim ony of satisfied disciples and to their own 
personal success: the flamboyance in  dress affected 
by some of the m en obviously capitalizes on their 
followers’ need for a hero who has him self achieved 
the success denied them.

In  the fiercely com petitive struggle for the listen­
ers’ a tten tio n  and money, most of the evangelists 
have developed a novel twist or gimmick to dis­
tinguish them  from their fellow clerics. C. W. 
B urpo does not simply pray; he goes in to  the 
“ throne room ” to talk to God. T h e  door to the 
th rone room can be heard opening and shutting. 
David Epley’s tradem ark is the use of the gift of 
“discernm ent.” Lie not only heals those who come 
to him, bu t “discerns” those in  his audience who 
need a special gift ot healing, in the m anner of a 
pious D unninger. A. A. Allen emphasizes witch­
craft on most of his cu rren t broadcasts, blam ing 
everything from asthm a to poverty on hexes and 
demons. In  o ther years he has talked of holy oil 
that flowed from the hands of those who were 
being healed, or crosses of blood tha t appeared on 
their foreheads. David T erre ll frequently  calls 
upon his gift of “ tongues.” T erre ll breaks into ec­
static speech either at the peak of an em otional pas­
sage or at points where he appears to need w hat is 
otherwise known as “ filler.” C ertain of his spirited
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words tend to recur repeatedly. R apha, nissi, and 
hotida bahayah are three favorites. T h e  first two 
may be derived from  the H ebrew  words for healing 
and  victory. Unless the th ird  is a H ebrew  term hav­
ing to do w ith  motorcycles, its m eaning  is known 
only to those w ith  the gift of in terp re ta tion . T e r­
rell defends his “speaking in the S pirit’’ over the 
radio  on the grounds th a t he is an apostle—“not a 
grown-up apostle like Peter or Paul; ju s t a little  
boy apostle th a t’s started ou t w orking for Jesus.”

Once one has m ade contact w ith a rad io  evange­
list, preferably by a letter con tain ing  a "love 
offering,” one is usually bom barded w ith letters 
and publications telling  of w hat God has recently 
w rought through his servant, asking for special con­
tribu tions to m eet a variety of emergencies, and u r­
ging followers to send for items personally blessed 
by the evangelist and v irtually  guaranteed to bring 
the desired results. O ne runs across holy oil, pros­
perity billfolds, and sacred willow twigs, but the 
perennial favorite of those w ith talism aniacal urges 
is the prayer cloth.

Prayer cloths come in several colors and sizes, and 
are available in m uslin, sackcloth, terrycloth, and, 
for a lim ited time only, revival-tent cloth. As an 
optional extra, they can be anoin ted  w ith water, 
oil. or ashes. \fv  own m odel is a small (s\A  x 31/, 
inches) unano in ted  rectangle of p inked  cloth. T h e  
instructions state that it represents the m an of God 
who sent it, and that it can be laid  upon  those w ith 
an ailm ent, hidden in the house to b rin g  peace and 
blessings, carried in the purse or pocketbook for 
financial success, and even taken to court to assure 
a favorable outcome. One wom an told Reverend 
Ike th a t she had cut her cloth in two and  placed a 
piece under the separate beds of a quarre ling  cou­
ple. She declared the experim ent an unqualified 
success, to the delight of R everend Ike—“You did 
that? You rascal, you! L et’s all give God a great big 
h and!”

These scraps of paper and cloth serve to b ind  
preacher and people together u n til the glorious day 
when a faith fu l listener can attend  a live service at 
the civic aud ito rium  or the coliseum, or under the 
big tent at the fairgrounds. It is here, in the com­
pany of like-m inded believers, that a person loses 
and perhaps finds him self as he joins the shouting, 
clapping, dancing, hugging, weeping, rejoicing 
throng. At such a service, a large Negro lady 
pointed into the air and jiggled pleasantlv. Reside 
her, a sad, pale little  wom an, in a huge skirt 
hitched up  w ith a m an ’s belt, hopped  tentatively on 
one foot and looked for a m om ent as if she m ight 
have found som ething she had been missing. On 
cue from the song leader, all tu rned  to embrace or 
shake hands w ith a neighbor and  to assure each 
other that “Jesus is all right!” O ld m en jum ped 
about like m echanical toys. T w o teen-age boys “ran  
for Jesus.” And in the aisles a trim , gray-haired 
wom an in spike heels and  a black nylon dress,
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danced sensuously all over the au d ito riu m . She 
m ust have logged a m ile  an d  a half, m aybe a 
m ile and  three quarters, before the n ig h t was over. 
I cou ldn ’t help  w ondering  if h e r h u sb an d  knew 
where she was. B ut I was sure she liked w here she 
was b etter than  w here she had  been.

If a rad io  evangelist can stim u late  this k ind  of 
response, w hether he is a ch a rla tan  (as some u n ­
doubtedly  are) or sincerely believes he is a vessel of 
God (as some u ndoub ted ly  do) is secondary. I f  he 
can convince his listeners th a t he can deliver w hat 
he promises, the b lend  of g en u in e  need, desperate 
belief, re inforcing  g ro u p —and  who knows w hat 
else?—can move in m ysterious ways its w onders to 
perform . And, for a long  tim e, th a t w ill likely be 
enough to keep those cards and  letters com ing in . □

Tale o f G enji
In  M urasak i’s tim e 
they w ept at the  sunsets

I t  was easy

If you w ere the P rince 
& in love

C alligraphy could do it

T h e  to ta l life
in the  nu an ce  of a line

& la ter

1 he sun th a t had  changed

T h e  cold light defin ing shadow  
Poetry  leading now here

O ccurrence m ade m eaningless 
T h e  injustice of history

N ot th a t it m atte red

O r the light 
they  w ept at

by Hugh Seidman



Copyright of Atlantic Magazine Archive is the property of Atlantic Monthly Group LLC and
its content may not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the
copyright holder's express written permission. However, users may print, download, or email
articles for individual use.


