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The Lions and the Lamb


Montreat, North Carolina, is a cove made of rocks and woods tucked at the foot of Greybeard Mountain, where it is easy to feel safe. A tourist who stopped and asked where Billy Graham lived was likely to be told, “Gee, I don’t really know.” But everyone knew. He lived with his wife, Ruth, on the mountaintop, in the house she had built out of pieces of old log cabins more than half a century ago; this was where he came home after his travels, and where in twilight he finally came home to stay.

Maybe everyone needs a sanctuary, a place to find peace, reflect on a life well lived and what lies ahead. But this life was like no other; it was lived, perhaps more than any in modern times or any time, in full view, unguarded. Billy Graham is believed to have spoken face-to-face with more people in more places than anyone in history, having preached the gospel to 210 million people in 185 countries in 417 crusades over the course of more than half a century. Not even Billy Sunday or Dwight L. Moody or any of the great evangelists going back to Saint Paul had spread their message so far; it was Billy Graham alone, inserted into history at just the ripe moment, who became the unrivaled global ambassador for Christ.

His crusades took something out of him. It was not unusual for him to drop fifteen, twenty pounds over the course of several weeks of preaching every night. “I have often gone on a three- or six-month crusade,” he told Lyndon Johnson, who was adjusting to postpresidential exile, “I jet home to the quietness of this mountain, and for the first few days I hardly know what to do with myself. There even come times of depression. However, that all soon passes.”

The road to his house is tight and winding; two cars would have to inhale to pass in opposite directions. On a winter day the clouds hang below the treeline, and the branches stretch old and bony as far as you can see. The final, steep stretch of road ends with a weather-beaten shingle sign reading “Private Drive,”
then chain link topped with barbed wire and a set of automatic iron gates. These were installed in 1968, at the insistence of J. Edgar Hoover, because the death threats were becoming so common, and American icons were being shot that year. Before that the Grahams had been content for protection with signs that said “Trespassers will be Eaten.”

At the top of the drive is a rain-soaked, brown-logged, stone-and-shingle place that looks like it rose up naturally, as though someone dropped some timber and it grew up to be a house. There’s no sign, no post, no box, no indication that anyone of note lives inside, other than a lot of room for cars and what seems like a lot of dogs.

The first time we visited, we walked in the side door into a long hall that smelled of something we couldn’t place, sweet and spicy, not quite dessert, like some kind of perfect incense of home. There were American antiques everywhere, sturdy and hand-hewn and crafted with purpose, thick chairs, a spinning wheel, as well as a Chinese cabinet, porcelains, photos and paintings on the walls, a life’s collection of travels. A lazy Susan table stood in front of the oven in the dark wood kitchen/family room, and cookies and a pie sat on the stovetop. Discreet but central on one wall was a huge flat-screen television, and all the papers lay on the table, not just the New York Times but the London Telegraph. Under the piano in the living room was a big basket of books, with Thomas Friedman’s The World Is Flat on top. Over the immense brick fireplace, a mantel had been hewn out of an old diving board, stained dark and etched in German with the message “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.”

Billy Graham was sitting in the darkened family room, his walker beside him, and rose slowly to greet his guests. He was frailer than we’d expected; he had Parkinson’s disease and prostate cancer, and a shunt in his brain to drain the extra fluid. There came a time most days when a powerful pain came over him, a feeling he described as being like an octopus had wrapped itself around him and begun to squeeze. So he timed his visits carefully, to see guests only during his good hours, typically around midday. His eyes were failing: once, many years before, when a mysterious arterial spasm affected his vision, people wrote to Graham headquarters offering to donate their eyes to him. His voice was quiet, sweet in greeting, his manner somehow friendly and courtly at the same time. “I’m honored you’ve come,” he said, and he suggested, almost urgently, that we go back to his office and get started.

He led the way down halls that veered at odd angles, the tennis balls gripping the feet of his walker, heading past the living room and bedrooms and back to his private study, a prefabricated room shipped to the mountaintop and attached to the log house where he could write his sermons, escape the noise, the visitors, the children. It was not a big room, but it had a big window and deep chairs, bookcases full of Bibles and memoirs. There were no photographs of the vast crowds at his crusades, a hundred thousand in Yankee Stadium, a quarter million in Brazil, well over a million in Seoul. But there was one of the plain white spire of the chapel in the woods near where he and Ruth had planned to be buried. There were no souvenirs of his glory, only reminders of his friends: not only the presidents but the queen of England, who invited him to visit a dozen times, all the former prime ministers of Britain, the chancellors of Germany, the movie stars and sports icons—Muhammad Ali had come here to the house, and Bono, who sat in the living room and played the piano and sang—and an unimaginable variety of people seeking answers to the most simple of all questions.

The walls were a window into Graham’s other ministry, so public and so private at the same time: Graham the friend of the famous and, above all, the pastor to presidents. We had written about politics for years, covered campaigns, watched White House warriors come and go. But no one had done what Graham had done, no statesman, no wise man, no professor or fixer or fund-raiser or image maker: befriend eleven presidents in a row, men vastly different from one another who all found both a need and a use for this one man. He knew every president from Harry Truman to George W. Bush, and while it is impossible to know who valued the arrangement more, there had never been anything like it in any generation. It reflected some quality, maybe some measure of power he had that even they couldn’t match.

We wanted to know why they all called: what was it about him, and about them, and about the presidency, that explained this abiding attention? Quite apart from the mutually useful public alliance, we wondered what happened when these men who spent their lives onstage, preacher and presidents, retreated behind the curtain and talked in private for hours. We wanted to learn how Graham managed to be so close to the white-hot center for so long and still maintain his honor and reputation; we wondered if there was a price he paid.

And finally, we came at a time when the country was having one of its recurring arguments over the role of faith in public life. Mahatma Gandhi said that those who believe that religion and politics aren’t connected don’t understand either. Billy Graham more than anyone had moved in both realms, tried for decades to bring them closer together, and by doing so learned the value of keeping them apart. Reporters had tried and failed in recent years to get him to enter the ring, weigh in on abortion and stem cells, gay marriage, the right to die: “I don’t give advice,” he said again and again. “I’m going to stay off these hot-button issues.” He was inclined to leave it at that, embracing his role as God’s servant, not His lawyer. He had come a very long way since the day in 1952 when he declared with youthful enthusiasm that he could swing sixteen million evangelical votes just by saying the word. We wanted to understand how he had changed, and what he would tell anyone who hoped to follow his path.

From long experience came a firm judgment: he did not want to be dividing people by using faith as a political test or a trap or a weapon. He had come by his conviction fitfully, after encounters with some presidents that threatened to wreck his ministry. On matters of faith his certainty had never faltered; on matters of politics he now had his doubts. “As I look back I feel even more unqualified, to think I sat there and talked to the president of the United States. I can only explain that God was planning it in some ways but I didn’t understand it.” He prayed for them still; he and Ruth did daily devotions, and whoever was president was in their prayers.

THE WHITE HOUSE COVENANT

We knew that there were millions of people inclined to see Graham as a saint; we’d also encountered those who dismissed him as a showman, a sycophant, or a pawn of powerful men, with a mass-market message too silky and simple to merit further study. Graham agreed to talk to us without any conditions or control over what we would write. He had one challenge to us as we set out: “I hope it will just be fair and honest and tell the bad and the good.”

Unless you’ve been in his presence, it’s hard to capture its effect. Many people said he was the most charismatic man they ever met. His was not a dazzling intellect—as he often said, “I don’t care who you are. Your intellect alone will never get you into heaven.” It was a different quality, a sincerity like paint stripper, removing any pretense and pride. He volunteered regrets before we probed for them. In the hours of discussion that followed our first meeting, he was perfectly transparent about his own failures, but slow to pass judgment on anyone else. We are all sinners, he said, in search of grace.

The presidency giveth and it taketh away, and the first thing it removes is the possibility of uncomplicated friendship: but Billy Graham was wired for simplicity, not skepticism. “I’m not an analyzer,” he told us. “I don’t analyze people. I got a son that analyzes everything and everybody. But I don’t analyze people.” His critics called him gullible, naïve to the point of self-delusion; his defenders, of whom there were a great many more, called him trusting, always seeing the best in powerful people and often eliciting it as a result. Where both agreed was that his agenda—to spread the gospel of redeeming love—applied as much to his Oval Office ministry as to his global one. “I think at times they turn to things that are far beyond them,”
he said, referring to the occupants of the White House, “and they have nowhere else to go.”

Of the eleven presidents he’d known, ten became friends, and seven of them close ones. They entered into an unspoken covenant of private counsel and public support. The presidents called for comfort; they asked the simplest questions: How do I know if I’ll go to heaven? Eisenhower wanted to know. Do you believe in the Second Coming? Kennedy wondered. Will I see my parents when I die? Johnson asked. They asked about how the world would end, which was not an abstract conversation for the first generation of presidents who had the power to make that happen. They recalled their mothers’ strong faith, and looked to linger a while with their childhood certainties; when jaded aides smirked at the mention of Graham’s name, presidents from Eisenhower to Clinton dressed them down. By 1969, Graham was so important—and so well positioned—with both political parties that he could seamlessly spend the last weekend of Johnson’s presidency in the White House and stay over to spend the first night with Nixon as well. The week before Gerald Ford pardoned Nixon, he tracked Graham down to talk it through; that conversation, Ford said later, was crucial. Nancy Reagan called him to the hospital the day her husband was shot; twenty-three years later he was the first person outside the family she called when he died. When Hillary Clinton felt no one in the world understood how she could forgive her husband, Graham pointedly praised her for it. Graham was uniquely able to give presidents what they needed most, Bill Clinton observed. “I don’t think presidents need anything from pastors other people don’t. They need prayers, support, counsel, and honest, often vulnerable conversation,” he said. But “those things are harder for presidents to get because they’re busy, protected, often isolated, and understandably reluctant to share their frailties and fear. Billy was a great pastor to me and other presidents because he was wise, trustworthy, politically astute, and generous in spirit.” The presidents, and the First Ladies, could summon Graham to the White House confident that there would never be an unpleasant conversation, never a rise in temperature, never a leak to the press; that was the safe zone he tried to create. “I think they began to realize that if I didn’t quote them, they could talk to me about their personal feelings and problems and pray with me,” he said. “Their personal lives, some of them, were difficult. But I loved them all, I admired them all. I knew that they had burdens beyond anything I could ever know or understand.”

One price of holding the most powerful job in the world is the residue of regret when it’s over. “Every president I think I’ve ever known, except Truman, has thought they didn’t quite get what they wanted done,” Graham said. “And toward the end of their administration, they were disappointed and wished they’d done some things differently.” He saw the job grow more crushing with each administration, particularly as his great friend Nixon collapsed under the weight of Watergate. We’ve turned our presidents into kings, he said then: “Every president needs some people around him who still call him by his first name and tell him exactly what they think…. He becomes isolated partially because even his friends are afraid to tell him the truth. Everybody needs some friends around him who will just say, ‘You are wrong!’ And that includes me.”

Had the convenant stopped there, had he been an unknown pastor slipping into the White House through some back door to hear their confessions and swap war stories, the whole transaction might have been a private matter. But Graham was the most famous preacher on earth, and nothing he did went unnoticed. The very fact of his presence was news. And no matter how discreet he was about the private conversations, he invariably sent a public message, sometimes inadvertently, and sometimes because he couldn’t resist.

This is where the temptation came in, on both sides. Every president had political troubles that Graham was uniquely positioned to relieve, often simply by standing next to him. Eisenhower enlisted religion’s rising star in the war against “Godless Communism”;
Kennedy invited him down for a round of golf four days before his inauguration to reassure Protestants about the prospect of a Catholic president. Johnson used him to convince conservative Baptists that the War on Poverty was scripturally sound. Reagan sent him to help persuade pro-Israel evangelicals that it was safe to sell AWACS to Saudi Arabia. George Herbert Walker Bush wanted him by his side the night before the first Gulf War, Clinton at Oklahoma City, George W. Bush after 9/11, and just about every one of them on Inauguration Day. They may have come to love him and need him; but that didn’t mean they couldn’t also use him. And many presidents were surrounded by men who had little scruple about drafting so willing and valuable an ally into their army.

Graham rejected the charge that he was being exploited on such occasions. He believed completely in the supreme and sacred nature of the presidency—not that presidents weren’t human, as he had plainly seen. He just believed they would always put the public interest over partisan ones once in office. He told them each that he believed they were God’s choice to lead the country, even when he didn’t quite understand God’s thinking. Graham’s was a gospel of obedience, above all to the Almighty, but there always seemed to be a natural transfer to the man in power, a deep predisposition to trust and obey and “build a wall of prayer around him.”

And the covenant worked both ways. In return he got to indulge what he admitted was a deep fascination with politics. He told Truman after they met—he was only thirty-one, but a rising evangelical star already—that “I follow political trends carefully and would be delighted at any time to advise you on my findings among the people.” He advised Eisenhower and Nixon about which states to focus on, how to use their television ad budgets to best effect. Decades later when he was with candidates, he still wanted to talk about campaigns, political strategies, styles of leadership. However divided the country became, Graham remained close to politicians from across the spectrum. Even in twilight, he kept up with the debates—and he lived in a house divided: “I watch CNN a great deal,” he said. “My wife watches Fox.” His eyes twinkled. “That gives us something to talk about sometimes.”

More important, he saw how much his political ministry served his spiritual one. His relationships with presidents and prime ministers helped him revive evangelicalism at midcentury and usher it into the American mainstream. He fought to witness in places no evangelist ever had, hold immense, integrated rallies in South Africa, preach behind the Iron Curtain, in the former Soviet Union, in North Korea, to all the ends of the earth. “If I had not been a friend of the presidents,” he argued, “in most of these places, they wouldn’t have invited me to see them. The reason Yeltsin invited me was because he knew I knew the president…. And so it was a way of the Lord using presidents for me to reach other people for Christ.”

Most important of all, the friendship opened the most tightly guarded door of all: the one to the Oval Office. “Very few people will tell the president about spiritual things and religious things or have prayer with him,” Graham said, “and I felt that this was a way that God used me.”

So at what price was he willing to preserve that opportunity? He knew pride was a sin; but what about sycophancy? If Jesus’
message at its heart was about radicalizing love, how blind an eye did Graham have to turn to win the allies he felt he needed?
He wasn’t looking for money or power in his alliances with princes and politicians; but in using them to promote his message, did he have to water it down? Graham believed that by helping bring godly men to power and ministering to them in office, he could strengthen God’s kingdom here on earth. Yet Satan, ever subtle, had tempted Jesus with temporal power, offered to tangle him so in the institutional business of the world that he would take his eyes off of heaven. “It had a tendency to creep into my own spiritual life,” Graham admitted of his political engagement, “to use media coverage and the ability to pick up the phone and call the president.”

How many people have that access and don’t use it? How many use it, without it turning their heads? His fiercest critics testified to his honesty, sincerity, and the depth of his commitment to Christ. Yet some of his greatest fans would admit that his was a cautionary tale. If a man so obviously decent could still be sometimes thrown off balance during his political encounters, despite his best intentions, his lack of agenda, his North Star wife, and hard experience, if even he could not always resist the temptations of power and reconcile the Two Kingdoms, then you wonder about the wisdom of anyone else ever trying.

Graham’s relationship with presidents was never the same after his painful passage through the Nixon years; and yet it would be wrong to say that the covenant was broken. He simply worked more quietly, lowered his expectations, and chose his friends more carefully. But he never left the White House orbit in part because the men who followed Nixon into the White House would not permit it. Both Ford and Carter, who had strong spiritual backgrounds and their own religious advisers, nonetheless sought out Graham for help with political problems. His meetings with Reagan—the president with whom he says he was closest of all—were almost entirely private, under the radar. The vow to be a spiritual adviser but not a political ally was renewed, and generally honored thereafter. As it happened, there were among his oldest friends and acquaintances several presidents in waiting, and he would be tested and tested again.

He remained far and away the most respected evangelical leader in the world; but at a time when other evangelical leaders crowded into the public arena, organizing voters, promoting candidates, elevating social issues as litmus tests, Graham was someplace else entirely, resolutely welcoming to all believers, all over the world. God, he said, did not favor one nation over another. The message of his final years, of suffering and of reconciliation, is a kind of witness all its own. A long and extraordinary journey approached its sharpest turn. “I don’t have much longer,” he told us, without fear or regret. But he had lived an enormous life and he was a curious man, who believed as sure as he believed anything that there’s another adventure ahead, the greatest of all.

So in the time he had left he would take the time to look back, tell his story, and let his lessons live long after he was gone.
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The Invocation



I didn’t have any other motives throughout my life but to proclaim the gospel. I’m amazed myself that I was able to see all those men become president.

—Graham on his calling

SEPTEMBER 23, 1949

The sky was dark and spitting hailstones on Friday morning just before 11 a.m., when secretary Myrtle Bergheim from the White House press office passed by the pressroom. “The Boss says don’t go away,” she told the loitering reporters. “He might have a little something later.”

A few minutes later, a dozen reporters gathered around the walnut desk of Charles Ross, Harry Truman’s old friend and press secretary. “Close the doors,” he said. “Nobody is leaving here until everybody has this statement.” He handed out copies. The reporters started reading, whistled through their teeth, then bolted for the door and sprinted through the White House lobby, ripping the nose off a stuffed deer as they raced to the pressroom telephones. Two minutes later the bells on the tickers in newsrooms signaled a flash; by 11:08 the Associated Press bulletin was on the wires.

“We have evidence,” the White House statement announced, “that within recent weeks an atomic explosion occurred in the U.S.S.R.”

Closing the books on an innocent age, TIME declared that “the news hit the nation with the jarring impact of a fear suddenly become fact…. For the first time, U.S. citizens would know, as much of the world had known since 1945, how it feels to live under the threat of sudden destruction—coming like a clap of thunder and a rattle of hail.” Some in Congress raised the question of transferring government agencies out of Washington. Veterans dryly nudged each other: “Better get out your old uniform.” Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson urged the newspapers not to overplay the story and fuel panic, guidance that the Hearst papers at least found easy to ignore. The New York Journal-American ran a half-page picture showing Manhattan engulfed in atomic “waves of death and havoc.”

The news came at the end of an unsettling summer, one that had weighed heavily on Truman. His triumphs of the first half of 1949—the signing of the NATO treaty in April, the ultimate success of the Berlin airlift at breaking the Soviet blockade a month later—had given way to a woozy economy and rising fears. The perjury trial of accused Soviet spy Alger Hiss ended in a hung jury in July, with a new trial scheduled for fall. The China lobby, watching the collapse of Chiang Kaishek’s nationalist forces in the face of Mao’s million-man communist army, was hurling abuse at Truman and Secretary of State Dean Acheson. Unemployment was rising; business profits were down 13 percent. People talked, extravagantly, about depression, the fear that was never far away even in the midst of postwar prosperity. To a group of visiting Girls Nation delegates Truman referred, only half joking since he did it so often, to “this terrible job” that allowed him to live “over there in that great white jail, with the balcony and everything.” More seriously, to his cousins Nellie and Ethel Noland, he wrote that he had succeeded in getting himself into “more trouble than Pandora ever let loose in the world.”

Now the Soviets had the bomb. And one week later, on October 1, a communist country comprising one-fifth of the human race inaugurated itself as the People’s Republic of China. It was all enough to make a country stop dead and fall on its knees for a moment.

As it happened, that was just what Billy Graham had in mind.

Now thirty years old, Graham had been having a hard summer himself. Five years out of Wheaton College, he’d spent most of that time crisscrossing the country to preach at independent revivals and Youth for Christ rallies. The experience had built his reputation and broadened his ministry; but some private encounters had shaken his faith. That year his talented friend and fellow evangelist Charles Templeton had decided to suspend his preaching and head to Princeton Seminary, to put his beliefs
to a tough intellectual road test. Whenever he had the chance, he tried to pull Graham along with him.

“Billy,” he said, during one visit to Graham’s house in North Carolina, “it’s not possible any longer to believe the biblical account of creation. The world wasn’t created; it has evolved over millions of years. It’s not a matter of speculation, it’s demonstrable fact.”

“I don’t accept that,” Graham said, “and there are reputable scholars who don’t.”

“Who are they?” Templeton asked. “Men in conservative Christian colleges?”

“Most of them, yes. But that’s not the point.” And then Graham went on to explain what he had learned in his young ministry, something he knew for certain, could “prove” because it happened inside and in front of him whenever he preached—even at the raucous Youth for Christ rallies that he and Templeton had led, which typically featured Bible quiz shows, magic acts, ventriloquists, close-harmony quartets, and a kneeling horse who would tap his hoof twelve times when asked how many apostles there were.

“When I take the Bible literally, when I proclaim it as God’s Word, I have power,” Graham explained. “When I stand before the people and say, ‘God says,’ or ‘The Bible says,’ the Holy Spirit uses me. There are results. People respond. Wiser men than you or I have been arguing questions like this for centuries. I don’t have the time or the intellect to examine all sides of each theological dispute, so I’ve decided, once and for all, to stop questioning and to accept the Bible as God’s Word.”

Templeton was troubled by this. He called it intellectual suicide to actively decide not to question or explore. “Billy, you cannot refuse to think. To do that is to die intellectually.” He tried to phrase it in Graham’s own scriptural terms: this would amount to rebellion, a breach of faith. “You cannot disobey Christ’s great commandment to love God ‘with all thy heart and all thy soul and all thy mind.’”

And so it went between them all year long; they met in New York when Graham came to town, and then one more time in August, at a retreat center just outside Los Angeles. Graham was preparing for his most ambitious crusade yet in the City of Angels. Preachers weren’t trying anything like this anymore; there had been few large-scale evangelistic meetings in the United States since World War I and the heyday of Billy Sunday and Aimee Semple McPherson. “We are tired of religious revivals as we have
known them,” announced the Reverend Willard Sperry, dean of Harvard Divinity School, in 1946. “Among all but the most backward churches it is now agreed that education is the best way of interesting our people in religion.”

Graham’s Los Angeles team thought otherwise; they had been organizing local churches and business groups, and the prayer groups had been praying. Organizers spent $25,000 on posters and ads: “Visit the Canvas Cathedral with the Steeple of Light” and hear “America’s Sensational Young Evangelist.” But first Graham had some demons to lay to rest.

At the conference center, Templeton confronted him with their growing theological rift, and leveled charges that would follow Graham for years to come. “Billy, you’re fifty years out of date,” he said. “People no longer accept the Bible as being inspired the way you do. Your faith is too simple. Your language is out of date. You’re going to have to learn the new jargon if you’re going to be successful in your ministry.”

It was, as they say, a moment of truth. What could be more tempting, to a rising preacher trying to reach young people, a preacher who stressed being approachable and relevant, than to tailor his theology to the tastes of the times, especially if the latest scholarship allowed wider appeal? But to Graham, the choice was not between believing in the Bible’s inerrancy or going down a more modern, popular road. For him it came down to this: Believe the Bible or leave the ministry. “It was not too late to be a dairy farmer,” he concluded.

What followed was an event that became so central to Graham’s life and ministry that a plaque on the grounds marks the spot where it happened. As he often did when he couldn’t sleep and his mind was burning, he went for a walk and wound up in the woods near the retreat center. He opened the Bible on a tree stump and prayed in the moonlight. There was too much in there he couldn’t understand, confusion and contradiction and mystery. And finally, he felt the spirit release him, to say, “Father, I am going to accept this as Thy word—by faith.”

He recalled feeling God’s presence as he hadn’t in months, and sensed that a spiritual battle had been fought and won. In years to come, when Winston Churchill asked him about heaven, or Eisenhower about salvation, or Johnson about sin and damnation, he could answer them with a kind of certainty that made men in authority sit back and listen. He was the messenger; he was not scripting the message, and his power was perfect so long as he did not embellish or interpret the word he had been given to transmit. His strength was absolute in this role. So was his confidence.

THE CANVAS CATHEDRAL

And so he descended on Los Angeles just as the news of the Russian bomb was breaking, with a message for a shaken city. A “Fact Sheet” prepared by the Christ for Greater Los Angeles sponsors described him as “tall, slender, handsome, with a curly shock of blond hair, Graham looks like a collar ad, acts like a motion picture star, thinks like a psychology professor, talks like a North Carolinian and preaches like a combination of Billy Sunday and Dwight L. Moody. He makes no pretensions to fame—says he’s just a North Carolina hill-billy—believes in the literal interpretation of Bible truths—wears loud ties and socks because
‘you don’t need to be a long-hair to be good’ and is recognized as America’s outstanding evangelist…. He uses few illustrations, no sob stories, absolutely no deathbed stuff. His illustrations are usually current events.”

A local Salvation Army public relations man, helping with the crusade publicity, had persuaded some reporters to come to Graham’s first press conference. In the papers the next day, no one wrote a word.

Graham immediately wrapped the breaking news into his sermons. “Russia has now exploded an atomic bomb. Do you know the area that is marked out for the enemy’s first atomic bomb? New York! Secondly, Chicago; and thirdly, the city of Los Angeles.”
Would God protect “this city of wickedness and sin, this city that is known around the world because of its sin, crime and immorality”? Graham paced the stage, using a lapel mike for the first time, wearing argyle socks and bright hand-painted ties and a double-breasted suit that flapped on his lanky frame, waving his arms as he hurled God’s wrath over the crowds. He surveyed their sins—divorce, gambling, false prophets, and treachery. “Do you know that the Fifth Columnists, called communists, are more rampant in Los Angeles than any other city in America? We need a revival.”

Graham’s universe was drawn by hand in black and white. For people wrestling with all kinds of new uncertainty in the postwar shadows, his conviction and the simplicity of his message were bracing and new. In the opening meetings, he preached to about three thousand people a night, which was a respectable number, except that he suspected that most were already Christians. That would change, however, as the days passed. Maybe it was something in the air, something about the time. Maybe it was normal curiosity, in a city that likes a good show, that drew people down to the converted eight-peaked Ringling Brothers circus tent. And this was Hollywood, where a high-profile convert can make all the difference in the world. Among those answering the call were a Mob wiretapper, an Olympic runner, and a famously sinful radio cowboy who found Jesus and went on to run for president as a Prohibitionist.

One night Graham and his team arrived at the tent to be greeted by a herd of photographers and reporters. What on earth had happened? “You’ve just been kissed by William Randolph Hearst,” one newsman explained.

Graham had never met the newspaper baron; he was later told that Hearst and Marion Davies had attended a crusade in disguise, after learning about it from a housekeeper named Hedla who used to listen to Graham on the radio. It is just as likely that Hearst came around because he was acutely interested in anything that a great many people were interested in. As the legend goes, he returned to his office and sent a two-word telegram to all his papers: “Puff Graham.” The Hearst papers began running stories about the crusade all across the country, and it was not long before other news organizations noticed. By the final weeks of the crusade, all the wire services as well as LIFE, Newsweek, and the major papers were running stories.

Reporters called it the greatest revival in the history of Southern California. “Thousands Hit Sawdust Trail” was the headline in the New York Sun. “Old-style religion is sweeping the City of Angels with an evangelistic show overshadowing even Billy Sunday.” And with that, Graham’s words became national news. They were consumed by an audience hungry for explanations about how, in the space of four years, America had gone from an astounding victory over fascism to a global military and political struggle against a communist enemy with the potential to blow up their cities. As Truman reminded people, the Soviet nuclear breakthrough had been foreseen. But that it came several years earlier than expected seemed to confirm the fears that Joe McCarthy had been fanning all year, that communist spies had infiltrated the deep reaches of American power and stolen her secrets.


Graham warned of the spies in their midst and then addressed the most dangerous foe of all, against whom Christ alone offered protection. “Western culture and its fruits had its foundation in the Bible…. Communism, on the other hand, has decided against God, against Christ, against the Bible and against all religion,” he said. “Communism is a religion that is inspired, directed and motivated by the Devil himself.”

In the end the Los Angeles crusade lasted not three weeks but eight. Some 350,000 people attended, including stars like Jane Russell and Gene Autry. One movie star, not yet converted, told Graham bluntly, “Billy, you can’t compete with us in entertainment. We know all the ropes. If you get up there and preach what’s in the Bible, I’ll be on hand every night.”

Graham emerged a full-fledged celebrity; on the train back east people stopped and recognized him. His next crusade, in Boston starting on New Year’s Eve 1949, was covered by the Boston papers as front-page news. They heralded the arrival of the “swashbuckling southerner” who shared, quite precisely, the dimensions of heaven as “sixteen hundred miles long, sixteen hundred miles wide and sixteen hundred miles high,” with streets of gold that they’d drive down in a yellow Cadillac, and gates of pearl and trees bearing a different kind of fruit every month. “We became the object of a circulation war between the newspapers,” Graham said, and each paper tried to outdo the others with its coverage. Years later, when confronted with some of his statements from these heady months, Graham would refer to his “boy preacher” days and note wryly that some of his theology had evolved.

Graham’s own political career was also launched. He was invited to pray at the Massachusetts House of Representatives; reporters wanted to hear his positions on everything from the death penalty to foreign aid to the Marshall Plan. “What I said was being quoted all of a sudden, and I knew I wasn’t really qualified,” he admitted later. “I didn’t really have the experience yet to say the right things, but the people expected me to speak with that authority. I was just scared to death.” He told reporters that he thought a revival would do more than the Marshall Plan to combat evil, and warned that “we are going to spend ourselves into a depression. We can’t keep on taking care of the whole world.” Seeing the reporters scribbling his words, he quickly added, “But don’t anybody tell Mr. Truman I said so.”

As it happened, Truman would hear anyway.

THE OPENING WEDGE


Years later, when asked how it was that an unknown preacher became the best-known evangelist of the ages, he said there were two men most responsible: Hearst was one; but the other was Henry Luce, founder of Time Inc. and the nation’s most powerful publisher. Hearst and Luce didn’t much like each other—battling media barons rarely do—but they both very much liked Billy Graham.

Preachers, like presidents, have a message they are looking to transmit. For a traveling evangelist like Graham, who after 1945 did not have a pulpit to call his own, drawing people to his crusades depended on getting the word out. During their exile following the disasters of the Scopes trial and the collapse of Prohibition, fundamentalists had communicated underground. They were ignored by the national media but quick to see the power of radio and magazines, pamphlets, and, in decades to come, television and cable and the Internet. Since Graham was aiming to build a much wider audience, he needed to reach the secular press, something few religious leaders and virtually none as theologically conservative as Graham had managed.

Graham had an instinctive sense that something was changing in the way people learned about their world. He discovered the power of the photo op early on: Templeton recalled how once at Chicago’s O’Hare Airport, on their way to tour battered Europe in 1946, hundreds of people had gathered to send them off—along with a flock of photographers. So they kneeled on the tarmac, asking God’s blessing for their mission as the cameramen scuttled around, looking for angles, calling, “Keep prayin’, fellas!
That’s it—hold it! Just one more prayer!” which they obligingly provided. “In the photographs,” Templeton recalled, “it can be seen that Billy and I are having trouble restraining our laughter.”

Hearst sent a photographer to cover that European tour and then helped again by promoting the Los Angeles crusade. But it was Luce who quickly took up the role of Graham’s premier publicist. Graham understood how much farther his message would travel with allies such as this. God was opening a door for him, Graham thought, when powerful men like Luce were taking him seriously.

Luce was a missionary’s son, whose love of country and faith in its goodness was of the kind sometimes peculiar to people who did not grow up in it. He had founded TIME as a vessel for his belief that it was great men who made history, in all their valor and vanity. He took his Calvinist Presbyterianism seriously, which was just one of many things that distanced him from other media moguls of the day. He was awkward, lonely, restless, rude, innocent, and endlessly curious, a collector of remarkable characters, with an acute instinct for what people wanted to read about. He and Graham, in other words, were perfect for each other.

In the spring of 1950, his friend Bernard Baruch was staying at his South Carolina vacation home, a plantation at Hobcaw Bay;
the local paper was carrying the sermons that Graham was preaching in Columbia. “There’s a young fellow down here that’s not only preaching some good religion,” Baruch told Luce, “but he’s giving some good common sense.” Luce decided to go see for himself.

TIME’s Atlanta bureau chief, William Howland, met Luce in Charleston, South Carolina, having arranged dinner with Governor Strom Thurmond at the Governor’s Mansion after the crusade service. The crowds, Howland observed, were typical for a southern revival:
“earnest, discouraged by lack of success in this life, not well dressed nor well educated, it was a sort of southern American gothic crowd; denominationally it was almost entirely Baptist, Methodist and Church of God.” There were bobby-soxers and old people, “lintheads and farmers,” not many big cars in the parking lots but they came from all over the state, and Georgia, Florida, North Carolina. Thurmond and his wife were frequent guests on the platform, along with Senator Olin Johnson and Supreme Court justice James Byrnes, Truman’s former secretary of state, who said of the service, “I’ve been with statesmen, presidents, and kings… but this is the most inspiring moment of my life.”

And yet it was the idea of Luce in the audience that made Graham nervous. He worried that the sermon he had prepared on Divine Judgment might be off-putting to him, and was strongly tempted to change his text. But he feared that God would disapprove of him pulling his punches to appeal to a powerful man, and would punish him for it. As it turned out, Luce was all the more intrigued.

“All you have to do to go to heaven is to put your faith in Jesus,” Graham proclaimed. “When they talk of the hydrogen bomb, my heart grows heavy, but I am not afraid. I know that when the bomb drops and I’ve disintegrated, I’ll go to heaven.” And on he talked, and down the aisles they came, some weeping, some just quiet and sure, old women with burning eyes, girls in pigtails, young men in overalls, as the choir sang Graham’s trademark hymn, “Just As I Am,” and Graham stood and welcomed them home.

Back at the Governor’s Mansion, Luce and Graham stayed up late into the night, talking theology. “I think he was trying to pull me out,” Graham said, “to see if I was genuine or honest.”

Among other things, the encounter had an impact on TIME’s coverage. In February the magazine had reported that “admirers of glib, arm-flailing Evangelist Dr. Billy Graham, 31, swear his voice can penetrate a case-hardened conscience like a jackhammer.” But after Luce’s visit, the tone was less mocking. Now he was “hawk-nosed, handsome Evangelist Billy Graham,” whose old-time religion he “spruces up with streamlined metaphors of his own. Said he of Judgment Day: ‘God is going to say “Start up the projector!” Because from the cradle to the grave God has had His television cameras on you. God has every sinful word on His recording…. Are you ready?’”

Graham wrote to tell Luce how honored he had been by his presence; he noted that he had been invited to Washington to open the House of Representatives with a prayer the next month, and to address a group of senators, who were urging that he bring his crusade to the capital. “The Lord is working on our behalf,” Graham told Luce. “It may be the opening wedge that I spoke to you about. If Washington could experience a spiritual revival and our national leaders turn to Christ for the answer to our dilemma, the course of history may be changed.”

That was it; the hope that drove the journey that now commenced. Change the hearts of men of influence and then influence many more people through them. Much to the frustration of future social reformers, the faith that he expressed to Henry Luce never faded: install Christ in the Oval Office and on Capitol Hill, and the nation’s problems would take care of themselves.
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Harry and Billy


I know that I didn’t have any fear—and I should have, because I asked him about his personal faith. He said he believed in the Sermon on the Mount, tried to live by the Golden Rule. And I told him, “I don’t think that’s enough!”

—Graham on his first meeting with Harry Truman

It would be easy to imagine Harry Truman and Billy Graham hitting it off just great. Both were devout sons of strong farm families whose lives had taken a surprising turn. Though of different generations— Graham was thirty-one, Truman sixty-six when they met—they were both, in their values and tastes, anchored in an earlier age. It’s true that Graham never drank anything stronger than buttermilk, while Harry liked his bourbon and his poker games; yet the president was, compared to his peers, an upright though not self-righteous fellow. He never embraced the Jazz Age, never learned to dance, never really left the moral upholstery of a nineteenth-century small-town America, the America whose visions and values Graham invoked at every turn when calling his listeners home to their better natures and a simpler time.

Above all, they were two men whose personal modesty was tested over time by achievements that surprised no one more than themselves. Truman, the man Winston Churchill said had “more than any other man… saved Western Civilization,” was derided as one of history’s wild accidents. A great reader and student, he dreamed of being a concert pianist; as a young man with a new job he spent twenty-five dollars he didn’t have for a complete set of Mark Twain. Yet he never made it to college, after his father lost everything betting on wheat futures. His path to the White House moved from the mailroom at the Kansas City Star to timekeeper on the Santa Fe Railroad, to bank clerk to farmer to soldier to haberdasher to machine politician in Kansas City; even as a senator, he was sliding toward obscurity at fifty. He achieved ultimate power thanks to a few flips of the lever by the Democratic power brokers in 1944, which hoisted him into the vice presidency.

Graham was, by comparison, a prodigy, preaching to millions of people all across the country and Europe by the time he was thirty. And yet his ascent was no less surprising; he often said that the first question he planned to ask God when he got to heaven was, “Why me?” A mediocre student from a dairy farm outside Charlotte, North Carolina, he wanted to date girls and play baseball—he once shook Babe Ruth’s hand—and said the local minister reminded him of a mortician. Since in those days, in those parts, a son who grew up to preach the gospel was more to be prized than one who grew up to be president, it can’t have cheered his pious parents when a visiting preacher at their home told the rambunctious twelve-year-old Billy, “Run along, little fellow, you’ll never be a preacher.” He was, however, a great salesman, as he learned selling Fuller brushes door to door the summer before college: “Sincerity,” he concluded, “is the biggest part of selling anything—including the Christian plan of salvation.” He preached his first sermon at the age of seventeen to a cluster of drunks, thieves, and vagrants in a Monroe, North Carolina, jail.

Graham’s first attempt at college had been a semester spent at Bob Jones University in Greenville, South Carolina; it was the kind of strict, fundamentalist education that Morrow Graham had dreamed of for her son, where even once they got permission to go on a date students were not permitted to sit on the same sofa. He couldn’t take it, and when he went to see Dr. Bob to tell him he was planning to transfer, Jones pronounced him a failure who would never amount to anything. “I left his office disillusioned and dejected,” Graham said. Though raised a Presbyterian, Graham enrolled in the Florida Bible Institute instead, and in 1939 was ordained a Southern Baptist minister. Four years later he graduated from Wheaton College in Illinois, with his degree in anthropology and his new wife, Ruth. It took but a year and a half as pastor of a small church in Western Springs, Illinois, for Graham to discover his evangelical call and leave his pastorate to barnstorm for Youth for Christ.

Truman and Graham shared some habits of mind: corny, unspoiled, optimistic, curious, deeply patriotic, self-made men. Neither spoke in the plummy vowels of a Harvard Club, neither was big on nuance or sarcasm or cleverness for its own sake. Both were called simple, but neither actually was. There were plenty of wily veterans of the sawdust trail, and Truman’s predecessor in the White House was a study in subtlety. But neither Truman nor Graham was an operator, though they did not necessarily believe this of each other.

In the beginning Graham was impressed by Truman’s skills and eager to win his respect. It was during the final heat of the presidential campaign of 1948, when Graham was staging Youth for Christ rallies in Des Moines, that he rose at dawn and went with his colleague Cliff Barrows to hear Truman speak. Truman and Thomas Dewey had both brought their campaigns to the farm belt that September, with the Democrats determined to pull Iowa into their column. “I’m going to fight hard,” Truman told the reporters with him as he set off, “and I’m going to give ’em hell.” Graham went to one of the “platform stops,” where a few hundred people gathered to hear the candidate talk off the back of the train. Whatever Graham had learned about capturing a crowd’s imagination, at that moment he got to see a master at work, a secular version of the revivals he was holding every night, and feel for himself the gusts of a different kind of power. Truman talked about plowing, about farm life and the economy, introduced his wife, Bess, and daughter Margaret, and it was all so real and raw, slapping those Republicans as “gluttons of privilege,” who had “stuck a pitchfork in the farmer’s back.” “I told Cliff,” Graham recalled, “ ‘if he gets before enough people with that message he’s going to win!’”

Years later Graham said he couldn’t remember whom he voted for—he’d been raised a Democrat, but Dewey did go on to become his friend and personal lawyer. But a year later, even before his national breakout in Los Angeles, Graham was intent on leveraging the president’s attention for his cause. At that time he had the distinction of being the youngest college president in the country, having been recruited by a storied fundamentalist leader named William Riley to succeed him as president of the Northwestern Schools, a strict Bible college in Minnesota. One of his early initiatives was to launch a religious radio station. In February 1949, Truman received a telegram noting that “new unique powerful radio station KTIS on air this week in Minneapolis.” The dedication program was to be held Sunday afternoon, with all kinds of local civic and religious leaders in attendance, Graham wrote. “Would deeply appreciate a congratulatory telegram. This station noncommercial and dedicated to the building of good will in the Midwest. Eagerly awaiting your telegram.”

Such an act gives a clue to Graham’s sense of himself and his destiny. Truman’s secretary Charlie Ross wrote back, with characteristic tact, that the president regretted being unable to help, but he received so many such requests that he did not want to be playing favorites. Graham cabled back that he understood, and added, “Please be assured of this, that over 1100 students here at these Northwestern Schools are praying daily that God will give him wisdom and guidance in the strenuous days ahead…. We believe him to be God’s choice for this great office.”

That last could be dismissed as mere spiritual flattery—except that all through his career Graham would, without reserve, offer his prayers and support for whoever was in office, whatever their political disagreements. Come election time, he prayed that God’s will would be done; and the man who emerged victorious, whether or not he was Graham’s choice, received the evangelist’s public and prayerful support. That pattern gave weight to his claims of political neutrality, but also left him reluctant to challenge any decision by a man whom he believed had been chosen by God.

Truman himself was too modest to have imagined himself as “God’s choice.” But it was true that over the course of his unlikely rise to power, as David McCullough chronicles in his epic biography, his faith was seldom far from his sleeve. At his moment of ascension to the presidency in April 1945 after Roosevelt’s sudden death, Chief Justice Harlan Stone held a cheap Gideon Bible, scavenged from a drawer of the White House head usher; at the end of the ceremony, Truman reached for it and kissed it. When, against all odds and predictions, things went well in the early days, Truman wrote in his diary, “I can’t understand it—except to attribute it to God. He guides me, I think.” He would sometimes slip across Lafayette Park to St. John’s Church and sit in a back pew, where no one paid him much mind.

He did harbor some suspicions about itinerant preachers: “It used to be you couldn’t go downtown in the evening without running into a half dozen evangelists ranting and raving and carrying on,” he said of his days growing up in Independence. Graham’s style back then was at its most flamboyant, not just the radiant ties and lively socks, but an equally flashy preaching style that appealed to ever larger crowds but would have been way too extravagant for Truman’s more austere taste.

Graham was undaunted by Truman’s first rebuff and emboldened by the attention being paid his every move after Los Angeles;
he sent Truman another telegram, this one from Boston at 7:30 on New Year’s Day 1950. For all the focus on his Los Angeles triumph, the reception in Boston by “God’s frozen people” was even more remarkable. This was not a city where a southern preacher could succeed just by putting on a good show. The skeptical Boston Herald headline on New Year’s Eve read, “Evangelist here to vie with New Year’s Fun,” and mocked the idea that Graham thought he could draw a crowd to hear a sermon with no champagne involved. But it turned out that no hotel or nightclub drew a bigger crowd, and the assembly approved a resolution that Graham now passed along to the president. History was watching, it said, as the American way of life was “seriously threatened by anti-God forces from without and moral disintegration from within.”
But America was on the brink of a mighty revival, which could perhaps benefit from a presidential endorsement. “We urge you to call America to her knees in a day of prayer and repentance of sin, and as a nation renew our faith in the God our fore-fathers stamped on our coins.”

One could lose count over the whole span of his ministry how many times Graham predicted that a great revival was stirring, but in 1950 the evidence was on his side. In the postwar search for something that felt familiar and safe, churches of all species saw their congregations growing, sales of Bibles doubled between 1947 and 1952, seminaries were crowded, new churches rose across the sprawling new suburbs. There was a hunger, and Graham felt it, and all he wanted to do, he told an AP reporter in Boston, was “to get President Truman’s ear for thirty minutes, to get a little help.”

This was a new priority for a preacher of old-time religion: for the past generation fundamentalist Christians had largely separated themselves from worldly affairs, tending their individual souls, leaving society’s business to be straightened out when Christ came again to reign in glory. But Graham cleared the way for a new breed, and by throwing himself headlong into the public debate, befriending politicians, and discussing social and economic trends, he invited evangelicals to emerge from

pious isolation and join him: keep believing the Bible, keep the faith, but enter into the mainstream of postwar American success and suburban prosperity and public citizenship.

AN OVAL OFFICE ENCOUNTER

G raham liked to think that politicians were responding to his message, but often they were responding to how other people responded. Among those struck by the great Boston revival was Massachusetts congressman John McCormack, who would eventually ascend to be House Speaker. He could hardly miss the headlines when forty thousand people turned up on the Boston Common to hear Graham: “Huge Crowd Braves Rain and Chill at Greatest Prayer Meeting in Common’s History as Evangelist Launches Five-Point Program for World Peace.” It was he who managed, after a number of attempts, to get Graham his appointment with Harry Truman, on the fourteenth of July, at noon.

As fate would have it, Truman’s hopes for peace came crashing down in the weeks between making that date and keeping it. On June 25, the North Korean army stormed across the 38th parallel into South Korea. Truman confronted a challenge from a communist-backed power that risked either widening into a larger Asian war, or demonstrating that the United States was not prepared to meet such aggression. Truman was home in Independence when word of the invasion came. As his daughter Margaret recalled it, “My father made it clear from the moment he heard the news, that he feared this was the opening of WWIII.”

The American people generally favored a strong response. And Graham himself, whose wife had been educated in Korea during some of the years when her parents served as missionaries in China, weighed in with his own counsel. Knowing he was to see the president in a few weeks, Graham sent a cable to Truman that day, putting the Korean invasion in a spiritual and demographic context. “Millions of Christians praying God give you wisdom in this crisis,” Graham wrote. “Strongly urge showdown with communism now. More Christians in southern Korea per capita than any part of the world. We cannot let them down.” Now, the telegram was signed not “President of Northwestern Schools,” but rather “Evangelist Billy Graham.”


Graham understood intuitively how anxious people felt. With something of a residual war reflex, there was a rush on nylons, soap, tires, washing machines, even toilet paper. On June 30, when Truman, with United Nations support, agreed to commit ground forces, he called it the hardest decision of his presidency—harder than Hiroshima. The deadly slaughter of the days that followed was one of the grimmest chapters in American military history, as a small band of inexperienced but valiant GIs tried to slow the North Korean advance until reinforcements could arrive. Truman lauded it as one of the most heroic rearguard actions ever undertaken. But however brave and necessary, that was not the kind of war Americans were used to fighting. Defense Secretary Louis Johnson was called incompetent or worse; some said General MacArthur should be allowed to drop the bomb and be done with it.

All the pressures came together in a historic cabinet meeting on July 14. Faced with the facts on the ground and the realities of U.S. resources, Truman committed himself to battle. Embracing the recommendations of NSC-68, the blueprint for the cold war, he asked Congress for an emergency appropriation of $10 billion, in a year when the whole military budget was supposed to be $13 billion. Before the year ended it would reach $50 billion. He was accelerating the draft—later that summer he called for doubling the size of the armed forces to three million. On that day, in that meeting, was born the arms race that would shape U.S. policy for decades to come.

The cabinet meeting took place at ten that morning. And at noon, Truman was paid a visit by Billy Graham.

“It was quite an event for a country boy to go calling on the President of the United States.” That was how Truman described his first time calling on Franklin Roosevelt as a rookie senator in 1935. Graham felt just the same way; as the visit approached he was nervous, not sleeping well, debating what he and his three colleagues—song leader Cliff Barrows, publicist Jerry Beaven, and his childhood friend and fellow evangelist Grady Wilson—should wear. Like the president, Graham was a careful dresser, neat to the point of obsession. Truman struggled when he came to Washington to find a dry cleaner who could press his suits properly; Graham was known to take three showers in a day. He was determined to make a good impression: “After all, the President was a haberdasher himself.”


He remembered a picture he had seen in the paper, of Truman vacationing in his Little White House in Key West, Florida, wearing casual clothes and white bucks. That was it; Graham sent Wilson down to Florsheim’s to buy white bucks for everyone. TIME described him as wearing a “pistachio green suit,” the others similarly lively. Judging from the look on his face, Graham recalled, “the chief executive of our nation must have thought he was receiving a traveling vaudeville team.”

There was Truman, slight, bespectacled, modest, with his thin, transparent hair and a voice that was high and pinched as if there was a strap fastened too tightly around his neck. He was five foot nine but could seem smaller than he was, and critics liked to call him that “little man.” Everything he said tended to be anchored in sense and substance, especially on a day when he was weighing the prospect of yet another war.

And then there was Graham, six foot two, his features fiercely beautiful where Truman’s were gently wise, his voice an instrument of vast range and power as he spoke of all things seen and unseen and the kingdom eternal.

As Graham remembered it, the two men made polite conversation for a while. Truman said he had heard good things about the meetings, and Graham told him about the crowds in Los Angeles and Boston. They talked about Korea; Graham told him that people were gripped by “a fear you could almost call hysteria,” and urged him to “get a microphone and encourage the people at this hour.” We can’t come through this crisis, Graham told him, “unless we turn to God.”

After fifteen minutes or so Graham realized his time was running out, and he had to seize the moment. “I know that I didn’t have any fear,” he recalled of his attitude, “and I should have, because I asked him about his personal faith.”

“Mr. President,” he said, “tell me about your religious background and leanings.” “Well,” Truman replied, “I try to live by the Sermon on the Mount and the Golden Rule.”

That simple moral road map had been drawn back when he had memorized the Sermon on the Mount as a child; by the time he was five his mother had taught him to read the large-print family Bible. But that didn’t mean he was comfortable talking about it with a stranger. “I am by religion like everything else,” he once wrote to Bess Wallace during their courtship. “I think there’s more in acting than in talking.” (It is worth noting that Bess was a Presbyterian, Harry a Baptist, which put her higher up the ecclesiastical pecking order, a status gap that her mother at least was not inclined to overlook even when he became President Harry the Baptist.)

As for living by the Golden Rule, that had provided ammunition for Truman’s many critics, who charged that he was naïve to place much faith in the basic goodness of people. A lethal verse accompanying a cartoon from the Chicago Tribune went:

Look at little Truman now,

Muddy, battered, bruised—and how!

Victim of his misplaced trust,

He has learned what good boys must.

In the alley after school,

There just ain’t no golden rule.

Years later, Graham was abashed at what he said next. “I said, ‘I don’t think that’s enough!’” He went on to explain that it was faith in Christ and His death on the Cross that mattered. The president stood up. Graham realized that his time was up—“we were only supposed to stay twenty minutes”—and stood up too.

“And as he got up to see us to the door, I put my arm around him, and I said ‘Mr. President, could we pray?’”

“Well,” Truman replied, “I don’t think it could do any harm.”

And so Graham put his long arm around Truman’s shoulder, drew him close, and prayed with him and for him:

“Our Father, we thank thee for the privilege of being here today, and we pray for thy blessing on this man on whose shoulders rest perhaps the most important responsibility in the world.

“We pray that thou wouldst give him wisdom, strength and courage for these critical days. Bless this nation at this hour and if it be thy will, give victory to our armed forces. Amen.”

“Amen,” Cliff Barrows kept muttering as Graham prayed, “do it Lord.”

And then they stepped outside into a flock of hovering cameras and pencils. The reporters wanted to know everything. “What did the president say?”


Graham told them everything he could remember, “like a fool—nobody had briefed me that you don’t quote the president.” Truman, he said, was giving “serious thought” to going on the radio to reassure the country and to call on church leaders to arrange that national day of repentance and prayer.

“What did you say?”

And Graham told them. He described Truman as being “very gracious, very humble, very sweet.”

“Did you pray with the president?”

“Yes, we prayed with the president.”

“What did he think about that?”

Graham explained that they had stood with their heads bowed, and “I just prayed to the Lord, and asked God to give him wisdom.”

“Would you pray out on the lawn and let us take a picture?” a photographer asked. “We couldn’t get in to take a picture.”

“Kneel down, kneel down,” other reporters shouted.

Since Graham and his team had intended to thank God for their visit anyway, they went down on one knee in their ice-cream-colored suits there on the White House lawn. “I prayed, a real prayer,” Graham said. “I didn’t try to redo something that I’d done. And of course the next day the press had that picture. I was so embarrassed.”

“It began to dawn on me a few days later,” Graham would write, “how we had abused the privilege of seeing the president. National coverage of our visit was definitely not to our advantage.” In fact Truman was furious. Columnist Drew Pearson reported a few days later that Graham was no longer welcome at the White House.

Truman’s hostility was personal; he was the only president who suspected Graham might be a phony or a cynic. “He’s… well, I hadn’t ought to say this,” Truman later told oral historian Merle Miller, “but he’s one of those counterfeits I was telling you about. He claims he’s a friend of all the Presidents, but he was never a friend of mine when I was President. I just don’t go for people like that. All he’s interested in is getting his name in the paper.”

Graham came away more impressed than Truman, though that wasn’t saying much. Four days later he wrote to Matthew Connelly to ask for an autographed picture, “that I might proudly display in my office.” On July 31 he wrote directly to Truman to thank him, and to offer himself as a kind of political canary in the coal mine. This letter represented his first real effort to reach out to a president and offer his assistance, and it gave a clue about the kind of relationship he envisioned. He was not proposing a public alliance, a shared spotlight that would reflect well on both men. It was a private offer, a suggestion that Graham’s ministry might give him a special insight into the mood of the country that a president might want to hear.

You seldom see any signs of vanity in Graham: with the arrival of fame, pride was the sin he most feared. But when it came to politics, to reading the public mood and riding it, he often just could not resist. “It is my privilege to speak to from five to twenty thousand people a night in every section of America. I believe I talk to more people face to face than any living man,” he reminded the president, who particularly in the course of his whistle-stop campaigns had spoken to plenty of people himself, perhaps more than any president ever had. “I know something of the mood, thinking and trends in American thought.”

He offered spiritual advice certainly, about the value of a national day of prayer. But there was political guidance as well, urging a “total mobilization” against communism. “The American people,” he assured Truman, “are not concerned about how much it will cost the taxpayer if they can be assured of military security.”

He made Truman the offer he would make to each president who followed. He could act as a kind of private pollster of the nation’s mood and spirit. “I have every confidence in you,” he said, “and that confidence was strengthened in my conversation with you a few days ago. If at any time I can be of service to you personally or to our country, please do not hesitate to call. Also, I follow political trends carefully and would be delighted at any time to advise you on my findings among the people.”

Truman would never take him up on the offer, though Graham persisted in trying to win him over. No other president would ever put up the same resistance.
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Truman’s Rejection


I became strongly anticommunist; that was almost my gospel for a while. That was wrong. I shouldn’t have done that. But that was the way I felt at that time. I was young and inexperienced.

—Graham on his early years

For Truman the months that followed his July 1950 meeting with Graham were as wild a ride as any in his presidency. MacArthur’s daring landing at Inchon turned the war around; a counterattack by 260,000 Chinese troops pouring into Korea turned it again. MacArthur wanted a naval blockade of China, permission to bomb Manchuria and mainland cities: “WWIII moves ever closer,” warned
LIFE.

When Truman met with his cabinet on November 28, 1950, he reminded them in the grimmest of terms what was at stake. Graham sent a message of support. “I am praying for you during these critical hours that will decide the future of the world,” he wrote to Truman. “With complete trust and confidence in the God of our fathers I believe he will give you wisdom and strength.”
And Truman would now hear from others as well, who took more comfort in Graham’s prayers than from anything they were hearing from policymakers.

One Edward Lindley of Emporia, Kansas, a “retired minister of the Methodist persuasion,” wrote to the president that he would inspire more confidence in people during these hard times if he embraced someone like Graham, whom he referred to as “a virile young Baptist minister.” Graham had captured the country’s confidence and imagination, Lindley said: “My suggestion is that in your ‘Emergency Address’ you mention him with approval.” This would mark the first of what would be countless letters to the presidents recommending Graham for commissions, committees, cabinet positions, ambassadorships, the Supreme Court, and, a couple of times, the vice presidency of the United States.

The challenge for Truman was that it was harder to be subtle than strident, to ease the public into a new way of looking at the world, now that a mistake could mean annihilation. The idea of fighting a limited war was a new and for some people an uncomfortable one, and Graham was influenced at that time by those who were calling for an all-out showdown with the communists. He came to echo many of those whom Truman found himself at war against: the brass-knuckled cold warriors who were quick to see weakness rather than wisdom in any act of restraint; the hawks of the China lobby, Graham’s mentor Luce high among them, who exalted Chiang Kaishek as a great leader however unreliable he’d proven as an ally; the red-baiters in the Senate who threw down a gauntlet: fall in line, or be called a traitor.

In December Graham was concluding a six-week Atlanta crusade, where he devoted part of his sermons to events in Korea. He denounced the State Department for not listening to the wise men on Far Eastern affairs—a list that included MacArthur, Luce, and Chiang Kaishek. “The State Department wouldn’t listen to these people,” he said, “and sent out diplomats and ‘smart boys’
there to be wined and dined.” Of the British prime minister, Graham said, “It seems that nothing Mr. Truman and Mr. Attlee now can say will preserve Asia and keep Europe safe unless something miraculous happens. Wouldn’t it be good if they would hold a little prayer meeting, telling God ‘We don’t know where to turn.’” On top of everything else, he warned of something rotten in the administration, referring to “a moral collapse—the recent investigations by congressional committees only scratch the surface of immorality in high places—we are breaking apart from the inside.”

The warnings typically came on his Hour of Decision radio broadcasts, launched that fall on 150 ABC radio stations just days after the Chinese intervention in the war. Within a month Graham’s was the biggest religious show on the air. Graham promised to present the news in a biblical context. “We shall keep you abreast of fast-moving events and try to interpret them for you in the light of the Scripture.” Graham said,
“From the first I decided to use a lot of current illustrations from national and international affairs as well as from social issues. For a while, I even had a teletype machine in our house so I could keep abreast of the latest events for these messages.” In January of 1951 he warned about Truman’s economic policy, though he avoided mentioning the president by name. “The vultures are now encircling our debt-ridden inflationary economy,” he said, “with its fifteen-year record of deficit finance and its staggering national debt, to close in for the kill.”

Graham even dipped a toe into the fetid waters of Joe McCarthy’s witch hunts. Though they never met or corresponded, Graham almost sounded like an ally of the senator when he told audiences about “over 1100 social sounding organizations that are communist or communist operated in this country. They control the minds of a great segment of our people; the infiltration of the left wing… both pink and red into the intellectual strata of America” has gone so far that “our educational [and]
religious culture is almost beyond repair.” Even as McCarthy’s fires were fading, Graham defended the cause of virulent anticommunism.
“While nobody likes a watchdog,” he said, “I thank God for men who, in the face of public denouncement and ridicule, go loyally about their work of exposing the pinks, the lavenders and the reds who have sought refuge beneath the wings of the American eagle and from that vantage point, try in every subtle, undercover way to bring comfort, aid and help to the greatest enemy we have ever known—communism.”

Looking back, Graham saw the cost of allowing ideological battles to consume and distract him. “I became strongly anticommunist;
that was almost my gospel for a while,” he said. “That was wrong…. But that was the way I felt at that time. I was young and inexperienced.” His convictions were rooted in his days at the Florida Bible Institute, when close friends of its president—evangelical firebrands, Graham called them—came to the campus and talked about communism. In later years he regretted the detours into geopolitics and red-baiting. “My job was preaching the gospel, which I did, that was the overwhelming thing of my life and my ministry.” But sometimes, the pull of current events was irresistible.

Truman’s firing of the insubordinate General MacArthur in April 1951, while backed by all of the military men he trusted, as well as those editorial pages that feared for the future of civilian control of the armed forces, nonetheless triggered a crisis like nothing the president had weathered during six years in office. “I fired him because he didn’t respect the authority of the President,” Truman explained years later. “I didn’t fire him because he was a dumb son of a bitch, although he was, but that’s not against the law for generals.” Even politicians and columnists who had deplored MacArthur’s miscalculations, winced at his ego, and questioned his judgment now reacted in horror at Truman, that little man, beheading one of the titanic figures of the age. More than two-thirds of the public came down on MacArthur’s side in a Gallup poll, and images of Truman were burned in effigy.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I am not a politician,” Graham declared. “I refrain from making statements on political matters; I am not choosing sides in the dismissal of General MacArthur.” However, he went on, MacArthur had been especially helpful to missionaries in the Orient, and all Asian Christians would feel they had been dealt a blow. Upon MacArthur’s return to the United States, Graham likened him to George Washington; when they met together in Washington, Graham declared of MacArthur,
“He is one of the greatest Americans of all time.”

Despite his initial support of Truman in Korea, Graham had come to criticize “this twilight war,” this “half forgotten war,”
“this half-hearted war,” “this terrible bloody tragedy.” Perhaps the harshest attack, given the personal toll that managing the war took on Truman and his advisers, came in an Hour of Decision broadcast, when Graham charged that “some in Washington decided” that American boys were “expendable” and denounced the “diplomats who drank cocktails in Washington” while soldiers were dying in Korea.

THE GREAT WASHINGTON CRUSADE

So it should not have come as a surprise to Graham that as his historic January 1952 Washington crusade approached, his efforts to persuade the president and Mrs. Truman to put in an appearance were met with barely polite refusal. He sent Truman his first formal invitation two days before Christmas, explaining that most of the churches in the city were helping to sponsor the event, the first revival in the capital in thirty-five years, along with a long list of lawmakers serving on various crusade committees. There would be, he informed them, weekly businessmen’s lunches, pastor workshops, and television and radio coverage, and already “the newspapers of the city are promising excellent cooperation and editorial support.” A change of tone and subject couldn’t do the president any harm: “Due to the recent unpleasant headlines that have emanated from Washington, more people than ever before are praying that Washington will have a spiritual and moral revival.”

It was enormously important to Graham that Truman be there, that the crusade bring people together from both parties, all branches of government, a demonstration that the spiritual dimension of life was bigger and more powerful than any political agenda. “The opening meeting will begin at 3:00 January 13. I would count it a high privilege and distinct honor if you could bring a few words of greeting, and, if possible, stay for the entire service…. I believe millions of Americans would rejoice if you could take time out of your busy schedule to lend your presence to an event that millions of persons of every faith, race, color and creed will have their eyes upon.”

Graham deeply believed in the good it would do for the nation to see the president calling the capital to prayer. But he was also alert to the political pressures. That October Truman had broached the idea of naming a U.S. ambassador to the Vatican, which among other things, he argued, would “assist in coordinating the effort to combat the Communist menace.” To Republicans, this amounted to pandering to Catholic voters; to Truman’s fellow Baptists, it would divide the country and destroy the separation of church and state. It was in that context that Graham, who did not share the anti-Catholicism of many evangelicals, wrote that Truman might be wise to show up that opening Sunday. “You may be interested to know I have refused to make any comment on the Vatican appointment because I didn’t want to be put into the position of opposing you.”

He closed in a spirit of sympathy and respect. “Your burdens are extremely heavy,” he wrote. “I am certain that no one has any understanding of the responsibilities which press upon you.” He wanted the president to know that he would be in his prayers.

In the private memos of the White House, Truman’s hostility was plain. He was not the type to use a preacher for window dressing, and he wasn’t up for reelection anyway: he needed someone like Graham neither for personal pastoring nor public protection.
“At Key West,” adviser William Hassett wrote to Matt Connelly, “the President said very decisively that he did not wish to endorse Billy Graham’s Washington revival meeting and particularly said he did not want to receive him at the White House. You may remember what a show of himself Billy Graham made the last time he was here. The President does not want it repeated.”

Connelly gently wrote back to Graham on New Year’s Eve, saying how sorry he was to have to “send a disappointing reply.” With Congress convening in early January, he said, the president’s schedule was just too full.

About eleven thousand people came to the opening service at the Washington, D.C., Armory. While the capital was in many ways a southern city, the meetings would not be segregated. “In church there is no color line,” Graham told reporters. In the days that followed, most audiences included several dozen members of Congress and a handful of senators. He preached on everything from dirty magazines to home and family life to the cheating scandal that had led to the expulsion of ninety cadets from West Point. Vice President Alben Barkley told him admiringly, “You’re certainly rockin’ the old capital.”

Graham hoped that the prospect of the service at the capital might yet lure the president out of the White House and into the pew. “The eyes of the Christian world,” not to mention ABC television, would be upon it, Graham told one White House aide in yet another plea to get Truman there. He added his belief that “the president will go down in history as one of the most courageous men of all times,” and that he was eager to share his feelings publicly. Truman’s principled resistance to Graham’s courtship was remarkable given the letters coming into the White House from Graham’s many admirers. Mrs. Mary Schmit of Trenton, Michigan, wrote, “Your burden, Mr. President, is very heavy. But we have a great burden bearer in our Lord Jesus Christ. In this hour of our greatest need, God is sending you help in the person of his servant, Billy Graham. Mr. President, see the hand of God in this move and give your assistance in every way, yea even by attending one or more of his meetings. Lead our people back to God.”

But Truman was unyielding, and the service at the capital went ahead without him. “This country needs a revival,” declared Speaker Sam Rayburn, “and I believe Billy Graham is bringing it to us.” The House sergeant at arms estimated that the crowd surpassed that at Truman’s inauguration. With the help of his faithfully steadying team, Graham handled his acclaim as a preacher by directing the praise heavenward; but when it came to politics, he talked as though God might toss the ball right back to him. Assessing the current political climate, he told the crowd, “If I would run for president of the United States today on a platform of calling people back to God, back to Christ, back to the Bible, I’d be elected. There is a hunger for God today.” The news reports noted that Truman, while specially invited, did not attend.

This was becoming an embarrassment; Truman might be retiring, but other Democrats were going to have to face elections again, and as the crusade gathered momentum, more calls came from party leaders to urge the president to reconsider. “I believe we are missing a great opportunity by not inviting Dr. Billy Graham down to see the Boss,” Alabama congressman Frank Boykin wrote to Connelly. “I see he is invited all over the world, Eisenhower in Paris, and somebody else in London, and I understand he is going to New York next week, at an invitation from General MacArthur.”

This was a clear political warning. Graham had spoken at a congressional lunch for about sixty-five lawmakers from both parties. Boykin called it “the greatest hit I have ever heard of.” He and his wife had gone to hear Graham at the Armory the night before, then had dinner with him and talked until midnight. “He is a great man, and I believe he can be very helpful. He has something, Matt, and I think it would be a wonderful thing, if President Harry Truman could invite Billy Graham down, and have a good heart to heart talk with him.” But, he said, it would be even better if Truman would join the other VIPs on the stage. “I sat on the platform with him last night, and we had Senators and Congressmen from just all over the land, and I never saw so much enthusiasm in my life.”

Graham certainly made an impression on politicians he encountered during his first deep immersion in the national political culture. He visited Capitol Hill almost every day; Lyndon Johnson, Richard Nixon, Sam Rayburn all sought him out. “There’s an absolute change in the cloakrooms,” South Carolina’s Joseph Bryson told Graham. “You don’t hear any more swearing or cursing, or off-color stories since you were here.” At least three lawmakers came forward to accept Christ. “Once I spoke at a luncheon meeting in the Washington Hotel,” Graham told a reporter, “to 100 congressmen and Senators, on the subject ‘Communism and Christ.’ After the lunch several came up and told me they’d never really understood communism until then.” Graham saw a new and powerful opportunity in his ministry “to present Christ to the leadership of America at this crucial hour. I know them now,” he said, “and I can walk into their offices and sit down and talk.”

Many suggested he should run for office himself; maybe senator? He announced that he hoped to interview all the presidential candidates. “I want to give them the moral side of the thing. Of course, I do not intend to endorse any candidate.” He had already predicted that “the Christian people of America will not sit idly by during the 1952 presidential campaign. [They]
are going to vote as a bloc for the man with the strongest moral and spiritual platform, regardless of his views on other matters. I believe we can hold the balance of power.”

The one disappointment of the whole experience was that the president never did come around. But Graham was understanding, at least publicly. The wire services ran a headline, “President Rebuffs Billy Graham.” “I don’t think it was that bad,” Graham told a TIME correspondent. “I guess he was just too busy or something.” But he added that “one congressman told me, ‘Truman lost five million votes when he failed to see you.’ I don’t think the Administration realizes the tremendous impact this meeting has had across the entire nation.”

Graham had, however, discovered the impact he could have, as had the politicians of that era. He learned that he would have to be more circumspect about what he said, for he had an enormous megaphone now. He was still a very young man who had risen very, very quickly. “I did not know how to conduct myself in front of the reporters,” he said, looking back on those days.
“Sometimes in my innocence I made statements on politics and foreign affairs that were outside my jurisdiction as a preacher. But experience was gradually teaching all of us to be more careful.”

As for Truman, the accidental president, Graham would come to a greater appreciation as time passed. America found, somewhat to its surprise, a man of great personal and political courage, with no patience for political hacks, florid speech, airs, attitude, or ego that got in the way of action. He was, famously, the great unbending one, resistant to pressure, indifferent to popularity; the buck stops here. Looking back generations later, it’s easy to forget how tender was that midcentury peace, how frail the institutions that initially rose to keep it, how much in need that postwar world was of leaders with nerves of iron. “I think history,” Graham said, “is beginning to show him now as a great president.”

One could say that Truman did Graham a favor; he gave him a sharp lesson in the importance of discretion. In years to come, Graham became more respectful of the presidents, more circumspect in what he said in public, which allowed the private ministry to flourish. Years later, in 1967, he visited Truman in Independence. The first thing out of his mouth was an apology for that notorious photograph. By this time the president had mellowed; Truman had once said that photographers were the only people in the world who could boss him around. “That’s all right,” he told Graham graciously. “I knew you hadn’t been briefed.” And then he took him on a tour of the Truman Library.
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Christian Soldier


I didn’t even know if he was a Democrat or a Republican. It was his views that I was interested in.

—Graham on his first meeting with Eisenhower

It became part of the Graham legend that he was the one who convinced the eternally reluctant General Eisenhower to run for president in 1952. The real story is a little more complicated. While it was remarkable that a Texas billionaire arranged to send him to Paris to lobby Eisenhower in person, it’s also true that by the time Graham and Eisenhower met, a long line of petitioners had laid the groundwork—and Eisenhower had already won the New Hampshire primary without actually shaking a single voter’s hand.

The man who played matchmaker was one of the richest in the world, a reclusive Texas oil baron named Sid Richardson who met Billy Graham during his Fort Worth crusade in 1951 and adopted him. “Mr. Sid” didn’t have much use for preaching, but he made an exception for Billy Graham. A man who loved money with great tenderness and judged talent with great shrewdness, Richardson introduced Graham to his whole stable of Texas protégés, including Lyndon Johnson and John Connally. He also passed along to his friend General Eisenhower a letter from Graham that laid out the reasons the preacher thought the general should run for president.

Eisenhower was sufficiently taken with Graham’s letter that he wrote back directly in November 1951, only a week after noting in his diary how little interest he had in running for office. In a letter marked “Personal and Confidential” since he didn’t want it quoted, he congratulated Graham on his efforts to “fight for the old-fashioned virtues of integrity, decency and straightforwardness in public life. I thank the Almighty that such inspired persons as yourself are ready and willing to give full time and energy to this great purpose.”

Having said that, Eisenhower still begged off the idea of running. His NATO mission was too important, he said, to be dividing people by allying with one party or another. Graham wrote back and pressed his case, noting that a district judge “confided in me that if Washington were not cleaned out in the next two or three years, we were going to enter a period of chaos that could bring about our downfall. Sometimes I wonder who is going to win the battle first; the barbarians beating at our gates from without, or the termites of immorality from within.” He added that he’d be praying for the general that God would “guide you in the greatest decision of your life. Upon this decision could well rest the destiny of the Western World.” As Graham wryly noted later, “No one could accuse me of understatement.”

“ That was the damnedest letter I ever got,” Eisenhower wrote to Richardson, and wanted to know more.

“I’ll send him over so you can meet him.”

There may not have been five people alive who thought Billy Graham and Dwight Eisenhower had much to say to each other, raised a generation apart and on different planets, one a man of arms, one a saver of souls. Ike was all stature and strength; Graham was eager gospel spirit. Both had been scooped up by some of the most powerful businessmen in the country, men like Richardson, who gave them gifts, lent them vacation homes, flew them in private planes to the best golf courses. While both were accused of being too much in awe of the rich, it was often the other way around. Like Graham during those years and unlike other politicians, Eisenhower faced the challenges that came with a certain kind of fame, not mere celebrity, but adulation. He had saved the Western world, and Billy would save your eternal soul. It was hard for anyone else to touch that.

Both men had faces that cameras loved, and there is no way to measure the impact that had on their success at the dawn of the television age: in 1950 just over four million households had TVs; by the end of the decade forty-five million did. Both men knew how to beguile reporters. Both could come across as simple country boys with a gift for putting people at ease—though Eisenhower cultivated his artlessness while Graham’s was innate and impermeable. Eisenhower’s wondrous grin could mask deep doubts and depressions, for he felt a leader had to project optimism. Graham went through passages of hypochondria when his closest friends had to work hard to assure him that he was not about to die.

But one thing Eisenhower was not exactly known for was his piety. He had never been much for churchgoing as he moved from army post to post. He had plenty of friends already. So why go out of his way to ally himself with a flamboyant young preacher at that particular moment? Why did Ike seem as interested in promoting religious revival as Graham was himself?

One thing this was not, aides insisted, was a matter of electoral politics. “He was not a hypocrite,” said his speechwriter William Ewald. “He was not trying to display something that wasn’t there, for the sake of votes or appealing to a constituency.”
Eisenhower knew something about the pressures of war—but was every bit as respectful of the pressures of the Oval Office.
“He said he didn’t see how in the world he could bear the burdens of the presidency without a belief in divine providence and leadership,” Ewald recalled. “It couldn’t be done. That was a very genuine feeling of his.”

But any pastor could have helped him bear his burdens. Graham could also offer something more strategically valuable. Facing the prospect of a cold war, Eisenhower had come to a clear, hardheaded conviction about the role of religion in national survival. As he launched his run for the presidency, he talked about America’s challenges and strengths. “In spite of the difficulties of the problems we have, I ask you this one question,” he said. “If each of us in his own mind would dwell more upon those simple virtues—integrity, courage, self-confidence and unshakable belief in his Bible—would not some of these problems tend to simplify themselves? Would not we, after having done our very best with them, be content to leave the rest with the Almighty?”

You could say that the two men became friends, with the understanding that they were both men with a great many friends. Yet what they did together was less important than the extraordinary things they did separately but in parallel.

GETTING TO KNOW YOU


Half a century later Graham remembered most the smile, the handshake, the way Eisenhower looked at him, “very curious.” He told reporters over the years that during that first meeting in Paris they spent a couple of hours together, but, intent on correcting the record, he’d say later that it was more like half an hour, “because he knew I had come all the way to see him.”
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