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To Cheryl, Erin, and Mitch


Foreword

MARK A. NOLL


READERS OF THIS DEEPLY researched and skillfully written book are in for two surprises. The first reveals the remarkable national popularity of two radio preachers during the years when that medium became a fixture in American households. Monsignor Dr. Fulton Sheen, the featured speaker on NBC’s Catholic Hour, and the Rev. Dr. Walter Maier, of the self-funded The Lutheran Hour, became media stars in the era that also saw Jack Benny, Edward R. Murrow, Fibber McGee & Molly, Kate Smith, and Bing Crosby emerge as household names. Amazingly, if judged by mail received, general name recognition, and, in the case of Maier, successful fund raising, these radio preachers may have even outshone the other media stars of their era. Kirk Farney’s illuminating account provides the best kind of detailed information on the multi-dimensional savvy that propelled the Catholic Hour and The Lutheran Hour—but also the many practical and logistical difficulties that Maier and Sheen overcame to become not just “Ministers of a New Medium,” but masters of that medium.

The second surprise is just as noteworthy, for Sheen and Maier were not simply popular. They were also popular as supremely well-educated speakers, unabashed advocates of classical Christian teaching, and confident representatives of relatively marginalized denominations. Unlike some radio preachers of their era and many thereafter, Sheen and Maier did not dumb down, sensationalize, or pander. Although they communicated through accessible language and well-chosen anecdotes, they did not hide the fact of their superior learning. Instead, they devoted this learning and their skill as communicators to preaching the main doctrines of classical Christian orthodoxy. The chapters in the book devoted to the preached theology of the two amount to extended expositions of the Christian creeds. The message they broadcast, in other words, was not watered-down.

Walter Maier’s Lutheranism and Fulton Sheen’s Catholicism made their radio careers even more remarkable. Sheen became a radio fixture only a few years after a surge of anti-Catholic sentiment greeted candidate Al Smith, who in 1928 campaigned as the first Catholic nominee for president from a major political party (he was a Democrat). Opposition resulting from Protestant fears and the belief that Catholicism equated to anti-democratic authority would survive well past the years treated in this book. Yet, with a captivating speaking style and a message effectively communicating main Christian teachings, Sheen sailed calmly by the nation’s hereditary anti-Catholic disposition.

Prior to Maier, American Lutheranism was less a threat than an unknown quantity. Lutherans had enjoyed a secure place in pockets of the American landscape since the colonial period. But their identification as the church of German and Scandinavian immigrants set them apart, as did a theology that retained elements of the sixteenth-century Reformation other American Protestants had left behind. In addition, the traumas of the First World War had inspired intense anti-German reactions in areas of the country where most German descendants (and also Lutherans) lived. Yet Maier negotiated whatever hesitations listeners might have had about a Lutheran voice as skillfully as Sheen did for the greater suspicions about heeding a Catholic.

Ministers of a New Medium illuminates early radio history, makes a welcome addition to the American history of Christianity, and brings two larger-than-life personalities into sharper focus. From its pages readers will come away with historical and biographical insights, but also two sturdy and edifying expressions of the Christian faith itself.
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Chapter One

Golden Mouths, Ethereal Pulpits
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If then eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, nor hath it entered into the heart of man to imagine what good things are prepared for those who love God, from where . . . shall we be able to come to the knowledge of these things? Listen a moment and you will hear him answer.

ST. JOHN CHRYSOSTOM





Turn your radio on . . . and glory share . . . get in touch with God . . . turn your radio on.

ALBERT BRUMLEY, “TURN YOUR RADIO ON”







ON SUNDAY, OCTOBER 26, 1924—a “perfect Indian summer day”—the cornerstone was laid for the facilities of the new campus of Concordia Seminary in Clayton, Missouri. Special trains brought enthusiastic Lutherans from around the Midwest to witness the celebratory afternoon, and to lift their voices in a rousing rendition of “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.” Coinciding with this new birth of one of America’s largest seminaries that day was the maiden voyage on the nation’s airwaves of Lutheran radio station KFUO, which introduced itself to the listening public by broadcasting the seminary proceedings. Concordia’s sober, scholarly president, Francis Pieper, stood before newfangled microphones and began to address the physical and ethereal attendees in Latin.1 As the bowtie-clad churchman spoke of Christ’s status as the “true cornerstone of the church,” an “immense” biplane flew over the campus. Pieper paused his speech and raised his eyes, along with those of the thousands present, to marvel at the display of gravity-defying technology.2 The epiphanic confluence of ancient Scripture, medieval language, Reformation theology, and modern innovation was not lost on the terra firma–bound spectators. In recapping this moment, the lay periodical The Lutheran Witness observed, “A conjunction of a living past with the vibrant present . . . could not have been more perfectly symbolized.” The German language periodical, Der Lutheraner, provided this succinct summation: “Times change, and we change with them. But God’s Word remains forever.”3

While the observers comprehended the symbolic intersection of modernity and the “faith which was once delivered unto the saints” (Jude 3 KJV), they could not have known the impact this intersection was about to have. Radio and religion would soon emerge as a match seemingly made in heaven. The faith “once delivered unto the saints” could now be delivered to the living rooms of saints and sinners alike, over broadcast towers sprouting up across the land. And millions were ready to listen.

Two learned clergymen and academics, a Catholic priest and a Lutheran minister, led among those who embraced this opportunity to spread the Gospel of Jesus Christ over the airwaves. They did so with remarkable success. Through weekly broadcasts from coast to coast they attained household name status. Those names were Fulton J. Sheen and Walter A. Maier.
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In February 1940, the diocesan newspaper of New Orleans, Catholic Action of the South, referred to Monsignor Fulton J. Sheen, the popular radio priest of the Catholic Hour (CH) radio program, as “the John Chrysostom of the US airwaves.”4 Three years later, Time magazine labeled Reverend Walter A. Maier, the dynamic radio preacher of The Lutheran Hour (TLH) broadcast, the “Chrysostom of American Lutheranism.” (As a courtesy to their less historically minded readers, Time’s editors did provide a footnote explaining who this renowned fourth-century Christian preacher was.5) Such praise was not uncommon for these two powerful preachers whose “golden mouths” spoke every week over the airwaves of the nation and much of the world.6 Through radio, both had gained considerable fame, rivaling not just that of other major religious leaders, but of entertainers and politicians as well. Both enjoyed the loyalty of millions of listeners, who formed audiences comparable in size to those of “popular” radio programs. While stylistically different, both preached with urgency and conviction. Both had attained uncommon erudition, yet delivered sermons that touched the common man and woman. Both saw Christian commitment as a central component of the American way of life and the key to the country’s well-being. And both espoused a version of Christianity that reflected conservative orthodoxy and tradition, yet with an ecumenical openness uncommon at the time in their respective denominations.

Those denominational affiliations are a key component in making the stories of Walter Maier and Fulton Sheen so noteworthy, and invite more thorough analysis. That Americans experiencing the Great Depression, then a world war, followed by the war’s aftermath and the rise of communism, would have listened to hopeful Christian messages on the radio is not difficult to understand. But that two of the most popular radio preachers would have come from the Roman Catholic Church and the Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod (LCMS) would have been less predictable, given the religious environment of the time.

When CH was launched in 1930, the Catholic Church represented the largest denomination in the United States, with over twenty million members. Yet anti-Catholic prejudice was widespread, as had been demonstrated by bitter opposition to Democratic Presidential Candidate Al Smith just two years earlier. What is more, many in the American non-Catholic majority viewed Catholicism as the religion of the suspect, ethnically disadvantaged, immigrant population that had come ashore in the latter nineteenth century. Historian Martin Marty has noted that in such an environment “moderates throughout the nation were no less disturbed than [Ku Klux] Klansmen about the threat that America would go Catholic.”7 Notwithstanding the uncharitable views non-Catholics expressed toward the less-than-fully American papists, many of them warmed quickly to Monsignor Sheen and tuned in just like their Catholic neighbors—much to the surprise of network executives and social observers.

The LCMS was one of several Lutheran bodies in America when TLH went on the air—also in 1930. At this time, there were roughly four million Lutherans in the United States, found in twenty-one different denominational bodies.8 With membership in excess of one million, the LCMS was one of the largest of these Lutheran groups. Yet it was obviously modest in relative size and resources, and even more modest in attracting attention. Though the Lutherans did not elicit the hostility that Catholics endured, they were often viewed as an aloof ethnic enclave, given their sectarian German and Scandinavian ways.9 Fellow citizens had displayed especially discomforting levels of distrust toward German-Americans, of which Lutherans were a sizable component, during World War I.10 Demonstrable German-American loyalty during that conflict and subsequent conscious efforts to “Americanize” had broken down some of the previous prejudices, bringing Lutherans more fully into the American mainstream. However, Missouri Synod Lutherans remained in a state of semi-isolation of their own construction, primarily because they doggedly maintained theological commitments that avoided any semblance of “unionism” (a form of ecumenism) or syncretism.11 Yet from this small, easily ignored denomination came Walter Maier and his engaging radio preaching. Like Sheen, he would enjoy the embrace of millions who tuned in. Like Sheen, he would attract listeners across the spectrum of denominational and religious affiliations. And, like Sheen, he would attain a level of recognition, and even celebrity, that many secular competitors within popular culture coveted.

In the anxiety-laden conditions of economic depression, war, and postbellum change, radio offered Americans a welcome escape. The antics of Lum and Abner, the adventures of the Lone Ranger, the wisecracks of Fred Allen, the tense sleuthing of the Shadow, all provided diversionary transport to fictional places for the masses tuning in. The round trip to such locales, however, took only thirty minutes or less, after which listeners again faced their daily realities. For millions, that task was made less arduous by having a relationship with the God who was the source of their reality. Fulton Sheen and Walter Maier went to their microphones to create and nurture these relationships. Both individual and communal religion flourished in the radio congregations they created. Historian Tona Hangen summarizes, “Religious radio, then, also served as a meeting place, a shared and sacred space that fulfilled the desire for personal connection.” It was “a vox populi in every sense of the word.”12 Maier’s and Sheen’s mastery at making these connections produced audiences that dwarfed many other religious broadcasts and rivaled those of the most popular secular programming. In short, religious radio and two of its most successful broadcasters are integral components of radio history; they belong anywhere but on the periphery.

The purpose of this book is to more fully understand their success and to argue for its significance. It will focus on the radio careers of Maier and Sheen, though with sufficient context provided for their respective Lutheran and Catholic identities. It will describe how they gained national airwave access and the challenges they faced in retaining that access. It will discuss the style and content of their preaching, while relating that preaching to the roles Sheen and Maier played in the emerging mass culture created by radio, especially network radio. It will endeavor to understand the receptivity of radio audiences to the messages of these two purveyors of divine wisdom. Finally, it will assess the impact of their radio ministries on their respective denominations and the broader Christian world.

Fulton Sheen and Walter Maier were extraordinary, gifted men. Both were “Type A” personalities, very busy in the vineyard of the Lord. While Maier was more proactive in pushing a gospel radio agenda in the 1920s, both men embraced the opportunities radio presented when they entered network airwaves in 1930. Before they excelled in radio, both had proven themselves as solid thinkers and effective communicators for other purposes. Though their speaking styles differed, each possessed eloquence that inspired listeners. Each drew on education, intellect, and wit. Both possessed firm theological convictions that they expressed forthrightly. Their ability to enlist respected language and thought from traditional Christianity in such a way as to engage contemporary issues proved enduringly popular.

Yet effective as they were personally in communicating a strong message, it is important in understanding their place in American cultural history to recognize that both Maier and Sheen were in the right place at the right time. The emergence of mass culture offered both opportunity and peril, and the stakes were high. As radio historian Jason Loviglio summarizes, “The struggle over the ideological valence of ‘the people’” played out in the “development of mass media in this dawning era of mass culture.”13 Historian David Kennedy has written that the medium of radio “swiftly developed into an electronic floodgate through which flowed a one-way tide of mass cultural products that began to swamp the values and manners and tastes of once-isolated localities.”14 As Americans experienced this deluge, the messages they heard and the intimacy they perceived while listening to Sheen’s and Maier’s “old-time religion” provided a degree of comfort and continuity that should be recognized by historians seeking a well-rounded understanding of this era. The Catholic priest from Peoria played well in Peoria. So did the Lutheran pastor from Boston. Their surprising success, in turn, lent an unexpected respect to their denominations. Such matters are difficult to quantify, but it is almost inconceivable that the acceptance of either Lutherans or Catholics in the broader American society would have advanced as rapidly as it did from the 1920s onward without the effectiveness of these radio preachers.

As the chairman of the Lutheran Laymen’s League (LLL) Radio Committee, H. J. Fitzpatrick, chirped at the beginning of his address to the 1943 LLL convention, “Nothing succeeds like success!”15 Both Sheen and Maier were walking and talking proofs of this axiom. They indeed succeeded in manifold ways. In their own minds and given their own religious commitments, Sheen and Maier, who would have disagreed between themselves on a number of theological points, nonetheless would have agreed on this one: that the only “success” of lasting worth was a soul won for Christ. Surprisingly, however, in the social turbulence of the 1930s and 1940s and the dawn of America’s radio culture, the religious success that both preachers sought translated also into an extraordinary and unexpected popular success with the American listening public.


IMPLICATIONS


In concentrating on these two figures, this book illuminates many broader features of American society in the 1930s and 1940s. One issue concerns how Walter Maier and Fulton Sheen fit in the radio landscape of that period. The book will examine how their listening audiences compared in size to other audiences for network radio programming, the nature of their program content, and how this compared to the content of other popular radio programs. It seeks clues as to whether the CH and TLH were perceived as entertainment or preaching and worship. Additionally, it will explore how the celebrity status attained by Maier and Sheen compared to that of other radio personalities.

A broader issue is the presence of religion on the radio from the early days of broadcasting through the 1940s. It is important to understand who the players were on network religious radio during this key period. This book will examine the different means by which network preachers, including Sheen and Maier, gained and retained access to network airwaves, and will describe the setup for putting TLH and the CH on the air. It will also probe Sheen’s and Maier’s respective listener bases and the nature of their responses to the radio priest and pastor.

The fact that Maier and Sheen were so successful also reveals much about the culture and religion of the United States during a prolonged period of national calamity—the Great Depression, World War II, and the beginning of the Cold War. Such success raises the question of whether the common belief that organized religion declined during the Depression is, in fact, accurate. This study will also explore Sheen’s and Maier’s roles in the fundamentalist/modernist controversy within the church, the academy, and society. It will be important to gain an understanding of how the intimacy that audiences perceived with radio personalities allowed Maier and Sheen to fulfill a genuinely pastoral function for individual listeners. Additionally, though Sheen and Maier generally eschewed politics in their preaching, it is important to consider how much their commentary on the economic crisis, the war effort, and the evils of “godless communism,” contributed to the state of American “civil religion.” Finally, the book provides analysis of how the popularity of Maier and Sheen contributed to greater ecumenism and religious tolerance.

In order to explain how the radio careers of Sheen and Maier worked in this period, it is imperative to understand exactly what they did on the radio. This book attempts to re-create their respective preaching styles, and survey the biblical, theological, pastoral, and topical content of their radio messages. It is especially interesting to see how two men, who had achieved remarkable levels of education, and lived and taught in academic settings, were so adept at engaging their knowledge in ways that reached the average person. A thorough examination of the rarefied theology they preached is required if we are to fully comprehend what their audiences found compelling, and gain a greater understanding of this era of American history as it unfolded.

Finally, this analysis must explore the important denominational aspects of Sheen’s and Maier’s radio ministries. It will recount what distinctly Catholic and Lutheran elements were contained in their respective CH and TLH messages. In an era when identification with one’s own denomination was more pronounced than today, Maier’s and Sheen’s ability to attract listeners from across the religious/denominational spectrum is significant and must be examined. In turn, it must be recognized that their respective programs brought Lutheranism and Catholicism from the perceived periphery of American Christianity to more mainstream positions. This book will also explore what kind of support and opposition were given to Maier and Sheen by their respective denominational leadership, as well as how the “average” Catholic reacted to the success of Sheen and the “average” Lutheran reacted to the success of Maier.




HISTORICAL TREATMENT


Even for historians with the benefit of hindsight, it has long been conventional wisdom that the Depression either radicalized religion, or undercut the stature of mainline churches.16 In addition, scholarly convention has held that well past the 1940s American Lutherans remained largely unrecognized and American Catholics remained a source of considerable suspicion. Yet with Sheen and Maier something quite different was going on.

Their huge popularity calls into question historiographical judgments that either ignore Maier, Sheen, and much of religious radio, or assess their roles as peripheral. Beginning in the 1990s, long-overdue scholarly attention has been directed toward radio—its history, content, and cultural impact.17 Yet even though religion had been a significant part of broadcast programming from commercial radio’s birth, its treatment in the emerging scholarship has been inadequate. Few have recognized that “it is . . . possible to see religious broadcasting” as a critical “site of the struggle over the cultural ascendancy of religion in modernity.”18 While a handful of historians have focused specifically on religious radio,19 most either fail to mention religious content entirely, imply that it was a fringe component, or pay attention only to the more sensational religious radio personalities (e.g., Father Charles Coughlin, Aimee Semple McPherson).

In addition to correcting these historiographical shortcomings regarding Maier’s and Sheen’s religious and cultural significance, this book will also explore their success in light of recent scholarship addressing how radio was “heard” by those tuning in during this period. As network radio in particular stimulated the emergence of mass culture, it also produced a “sense of intimacy” at multiple levels. Isolation was not an uncommon state of existence for people in the early twentieth century. Network radio provided listeners a sense of belonging to a larger community.20 Mass communication meant mass shared experience, as thousands of citizens came together to form a single audience for popular programs, yet did so primarily in their own personal or familial space. In short, radio created broader community while respecting privacy.

But even as listeners perceived new, substantive communal bonds through shared radio experiences, homogenization of the populace did not occur, as social critics feared. Rather, the voices coming out of radio boxes actually gave audience members a heightened sense of individual empowerment. Every time a radio announcer or personality asked audience members to do something (e.g., try a product, “stay tuned”), listeners sensed that they mattered beyond the walls of their homes. Such personal appeals, coupled with the familiar sound of popular personalities’ voices, produced another level of felt intimacy—that between individual listeners and the person to whom such voices belonged. Listeners considered their favorite radio personalities to be trusted friends, with whom they often shared personal opinions (via correspondence), and on whom they projected broad expertise on numerous topics, regardless of whether the broadcaster actually possessed such expertise.21

Recent historical study of radio’s ability to draw early listeners into a perceived community, of the even deeper perceptions of intimacy between listeners and radio personalities, of the free agency listeners considered themselves to wield, and of the authoritative deference afforded radio celebrities, may provide significant explanatory power for the success of Fulton Sheen and Walter Maier, as well as confirmation of their importance in the lives of their listeners.




THE SHAPE OF THIS STUDY


Maier and Sheen aggressively employed the technological and cultural forces of the emerging medium of radio as far-reaching preaching platforms. Listeners across the country, of varying religious affiliations and commitments, embraced their brand of conservative orthodox Christianity, notwithstanding its Lutheran and Catholic packaging. They listened to these ethereal pastors with a remarkable level of perceived intimacy, despite an environment of religious turmoil (modernist/fundamentalist) and within conditions of political and economic upheaval. In short, this is a story of a complex confluence of historical factors. Thus, while this study will focus primarily on cultural and religious history, underlying elements of political, economic, theological, ecclesiastical, and intellectual history are also brought into the conversation.

The next chapter sets the stage by describing the development of radio as a powerful medium of popular communication in the 1930s and 1940s. While attending to the specific role of religious broadcasting in this new medium, it does so while considering networks, the new medium’s cultural impact, and what historians have called the “Golden Age of radio.” The third and fourth chapters turn to Maier, Sheen, and their “Hours.” The biographical sketches in these chapters emphasize the similarities and differences in their youthful formation, formal education, careers as ordained religious leaders, and then their entry into radio. Similar comparisons are also drawn for the Catholic and Lutheran involvement in their programming, in how they funded the programs, and the opportunities and obstacles they faced along the way. The fifth chapter examines in depth the format of their landmark programs, the way each prepared for a broadcast, and the characteristics of their delivery. From printed and archival sources, as well as from contemporary accounts and surviving recordings of their broadcasts, it is possible to reconstruct how the studios from which they broadcast were set up, how Sheen and Maier prepared and delivered sermons, other elements of each week’s programs, and what sort of theological content their radio sermons featured.

Two substantial chapters follow with full treatment of the homiletic content of their programs, described first in foundational theological terms and then in what the broadcasters asked of their listeners by way of personal response. It is important to understand that millions of listeners willingly tuned in, week after week, to hear what Sheen and Maier had to say, and one cannot fully understand their impact, their audience, or the times in which they preached without a thorough unpacking of their messages.

Finally, the book ends by considering the evidence for treating Maier and Sheen, in their activity on national radio, as deserving more salience in historical accounts, both religious and cultural, of this turbulent period. Factors like the number of stations carrying their broadcasts, the huge volume of correspondence they received, the personal engagement of listeners and correspondents, their prominence in multiple arenas of national discourse, their broad respect within general religious circles, and their celebrity status off the air, all point to the significance of what Sheen and Maier accomplished on the radio. This last chapter and the brief epilogue also come back to the question of how these radio preachers shaped Lutheranism and Catholicism in the unfolding of American and ecclesiastical history.










  


  Chapter Two


  Medium Becomes Large


  AMERICAN RADIO IN THE 1930S AND 1940S
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      When they say “The Radio” they don’t mean a cabinet, an electronic phenomenon, or a man in a studio, they refer to a pervading and somewhat godlike presence which has come into their lives and homes.


      E. B. WHITE, “SABBATH MORN”



    


  


  

    IN 1927, H. G. Wells penned a series of articles for the New York Times titled “The Way the World Is Going.” In the April 3 installment, Wells reviewed radio broadcasting—a cultural force still in its infancy. The Brit did not like what he heard coming through the airwaves. In his judgment, radio suffered from a paucity of high-quality entertainment, substantive exchange of ideas, and stimulating information. Listeners would soon dwindle to only “very sedentary persons living in badly lighted houses or otherwise unable to read . . . who have no capacity nor opportunity for thought or conversation. . . . I am afraid . . . that the future of broadcasting is like the future of crossword puzzles and Oxford trousers, a very trivial future.” He concluded that soon “the whole broadcasting industry will begin to dry up.”1 The following year, the Times quoted Wells’s opinion on the future of religion. While he acknowledged that religion may have had its place in society, he judged that “the old faiths have become unconvincing, unsubstantial and insincere.”2


    The dissatisfied prognosticator was wrong—on both counts. Drs. Maier and Sheen were about to prove him so.
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    In our present, noise-saturated age, the disquieting impact of something so seemingly old-fashioned as radio might be easy to depreciate. Yet broadcast radio not only disrupted the stillness of early twentieth-century American life, it profoundly changed it at individual, familial, communal, and ultimately, national levels. In short, radio transformed US culture. It did so with stunning rapidity and striking thoroughness, in ways both anticipated and unanticipated. There is no denying that when the bucolic, agricultural concept of broadcasting was applied to the emergent technological means of radio, the yields were manifold.


    On November 2, 1920, Westinghouse’s newly licensed radio station, KDKA in Pittsburgh, went on the air announcing the results of the Harding-Cox presidential election. It was estimated that the listener tally was only between five hundred and a thousand, but the following morning callers to Westinghouse’s switchboard asked how to acquire radios.3 From that start, KDKA began regular daily programming, and commercial broadcasting was born. Reaction by new broadcasters and new radio listeners was swift. Additional broadcasting stations went on the air the following year, and more than five hundred new stations began operations in 1922. Expenditures by Americans buying radio parts and sets soared, totaling $60 million in 1922, $136 million in 1923, and $358 million in 1924. Sales shifted from radio components to complete radio sets, as purchaser profiles broadened from technical experimenters to more common enthusiasts.4 Newspapers and magazines began covering the rapidly rising interest in radio, some of which came into being for the sole purpose of monitoring this new medium, which stoked interest even further.5


    In early 1922, Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover referred to the meteoric interest in radio as “one of the most astonishing things that have come under my observation of American life.” In one of the periodical articles that quoted the Commerce Secretary, the editors noted, “The present popularity of the wireless telephone began with the establishment of powerful ‘broadcasting’ stations which send out a regular daily program.” For those bewildered by the new craze, the article recapped the progression of the medium:


    

      For a time interest in the wireless telephone was confined to a few sapient scientists who talked a jargon that failed to arouse any enthusiasm with the ordinary mortal. Then the small boy suddenly discovered that he could have a world of fun with a “radio” telephone. Presently the small boy’s elders became interested. Men, women, and children caught the wireless fever.6


    


    At this same time, the New York Times reported, “In twelve months radio phoning has become the most popular amusement in America.”7


    While the increase in radio ownership and activity was indeed significant, especially in relation to its starting point, the Times overstated the relative situation. In 1924, American radio ownership had climbed to three million radio sets, at a time when the total United States population was estimated at 114 million.8 Although both broadcasting endeavors and radio listeners increased throughout the 1920s, it was not until the mid-1930s that radio “became a pervasive influence in American life.”9 By 1936, Americans owned thirty-three million radio sets, while the aggregate population stood at 128 million. In 1940, a population of 132 million owned fifty million radios.10 As for radio ownership by household, the number moved from 40 percent of families at the start of the 1930s to nearly 90 percent by the close of the decade. Radio historian Bruce Lenthall contextualizes this statistic: “In 1940 more families had radios than had cars, telephones, electricity, or plumbing.”11 Average daily listening exceeded four and a half hours.12


    The well-known sociological studies by Robert Lynd and Helen Lynd reflected radio’s shift from a peripheral activity to its mainstream role over this period. In their 1924–1925 survey of “Middletown,” little attention was directed to radio. The Lynds tallied that radio ownership ranged from 6 percent to 12 percent of households in Middletown, but noted that “the place of radio in relation to . . . other leisure habits is not wholly clear.” While they explained that “this new tool is rolling back the horizons of Middletown,” they noted competition for residents’ attention: “[Radio] is wedging its way with the movie, the automobile, and other new tools into the twisted mass of habits that are living for the 38,000 people” of the town. As an interesting aside, anticipating a growing role for broadcast orators, the Lynds added that radio was “beginning to take over that function of . . . trips by the trainload . . . to hear a noted speaker.”13


    When the Lynds returned to Middletown in 1935, radio required more attention. “Everywhere the blare of radios was more pervasive than in 1925,” they observed. “If a comparative time count were available, it would probably be found that the area of leisure where change in time spent has been greatest . . . is listening to the radio.” In addition to its entertainment value, they noted that radio had become an important player in the “daily news dissemination field.” The Lynds noticed in particular the importance of radio during dire economic times: “Not only has radio ownership in Middletown increased greatly . . . but people have clung tenaciously to their radios in the depression.”14 In fact, radio thrived during the Great Depression, at least in part, because it was a ready source of information in calamitous times, and a relatively inexpensive source of entertainment for individuals and entire families.


    Radio’s central place in America’s culture did not wane as the 1930s ended. As the threat of war loomed, only to become a global reality that the United States could not sidestep, radio provided even more urgent information than it had during the Depression, often from the very locales where conflict and crises were occurring. Even frightening news was apparently less frightening than no news or old news. Still, although broadcast news as a percentage of programming time increased from 7 percent prior to the war to 20 percent near its end, entertainment programs constituted the largest component of air time. (The relative level of news content decreased after World War II, but remained an important part of broadcast programming.) In 1942, the US government ordered the cessation of the manufacture of radio receivers due to more urgent needs for manufacturing and materials relating to the war effort. As a result, the sale of new radios dropped from 13 million in 1941 to less than 4.5 million in 1942. For the remainder of the war, sales would only reach a few hundred thousand per year. Nonetheless, nearly 90 percent of homes had radios, and 6 million automobiles were equipped with them by 1946. Home ownership of radios averaged 1.5 sets per household throughout the war. That number would increase to 2.1 average sets per household by 1950.15 Even as war restrictions halted radio production in the early 1940s, and as television began to gain traction in American homes in the late 1940s, homes with radios rose every year throughout the decade. Additionally, by the end of 1950, radios were found in 18 million automobiles.16 To put this last figure in perspective, according to the US Department of Transportation, 43.8 million registered cars were on the country’s roads in 1950.17


    


      NETWORKS



      On November 15, 1926, the National Broadcasting Company (NBC) went on the air over twenty-two stations, with an extravagant, four-hour broadcast from New York’s Waldorf-Astoria hotel. Affiliates were located from Portland to Chicago to Kansas City to St. Louis to Washington. The program featured top talent, including Will Rogers, the New York Symphony, and a number of dance bands.18 It was estimated that two million listeners tuned into this inaugural network broadcast.19 Depending on one’s perspective, NBC transported listeners from around the country to the Waldorf’s famed ballroom, or transported dozens of top performers into private parlors and remote cottages across the land. Either way, national network broadcasting was now a formative component of the nation’s ether way. While local and regional broadcasts would remain a substantive part of American radio culture, the role of national networks would drive the medium on a number of fronts, not least of which would be religious broadcasting.


      Media scholar Michele Hilmes notes that the significance of National in NBC’s name is seldom given adequate attention. “The name itself,” she explains, “lays out . . . not only how NBC came to be but also how broadcasting emerged as one of our primary engines of cultural production around the world.” Highlighting NBC’s impact on the country as a whole, Hilmes states, “When RCA announced the formation of its new radio ‘chain’ in 1926, it introduced the first medium that could, through its local stations, connect the scattered and disparate communities of a vast nation simultaneously and address the nation as a whole. Thus radio could become a powerful means of creating and defining a national public, sorely needed in those nation-building years between the two world wars.”20


      Network broadcasting, often referred to as “chain broadcasting,” moved forward in the following year in two significant ways. First, on New Year’s Day of 1927, NBC launched a second, distinct network with six initial affiliates. This second network was labeled the “NBC Blue Network,” while the first chain became known as “NBC Red Network.” NBC continued to grow both networks, as well as sell programming to independent stations, with hookups to the West Coast being established in 1928. By 1937, it had thirty-three Blue affiliates, thirty Red affiliates, and forty-eight independent stations that put some Red or Blue programming on the air. In the early 1940s, the federal government forced NBC to divest of the Blue network for antitrust purposes. NBC Blue effectively became the ABC (American Broadcasting Company) radio network. By the time of this corporate break-up, NBC had ninety-two Blue outlets, seventy-four Red affiliates, and fifty-nine independents that used some NBC programming.21


      The second network development of 1927 was the founding of the Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS)—the country’s third radio chain. Premiering on Sunday, September 18, as the Columbia Phonograph Broadcasting System, this network began with sixteen affiliates, the initial anchor of which was in Newark (later New York). The locations of its stations included Boston in the east, Detroit in the north, Council Bluffs in the Midwest, and St. Louis in the south.22 Within a couple of years, CBS would add affiliates on the West Coast, becoming the second truly national network. CBS proved to be a legitimate competitor with NBC, adding affiliates at an impressive pace. By 1933, CBS-linked stations totaled ninety-one, having surpassed NBC’s number of affiliates in 1931. While the two would continue battling each other for the title of the largest network, NBC eventually surpassed CBS by a substantial margin, until the government forced NBC to spin off its Blue network.23


      In October 1934, the network landscape broadened yet again, as four well-established broadcasting stations joined forces to form a new type of network. WOR-Newark, WLW-Cincinnati, WXYZ-Detroit, and WGN-Chicago formed the Mutual Broadcasting System (MBS), incorporated in Illinois. The self-identified “network for all America” was designed to be a different type of network than NBC and CBS.24 There would be no central MBS studio or network performers. Rather, in “mutual” fashion, all programming was to be produced by individual member stations and shared with the broader network. Broadcasting scholar Michael Socolow summarizes Mutual’s founding concept: “It would be primarily a program exchange and syndication service for the four stations (and, later, others who joined). . . . It would essentially take America’s best local programming and nationalize it” (emphasis added).25 While such programming was seldom on par with that of the other major networks, MBS affiliates produced popular news, daytime programming, and major sportscasts, along with a handful of prime time gems.26


      By the end of 1936, MBS had added affiliates that made it a true national operation. Citing substantial barriers to entry in national broadcasting, Time magazine observed that Mutual had “accomplished what radiomen have long held improbable: a fourth coast-to-coast network.”27 In 1939, early radio scholar Gleason L. Archer marveled, “Having surveyed monumental difficulties that beset both NBC and CBS in their first years of operation it is little short of astounding to contemplate the brief but triumphant history of the Mutual Broadcasting System.”28 MBS continued attracting affiliate stations and regional chains, growing from four original stations in 1934 to 160 outlets in 1940. By 1942, MBS boasted more affiliates than any other American network, with the competitive breakdown as follows: MBS: 191, NBC Red: 136, NBC Blue: 116, CBS: 115. While many Mutual affiliates were low-power local and regional stations, by the late 1940s it had amassed over five hundred outlets.29


      [image: ]


      Titus Moody, one of the fictional neighbors on radio’s Allen’s Alley, responding to a question from Fred Allen about what he thought of radio, deadpanned, “I don’t hold with furniture that talks.”30 Mr. Moody was out of step with most of America in this judgment, and the very reason was the network program on which he participated, not to mention numerous other network offerings of equal popularity. With all due respect to local broadcasters and the substantive roles they played in their communities, the fact is that networks offered programming that incorporated wider variety and higher quality. In fact, one of the reasons so many stations across the country eagerly joined networks was to offload the burden of coming up with high-quality on-air content.31 Major networks were a key causal factor as “listening to the radio became America’s national indoor pastime.”32 “The advent of the network,” notes one media historian, “turned the radio into one of the glamorous household appliances of the so-called new era in the 1920s.”33 Another asserts, “The development of broadcasting networks (or chains) . . . contributed more to the quality of American radio than any other structural innovation.”34


      National networks knew that their survivability and profitability depended on attracting as broad an audience as possible. Therefore, the best programming and the best talent were required. Networks added and modified program content, performers, formats, and relative weighting in a constant attempt to grow audiences, often in collaboration with advertisers and their agencies. Situation comedies and variety shows, inspired by vaudeville, generated early, large network followings. Musical programs, ranging from crooners to classical, soon gained loyal listeners, followed by dramatic productions. As mentioned, news reports and commentaries increased substantially as World War II approached and actualized.35


      The breadth of network programming during the so-called Golden Age of radio of the 1930s and 1940s was truly remarkable. In 1958, Ohio State University’s Harrison B. Summers compiled a thirty-year history of network radio programming. He listed “all programs ten minutes in length or longer, presented on either a sponsored or on a cooperative sponsorship basis, which were parts of regular program series—as well as all of the important or moderately important sustaining programs.” Summers provided the sponsor, program information (length, day, and time), network, and ratings, when available (e.g., Hooper, Nielson). What is striking is that “to aid . . . the reader” in understanding the “general nature” and “relative proportions” of program types, Summers felt it necessary to group programs in thirty to forty-plus classifications, depending on the offerings of each radio season. Even then, the diligent professor fretted that his classifications might have a “serious shortcoming” and “errors” due to less-than-complete information on the program content of more obscure shows.36 While admitting that classifications are often inadequate, radio historian Jim Cox provides “nine genres that aired in the peak of chain radio.” Cox focuses on major entertainment shows, and provides brief descriptions of popular examples of each genre. While acknowledging their presence, he says little about categories like sports, public affairs discussions, gossip, and religion. Nonetheless, groupings and examples provide an instructive glimpse at the networks’ programming panorama: audience participation (e.g., Art Linkletter’s House Party, Truth or Consequences), personality-driven comedy (e.g., The Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy Show, The Jack Benny Program), situation comedy (e.g., Baby Snooks, Fibber McGee & Molly), drama anthology (e.g., Lux Radio Theater, The Mercury Theater of the Air), juvenile adventure (e.g., The Green Hornet, Jack Armstrong—the All-American Boy), music (e.g., The Kate Smith Show, The Metropolitan Opera), mystery anthology (e.g., The Whistler, Suspense), vocational/avocational sleuths (e.g., Mr. Keen—Tracer of Lost Persons, The Shadow), and soap opera (e.g., Ma Perkins, Perry Mason).37


      While the entertainment provided by network broadcasts was valued highly by listeners, informational components of national broadcasts provided trusted enlightenment on a variety of subjects, including news, sports, and religion. The relative composition of network programming changed with listener tastes, current events, cultural shifts, network and sponsor experimentation, and performer creativity. Using four broad categories of programming, tables 1 and 2 provide a breakdown of network time allotments over the 1930s and 1940s. In addition to programming shifts, the volume of total network programming to affiliates was dynamic.


        

        

          Table 1. Breakdown of Network Evening Programming by Category38


        


        

          

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	TYPE


                	1931


                	1937


                	1940


                	1943


                	1946


                	1949


              


              

                	Variety (excluding musical variety)


                	14%


                	24%


                	18%


                	17%


                	12%


                	13%


              


              

                	Music


                	56%


                	31%


                	25%


                	23%


                	21%


                	18%


              


              

                	Drama


                	15%


                	23%


                	23%


                	24%


                	30%


                	35%


              


              

                	Talk


                	15%


                	22%


                	34%


                	36%


                	37%


                	34%


              


              

                	News and Commentary (subset of “Talk” total)


                	4.2%


                	9.0%


                	12.4%


                	17.0%


                	16.8%


                	11.7%


              


              

                	Religious (subset of “Talk” total)


                	4.5%


                	1.3%


                	1.1%


                	2.9%


                	1.1%


                	0.7%


              


              

                	Number of Quarter Hours of Evening Network Programming per Week


                	310


                	378


                	453


                	383


                	459


                	427


              


            

          


        


      


      In that much of religious broadcasting occurred on Sundays during daytime hours, it is also worth noting the percentages during these same years (table 2).


     

        

          Table 2. Network Weekend Daytime Programming39


        


        

          

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	TYPE


                	1931


                	1937


                	1940


                	1943


                	1946


                	1949


              


              

                	Religious Programming as a Percentage of Total Network Programming


                	22.2%


                	9.3%


                	10.1%


                	17.1%


                	11.9%


                	11.6%


              


              

                	Number of Quarter Hours of Daytime Network Programming per Weekend


                	54


                	129


                	148


                	129


                	193


                	171


              


            

          


        


      


      The networks filled their microphones with fresh, relevant, and stimulating content, and auditors across the land turned their dials to network stations. By the mid-1930s, 88 percent of all radio listeners preferred network programming over that offered by broadcasters unaffiliated with a network—a preference that continued through the following decade.40 By 1945, two-thirds of all stations in the United States had joined one of the four national networks. Although local and regional programming, both on network affiliates (during daily periods when network programming was not available) and independent stations, provided more community-specific content, rural and urban listeners demonstrated similar appetites for network programs.41


      In a 1945 survey by the National Opinion Research Center of the University of Denver, completed at the request of the National Association of Broadcasters, the esteem achieved by radio was remarkable. Surveyors interviewed over three thousand citizens from all regions of the country, meant to represent “a cross-section of the US adult population.” Respondents were asked to appraise five major elements of their communities—newspapers, schools, churches, local government, and radio—on whether the job they were doing was excellent, good, fair, or poor. Radio scored the highest, with 82 percent of those interviewed rating it “excellent” or “good.” Churches ranked second, with 76 percent rating them “excellent” or “good.” Providing another data point on certain things never changing, local government scored the poorest.42 Though the survey admittedly discussed radio perceptions in general, these results obviously reflect attitudes toward network radio in a significant way, given listeners’ preference for network programming.43


    


    

    


      CULTURAL IMPACT



      By embracing radio so quickly and incorporating it into daily life so thoroughly, Americans allowed their culture to be changed in profound ways. Before examining Fulton Sheen’s and Walter Maier’s religious roles in broadcasting, it is important to step back and explore the most important cultural shifts brought about by radio. Broadcast radio truly birthed “mass” culture. It instantly shrank how listeners perceived their regions, country, and ultimately world. In addition to reducing distances, it reduced time. As one observer states, “The new medium of radio was to the printing press what the telephone had been to the letter: it allowed immediacy.”44 Mass communication created powerful shared experiences, just as it threatened to produce a homogenized, manipulated society. Finally, since radio came into its own during the Great Depression, and matured during a devastating world war, it is also worthwhile to look specifically at how it was used and received as a persuasive tool—especially in politics. These key cultural topics are critical to fully understanding the force and longevity of Maier’s and Sheen’s radio ministries. It also should be acknowledged that the impact of the development of the aforementioned broad variety of programming, the increasing commercialization of radio broadcasts, the resulting rise of consumerism, and the expanded receptivity to new technology would prove significant to the country’s culture.


    


    

    

      SHRINKING COUNTRY, SHRINKING WORLD



      In our current age of instant global communications, via a variety of media, it is difficult to appreciate fully the isolation experienced by common citizens as recently as the early twentieth century. Though automobiles were shortening the distances between communities, communities still had limited interactions with one another, especially outside their immediate region. In more rural areas, isolation within one’s home or within a small group of neighbors was the norm. While newspapers may have provided information on regional, national, and international events, happenings in Louisville could feel nearly as distant as those in Berlin. As a consequence, when a rancher in Montana or a shopkeeper in Los Angeles or a housewife in Baton Rouge tuned into a broadcast from a Chicago night club or a New York ballroom, the world was perceived instantly as a smaller place. What is more, radio provided listeners a sense of belonging to a larger community—a sense previously absent or vague at best. In 1924, one writer described the “Social Destiny of Radio” this way:


      

        Look at a map of the United States . . . and try to conjure up a picture of what radio broadcasting will eventually mean to hundreds of little towns that are set down in type so small that it can hardly be read. How unrelated they seem! Then picture the tens of thousands of homes in the cities, the valleys, along the rivers, homes not noted at all on the map. These little towns, these unmarked homes in vast countries seem disconnected. It is only an idea that holds them together,—the idea that they form part of a territory called “our country.” . . . If these little towns and villages so remote from one another, so nationally related and yet physically so unrelated, could be made to acquire a sense of intimacy . . . this is exactly what radio is bringing about.45


      


      The shared experience of radio, especially after the establishment of nationwide networks in the mid-1920s, produced the beginnings of American mass culture. For many, the prospects of a society brought together through the airwaves held great promise. Radio would unite the nation in new and healthy ways. A 1922 Collier’s columnist promised, “Through the radiophone, if we choose to use it so, all isolation can be destroyed. . . . The radiophone can spread culture everywhere and give everyone a chance and the impulse to use his brains.” In turn, radio would do more “than any other agency in spreading mutual understanding to all sections of the country, to unifying our thoughts, ideals, and purposes, to making us a strong and well-knit people.”46 A 1926 article in Radio Age specifically highlighted radio’s impact on the nation’s farmers: “Radio recognizes no snow blockades, is not averse to penetrating the lowly log cabin, is immune to the blasts of winter, is unafraid of darkness, and robs isolation of its terrors.”47 Notwithstanding such enthusiasm, others saw danger lurking as they contemplated the potential “homogenizing” of the American mind. Perhaps “everyone” might indeed “use his brains,” but only so far as they were distracted by intellectually anemic entertainment, or uncritically absorbed what they were told to think. As historian Bruce Lenthall has explained, once listeners came to “accept the notion of mass communication . . . the meaning of ‘to communicate’ came to emphasize ‘to make common’ more than ‘to share’ or ‘to exchange.’”48


      Two particularly vocal critics of the emerging mass culture were the conservative economist William Orton, and the Marxist journalist James Rorty. Revealing an elitist mindset and “a faith in the virtue of high culture,” Orton held that “high culture” and “mass culture” could not coexist, especially on the airwaves. He claimed that programs were crafted to thirteen-year-old minds, threatening to bring mass thought to that level. A “dumbing down” of radio content to a least common denominator would dilute desirable individualism and reduce the populace to the status of what a rather grumpy Harper’s Magazine editorialist termed “radiots.” Rorty, by contrast, was more concerned with the potential for radio to exercise undue control over the masses, especially within the political realm. This consternation was particularly acute given the relative concentration of radio broadcasting ownership in major corporate hands, and the potential influence of seated politicians in regulating what could be broadcast. The worry was that if corporate powers controlled the leading vehicle of public expression, “most Americans would find the value of freedom of speech replaced by the freedom to listen,” summarizes Lenthall. As the 1930s progressed, all Rorty and his allies had to do was point to rising fascism in Europe to add credibility to their alarm.49


    


    

    


      PERSONAL APPROPRIATION OF MASS COMMUNICATION



      Notwithstanding such concerns, Americans handled the new medium with more independence and control than critics anticipated. To a great extent, Radio Corporation of America (RCA) president and NBC founder David Sarnoff’s optimistic prophecy was becoming reality, as “the broad highway of ether” served to “open to all matters of public interest, regardless of race, creed, color, or political party,” thereby furthering the “zealously guarded prerogative of the American people” to “form their own opinions, reach their own conclusions, and set their own standards of taste.”50 In short, radio created “a new common fund of experience and information that was democratic in its touch-of-the-dial accessibility.”51 The common experience of listening to programs to which thousands of others across the country were tuning in, yet doing so in the privacy of one’s own home or automobile, “temporarily merged” the public and private into what one historian has dubbed an “intimate public.”52 The voices coming out of receivers actually gave listeners a sense of empowerment. As announcers implored Americans to tune into future broadcasts, or to purchase a sponsoring company’s product, or write in for special offers and provide feedback, the listeners perceived that their voices mattered.53 And indeed they did, in a collective manner at least, as corporate ownership of radio stations and corporate sponsorship of programming sought to maximize audience size (and proportionate profit) and keep listeners tuning in.


      Radio devotees vested those speaking over the airwaves with considerable authority, especially when they dealt with serious matters. A 1947 article on the social impact of radio noted, “If there is one single function that American radio has performed well it is the generally fair and accurate handling of straight news, which has built up a high degree of public confidence.” The author explained that a nationwide survey had discovered that 81 percent of respondents expressed the belief that radio stations were fair in giving both sides of an argument, while only 39 percent found newspapers trustworthy in this regard. He concluded that this disparity in trust “was unfounded,” since “most stations get their news from the same press associations that supply the newspapers.”54 While this writer raised a valid point, his article demonstrated the power of radio. The sound of sincere, resonant, familiar voices speaking in a well-chosen, yet accessible vocabulary, at predictable intervals, over extended periods of time (often years), gave listeners a sense of confidence that the information coming through their loudspeakers was reliable—and reliable in ways that the printed word could not match.


      Whether in disseminating serious information or providing entertainment, perceived intimacy was a key to radio’s impact. Historian Alice Goldfarb Marquis comments, “Since its early days radio had evoked an intimate relationship with the listener; the receiver was part of the furniture in the listener’s home, and its disembodied voice made him feel that it was speaking directly to him.”55 The intimacy was personal, but often familial as well, as households gathered around the radio set in the evening hours. Media historian Susan Douglas states that the “intimacy of this experience” remained “vivid,” explaining that “listeners had a deeply private, personal bond with radio.” She adds, “Listening to radio . . . forged powerful connections between people’s inner, thinking selves and other selves, other voices, from quite faraway places.”56 “Radio was life-size,” notes writer Gerald Nachman, “not bigger than life, like the movies, or smaller than life, like television.” He goes on to say that “radio’s celebrated ‘intimacy’” and “power to charm lay also in the vast net (as in network) it first spread over the country, literally linking Americans to each other through a coast-to-coast web.”57 Historian Elena Razlogova explains, “Network programs, from President Franklin Delano Roosevelt to the man-in-the-street program Vox Pop, constructed a national public at the same time as they encouraged intimate relationships between broadcasters and listeners,” creating “expectations of reciprocity in network radio.”58 Steve Craig points out that “radio helped convince . . . people that they were not alone in their struggles but part of a nation that was working together.”59 In effect, private radio listening created a sense of intimacy, while at the same time the “mass” nature of such communications contributed to a sense of greater community and shared experience. Historian Jason Loviglio summarizes, “Network radio in the 1930s and 1940s amplified the importance of these ‘blurred’ social spaces; in the middle distance opening up between publicity and intimacy.”60


      In addition to the very act of choosing the programs to which they listened, the most salient way that listeners asserted their voices was by active letter writing to stations, networks, shows, performers, and sponsors. While many listeners needed little encouragement to interact with the voices coming through their boxes, “those voices and the producers behind them worked hard to encourage listener mail.”61 In fact, prior to more sophisticated rating measures, correspondence volume served as an early gauge of the reach of various programming.62 By 1931, two-thirds of all radio programs on NBC explicitly requested listeners to write in.63 To encourage the more recalcitrant, programs offered contests, club memberships, and premiums (inexpensive gifts or souvenirs) to those who sent letters. (In 1939, for instance, 71 percent of NBC’s commercially sponsored shows offered such premiums.) It would be easy to assume that such incentives were the primary driver behind letter writing, and that the letters sent were shallow in content. Such was not the case. Interestingly, as common citizens deemed it their right to send letters to radio programs, they became more comfortable writing to other public figures. Correspondence to entertainers, journalists, politicians, and others “skyrocketed” during this period.64 In an unexpected way, radio not only invited the voices of its listeners into its own realm, but it also prompted them to raise their voices in other areas of interest or concern.


      A 1932 New York Times Magazine article observed, “The mail room in a big broadcasting station is the most amazing exhibit in the whole radio show. . . . It is a human document in endless volumes, an orgy of . . . old-fashioned letter writing.”65 Five years later, a writer for the Literary Digest marveled that so many Americans “fill the mail-pouches of broadcasters day after day.” He claimed that during the previous year 10 percent of “the country’s population wrote to some broadcasting station.” The article went on to explain that NBC maintained regional “staffs of expert correspondents, statisticians, library researchers, mail-boys, stenographers and sorters, all adding considerably to network overhead,” so as to respond to “the widest range of subjects . . . covered by the letter-writers.” The piece concluded by providing multiple excerpts of letters, including an appeal for a husband by an eighteen-year-old woman, a promise from an excited father to raise his newborn baby “on the radio,” a grateful word from an elderly shut-in who appreciated all of the “worlds” radio opened to her after her friend gave her a “tiny radio,” an annoyed “stenographer and Sunday-school teacher” who blamed “dumb” radio programs for preventing her minister from proposing to her, and a request for information on where to rent a tuxedo for a four-year-old boy.66


      As an outgrowth of perceived intimacy between listeners and the voices they heard, it was common that correspondence directed specifically to radio personalities, stations, and sponsors covered a variety of topics and was often quite personal. The familiar sound of popular personalities’ voices transformed such people into the role of trusted friends. Listeners sought information and even personal advice from such “ethereal friends,” on whom they projected broad expertise which they may or may not have had. Many extended invitations to radio personalities to stop by their homes, should he or she pass through their towns. Their letters also provided lively commentary on numerous topics, including news stories, program storylines, sponsor products, and so on.67 Listeners were generous even with feedback on the sound of announcers’ voices, sometimes quite critically.68


      The closeness listeners felt to their favorite personalities and characters could also be expressed with genuine affection and concern. In addition to enthusiastic fan mail praising a personality’s cleverness, or singing talent, or sincerity, fans would sometimes send “premiums” of their own. For example, when popular radio comedian Eddie Cantor on his fortieth birthday mentioned his shirt and socks sizes on the air, fans sent him fifteen thousand appropriately sized birthday presents. Listener interaction, however, also could reveal an odd melding in their conceptions of reality and fantasy. Concerned fans would write letters of advice to fictional characters about their fictional lives. When it was mentioned in the course of an Amos ‘n’ Andy episode that their taxi company needed a typewriter, 1,880 listeners sent typewriters to NBC, though they presumably understood that Amos, Andy, and their company were all fictional. In one particularly striking example of mixed realities, one Massachusetts fan of the Story of Mary Marlin serial drama wrote the program to complain about the decision to change an actress playing the lead character, and in the same letter suggested a doctor that he hoped could cure the blindness of another character.69 Lenthall observes, “The implications are palpable: even an imaginary character might be a friend, and in a fictional plot, might feel like a part of a listener’s world.” He goes on to quote a female listener from New Hampshire, who wrote to a program, “You are not giving us a fairy story. . . . You are giving us Life.”70


      The uncertain grasp of radio reality came to the fore on a national basis on October 30, 1938. On that Sunday evening, CBS’s Mercury Theater on the Air broadcast “War of the Worlds,” by H. G. Wells. By the forty-fifth minute into this sixty-minute dramatization of a Martian invasion and human annihilation, much of the US populace was in a panic because they thought the broadcast was reporting a real event. The manipulative devices of director Orson Welles explain some of this reaction. The first part of the program featured simulated news bulletins on the attack, tying the story to real places, with the first invasion placed in New Jersey. The announcer’s panicky voice sounded “eerily” like that of Herbert Morrison, the news reporter who had covered the Hindenberg disaster over the airwaves the year before. That actual tragedy had occurred in New Jersey as well. Other authoritative voices were included in the broadcast, one of which was similar to President Franklin Roosevelt’s. Additionally, CBS later estimated that 42 percent of those who mistook the program for actual news had tuned into the program after it had begun and had missed the initial Mercury Theater announcements.71 Contemporary pundits fretted about the effects that radio’s mass culture was having on the American mind. One of the most vocal was radio commentator and newspaper columnist Dorothy Thompson. Three days after this broadcast she wrote that only a “deep-seated public gullibility” could account for “a few effective voices, accompanied by sound effects . . . convinc[ing] masses of people of a totally unreasonable and completely fantastic proposition as to create a nationwide panic.” Americans needed a “spark of skepticism,” especially with regard to what they heard on the radio, in which they had invested unreasonable credibility.72


      In retrospect, some have speculated that the willingness of listeners to believe what should seem unbelievable had more to do with the “general atmosphere of uncertainty” through which Americans had been living. The 1930s had produced years of stagnating economic depression, numerous natural and human-made catastrophes, the rise of fascism in Europe, and the specter of impending war. What is more, as citizens experienced or witnessed these events, they had grown accustomed to radio providing a calming voice and authoritative reassurance (especially via FDR’s “Fireside Chats”).73 Thus, the radio’s announcement of death and destruction courtesy of blitzkrieging Martians was easier to believe than what now seems reasonable. Regardless, Americans would listen to ethereal voices and navigate radio’s mass culture with more caution thereafter. The point is that the power of messages coming through radio sets had reached remarkable heights in the barely ten years since the establishment of national networks.


    


    

    

      ETHEREAL FIRESIDES AND THE BODY POLITIC



      Speaking of radio in the 1930s and 1940s, historian David Goodman notes, “Radio seemed to many Americans at the time a profoundly democratic technology.”74 It was “democratic” due to broad accessibility across regions and social classes, and as an instrument enabling civic leaders to speak directly to the citizenry. From the evening in 1920 when KDKA-Pittsburgh announced the results of the Warren Harding-James Cox presidential contest in the first commercial broadcast, politics and radio would be forever linked.75 Though Harding and his successor, Calvin Coolidge, both used radio to address the American people, Herbert Hoover was the first president to embrace the use of airwaves, which he did during the early years of the Great Depression. While Hoover was generally viewed as a strong orator, he was more effective when seen rather than just heard. In the wake of the Great Crash, he gave twenty-seven national radio addresses in 1930 alone.76 The pervasively bad news regarding the economy, combined with Hoover’s rather ponderous, academic messages, produced a less than warm reception. Additionally, evidencing the new priorities of the emerging radio culture, listeners responded angrily when Hoover ignored his allotted “on air” time limits, thus preventing them from hearing their favorite entertainment shows. Finally, during this period entertainment radio and politics began to interact, as comedian/commentators like Will Rogers repeatedly criticized Washington politicians, heaping particular scorn on the president.77


      It was not until the soothing voice and down-to-earth rhetoric of Franklin Roosevelt came over the air that citizens truly welcomed radio as a source of political information. Avoiding the overexposure Hoover brought on himself, FDR limited his famed Fireside Chats to thirty over the course of his presidency.78 The first Fireside Chat, broadcast on March 12, 1933, set the tone for FDR’s future communiques. In a calm, confident, conversational manner, Roosevelt began, “I want to talk to the people of the United States about banking.” He went on to explain in laymen’s terms the general workings of the banking system, why a bank “holiday” had been necessary, and to request that listeners have confidence in and utilize their community banks for the sake of the entire economy.79


      Notwithstanding the “mass” nature of these radio addresses, listeners experienced a closeness to their government, an understanding of the events shaping their lives, and a sense of empowerment like never before. Listeners felt that Roosevelt was speaking directly to them. One appreciative letter writer expressed a common sentiment: “It is almost beyond belief that the President has a heart to heart talk with his people over the radio. . . . I heartily approve of your getting into personal touch with ‘your people.’”80


      The presumption of intimacy went in both directions. At the end of his first Fireside Chat, Roosevelt implied an instantaneous sense of audience response: “It has been wonderful to me to catch the note of confidence from all over the country.” Listeners sometimes wrote to the president as he was speaking in conversational style, as when one female citizen wrote, “Excuse me while I laugh at the joke you just made.”81 Though some commentators, especially FDR’s political opponents, expressed angst over his potential propagandistic abuse of the popular medium, many thought that such information flow gave democratic participants greater awareness of current events enabling them to hold their leaders more accountable.82 After all, Hoover had spoken over the airwaves frequently and the voters, holding him accountable for a stalled economy, voted him out of office.


      As the Depression dragged on, radio writers and performers continued to incorporate this topic into their scripts, especially on comedy shows. This occurred in serial programs as well as one-off variety shows. In one noteworthy example, in an Amos ‘n’ Andy show during the FDR-declared bank holiday, “Amos” provided a comical explanation of the banking crisis and expressed confidence in the banks. Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll, the actors who played the comedy’s lead characters, observed, “People believed Amos . . . and soon we got a letter from President Roosevelt thanking us.”83 (This broadcast had not been requested by or coordinated with the White House.) While the quantitative impact of Amos ‘n’ Andy on banking deposits is impossible to know, this positive reaction to Amos’s reassurance is remarkable on two levels. First, we again see a blending of the fictional world of radio drama and the real world of real Americans. This would appear to be the outgrowth of multiple stable voices creating a growing sense of actual stability, rather than an exhibition of listener gullibility. Second, the idea that even some white Americans would respond positively to financial advice from a fictional, uneducated black man, given the visible prejudices of the time, demonstrates the power of radio to break down previous societal barriers. (It is worth noting that in 1931, a newspaper article named Amos ‘n’ Andy, along with Will Rogers, Charles Lindbergh, and boxer Gene Tunney, as the country’s “public gods.”) The reality is that radio’s presence in, and radio’s treatment of, the Great Depression provided comic relief, a shared experience, and a stabilizing force for a society that could have easily become more turbulent.84


    


    

    


      RELIGIOUS RADIO



      On the first Sunday of 1921, pioneering radio station KDKA in Pittsburgh broadcast worship services of the Calvary Episcopal Church. KDKA management, which had launched commercial radio just two months earlier, thought that providing its few listeners with the first broadcast of a church service would be a good publicity move. With KDKA engineers—one Catholic and one Jewish—near the pulpit donning choir robes, the sounds of the entire service were beamed over the winter air. The broadcast “went over splendidly” as indicated by the positive response the station and the church received, thereby confirming their hunch. One correspondent, a shut-in in Massachusetts, wrote to say that “she could scarcely believe her ears when the organ music and choir sounded,” and that the “voice of the pastor thrilled me as few things have in the long suffering years. . . . At the end [I] felt at peace with the world, ‘the peace that passeth all understanding.’”85 Religious broadcasting was born and it would grow up quickly.


      Interestingly, while many details of the service were recorded, accounts differ as to who actually preached the sermon. Some claim that senior pastor Edwin J. van Etten embraced the technological opportunity and delivered the New Year’s homily. Others claim that van Etten was leery of the technology and asked his associate pastor, Lewis B. Whittemore, to preach that evening. While van Etten himself later took credit for leading the service, recalling a number of specific details from that evening, the pertinent church bulletin lists Whittemore as the presiding pastor and homilist. Regardless of which pastor spoke on January 2, van Etten did preach on the radio thereafter, and KDKA continued to broadcast Calvary Episcopal’s services through 1962.86


      As the idea of religious broadcasting quickly caught on, in December of that year the Church of the Covenant of Washington, DC pursued and received the first radio broadcast license issued to a religious organization. Months later, Calvary Baptist Church, one of New York City’s oldest congregations, began its radio broadcasts. Expressing the hopefulness of many radio preachers who would follow, the church’s pastor, the Reverend John Roach Stratton, declared, “I shall try to continue doing my part . . . tearing down the strongholds of Satan, and I hope that our radio system will prove so efficient that when I twist the Devil’s tail in New York, his squawk will be heard across the continent.”87 By 1923, ten ecclesiastically related organizations had stations up and running. According to the Federal Radio Commission, sixty Christian radio licenses had been issued by 1928, most of which were granted to evangelically minded churches. To put this into perspective, there were 732 broadcasting stations in operation in 1927. While many religious broadcasters would later shut down due to regulatory complications and funding problems during the Great Depression, religious broadcasting (almost all of which was Christian) had established itself as a substantive, lasting component of American airwaves.88


      The appetite for radio programming increased dramatically during the remainder of the 1920s, as more Americans embraced the medium. While some preachers had access to religious radio stations, more of them appeared on commercial outlets. As media scholar Quentin Schultze observes, the limited number of Christian radio stations was effectively “a blessing in disguise” to many preachers seeking to share the gospel, since the commercial stations they were forced to use often had more powerful signals and larger audiences than their religious-only counterparts. Most commercial stations were open to airing Christian broadcasts, either on a sustaining time basis to “serve the public interest,” or as paid programming. Though it would not stay at this relative level, by 1932 more than 8 percent of all radio programming in the United States was religious. While network religious broadcasts enjoyed the greatest attention, a glimpse into the breadth of local religious broadcasts is instructive. In Chicago in 1941, seventy-seven different religious broadcasts were aired every week on commercial stations. Of them, twenty-five were sponsored by fundamentalist churches, three by liberal Protestants, and the rest were Roman Catholic, Jewish, Christian Science, and unclassified Protestant.89


      Because few mainline Protestant churches owned and operated radio stations, the Federal Council of Churches of Christ encouraged its local councils of churches to forge cooperative radio ministries and to seek access to local stations for broadcasting opportunities. One such cooperative effort in the New York area began in 1923 and featured noted Brooklyn preacher S. Parkes Cadman. His popularity led NBC to make this a weekly network broadcast, named National Radio Pulpit, when the network was formed three years later. The Pulpit became the first religious broadcast to originate from a studio rather than from a remote, church location, when NBC asked Cadman to broadcast from its network facilities in 1928. From the beginning, NBC offered religious groups “sustaining” (free) airtime, soon adding Catholic and Jewish offerings to the initial Protestant programming. Fulton Sheen’s Catholic Hour program would become one of the most popular such NBC broadcasts.


      When CBS formed in 1927, it initially sold airtime to preachers seeking a network audience, primarily as a means to generate much-needed revenue. The politically charged rhetoric of one such preacher, Father Charles Coughlin, caused the network’s executives to rethink this policy and cease selling airtime for religious programming in 1931. At that time, CBS adopted a similar policy to NBC and offered sustaining time to mainline, nonsectarian preachers. From its founding in 1934, the MBS provided only purchased time to religious broadcasters. Though it would eventually scale back some religious programming, one-fourth of Mutual’s revenues came from religious broadcasts in the early 1940s. The two most visible such programs were Walter Maier’s The Lutheran Hour and Charles Fuller’s Old-Fashioned Revival Hour. When NBC spun off its Blue network resulting in the formation of ABC, management of this new network also adopted a policy of offering sustaining time primarily to mainline Protestant groups—a policy it maintained until the late 1940s, when it began selling airtime for religious programs to offset declining network radio revenue as television began to rise.90


      Whether over local stations or via national networks, outreach-minded clergy took their messages beyond the walls of their churches’ sanctuaries from the earliest days of the radio medium. For those effective preachers who obtained access to network microphones, either by sustaining time or through purchased access, loyal listener bases developed and grew, stretching from coast to coast, and in several cases, lasting for decades.


      [image: ]


      In the development of mass culture in the United States, the advent of broadcast radio was a watershed event. In light of the bewildering speed with which society has since embraced newer forms of technology and allowed itself to be reshaped, it is easy to overlook the cultural impact of radio itself, relegating its quaint wooden cabinets to our literal and mental attics. Only in recent years have historians begun to plumb the depths of its impact on the culture of the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, and the way its influence has endured—albeit in evolved states.91 Radio, especially network radio, provided shared communal experiences that brought together a nation in unprecedented ways, during the most trying of years. It opened the way to an informational global village, however unevenly this village was covered in its early days. Yet radio also produced a sense of intimacy, personal empowerment, and individual autonomy that was powerful in the context of the times, if not intuitively obvious to today’s casual observer. These factors, along with others such as consistent, eloquent delivery, broadcasting professionalism, and projected expertise, caused listeners to vest radio speakers with considerable authority. Radio’s perceived threats to individual minds were perhaps overestimated, but highlighted the need for critical judgment and thoughtful receptiveness.


      From the beginning, religion made up a consistent and important component of radio programming lineups, and religious programming shared in all the major features of the new medium. While many religious programs appeared on local radio stations, national networks devoted weekly air time to religious broadcasts, on a coast-to-coast basis. Embracing radio’s intimate relationships with listeners, tapping into the medium’s sense of community, and leveraging the authority radio spokesmen enjoyed from their listeners, network preachers delivered substantive religious messages that addressed the national and individual uncertainties of the times. Listeners tuned in week after week, often in numbers rivaling those associated with more consciously entertaining programs, for admonition, comfort, and hope. Right at the top of the most adept and influential network radio preachers were Walter Maier and Fulton Sheen.


    


    








Chapter Three

Purposeful Preparation

MAIER’S AND SHEEN’S FORMATIVE YEARS

[image: Image]



For even as it is better to enlighten than merely to shine, so is it better to give to others the fruits of one’s contemplation than merely to contemplate.

ST. THOMAS AQUINAS





O, when it comes to faith, what a living, creative, active, powerful thing it is.

MARTIN LUTHER







AT THE BEGINNING OF THE CHRISTIAN SEASON of Advent in 1949, Walter Maier delivered a rather bleak sermon on the religious trajectory of America and her citizens, on his popular The Lutheran Hour radio program. However, as he had done since his seminary training, Maier concluded his message with a hopeful proclamation of the gospel, assuring his listeners that the “all-enduring Savior” will ultimately triumph over “all His foes . . . and take His own home to Him in heaven.”1 Though he could not have known it, this eschatological vision held more immediacy for the preacher than for most of his “congregants.” Just three weeks later, Maier delivered a joyous Christmas day sermon, “Heaven’s Love Lies in the Manger,” which he closed by inviting his listeners to “receive” the “Christ Child’s . . . love [that] will warm your soul with its divine glow.”2 It would be the last invitation he issued, the last radio sermon he would ever preach. In the early morning hours of December 29, Maier suffered the first of a series of heart attacks that would culminate in the death of the seemingly indefatigable fifty-six-year-old radio preacher on January 11, 1950. Millions of radio listeners around the world were shocked, since at his demise Walter Maier had preached the Christian message to more people than anyone in history.3 In his relatively short lifespan, Maier had built a true multimedia presence on the American religious scene—as editor and columnist for a noteworthy Christian periodical, as author of numerous popular Christian books, as preacher/cheerleader at The Lutheran Hour rallies across the country, and preeminently as the voice of TLH. Though it had never been his objective, this American cleric with a German surname departed this life in firm possession of a household name.

As the voice of Maier went silent, that of fellow radio preacher, Fulton Sheen, continued to project from radio cabinets in countless living rooms on the Catholic Hour. On New Year’s Day of 1950, Sheen began a series of radio addresses he would publish later that year under the title The Rock Plunged into Eternity. These sermons focused on the endurance of the “one, holy catholic and apostolic Church,” over a period spanning countless generations, due to the “rock solid” foundational faith of St. Peter, and the ongoing providential protection of God Almighty. As with Maier, Sheen’s radio popularity also enhanced his success as a popular writer (and vice versa, no doubt); his book, Peace of Soul, began 1950 near the top of the New York Times Best Seller list. It shared the list with other spiritual books by the Catholic monk Thomas Merton and Protestant preacher Norman Vincent Peale. More interestingly, Sheen’s bestseller outpaced sales of Paul Blanshard’s frontal assault on Roman Catholicism, American Freedom and Catholic Power.4 Like Maier, Sheen had broadened his pastoral reach to ranges unimaginable just a generation earlier, through the skillful embrace of a radio studio microphone. Millions of listeners would continue tuning in to Monsignor (soon to be bishop) Sheen’s radio services, until he redeployed his clerical oratory in the ascending medium of television, with the launch of Life Is Worth Living, over the DuMont network in 1952.


FORMATIVE YEARS—MAIER


Home life and education. On October 4, 1893, German immigrants Anna and Emil Maier welcomed the birth of their third child, Walter Arthur Maier, in their Boston home. The Maiers had come to America seeking economic opportunity in 1880, and after living for short periods in New York and New Haven, had settled in Boston. Emil made a living as an organ builder/tuner—a craft he had honed in the sanctuaries of German and Swiss churches. In their early years in Boston, Anna ran a grocery/sundries store beneath their living quarters, until Emil had established himself in his trade. In addition to homemaking, Anna became active in church and community circles, and served as the spiritual anchor of her family. Though never an outright unbeliever, Emil would become a committed Christian only once he was well into his adulthood. Nonetheless, later in his own life, Walter stated, “My earliest clear recollection is that of my father on his knees in the bedroom, praying.” He credited “the prayers, support, and outstanding example of my parents,” as the “most influential factor” in his life.5 The unwavering words of faith of his mother, in particular, were a source of reassurance as Maier and his brother endured dire warnings, from neighborhood playmates that were predominantly Roman Catholic, of the eternal torment awaiting them should they fail to spurn their Protestant heresies.6

From the days of his youth, Maier was a dynamo whose keen mind was clearly evident. He completed his elementary education at the Cotton Mather Public School, where he finished first in his class. Maier was no less engaged in his religious development. His pastor would later recall that unlike his classmates, Maier did not just recite memorized catechism passages when called on, but would quiz the pastor on a wide range of topics.7 While attending a mission festival in Boston at the age of twelve, Maier heard Henry Stein, a professor from Concordia Collegiate Institute in suburban New York, appeal for “more men to spread the saving gospel of Christ.” The lad’s course was set.

[image: In front of a school, twelve young men in baseball uniforms sit or stand to form a semicircle, one man dressed in black at the center.]

Figure 3.1. Walter Maier (fourth from right) on Concordia Bronxville’s baseball team, 1912


Maier would go on to spend six years in what was effectively a combined high school and junior college program at Concordia Collegiate Institute in Bronxville, New York.8 In addition to working part-time in the campus kitchen, he held various class offices, served as business manager of the yearbook, engaged in literary and debating activities, and played center field on the baseball team. Academics, however, came first, and in 1912 Maier once again graduated at the top of his class. He excelled in languages, including Latin, Greek, German, and Hebrew. As a foretaste of his later career, he demonstrated his ascending public speaking skills when called on to deliver the valedictory address—an address he concluded by advocating the establishment of a true Lutheran university in the New York area. The editors of Concordia’s yearbook, The Echo, provided this jocular summary of their classmate: “The Hub of the Universe became too small to hold this young prodigy, so he left the bean-pots of Boston for Concordia’s classic soup-bowls. Since his arrival, ‘Beaner’ has accumulated a vast store of knowledge by ‘grinding.’ . . . He is as shrewd as the proverbial Yank, always occupied in doing something—or somebody.”9

Upon graduating from Concordia, Maier was accepted into Boston University’s undergraduate program, where he earned a bachelor’s degree in just one year of study by taking a double course load. On graduation, Maier began formal training for Lutheran ministry at Concordia Seminary in St. Louis, completing such studies in 1916. That fall he was granted a fellowship by Harvard Divinity School and began doctoral studies in Old Testament. Maier continued studies in Cambridge for the next two academic years, during which time he gained a reputation for academic, teaching, and oratorical excellence.10

Maier was ordained at the oldest Lutheran church in New England, Zion Lutheran Church of Boston, and accepted their call to become assistant pastor in 1917. This church had originally been organized by German Lutheran immigrants on February 18, 1839, as the German Lutheran Society of Boston. By coincidence, the following day, February 19, 1839, marked the arrival of the first group of Saxon immigrants in St. Louis, who would go on to form what became known as the Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod (LCMS) in 1847. Zion of Boston would become the first New England congregation of the LCMS, when it joined this denominational body in 1863.11

As a harbinger of Maier’s future proclamatory accomplishments, local Boston-area newspapers took note of this young preacher and scholar. In August 1917, the Clinton Daily Item reported on a Maier mission address, noting that he considered announcement of the gospel message “throughout the globe” to be the primary goal of Christianity. “One’s highest privilege . . . would be to aid that aim,” declared an enthusiastic Maier. When he was invited back to Clinton two months later to give an address commemorating the four hundredth anniversary of Luther’s posting of the Ninety-Five Theses, the Daily Item encouraged its readers to take in “a special treat,” as the quadricentennial orator “is possessed of rare eloquence and is a forceful speaker.” After another celebration in North Plymouth in 1918, the Old Colony Memorial of Plymouth reported that the twenty-four-year-old “Rev. W. A. Maier of Harvard University had the attention of his hearers riveted from beginning to end.” Other papers referred to him as “the best Lutheran pulpit orator of Boston and vicinity.”12

While the press devoted considerably more attention to preachers, religious services, and general ecclesiastical activities during this period than it has in more recent years, it is significant that the young cleric gained any attention at all in the Boston area, given the relative paucity of Lutherans in New England. As the nineteenth century drew to a close, Lutheranism ranked below the top six denominational affiliations in Massachusetts, part of a subset of the 4.2 percent “other” church body affiliations. During this same period, the only New England state where Lutheranism did rank in the top six denominations was Connecticut, where it claimed an anemic 1.9 percent of denominational adherents.13 The relative weak presence of Lutheranism in Boston, and in New England as a whole, did not change significantly as the twentieth century proceeded. Though Walter Maier would move from these New England surroundings to locales in which Lutherans were more prominent (relatively speaking, at least), he had acquired an understanding of what it was like to be in a denominational minority that he would retain. Such experiences no doubt heightened his attentiveness to how religious vocabulary and phraseology could be “heard” by different members of an audience.

POW ministry. America’s entry into World War I in April of 1917 provided Maier an opportunity to hone his pastoral skills among “parishioners” less congenial than those of a typical Boston congregation. In the weeks leading up to the US declaration of war, several German ships had anchored in Boston Harbor to avoid attack by British warships on the Atlantic. With the Kaiser now formally an enemy, the US government seized these German ships and interned the collective crews of over three hundred men as enemy aliens on the harbor’s Gallup’s Island. Upon realizing that these prisoners had no chaplain, Maier petitioned the Commissioner of Immigration to minister to their spiritual needs. The commissioner granted his request and governmental officials introduced Maier to the prisoners.14

Initially, Maier’s outreach was met with skepticism by the captive Germans; however, his ability to preach and converse in their native tongue overcame their resistance. His ability to engage in conversational German is a testament to Maier’s linguistic aptitude. While his parents were native German speakers, little German had been spoken in their home when Walter was growing up, due to his mother’s insistence that they converse as Americans—in English. However, Maier had grasped conversational proficiency while studying German in college, and now put it to good use.15 Additionally, Maier enlisted his mother to organize a group of Back Bay families to supply the prisoners with items of food and clothing, and persuaded his brother to help provide social activities, such as motion picture screenings. The detainees soon warmed to the energetic young pastor.

According to Maier’s biographer, his “welfare” work on Gallup’s Island was soon “support[ed]” by the YMCA, who appointed him “a secretary of the organization.”16 Though it is not clear how this arrangement came about, Maier himself may have initiated the relationship during the summer of 1917. In a letter to Maier from one of his former seminary professors, reference is made to a request for a recommendation (presumably from the YMCA) that had been sent to Francis Pieper, president of Concordia Seminary. While Pieper apparently had reservations about Maier’s affiliation with the pandenominational YMCA, he “agreed . . . to give [Maier] a good recommendation without saying anything of our opinion of Y.M.C.A. work as such.”17 The following year, the Boston Commissioner of the US Department of Labor stated that Maier had been “in charge of the Y.M.C.A. work at the German encampment” on Gallup’s Island, and that he had “performed” satisfactorily.18 Once again, he displayed a characteristic willingness to cooperate with those outside of his denomination that would mark his later radio career.

In October 1917, the Gallup’s Island detainees were transferred to Hot Springs, North Carolina. Maier attempted to maintain active contact with this group, but his efforts produced little success. More importantly, his paternalistic efforts with these Germans, even after they had become part of a much larger Hot Springs prisoner population, produced friction between Maier and both the YMCA and the US military. As Christmas 1917 approached, Maier appears to have been overly persistent in demanding access to the former Gallup’s Island prisoners, who were now a subset of roughly 1,600 prisoners in Hot Springs. Additionally, he repeatedly insisted that he be allowed to bring Christmas gifts to the former Gallup’s Island men, but not for the rest of the prisoners. YMCA Associate Secretary A. A. Ebersole scolded Maier for failing to recognize the strife that such inequitable treatment could cause within the detention camp, and for his insensitivity to the potential “embarrassment” his actions could bring on YMCA administration. Ebersole further reprimanded Maier for presuming to refer to the former Gallup’s Island detainees as “[his] former seamen.” Maier was given the choice of providing funding for Christmas presents for all prisoners in the camp, or none at all.19

It is unclear what Maier chose to do, but whatever action he ultimately took did not smooth over the matter. In the following year, when Maier was seeking a military chaplaincy, he sent a letter to the YMCA requesting assurance that he was not viewed as “disloyal” (presumably to the United States) by that organization. Ebersole assured him that he had not been judged guilty of “any disloyalty,” but again mentioned Maier’s “indiscretions” regarding former Gallup’s Island detainees, including his proclivity to refer to them as “[his] men.” Ebersole claimed that Maier’s failure to “exercise good judgment” had been deemed “serious” enough “by the authorities at Hot Springs” that it “came very near endangering the continuance of our work there.” According to Ebersole’s letter, Maier himself had acknowledged that he had been indiscreet.20 After the war, reports of the Hot Springs quarrel resulted in the commandant of Fort Oglethorpe Prison Barracks forbidding Maier to visit prisoners being held there. (Even though the armistice had been signed, prisoners remained on US soil, while arrangements for their release and repatriation were made.) In a rather sharply worded letter, Col. C. W. Penrose reminded Maier that the YMCA had “repudiated” his actions, and had “requested” his resignation from the organization, in the wake of his actions regarding the transferred prisoners.21

Notwithstanding the rocky conclusion of Maier’s Gallup’s Island/Hot Springs prisoner pastorate, Maier did secure a US Army chaplaincy in the early summer of 1918. He was briefly stationed at Camp Gordon, Georgia. Lest there be any question as to his American loyalty, Maier told the Boston Globe that “he knew of no better way to register his disapproval of the Prussian military clique than to enter active service in the United States forces.”22 When the war concluded in November, Maier returned to Boston to continue studies at Harvard, and carry on the work of a parish pastor. His work with German POWs, however, was not finished. Maier obtained a chaplaincy at the Army’s Camp Devens, outside Boston. One hundred German POWs, captured from the German raider Kronprinz Wilhelm and submarine U-58, remained incarcerated near Camp Devens at United States War Prison Camp No. 1, at Still River. The Secretary of War granted permission for Maier to minister to these prisoners as part of his Camp Devens assignment.23
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