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The God-Hucksters of Radio

“Keep those cards and letters coming in

L b

byWiHiam C. Martin

ou have heard them, if only for a few sec-

onds at a time. Perhaps you were driving

cross-country late at night, fiddling with
the radio dial in search of a signal to replace the
one that finally grew too weak as you drew away
from Syracuse, or Decatur, or Amarillo. You lis-
tened for a moment until you recognized what it
was, then you dialed on. hoping to find Monitor or
Music Till Dawn. Perhaps you wondered if, some-
where, people really listen to these programs. The
answer is, they do, by the tens and hundreds of
thousands. And they not only listen: they believe
and respond. Each day, on local stations that cater
to religious broadcasting and on the dozen or so
“superpower’ stations that can be picked up hun-
dreds of miles away during the cool nighttime
hours. an odd-lot assortment of radio evangelists
proclaims its version ol the gospel to the Great
Church of the Airwaves.

Not all who produce religious broadcasts, ol
course, are acceptable to the scattered multitude for
whom “gospel radio™ is a major instrument ol in-
struction  and Denominational  pro-
orams and Billy Graham are regarded as too Estab-
lishment. Billy James Hargis and his Christian
Anti-Communist Crusade are too political. Even
faith healer Oral Roberts, once a favorite out there

inspiration.

in radioland, has become suspect since he founded
a university and joined the Methodist Church. For
these believers, the true vessels of knowledge, grace,
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and power are people like Brother Al (“That's A-
L. Brother AlY): the Reverend Frederick B. Eike-
renkoetter I1. better known to millions as “Rever-
end Ike™: G W. Burpo (“Spelled ‘B, as in Bible
“y: Kathryn Kuhbman  ("Have . . . you
been . . . waiting . . . for. . . me?”): and the two
giants of radio religion, healer A. A. Allen (of Mir-
acle Valley, Arizona) and teacher Garner Ted
Armstrone, who can be heard somewhere at this
very moment proclaiming The Plain Truth about
The World Tomorrow.

The tormat ol programs in this genre rarely
makes severe intellectual demands on either ]m.sldr
or flock. C. W. Burpo (Dr. Burpo accents the last
syllable: local announcers invariably stress  the
first) and Garner Ted Armstrong usually give evi-
dence of having thought about the broadcast ahead
of time. though their presentations are largely ex-
temporancous. Some of the others seem simply to
twrn on the microphone and shout. Occasionally
there is a hint of a sermon. J. Charles Jessup ol
Gulfport, Mississippi, may cite Herodias™ directing
her daughter to ask for the head ol John the Bap-
tist as illustrating how parents set a bad example
for their children. David Terrell may, in support of
a point on the doctrine ol election, note that God
chose Mary for his own good reasons, and not be-
cause she was the only virgin in Palestine—""There
was plenty of virgins in the land. Plenty ol ‘em.
Mucho virgins was in the land.” Evangelist Bill
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Beeny ol St. Louis, Missouri (Period. Beeny re-
gards the Zip Code as a plot to confuse the nation),
may point to the flea’s ability to jump 200 times his
own length as proof that God exists. Often, how-
ever, a program consists of nothing more than a
canned introduction, a taped segment from an ac-
tual “healing and blessing” service (usually featur-
ing testimonials to the wondrous powers of the
evangelist), and a closing pitch for money.

The machinery for broadcasting these programs
is a model of efficiency. A look at station XERF in
Ciudad Acuna, Coahuila, Mexico, just across the
border from Del Rio, Texas, illustrates the ])oint.
Ireed from FCC regulations that restrict the power
of American stations to 50,000 watts, XERF gener-
ates 250,000 watts, making it the most powerful sta-
tion in the world. On a cold night, when high-fre-
quency radio waves travel farthest, it can be heard
from Argentina to Canada. Stall needs are min-
imal; less than a dozen employees handle all duties,
from the front office to equipment maintenance.
The entire fourteen hours of programming, from
6:00 P.M. to 8:00 A.M., are taped. Each week the
cvangelists send their tapes to the station, with a
check for the air time they will use.

All announcing is done by Paul Kallinger, “Your
Good Neighbor along the way.” A pleasant, gregar-
ious man, Kallinger has been with XERF since
1949. In the fifties, he performed his duties live. At
present he operates a restaurant 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 Kallinger from dusk till dawn.
Kallinger recognizes the improbability of some of
the claims made by the ministers and acknowledges
that their motives may not be entirely altruistic.
Still, he figures that, on balance, they do more good
than harm, and he does his best to impress listeners
with the fact that “these are faith broadcasts and
need your tithes and love offerings if they are to
remain on the air with this great message.”

ho listens to these evangelists, and why?

No single answer will suffice. Some,

doubtless, listen to learn. Garner Ted
Armstrong discusses current problems and events—
narcotics, crime, conflict, space exploration, pollu-
tion—and asserts that biblical prophecy holds the
key to understanding both present and future. C.
W. Burpo olfers a conservative mixture of religion,
morals, and politics. Burpo is foursquare in favor
of God, Nixon, and constitutional government,

Mr. Martin has a scholar’s interest in prayer and in
people. He is a graduate of Harvard Divinity
School as well as a Ph.D. in Arts and Sciences,
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and adamantly opposed to sex education, which en-
courages the study of materials “revealing the bas-
est part of human nature.”

Others listen because the preachers promise im-
mediate solutions to real, tangible problems. Al-
though evidence is difficult to obtain, one gets the
definite impression, from the crowds that attend
the personal appearances of the evangelists, from
the content and style of oral and written testi-
monials, from studies of storefront churches with
similar appeals, and from station executives’
analyses of their listening population, that the au-
dience is heavily weighted with the poor, the
uneducated, and others who for a variety of reasons
stand on the margins of society. These are the
people most susceptible to illness and infirmity, to
crippling debts, and to what the evangelists refer to
simply as “troubles.” At the same time, they are the
people least equipped to deal with these problems
effectively. Some men in such circumstances turn to
violence or radical political solutions. Others erind
and are ground away, in the dim hope of a better
future. Still others, like desperate men in many cul-
tures, succumb to the appeal of magical solutions.
For this group, what the preachers promise is, if
hardly the Christian gospel, at least good news.

The “healers and blessers,” who dominate the ra-
dio evangelism scene, address themselves to the
whole range of human problems: physical, emo-
tional, social, financial, and spiritual. Like their
colleagues in the nonmiraculous healing arts, some
evangelists develop areas of special competence,
such as the cure of cancer or paralysis. Brother Al
is something of a foot specialist—"God can take
corns, bunions, and tired feet, and massage them
with his holy love and make them well.” A. A. Al
len tells of disciples who have received silver
fillings in their teeth during his meetings and asks,
sensibly enough, “Why not let God be your den-
tist?” But most are general practitioners. On a
single evening's set of programs, hope is extended
to those suffering from alcoholism, arthritis, asth-
ma, birth defects, blindness, blood pressure (high
and low), bunions, calluses, cancer (breast, eye,
lung, skin, stomach, and throat), corns, death, dia-
betes, dope, eye weakness, gallstones, heart disease,
insomnia, kidney trouble, leukemia, mental retar
dation, mononucleosis, nervous breakdown, ner-
vous itch, nicotine addiction, obesity, pain, paral-
ysis, polio, pregnancy, respiratory problems,
rheumatic fever, tuberculosis, tumors (brain, ab-
dominal, and miscellaneous), ulcers, useless limbs,
and water in the veins.

The continually fascinating aspect of the healing
and blessing ministries is that they do produce re-
sults. Some of the reported healings are undoubt-
edly fraudulent. One station canceled a healer’s
program after obtaining an affidavit from individ-
uals who admitted posing as cripples and being
“healed” by the touch of the pastor’s hand. Police



officers have occasionally reported seeing familiar
vagrants in the healing lines of traveling evange-
lists, apparently turning newly discovered disorders
into wine. But these blatant frauds are probably
rare, and a faith healer need not depend on them
to sustain his reputation. He can rely much more
safely on psychological, sociological, and  psy-
chotherapeutic mechanisms at work among his au-
dience.

The testimonials that fill the broadcasts and
publications of the healers point to two regularities
in a large percentage—not all—of the reported
cures. First, the believer had suffered from his con-
dition for some time and had been unable to gain
relief from medical or other sources. Long illness or
disability can weaken emotional and mental resis
tance to sources of help that one would not con-
sider in other circumstances. Second, most of the
cures occur at actual healing services, when the
deep desire to be made whole is transformed into
eager expectation by a frenzied whirl of noise, anx-
iety, and promise, and the pervasive power ol the
cathered group of true believers.

In recent years, the miracle-workers have turned
their attention to financial as well as physical
necds. They promise better jobs, success in busi-
ness, or, in licu of these, simple windfalls. A A.
Allen urges listeners to send for his book Ricles
and Wealth, the Gift of God. Reverend lke fills his
publications and broadcasts with stories of financial
blessings obtained through his efforts—"This Lady
Blessed with New Cadillac,” “How God Blessed
and Prospered Mrs. Rena Blige” (he revealed to
her a secret formula for making hair grow) . “Sister
Rag Muffin Now Wears Mink to Church.” and
“Blessed with New Buick in 45 Minutes.” Forty-five
minutes is not, apparently, unusually fast for Rever-
end Ike. He regularly assures his listeners, “"I'he mo-
ment you get your offering [and] your prayer
requests into the mail, start looking up to God for
your blessing because it will be on the way.”

These men of God realize, of course. that good
health and a jackpot prize on the Big Slot Machine
in the Sky are not all there is to life. They promise
as well to rid the listener of bad habits, quiet his
doubts and fears, soothe his broken heart, repair
his crumbling marriage, reconcile his fussing Kin-
folk, and deliver him from witches and demons. No
problem is too trivial, too difficult, or past redemp-
tion. Brother Al will help women “that wants a
ugly mouth cleaned out of their husband.” A. A.
Allen claims to have rescued men from the electric
chair. Glenn Thompson promises “that girl out
there ‘in trouble” who's trying to keep it from Dad
and Mother” that if she will “believe and doubt
not, God will perform a miracle.”

The radio evangelists do not cast their bread
upon the waters, however, without expecting some-
thing in return. Though rates vary widely, a
fifteen-minute daily program on a local radio
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station costs, on the average, about S200 per
week. On a superpower station like XERF the rate
may run as high as S6oo. The evangelists pay this
fee themselves, but they depend upon their radio
audience to provide the funds. For this reason,
some take advantage ol God’s Precious Air Time to
hawk a bit of sacred merchandise. Much of it is
rather  ordinary—large-print ~ Bibles,  calendars,
orecting cards, Bible-verse vo-vos, and ball-point
pens with an inspirational message right there on
the side. Other items are more unusual. Bill Beeny,
who tends to see the darker side of current events,
offers S2s-contributors a Riot Pack containing a
stove, five fuel cans, a rescue gun, a radio. and the
marvelous Defender, a weapon that drives an at-
tacker asway and covers him with dye, making him an
casy target for police. Ten dollars will buy a blue-
steel, pearl-handled, tear-gas pistol, plus the infor-
mative and in.\pimtimml Truth-Pac #4. Or, for
the same price, Evangelist Beeny will send his own
album of eighteen songs about heaven, together
with the Paralyzer, “made by the famous Mace
Company.” Presumably, it is safer to turn the other
cheek il one has first paralyzed one’s enemy.

The most common items offered for sale, how-
ever, are the evangelist's own books and records.
Brother Al's current book is The Second Touch:
“It's wrote in plain, down-to-carth language, and
has big print that will heal any weak eyes that
reads it.” For a Sy offering C. W. Burpo will send
his wonderful recording of “Nlv America,” plus a
bonus bumper sticker advertising his program, The
Bible Institute of the Air—“Be a moving billboard
for God and Country.” Don and Earl, “two young
Christian singers from Fort Worth, Texas,” offer
for only $g “plus a extra quarter to pay the postage
hack out to your house,” albums of heart-touching
songs and stories that include such old favorites as
“Just One Rose Will Do, “A Tramp on the
Streets.” “Lord, Build Me a Cabin in Heaven,”
“Streamline to Glory,” “Remember Mother's God,”
“A Soldier’s Last Letter,” “That Little Pair of
Half-worn Shoes,” “Just a Closer Walk with Thee”
(featuring the gospel whistling of Don), and that
great resurrection hymn, “There Ain't No Grave
Gonna Keep My Body Down.”

n keeping with St. Paul’s dictum that “those who
proclaim the gospel should get their living by
the gospel,” the radio ministers do not always

offer merchandise in return for contributions. In
fact, the books and records and magazines probably
function primarily as a link that facilitates the
more direct appeals for money almost sure to fol-
low.

Brother Al, sounding like a pathetic Andy De-
vine, asks the faithful to send “God's Perfect
Offering—$7.00. Not $6.00, not $8.00, but $7.00.”
An offering even more blessed is $77, God’'s two
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perfect numbers, although any multiple of seven is
meritorious. “God told me to ask for this. You
know I don’t talk like this. It’s got to be God. God
told me he had a lot of bills to pay. Obey God—
just put the cash inside the envelope.” In addition
srother Al will also accept checks, money
orders, and American Express—surely he means
traveler’s checks. Seven’s perfection stems from its

to cash,

prominence in the Bible: the seven deadly sins, the
seven churches of Asia, and so forth. Radio Pastor
David Epley also believes God has a perfect num-
ber, but he has been reading about the apostles and
the tribes of Israel. Quite understandably, he seeks
a Si12 offering, or the double portion offering of
d24.

Brother Glenn Thompson, who also names God
as his co-solicitor, claims that most of the world’s
ills, from crabgrass and garden bugs to Commu-
nism and the Bomb, can be traced to man’s rob-
bing God. “You've got God’s money in your wallet.
You old stingv Christian. No wonder we've cot all
these problems. You want to know how vou can
pay God what vou owe? God is speaking through
me. God said, ‘Inasmuch as vou do it unto one of
these, vou do it unto me.” God said, ‘Give all vou
have for the gospel’s sake.” Ny address is Brother
Glenn, Paracould, Arkansas.”

In sharp contrast, Garner Ted Armstrong makes
it quite clear that all publications offered on his
broadcasts are absolutely free. There is no gim-
mick. Those who request literature never receive
any hint of an appeal for funds unless they
specifically ask how they might contribute to the
support of the program. Garner Ted’s father, Her-
bert W. Armstrong, hegan the broadcast in 1937, as
a vehicle for spreading a messace that features a
literalistic interpretation of hiblical prophecy. The
program has spawned a college with campuses in
California, Texas, and TLondon, and a church of
more than 300,000 members. Characteristically, the
ministers of the local churches, which meet in rent-
ed halls and do not advertise, even in the telephone
book, will not call on prospective members without
a direct invitation. This scrupulous approach has
proved quite successful. The World Tomorrow, a
half-hour program, is heard daily on more than
four hundred stations throughout the world, and a
television version is carried by sixty stations.

Several evangelists use their radio programs pri-
marily to promote their personal appearance tours
throughout 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 Miracle Restoration Revival Service lasts from
three to five hours and leaves even the inhibited
participant observer quite spent. On a one-night
stand in the Houston Music Hall, Allen and the
Lord drew close to a thousand souls, in approxi-
mately equal portions of blacks, whites, and Mexi-
can-Americans. As the young organist in a brown
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Nehru played gospel rock, hands shot into the air
and an occasional tambourine clamored for joy.
Then, without announcement, God’s Man of Faith
and Power came to pulpit center. Allen does not
believe in wearing black; that’s for funerals. On
this night he wore a green suit with shiny green
shoes.

FFor the better part of an hour, he touted his
book that is turning the religious world upside
down, Wiicheraft, Wizards, and Witches, and a
record, pressed on 100 percent pure vinyl, of his top
two soul-winning sermons.

To prepare the audience for the main pitch, Al
len went to great lengths to leave the impression
that he was one ol exceedingly few faithful men of
God still on the scene. He lamented the defection
from the ministry: “In the last few years, go per-
cent ol the preachers have stopped preaching; 7o
percent tewer men are in training for the ministry.
A cool 100 percent less preachers than just a few
vears ago.” He chortled over the fate of rival evan-
gelists who had run afoul of the law or justifiably
irate husbands. At another service, he used this spot
to describe the peril of opposing his ministry. He
told of a student who tried to fool him by posing as
a cripple: God struck him dead the same night. A
man who believed in Allen’s power, but withheld
S1oo God had told him to give the evangelist,
suffered a stroke right after the meeting. And on
and on.

When he finished, Brother Don Stewart, Allen’s
associate in the ministry of fund-raising, took the
microphone to begin a remarkable hour of unal-
loyed gullery. At the end of his recitation, approxi-
mately 135 people pledged $100 apiece, and others
emptied bills and coins into large plastic waste-
baskets that were filled and replaced with astonish-
ing regularity. And all the while Brother Don
walked back and forth shouting to the point of
pain, “Vow and pay, vow and pay, the scripture
does say, vow and pay.”

Despite the blatantly instrumental character of
much radio religion, it would be a mistake to sup-




pose that its only appeal lies in the promise ol
health and wealth, though these are powerful in-
centives. The fact is that if the world seems out of
control, what could be more reassuring than to dis-
cover the road map of human destiny? This is part
of the appeal of Garner Ted Armstronge, who de-
clares to listeners, in a tone that does not encourage
doubt, that a blueprint of the future of America,
Germany. the British Commonwealth, and the Mid-
dle East, foolprool solutions for the problems ol
child-rearing, pollution, and crime in the streets,
plus a definitive answer to the question, “Why Are
You Here?" can all be theirs for the cost of a six-
cent stamp. On a far less sophisticated level, James
Bishop Carr, of Palimdale, California, does the same
thine. Brother Carr believes that much ol the
world’s ills can be traced to the use of “Roman
time” (the Gregorian calendar) and observances of
relicious holidays such as Christmas. He has reck-
oned the day and hour of Christ’s sccond coming,
but is uncertain of the vear. Each Night of Atone-
ment. he awaits the Eschaton with his followers, the
Little Flock of Mount Zion. Between disappoint-
ments, he constructs claborate charts depicting the
flow of history from Adam’s Garden to Armaged-
don, complete with battle plans for the latter event.
Others deal in prophecy on more of an ad hoc basis,
but are no less confident of their accuracy. David
Terrell, the Endtime Messenger, recently warned
that “even today, the sword of the Lord is drawed”
and that inhabited by
strange creatures [rom the sea, yea, and there shall
God has never

“coastal cities shall be
be great sorrow in California.
failed. Who shall deny when these things happen
that a prophet was in your midst? Believest thou
this and you shall be blessed.”

To become a disciple of one of these prophet-
preachers is, by the evangelists’ own admission, to
obtain a guide without peer to lead one over life’s
uneven pathway. Though few of them possess stan-
dard professional credentials, they take pains to as-
sure their scattered flocks that they have divine re-

cognition and approval. Some associate themselves
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with leading biblical personalities, as when A. A.
“God has worked through
his oreat religious leaders, such as Moses and my-
self,” or when C. W. “God loves
vou and I love you.” Several report appearances by
heavenly visitors. According to David Terrell, Jesus

Allen speaks of the way

Jurpo intones,

came into his room on April 17, about eight-thirty
at night and told him there was too much junk

going around. “Bring the people unto me.”
Thoueh some receive angels regularly, they do not
recard their visits lichtly. “If you don’t think that
it'll almost tax your nervous system to the breaking
point,” says the Reverend Billy Walker, Jr., “let an
angel come to you.”” Other evangelists simply prom-
ise, as does Brother Al, “I can get through to God
for you.” In support of such claims, they point to
thé testimony of satisfied disciples and to their own
personal success: the flamboyance in dress affected
by some of the men obviously capitalizes on their
followers’ need for a hero who has himself achieved
the success denied them.

In the fiercely competitive struggle for the listen-
ers’ attention and money, most of the evangelists
have developed a novel twist or gimmick to dis-
fellow clerics. C. W.
Burpo does not simply pray: he goes into the
to talk to God. The door to the
can be heard opening and shutting.

tinguish them from thei

“throne room”
throne room
David Epley’s trademark is the use of the gift ol
“discernment.” He not only heals those who come
to him, but “discerns” those in his audience who
need a special gift of healing, in the manner ol a
pious Dunninger. A. A. Allen emphasizes witch-
craft on most of his current broadcasts, blaming
everything from asthma to poverty on hexes and
demons. In other years he has talked of holy oil
that flowed from the hands of those who were
being healed, or crosses of blood that appeared on
their foreheads. David Terrell frequently calls
upon his gift of “tongues.” Terrell breaks into ec-
static speech either at the peak of an emotional pas-
sage or at points where he appears to need what is
otherwise known as “filler.” Certain of his spirited
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words tend to recur repeatedly. Rapha, nissi, and
honda bahayah are three favorites. The first two
may be derived from the Hebrew words for healing
and victory. Unless the third is a Hebrew term hav-
ing to do with motorcycles, its meaning is known
only to those with the gift of interpretation. Ter-
rell defends his “speaking in the Spirit” over the
radio on the grounds that he is an apostle—"not a
grown-up apostle like Peter or Paul; just a little
boy apostle that's started out working for Jesus.”

Once one has made contact with a radio evange-
list, preferably Dby a letter containing a “love
offering,” one is usually bombarded with letters
and publications telling of what God has recently
wrought through his servant, asking for special con-
tributions to meet a variety of emergencies, and ur-
ging followers to send for items personally blessed
by the evangelist and virtually guaranteed to bring
the desired results. One runs across holy oil, pros-
perity billfolds, and sacred willow twigs, but the
perennial favorite of those with talismaniacal urges
is the prayer cloth.

Prayer cloths come in several colors and sizes, and
are available in muslin, sackcloth, terrycloth, and,
for a limited time only, revival-tent cloth. As an
optional extra, they can be anointed with water,
oil, or ashes. My own model is a small (214 x 314
inches) unanointed rectangle of pinked cloth. The
instructions state that it represents the man of God
who sent it, and that it can be laid upon those with
an ailment, hidden in the house to bring peace and
blessings, carried in the purse or pocketbook for
financial success, and even taken to court to assure
a favorable outcome. One woman told Reverend
Ike that she had cut her cloth in two and placed a
piece under the separate beds of a quarreling cou-
ple. She declared the experiment an unqualified
success, to the delight of Reverend Tke—“You did
that? You rascal, you! Let’s all give God a great big
hand!”

These scraps of paper and cloth serve to bhind
preacher and people together until the glorious day
when a faithful listener can attend a live service at
the civic auditorium or the coliseum, or under the
big tent at the fairgrounds. It is here, in the com-
pany of like-minded bhelievers, that a person loses
and perhaps finds himself 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 pleasantly. Beside
her, a sad, pale little woman, in a huge skirt
hitched up with a man’s belt, hopped tentatively on
one foot and looked for a moment as if she might
have found something she had been missing. On
cue from the song leader, all turned to embrace or
shake hands with a neighbor and to assure each
other that “Jesus is all right!” Old men jumped
about like mechanical toys. Two teen-age boys “ran
for Jesus.” And in the aisles a trim, gray-haired
woman in spike heels and a black nylon dress,
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danced sensuously all over the auditorium. She
must have logged a mile and a half, maybe a
mile and three quarters, before the night was over.
I couldn’t help wondering if her husband knew
where she was. But I was sure she liked where she
was better than where she had been.

If a radio evangelist can stimulate this kind of
response, whether he is a charlatan (as some un-
doubtedly are) or sincerely believes he is a vessel of
God (as some undoubtedly do) is secondary. If he
can convince his listeners that he can deliver what
he promises, the blend of genuine need, desperate
belief, reinforcing group—and who knows what
elsez—can move in mysterious ways its wonders to
perform. And, for a long time, that will likely be
enough to keep those cards and letters coming in. [J

Tale of Genyji

In Murasaki’s time

they wept at the sunsets
It was easy

If you were the Prince

& in love
Calligraphy could do it

The total life

in the nuance of a line

& later

The sun that had changed

The cold light defining shadow

Poetry leading nowhere

Occurrence made meaningless

The injustice of history

Not that it mattered

Or the light
‘ they wept at

by Hugh Seidman
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