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For Jackie





There is but one rule—win souls for Jesus. Any tactics that produce the general result are good tactics. A good is wrought; therefore, the methods employed cannot be wrong.

—Evangelist Billy Sunday1





PROLOGUE

The Plague

Evangelical Defiance and the Coronavirus Pandemic


This is not about a virus. This is about shutting down the gospel of Jesus Christ…. And all these pastors that say, “Well, we should just roll over and comply,” you don’t understand.

—Rodney Howard-Browne, addressing his Florida megachurch congregation, Easter 20201



Days after the first case of a mysterious virus was confirmed in the United States, President Donald Trump went on TV to downplay the threat. “We have it totally under control. It’s one person coming in from China, and we have it under control. It’s going to be just fine,” Trump said on CNBC on January 22, 2020.2 The novel coronavirus that caused the disease COVID-19 soon spread unchecked in dozens of countries. Trump continued to tell Americans not to worry. “It’s going to disappear. One day—it’s like a miracle—it will disappear. And from our shores, we—you know, it could get worse before it gets better. It could maybe go away. We’ll see what happens. Nobody really knows,” he said at a White House event on February 27.3

The World Health Organization declared it a pandemic on March 11, and Trump proclaimed a national emergency two days later. By then, the nation had reported two thousand cases and fifty deaths. Americans were told to thoroughly wash their hands and follow such social-distancing practices as keeping at least six feet apart from others in public settings. Infectious disease experts concluded that respiratory droplets primarily spread the virus. They said that made indoor gatherings particularly dangerous.

In the absence of a national stay-at-home order, state and local governments imposed shutdowns that upended everyday life. In some areas, only essential businesses like grocery stores, gas stations, banks, and pharmacies were open. Sporting events, concerts, conventions, and fairs were canceled. Movie theaters, restaurants, and theme parks were closed. Such milestones as weddings, birthdays, and graduations were postponed or converted into virtual events. Without an effective treatment or vaccine, no one knew how long it would take for life to get back to normal.

The restrictions on public activities applied to houses of worship, and religious groups agreed that the emergency warranted canceling in-person services. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints suspended public gatherings worldwide on March 12. Roman Catholic dioceses dispensed the faithful from the obligation to attend Sunday Mass. The most notable exceptions to compliance were some evangelical churches and leaders.

At a service on March 15, Florida megachurch leader Guillermo Maldonado railed against government recommendations to avoid gatherings of more than 250 people. He urged his congregants to show up in person. “Do you believe God would bring his people to his house to be contagious with the virus? Of course not,” said Maldonado, cofounder and “apostle” of the King Jesus International Ministry near Miami. “Fear is a demonic spirit.”4

On the same day, fellow Floridian Rodney Howard-Browne told his congregants he would not close his church until the rapture “because we are raising up revivalists, not pansies.”5 Two weeks later, his River at Tampa Bay Church held two large services in defiance of county stay-at-home orders. Sheriff’s deputies arrested Howard-Browne, who was charged with unlawful assembly and violating public-health emergency rules, both second-degree misdemeanors. “His reckless disregard for human life put hundreds of people in his congregation at risk and thousands of residents who may interact with them this week in danger,” said Chad Chronister, the Hillsborough County sheriff.6 (Prosecutors later dropped the charges.)

Meanwhile, Jerry Falwell Jr., then the president and chancellor of Liberty University in Lynchburg, Virginia, was pushing for his school to remain open. Falwell, the son of Liberty’s late founder, Jerry Falwell Sr., insisted that new campus protocols were sufficient to let students live in dorms while taking classes online. “We think Liberty’s practices will become the model for all colleges to follow in the fall, if coronavirus is still an issue,” Falwell said on March 23.7 His move to allow thousands of students, faculty, and staff on campus infuriated local officials. Within days, students fell ill with COVID-19 symptoms, with the first positive case confirmed on March 29. By mid-April, Liberty and the surrounding community reported seventy-eight cases and one death.8 Falwell continued to reject orders to social distance and wear masks. (Falwell resigned several months later after a series of embarrassing personal scandals.)

All three evangelical leaders were fervid Trump supporters and shared the president’s cavalier attitude toward the virus, or the “plague,” as he sometimes called it. All were also running large enterprises that relied on a constant flow of people and donations. As the nation’s unemployment rate soared to levels not seen since the Great Depression, a frustrated Trump erroneously claimed on April 13 that he had “total” authority to decide when to lift stay-at-home orders. Daily deaths related to COVID-19 spiked into the thousands in mid-April.

Trump and his Republican allies fed into the evangelical resistance.9 After Howard-Browne’s arrest, Governor Ron DeSantis issued a statewide order in Florida deeming houses of worship essential and clearing them to host gatherings of any size. Rich Vera, who runs a healing ministry in Orlando, told his crowd of in-person worshippers on April 5—Palm Sunday—that “this is not a time to hide, this is not a time to chicken out and this not a time to listen to online services only.”10 Trump tweeted that he would be watching the Palm Sunday service conducted online by Greg Laurie, a Southern California megachurch pastor.

The president wanted restrictions to be waived to allow in-person church services for Easter. Tony Spell, leader of a Pentecostal megachurch in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, refused to comply with a state ban on gatherings of more than fifty people and hosted hundreds of people indoors for each of his two services. Spell, pastor of Life Tabernacle Church, attacked the governor’s order as an unconstitutional attack on religious liberty. When Spell went to court months later to answer misdemeanor charges for violating the order, he was denied entry for not wearing a mask. He claimed that masks are the “precursor” to the Antichrist and that a vaccine would “have the ability to track all of humankind.”11

Trump continued to stoke tensions between churches and states by claiming on May 22 that governors needed to open houses of worship immediately. “If they don’t do it, I will override the governors. In America, we need more prayer, not less,” he said.12 His statement did not have the force of law, but it signaled to his religious conservative base that he was with them. “We feel vindicated in the fact that this is what we have said all along, that churches are essential to our communities,” said Jim Franklin, pastor of Cornerstone Church in Fresno.13 Pastors argued that churches needed to be open to help people struggling with mental health problems and addiction relapses triggered by the shutdowns.

Franklin was among the more than twelve hundred pastors who signed a declaration against California’s plan to allow businesses like shopping malls and restaurants to reopen at a greater capacity than worship services, claiming it discriminated against religion. The South Bay United Pentecostal Church in Chula Vista sued Governor Gavin Newsom on that basis, but the U.S. Supreme Court declined on May 29 to lift the state’s restrictions.14 Hundreds of churches, including Franklin’s, reopened for Pentecost Sunday services on May 31 anyway.

Spotty contact tracing and testing made it difficult to track community transmission of the virus, but the noncompliance of churches harmed public health: Lighthouse Pentecostal Church in Oregon was deemed the epicenter of the state’s largest outbreak in June 2020; at least fifty-one cases were tied to Graystone Baptist Church in West Virginia that the pastor attributed to “the attack of the devil on my church” rather than the lack of mask wearing; and a New York Times database in July linked 650 coronavirus cases to nearly forty churches.15

In June and July, new cases of COVID-19 surged across the Sun Belt, prompting some state and local governments to revive restrictions on public activities and mandate face coverings in public. With the virus spreading fast in Arizona, Trump spoke June 23 at a Phoenix megachurch that installed air purifiers claiming they could “kill 99.9 percent of COVID in ten minutes.”16 Trump’s audience inside Dream City Church consisted of thousands of young supporters who were largely maskless and sat shoulder to shoulder.17

By the fall of 2020, overall cases topped 7 million and the White House itself felt the impact of the coronavirus. On September 26, Trump announced at a large social occasion that Judge Amy Coney Barrett would be nominated to replace the late Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg on the Supreme Court. About two hundred mostly maskless dignitaries attended the event, with some hugging each other and speaking at close quarters both in the Rose Garden and inside the White House. Among those who tested positive in the following days were the president, the first lady, two senators, and Laurie, the megachurch pastor.18

The president received antiviral treatments and spent four days at a hospital. He then continued hosting large rallies with dense, maskless crowds as if the pandemic was a thing of the past. But the virus was again spreading out of control, setting records for new daily cases into the fall and straining hospital systems in the Upper Midwest and Mountain West. The nation’s death toll surpassed four hundred thousand on January 19, 2021, as the one-year anniversary of the first recorded death approached.19

Signs of hope glimmered on the horizon as the Biden administration took control. Regulators granted emergency authorization to coronavirus vaccines, which were administered beginning in mid-December. The inoculations were effective—cases, deaths, and hospitalizations all fell sharply in January, February, and March—and they produced vanishingly few serious side effects. Many evangelicals distrusted the vaccines just as they had resisted scientific and government guidance throughout the pandemic. Some claimed that the vaccines contained aborted fetal cell tissue and that the true extent of vaccine-related deaths and injuries was not being reported. Others did not speak against vaccination, but they also did not encourage their followers to get their shots.

These attitudes had a direct effect on community response. A poll in late February 2021 found that about 45 percent of white evangelical adults said they would not get vaccinated against COVID-19, a far higher percentage than all other demographic groups.20 Public health experts worried that the pandemic could be prolonged if tens of millions of evangelicals refused vaccination. They were proven right when the highly contagious Delta variant drove a surge in infections during the summer of 2021. Deaths and hospitalizations overwhelmingly consisted of unvaccinated people. A Pew Research Center poll in August 2021 reported that only 57 percent of white evangelical adults had received at least one coronavirus shot—far behind other religious groups and well below the overall figure of 73 percent. (The poll also revealed a sharp partisan divide: 60 percent of Republicans and people who lean Republican had received at least one dose compared to 86 percent of Democrats and Democratic leaners.)21

The push for vaccine mandates by governments and employers spurred a new round of evangelical outrage. Some churches, such as Skyline Church near San Diego, provided information to people seeking religious exemptions to the shots. “We’ve actually changed our stance from being less vocal to being more vocal, even at the detriment, potentially, of some people saying, ‘I don’t want to go somewhere where they’re talking about these things,’” lead Pastor Jeremy McGarity said about the church’s political engagement.22 In an interview with the author in October 2021, McGarity said Skyline membership has grown during the pandemic to over five thousand. “They’re coming to their church looking for answers. And if we’re not able to give them the answers, they’re going to go and get their answers from CNN and other places that probably aren’t telling them the truth. At least we’re going to give them the facts. We’re going to give them the truth, and let them decide.”23

The coronavirus pandemic revealed much that was great about America: Stoic medical personnel who donned cumbersome personal protective equipment day after day, month after month to save lives; scientists who labored around the clock to concoct effective therapies and vaccines; essential workers who put themselves at risk to ensure others had necessary supplies; and regular people who distributed food for the needy and donated homemade masks. The crisis has also highlighted enduring fault lines: Unequal access to health care; the fragility of the social safety net; and racial disparities related to infection levels and economic impact.

The national characteristics that underpin those fractures—individualism, mistrust of government, and faith in capitalism—are also deeply ingrained in evangelicalism. Private religious beliefs have consequences in the public arena. The pastors who held in-person services indoors and cast doubt on vaccines did not listen to science or public health experts. They sued governors and mounted protests when they didn’t get their way. They didn’t believe the rules applied to them. In normal times, the word of evangelical leaders is unchallenged. They believe they answer only to a higher authority.

What makes someone an evangelical? The term is derived from the classical Greek word euangelion, translated as “gospel” or “good news” in reference to the Gospels of the New Testament and the evangelists Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Scholars generally agree that evangelicals are Protestants who believe in “the literal or near-literal truth of the Bible,” feel the missionary spirit to spread the word of God, and believe that a conversion or “born-again” experience is necessary for salvation.24 Evangelicals often speak of having a personal relationship with Jesus that influences every aspect of their daily lives.25

Evangelicals encompass a wide range of Protestants—fundamentalists, dozens of Baptist groups, Pentecostal churches, and charismatics. Some are independent or nondenominational or are loosely tied to an association of churches. Predominately Black Protestant churches, such as the African Methodist Episcopal Church, evolved separately from the broader, largely white evangelical tradition that is the subject of this book. Many evangelical congregations in cities are a blend of races, ages, and income levels.

Evangelicals are more conservative theologically than mainline Protestants, who interpret the Bible through the lenses of modern science and scholarship. Their political liberalism can be traced to the Social Gospel movement of more than a century ago that believed it was the duty of Christians to correct social injustices. In recent years, many denominations have splintered over whether to sanction same-sex marriage or to ordain openly gay clergy. Mainline denominations include the Episcopal Church, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), the United Methodist Church, and many Lutheran groups. The churches adhere to traditional standards of liturgical worship and their ministers report to ecclesiastical authorities. In contrast, evangelical entrepreneurs design their own services and create their own structures, whether it is a church, Bible institute, media-based empire, or a full-fledged university.

Surveys on religious affiliation rely on the self-identification of respondents, so gauging the true sizes of groups is challenging. The Public Religion Research Institute’s 2020 Census of American Religion interviewed more than four hundred fifty thousand adults from 2013 to 2019. It found that white evangelical Protestants represented 14.5 percent of the U.S. population in 2020, down from a high of 23 percent in 2006. White mainline Protestants dipped from 17.8 percent in 2006 to 16.4 percent in 2020.26

A Religious Landscape Study taken years earlier by the Pew Research Center looked at the groups in their totality. Pew reported that mainline Protestants dropped from 41 million in 2007 to 36 million in 2014, its most recent survey. Meanwhile, evangelical Protestants increased from 60 million to 62 million.27 (The PRRI and Pew surveys did not measure depth of belief or intensity of activity among the respondents. Both polls agreed that the country’s largest religious group was the religiously unaffiliated, often called the “nones.”)

Evangelicals have flourished in America’s religious marketplace by blending business principles and media savvy. As the first country in modern history constituted without an established religion, America provided the perfect climate for innovators. Persuasion, not coercion, would be the key ingredient to succeed in their mission to win souls for Christ. Early evangelists such as George Whitefield transcended sectarianism and took their message where the people were. Successors such as Charles G. Finney and ballplayer-turned-fundamentalist-preacher Billy Sunday understood how to create a sensation, and Dwight L. Moody united big business and revivalism.

Evangelical entrepreneurs learned that they had to excel at mass communication to thrive. Radio and television could spread the Gospel faster than even the most tireless traveling preacher. The flamboyant preacher Aimee Semple McPherson knew that radio’s intimacy was ideal for listeners seeking a personal relationship with Jesus. Billy Graham and Oral Roberts built multimedia empires that packaged evangelicalism for a mainstream audience. Though not typically categorized as evangelicals, Norman Vincent Peale and Robert Schuller perfected an upbeat style of preaching, a mastery of media, and a consumer-focused approach to ministry that influenced evangelical megachurches.

For more than a century, corporate titans have funded evangelical enterprises that echoed their pro-business, anti-union beliefs. Such a worldview values individualism over collective action, private charity over government activity. When these ideals are preached from the pulpit and interwoven with politics, they land with a compounded force. Liberal programs are portrayed as socialist threats to personal freedoms. They are even considered to be anti-Christian and un-American. Jerry Falwell Sr. pushed evangelicals into political activism while engaging in the business of winning souls through his megachurch and media ministry. White evangelicals have remade the modern Republican Party in their own image.

Two of the nation’s largest evangelical churches were created through market research and management principles, inspiring countless imitators. Bill Hybels left a career in business to found Willow Creek Community Church in the Chicago suburbs. He canvassed neighborhoods to find out what people liked and didn’t like about church and organized Willow Creek around meeting those needs. A few years later, Rick Warren did much the same in Southern California when he started Saddleback Community Church. Warren, the bestselling author of The Purpose Driven Life, who has cited management guru Peter Drucker as a key influence, created a consultancy for pastors as Hybels did. “Seeker-sensitive” churches like these target the unchurched and present a full menu of activities to keep them engaged all week.

“Prosperity gospel” megachurches such as Joel Osteen’s Lakewood Church in Houston are more explicit about linking belief to material wealth. Other like-minded preachers, such as World Changers Church International’s Creflo Dollar (who asked his congregation for $65 million to buy a Gulfstream G650 jet) and Relentless Church’s John Gray (who purchased a $200,000 Lamborghini as an anniversary gift for his wife), exude material signs of success that amplify their message that faith will be rewarded in this world as well as in the kingdom to come. If people are struggling spiritually, emotionally, or financially, perhaps they can achieve a better life through faith—a powerful idea that has profoundly shaped American life.





1

AWAKENINGS

Early Evangelists and the American Creed of Religious Liberty


I am persuaded the generality of preachers talk of an unknown and unfelt Christ. The reason why congregations have been so dead is because they have dead men preaching to them…. How can dead men beget living children?

—George Whitefield1



At first glance, they seem like the oddest of couples, one a nonsectarian polymath in Pennsylvania and the other an itinerant Anglican cleric from England. And yet Benjamin Franklin and George Whitefield struck up an unlikely friendship that reveals much about the origins of evangelicalism and religious freedom in America.

Whitefield was at the forefront of the First Great Awakening, a period of religious intensity in colonial America in the 1730s and 1740s. The evangelist studied acting and theater in London, which added a dramatic flair to his sermons. Audiences were held spellbound by his vivid reenactments of biblical stories. Franklin estimated that about thirty thousand people heard Whitefield’s voice during an appearance in Philadelphia. “Every accent, every emphasis, every modulation of voice, was so perfectly well turned and well placed, that, without being interested in the subject, one could not help being pleased with the discourse; a pleasure of much the same kind with that received from an excellent piece of music,” Franklin wrote.2

But many ministers believed Whitefield’s popular appeal posed a challenge to the established order. Whitefield, though an Anglican, needled the church’s hierarchy as out of step with the passions of revivalism—a fervor that emphasized a conversion, or a “new birth,” through the workings of the Holy Spirit. William Vesey, the Church of England’s commissary in New York, summoned Whitefield and requested he hand over his license to preach in a pulpit. When Whitefield declined, Vesey blocked him from speaking in Anglican churches. “As he had denied me the church without my asking the use of it, I would preach in the fields for all places were alike to me,” Whitefield wrote.3 (He tartly pointed out that Vesey was a frequent visitor to the city’s taverns.)

Churches were too small to hold his throngs of admirers. Franklin helped arrange the construction of a large hall in Philadelphia when churches spurned Whitefield during his visit in 1740.4 The building was designed to be nonsectarian, a perfect setting for traveling preachers like Whitefield who attracted crowds of all denominations and even curious nonbelievers. Whitefield’s years on the road taught him how to stage his appearances for maximum effectiveness.

Whitefield biographer Harry S. Stout wrote that the preacher “introduced religion to a dawning consumer age” and marketed his product wherever he found a thriving population.5 Franklin, who ran a printing business and founded a constellation of civic organizations, recognized a kindred entrepreneurial spirit in Whitefield. Franklin’s newspaper promoted Whitefield’s revivals and his press printed the sermons, showing the preacher the power of taking his message directly to the people.

The two exchanged warm letters for many years. Franklin even expressed a starry-eyed wish that the king would send him and Whitefield to settle a colony in the Ohio territory consisting of “a large strong body of religious and industrious people.” If they did so, “I firmly believe God would bless us with success,” he wrote in 1756.6 There is no record of a reply from Whitefield.

Franklin’s relationship with Whitefield is intriguing because he had little use for religious dogma. Franklin confessed a belief in God and thought deeply about moral questions, but never found a denomination that could contain his questing mind. Near the end of his life, Franklin wrote favorably of Jesus of Nazareth’s system of morals but admitted “some doubts as to his divinity.”7 Ever the practical man, Franklin rewrote the Lord’s Prayer to make it more accessible. He altered “Our Father which art in Heaven” to “Heavenly Father” because it is “more concise, equally expressive, and better modern English.”8

Whitefield tried without success to convert him. After praising Franklin for his scientific experiments, Whitefield wrote, “As you have made a pretty considerable progress in the mysteries of electricity, I would now humbly recommend to your diligent unprejudiced pursuit and study the mystery of the new birth.”9 Whitefield and Franklin agreed to disagree on the subject.

They did share a belief that virtue could be harnessed for the common good. When Whitefield made the hard journey to preach in the new settlement of Georgia, he proposed building an orphan house, a project Franklin admired. However, Whitefield believed slave plantations were necessary for Georgia to prosper and advocated legalizing slavery in the colony in 1751.10 (Franklin owned enslaved people and spoke out against slavery much later in life.)

Franklin marveled at Whitefield’s skill at extracting money to execute his plans. He recalled attending a Whitefield revival and resolved not to contribute to the collection plate. After hearing his sermon, Franklin felt a sense of shame and handed over his copper money, then his silver, and finally, “I emptied my pocket wholly into the collector’s dish, gold and all.”11 Whitefield picked up more money in one Philadelphia engagement than many ministers received in a year.12

Despite their different perspectives, both disdained clerics who fixated more on hair-splitting theological debates than acts of public charity. Franklin wrote of visiting a Presbyterian service where the rambling minister’s aim seemed “to be rather to make us Presbyterians than good citizens.”13 Whitefield’s spirit of civic-minded engagement was unusual for a religious figure of the era, and it helps explain his appeal to a religious skeptic like Franklin.

Whitefield transcended sectarian boundaries, a recurring theme of the evangelical movement in America. So too is the emphasis on the individual conversion experience as the guiding star of faith. Whitefield and other revivalists were willing to make their case directly to the people. The question for colonial leaders like Franklin was how free the religious marketplace would be.

Many modern-day evangelicals believe that America needs to be saved by restoring it to an idealized past of Christian piety. This is incorrect. Religious fervor dimmed after the First Great Awakening dissipated around 1750. Scholars estimate that roughly 10 to 20 percent of colonists were formal church members—much lower than any era that followed in American history.14

Another myth is that the nation’s founders were devout Christians. (Nor, as some liberals maintain, were they atheists.) They were undoubtedly steeped in Christian writings and practice, but they were also children of the Enlightenment. Most of them read deeply of philosophy and science, and were knowledgeable about non-Christian faiths. They were men of reason who also observed the presence of the Creator—or the Almighty or Providence. They respected the value of religion as a basis for morality and social harmony, but most were wary of personally committing to a denomination. Some could be described as Deists, who through rational thought accepted a Creator that did not intervene in human affairs. Above all, the founders valued individual conscience in religious matters.

Like Franklin, Thomas Jefferson did not submit to conventional Christianity. He revised scripture to suit his rational approach to faith, wielding a razor to slice out the supernatural aspects of Jesus to assemble his own New Testament. He appreciated the teachings of Jesus—“the most sublime and benevolent code of morals which has ever been offered to man”—but did not believe Jesus to be the son of God and did not accept the Trinity.15 Clerics and church dogmas distorted Christianity’s “primitive simplicity of its founder,” in Jefferson’s words.16

The founders understood religious faith to be a voluntary activity that should not be coerced or directed by government authorities. Jefferson noted that New York and Pennsylvania did not have an established church—a denomination recognized by law as the official church—yet religion flourished and social peace was preserved even with dissenters. “They have made the happy discovery, that the way to silence religious disputes, is to take no notice of them,” he wrote.17 The church and state separation in Roger Williams’s Rhode Island inspired greater experiments.

Jefferson’s Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom, introduced into the Virginia General Assembly in 1779 to disestablish the Anglican Church but not passed until 1786, crystallized his thinking on religion and the state. Jefferson wrote that God gave man free will and thus “fallible and uninspired” civil and ecclesiastical leaders have no right to impose their religious opinions on others.18 The statute barred religious tests for public office, not only because they infringe on individual liberty, but they also corrupt civil government and religion itself.

Meanwhile, Virginia legislator James Madison fought a proposal by Patrick Henry for a tax to support Protestant ministers. Madison’s Memorial and Remonstrance against Religious Assessments in 1785 argued that religion is a God-given natural right—not something bestowed by government. It reasoned that religion existed before any earthly institution, so civil society has no standing and certainly no competence to interfere with a person’s relationship with his or her Creator. Like his ally Jefferson, Madison believed that state support of religion corrupts all involved. The tax assessment bill was defeated.

Madison observed that the variety of religious practices in the colonies was an advantage because no one denomination could claim to be the one national religion. “This freedom arises from that multiplicity of sects, which pervades America, and which is the best and only security for religious liberty in any society. For where there is such a variety of sects, there cannot be a majority of any one sect to oppress and persecute the rest,” he wrote.19

The idea of religious liberty was enshrined in the First Amendment to the United States Constitution: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.”20 Historian Garry Wills believes disestablishment to be “the only original part of the Constitution.”21 No nation had ever been founded without an official church or religion. (The Constitution also barred religious tests for public office.) Churches were left to succeed or fail on their own.

Some evangelicals today complain about the “godless Constitution” because it does not cite “God” or “Christianity.” After all, they argue, the Declaration of Independence contains the ringing words “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights.” The Declaration also makes mention of “Nature’s God,” “the Supreme Judge of the world,” and “divine Providence” (but notably not “Jesus” or “Christianity”).

The two founding documents were written in entirely different contexts. The Declaration was a righteous call to arms by a people under siege; the Constitution was a blueprint for setting up the machinery of government. The Constitution represents the spirit of religious freedom of the men who debated and wrote it. Scholar John M. Murrin considers the Constitution “the eighteenth-century equivalent of a secular humanist text.” Murrin estimates that the only born-again Christian at the Constitutional Convention in 1787 was Delaware’s Richard Bassett, a devout Methodist who was not a factor in the debates.22

That the Constitution failed to make an explicit appeal to the divine did not mean the banishment of God or religion from public life. The reverse side of the Great Seal of the United States adopted in 1782 includes the motto “Annuit cœptis”—Latin for “God (or Providence) has favored our undertakings”—which is taken from Virgil’s Aeneid, not sacred scripture.23 The eye atop the pyramid is an allusion to the watchfulness of Providence. George Washington, though not a man of formal religious faith, placed his hand on a Bible at his first inaugural in 1789 and supposedly added the words “so help me God” after taking the oath.

The ceremonial displays of religion that are commonplace today made some early presidents uneasy. As president, Jefferson declined requests from religious groups to designate days of fasting or thanksgiving proclamations as infringements of religious freedom. In his famous reply to the leaders of the Danbury Baptist Association in Connecticut, Jefferson wrote in 1802 that “religion is a matter which lies solely between man and his God, that he owes account to none other for his faith or his worship, that the legislative powers of government reach actions only, and not opinions.”24 He then quoted the First Amendment and interpreted its meaning as “building a wall of separation between Church and State.” Civil authorities had no business prescribing religious exercises, in Jefferson’s view.

Madison resisted making religious proclamations as president for the same reasons, though he reluctantly made an exception during the passions evoked by the War of 1812. Madison was also unhappy with congressional chaplains opening sessions with prayers. Strictly speaking, the practice violated the First Amendment, but he knew that it was unlikely to be rescinded. Such prayers were symbolic in nature and thus Madison opted to apply the legal maxim de minimis non curat, Latin for “the law does not concern itself with trifles.”25

As a young man in Virginia, Madison had successfully opposed the idea that government and the church needed to prop up each other to survive. In retirement, Madison looked with favor on the American experiment with church and state. As he had foreseen, no one denomination dominated the others. He noted that some old-style churches had fallen into ruin because their flocks shifted to other styles of worship and built new churches. America’s dynamic religious marketplace allowed for improved religious training for preachers and the expression of religious zeal among their followers. “The number, the industry, and the morality of the Priesthood, and the devotion of the people have been manifestly increased by the total separation of the Church from the State,” he wrote.26

As the first country in modern history constituted without an established religion, America was ideally suited for religious innovators. Success would come to preachers with a compelling message packaged for mass consumption. Evangelicals would be the ideal messengers.

They came on wagons and carriages over rutted country roads to a “communion” in Cane Ridge outside Lexington, Kentucky. Word had spread about outbreaks of religious fervor seen at revivals on the frontier, but this one in the summer of 1801 would exceed all expectations. As many as twenty thousand people journeyed to Cane Ridge in a state where the largest city had a population of less than two thousand.27 When the visitors arrived, they crammed into cabins, found lodging out of town, or camped out in the fields. Presbyterian minister Barton W. Stone had witnessed other “camp meetings” and felt moved to organize a similar event in his log cabin church in rural Bourbon County. Stone invited fellow Presbyterian ministers as well as Methodist, Baptist, and local preachers to conduct services in a modest meetinghouse and nearby tent erected for the occasion.

What happened at Cane Ridge was a religious convulsion on a scale never seen before in America. Visitors were led in spiritual exercises that produced physical responses such as shouting, barking, and dancing. Wails of distress and shouts of ecstasy broke out among the assembly. Falling spells of believers “slain in the spirit” made the grounds look like a battlefield. One witness reported people acting as if they were having seizures. “Their heads would jerk back suddenly, frequently causing them to yelp, or make some other involuntary noise,” the witness reported. “Sometimes the head would fly every way so quickly that their features could not be recognized.”28

Ordinary people rose to testify about the Lord’s presence in their lives while skeptics looked askance at the emotional outbursts. The Cane Ridge meeting lasted nearly a week that August, highlighted by the mass distribution of Communion on Sunday. Conversions were estimated to be in the thousands. It would be called “America’s Pentecost,” a reference to the Christian belief that the Holy Spirit descended on the apostles after Jesus ascended to heaven.

The widely reported revival at Cane Ridge is considered a landmark of the Second Great Awakening from 1795 to 1835. Cane Ridge showed how revivals could transcend sectarian boundaries. Worshippers only needed to bring a willingness to be transformed. Preachers were judged on their popular appeal, not by the depth of their formal religious education. The Bible’s truths required no special learning to unlock. Disestablishment allowed upstart revivalists to organize their own camp meetings and offer up the prayer, “Lord, make it like Cane Ridge.”

The biggest beneficiaries of this grass-roots movement were the Methodists. At the beginning of the 1800s, the breakaway Anglican group barely registered in American religious life. By the 1840s, Methodists were comfortably the nation’s biggest denomination, vaulting over the more traditionalist Episcopal and Congregational churches.29 Methodists “constructed almost as many churches as there were post offices and employed almost as many ministers as there were postal workers,” wrote Mark A. Noll, a leading scholar of evangelicals.30

Camp meetings were so much a part of Methodist experience that a Camp Meeting Manual by B. W. Gorham in 1854 outlined favorable revival locations, recruitment strategies, a suggested hour-by-hour schedule, and practical instructions on constructing platforms and erecting tents. (“The seats should be of plank, and sixteen feet long, if possible.”)31 Most important, of course, was the quality of preaching, “not dry, dogmatic theorizing; not metaphysical hair splitting; not pulpit bombast; but plain, clear, evangelical, Bible truth, uttered with faithful, solemn, earnestness, and with the Holy Ghost sent down from heaven.”32

The Methodists were in tune with the times and their audience. They held that the individual had the power to decide to follow Christ, and that salvation was possible through a conversion experience alone. Settlers on the frontier paid no mind to the dictates of distant bishops and scholars. The church dispatched hundreds of preachers to far-flung communities to find the “common people,” serve their needs, and convert them. Their targets were generally unchurched and lacked formal education, so the preachers—also largely unlettered laymen—had to convey simple messages in an entertaining way to win converts.

One of the most colorful Methodist “circuit riders” was Lorenzo Dow, a gaunt figure widely known as “Crazy Dow.” His unkempt appearance belied a steely work ethic. Dow’s touring schedule took him through much of America and across the Atlantic to England and Ireland. Dow supposedly preached to more people than anyone else of his era, but he also took time for one-on-one meetings. “Thus round the circuit I went, visiting from house to house, getting into as many new neighborhoods as I could, and sparing no character in my public declarations,” he wrote in his bestselling autobiography in 1859.33

The most influential revivalist of the time was not a Methodist circuit rider but an ordained Presbyterian minister named Charles Grandison Finney. Born in Connecticut in 1792 and raised in western New York, Finney had launched a promising law career when he felt a sudden terror about the state of his soul. The faithful churchgoer prayed on his knees for hours in the woods and returned to a darkened law office seeking spiritual guidance. Suddenly, the room filled with light and Finney felt the presence of the Lord. “My heart seemed to be liquid fire within me. All my feelings seemed to rise and flow out,” he recounted in his memoirs.34 A humbled Finney delivered his confession of faith and reported receiving a “mighty baptism of the Holy Ghost.” After undergoing his conversion experience, Finney pledged to use his lawyerly skills of persuasion as an advocate for God.

Finney ignored urgings that he should attend Princeton’s theological school and instead trained with his pastor for two years. His outlook seemed more Methodist than Presbyterian. Finney did not adopt a strict interpretation of the Westminster Confession of Faith, the creedal foundation for Presbyterian and Congregational churches. Multiple readings and revisions of it over the years resulted in subtleties that were lost on average churchgoers. Finney sensed that parsing the legalisms of a document drafted by theologians in the 1600s was not the way to reach the masses.

Finney joined a group of traveling preachers called the Oneida Evangelical Association. At a slim six feet two inches with deep-set, piercing eyes, Finney cut an imposing figure. His fame grew as newspapers reported on his dramatic preaching style. “After he came the Spirit of God was shed down with such power that nothing seemed able to resist it,” read an account of his appearance in Rome, New York, in 1826. “The revival was remarkable for its solemnity and deep heart-searching.”35

Finney carefully prepared the ground to ensure big turnouts. Church members fanned out into communities and went door to door with printed invitations. Finney lined up the cooperation of local ministers for his week-long meetings and used their churches when possible. His sermons stressed “the fundamental truths” that leaned on the divine authority of the Bible. Finney told his large crowds that a change of heart was enough for a person to be counted as a believer. People had the power to decide the course of their spiritual lives.

Among Finney’s innovations was the “anxious bench,” a front pew reserved for people considering conversion. Finney could then focus on them and encourage the assembly to lend prayerful support. Trained staffers looked for people who seemed to be undergoing a spiritual awakening and herded them into “special inquiry rooms.” Finney would close with a call for sinners to convert. “Another moment’s delay and it may be too late forever,” he urged.36

Critics such as fellow Presbyterian minister Lyman Beecher complained that these conversions were too hasty to be lasting. Those who felt a religious experience should retreat in isolation to study their Bibles and embark on a long conversion process. Finney retorted that following such advice would only make it more likely that a sinner will delay accepting Christ or, worse, backslide into old habits and never make a decision at all.

The zeal unleashed at Finney’s meetings fell short of the excesses at Cane Ridge, but it was enough to trigger concerns of some clergymen. They didn’t care for his “new measures” that stirred up crowds at the expense of their more ritualistic churches. To Finney, creating a sensation was essential. He compared it to politicians who circulate pamphlets and run flag-festooned wagons through towns to promote their candidacies. “All these are their ‘measures’ and for their end they are wisely calculated. The object is to get up an excitement, and bring the people out. They know that unless there can be an excitement it is in vain to push their end,” Finney wrote in his Lectures on Revivals of Religion, a guidebook for ministers. “The object of our measures is to gain attention, and you must have something new.”37

Finney was suspicious of seminaries that churned out ministers proficient in dead languages but unable to speak in the common tongue. Ministers needed to find a balance between doctrinal and practical preaching because one without the other was useless. Finney urged ministers to tell stories from everyday life. After all, Jesus used parables simple enough for children to understand. Higher religious education had its place, he thought, but not if it diverted attention from the paramount goal of winning souls to Christ. To Finney, the formula was simple: “Ministers should be educated to know what the Bible is, and what the human mind is, and know how to bring one to bear on the other.”38

Finney practiced this when he preached. He believed that ministers had no excuse for not knowing the religious opinions of every member of their congregations. If a preacher does not understand his audience, how can he possibly minister to them? The best way for ministers to connect with people was for them to cast aside their notes and speak from the heart. “Gestures are of more importance than is generally supposed. Mere words will never express the full meaning of the gospel. The manner of saying it is almost every thing [sic],” Finney wrote.39 He recalled a missionary who was engaging everywhere except for in the pulpit, where he turned into a “perfect automaton.” Finney related the story of a London bishop asking the celebrated English actor David Garrick why he moved people to tears with his performances and why ministers lulled people to sleep. “It is because we represent fiction as a reality, and you represent reality as a fiction,” Garrick replied.40

Presbyterian and Congregational churches objected to such theatrics as unworthy of the dignity of the pulpit. But the lawyer in Finney saw little difference between making extemporaneous arguments to sway a judge and jury in a courtroom and off-the-cuff sermons to convert people at a revival. “It was remarked by a lawyer, that the cause of Jesus Christ has the fewest able advocates of any cause in the world. And I partly believe it,” Finney wrote.41 He praised Methodist preachers for their warm, commonsense preaching style. Their growing assemblies were proof that their approach was working and put to shame rule-oriented Presbyterian ministers.

Religious innovators like Finney have always been in conflict with traditional churches. Finney pointed out that many years ago ministers were expected to wear a cocked hat and a wig, but the formal vestments fell away and the churches did not suffer. In Finney’s time, the introduction of choirs and instrumental music provoked bitter splits in congregations. Even organs were controversial—one Presbyterian synod considered disciplining a church for having one. Finney’s meetings included choir singing and encouraged contemporary hymns. “The church is yet filled with a kind of superstitious reverence for such things. This is a great stumbling block to many minds,” Finney wrote.42 Such customs were human creations, not divinely inspired. The Bible is indeed silent on appropriate ministerial dress and musical worship stylings.

The free exercise of religion promised in the Constitution seemed to have been realized in practice. Near the end of the Second Great Awakening, Alexis de Tocqueville visited America to study the maturing democratic republic. The Frenchman was immediately struck by the vitality of religious life compared to Europe. Tocqueville befriended a variety of clergymen and laymen to understand why and “to a man, they assigned primary credit for the peaceful ascendancy of religion in their country to the complete separation of church and state,” he wrote in his landmark work Democracy in America in 1835.43

Since churches in America were forced to stand solely on their own power, they were much more durable than state-supported churches. “In Europe, Christianity allowed itself to become the close ally of temporal powers. Today those powers are collapsing, and Christianity finds itself buried, as it were, beneath their debris,” Tocqueville wrote.44 In contrast, he found American–style Christianity to be refreshingly free of dogma. “I know of no country in which Christianity is less cloaked in forms, rituals, and symbols than in the United States, or in which it lays clearer, simpler, or more general ideas before the mind of man,” he wrote.45

Tocqueville’s upbeat view of religion in America contained a warning about the political consequences of intertwining religious zeal with patriotism. The powerful hold of Christianity on the American people could dominate nonreligious institutions. Tocqueville related an account of a New York judge who refused to swear in an atheist witness on the grounds that his testimony would lack credibility. “Americans so completely confound Christianity with liberty that it is almost impossible to induce them to think of one without the other. For them, moreover, this is by no means a sterile belief, a legacy of the past that lies moldering in the depths of the soul, but a vital article of faith,” he wrote.46

American preachers also emphasized earthly rewards more than their counterparts abroad, another potential hazard. Ministers who encouraged people to gratify their selfish desires could take the focus off uplifting souls to achieve heaven. “Seeking to touch their listeners all the more effectively, they are forever pointing out how religious beliefs foster liberty and public order, and in listening to them it is often difficult to tell whether the chief object of religion is to procure eternal happiness in the other world or well-being in this one,” he wrote.47 For evangelicals, that would be an ongoing struggle.
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TABERNACLE EVANGELISM

Moody and the Big Business of Mass Revivals


I don’t see how a man can follow Christ and not be successful.

—Dwight L. Moody1



The organizers of what became known as Philadelphia’s Grand Depot Revival left nothing to chance. After a triumphant two-year run in the British Isles, evangelist Dwight L. Moody had just sailed back to the United States. The spiritual connections he had made were extraordinary, as was the accompanying increase in his fame. By the time his steamship pulled into New York Harbor in August 1875, Moody was the best-known preacher since Charles G. Finney. (Finney died two days after Moody’s return.) Moody’s plainspoken style and Ira David Sankey’s sprightly musical direction were a formidable combination overseas, and reporters were eager to know Moody’s next move in America.

Moody, who had run the Young Men’s Christian Association and founded a church in Chicago, knew that cities were ripe territory for evangelists. On his tour, he had received rapturous responses in Edinburgh, Manchester, Liverpool, and London. Post–Civil War America was transitioning into a more urban, industrialized society. “Water runs down hill and the highest hills in America are the great cities,” Moody said. “If we can stir them we shall stir the whole country.”2 Moody accepted invitations to preach in Brooklyn and Philadelphia.

The city where George Whitefield created a sensation more than a century earlier went out of its way for Moody. Large crowds were expected, so holding the meetings in an existing church would not do. Business leader John Wanamaker, who was deeply moved by one of Moody’s earlier appearances in Philadelphia, offered his Pennsylvania Railroad depot rent-free to Moody. (Wanamaker later built one of the nation’s first department stores on the site, at Thirteenth and Market streets near City Hall.) The abandoned freight warehouse underwent significant renovations. Hundreds of workmen pulled up railroad tracks and laid down slightly sloped wooden flooring to allow all a view of the tiered platform. A thousand gas burners would provide illumination for the expected capacity crowds of ten thousand people.3

Organizers launched a promotional blitz. Committee secretary and Philadelphia YMCA leader Thomas Cree received $30,000 to spend on publicity efforts that included advertising in newspapers and creating posters to lure interdenominational audiences.4 Armies of volunteers circulated one hundred sixty-two thousand leaflets at the depot-turned-tabernacle and at local congregations.5 Hundreds of church singers were recruited to serve in the choir. Wanamaker pressed three hundred of his employees into service as ushers.

Moody’s campaign began with a Sunday morning service on November 21, 1875. A banner behind the platform read “Behold I bring you good tidings of great joy which shall be to all people.” Five hundred choristers and an array of prominent ministers assembled as the audience of about eight thousand settled in their seats.6 Moody declared that the tabernacle’s doors would always be closed on time and latecomers would not be admitted, in keeping with his blunt reputation. The stocky, bearded preacher had an appealing everyman quality. Witnesses noted his earnest, conversational style of preaching, “which clothes the most trite saying with the thrilling beauty of fervid eloquence.”7

Moody’s message resonated and his team’s promotional efforts paid off: An estimated 1 million people attended about 250 meetings over nine weeks. Many couldn’t make it inside the tabernacle; one disappointed Philadelphian lamented, “It’s harder to get into the depot than heaven.”8 President Ulysses S. Grant attended a meeting in December and business titans such as Jay Cooke and Anthony J. Drexel were frequent guests. Attendees jammed the tabernacle’s three specially designed “inquiry rooms” to meet with Moody and his aides for further counseling. About four thousand people converted. Philadelphia-area Presbyterian churches reported sharp increases in membership after the meetings.

Moody’s revival also did well by earth-bound metrics. Costs were low due to the free rent and volunteer labor, and private donations defrayed remaining expenses. Moody and Sankey’s popular hymnbook made $35,000 in royalties during their years overseas, and a new edition printed in time for the Philadelphia meetings was a financial bonanza. A committee of executives ensured the book’s overall earnings of about $300,000 were channeled to religious and philanthropic causes—not into Moody’s pocket. (Organizers were not above auctioning off Moody’s towels after he left Philadelphia.)9

Moody’s businesslike approach to the Grand Depot Revival influenced generations of evangelical entrepreneurs. Moody courted wealthy benefactors, instilled organizational discipline, and used press coverage and advertising methods to great effect. Moody’s coordinating committee was “as systematic as an astronomer,” wrote the journalist and politician John Forney. Moody’s style of large-scale worship was not “content alone to trust some higher power.”10

There was little in Moody’s childhood to indicate he would become an important religious figure. Born in 1837, in Northfield, Massachusetts, Dwight Lyman Moody was the sixth of seven children in a family left destitute by the sudden death of his whiskey-loving stonemason father in 1841. Twins came soon after, leaving Moody’s mother a widow with nine children, a heavily mortgaged homestead, and creditors to satisfy. Financial support from family members helped her keep the farm.

The children enrolled in a Unitarian Sunday school and were baptized in the church of their parents. They would walk barefoot, carrying their shoes and stockings and putting them on when they approached the church.11 Moody was a reluctant attendee as a child, recalling that a preacher rousted him when he fell asleep during a service.12

Moody loved pranks. As the ringleader of the town’s boys, he stampeded a neighbor’s cattle, whooping and yelling all the while. To break up the tedium of rural life, he wrote a false announcement for an out-of-town speaker coming to town to address a temperance meeting and posted it on the schoolhouse door. A confused crowd gathered on the appointed day and Moody joined the others in blaming the nonexistent lecturer on some unknown practical joker.13 Moody received whippings at school and from his mother for such naughtiness.

For the Moody children, finding employment was a matter of survival, so formal schooling suffered. Moody did not make it past seventh grade. He went to work in the fields and looked for jobs in neighboring towns. His lack of education revealed itself in his early grammar-challenged sermons. Wanamaker, his friend and business ally, noted that Moody “murdered the King’s English” when he first heard him speak.14

Moody learned to refine his public appearances, but he knew his unvarnished approach was part of what endeared him to the masses. “I am tired and sick of your ‘silver-tongued’ orators. I used to mourn because I couldn’t be an orator. I thought, Oh, if I could only have the gift of speech like some men! I have heard men with a smooth flow of language take the audience captive; but they came and they went. Their voice was like the air—there wasn’t any power back of it; they trusted in their eloquence and their fine speeches,” Moody wrote.15

At seventeen, Moody left home for Boston where, after a period of feeling adrift and homesick, asked his uncle for a sales job in his shoe store. As a condition of employment, Moody’s uncle required him to abstain from the temptations of city life and regularly attend his Congregational church. At the store, Moody grew impatient waiting for customers to come to him and pulled in people off the street. At church, Moody took a Bible study class and realized how little he knew about scripture and seemed hungry for more.

Moody’s conversion experience was pedestrian compared to the wild emotionalism seen at revival meetings. Moody’s Sunday school teacher made an unannounced visit to the store and approached Moody while he was wrapping up shoes. “I simply told him of Christ’s love for him and the love Christ wanted in return. That was all there was. It seemed the young man was just ready for the light that then broke upon him, and there, in the back of that store in Boston, he gave himself and his life to Christ,” said the teacher, Edward Kimball.16 Moody abandoned Unitarianism and joined the Congregationalists.

Moody moved west to Chicago, a fast-growing city in the 1850s where he would leave a lasting mark. He stuck with sales work and landed successively higher-paying jobs at boot and shoe companies. He scoured hotels and train depots for prospective customers and rang up sales numbers that outpaced his fellow salesmen. “I can make more money here in a week than I could in Boston in a month,” Moody wrote in a letter to his brother in Northfield.17 The company rewarded Moody’s ingenuity by sending him on the road as a sales representative and as a debt collector. The thrifty Moody set a goal of earning $100,000—an astonishing amount for the time.

The excitement of Chicago and Moody’s business ambitions didn’t eclipse his religious commitment. He became a member of Plymouth Congregational Church and applied his persuasiveness to Christian service. Moody pledged to rent a pew every Sunday and did so without fail, even if he had to trawl boardinghouses, saloons, and street corners for congregants. Soon, Moody’s ragtag collections of worshippers were filling four pews for each service.18 Being himself a child of poverty, he discovered a mission Sunday school and volunteered to round up needy children for others to instruct because of his lack of biblical knowledge.

Moody’s religious work connected him to other churches. He struck up a fruitful friendship with the wealthy dry-goods wholesaler John V. Farwell at the First Methodist Church, and at the First Baptist Church he met Fleming H. Revell, whose sister, Emma, Moody married.19 Moody joined the Young Men’s Christian Association, an interdenominational evangelical group that offered a haven from the dangers of urban life. There he performed janitorial duties and other tasks to keep the office running.

In 1858, Moody started a Sunday school in a Chicago slum known as “the Sands,” a lakefront brothel district. The children met in an old saloon. Attendance boomed and Moody convinced the mayor to let him use the city’s North Market Hall rent-free for his meetings.20 When enrollment swelled to about a thousand pupils, Moody proposed to raise $10,000 to construct a building.

Even in its makeshift setting, the school attracted notice. Abraham Lincoln visited the school at North Market Hall weeks after winning the presidency in 1860. Addressing the hundreds of hardscrabble boys, Lincoln remarked, “I was once as poor as any boy in this school, but I am now president of the United States, and if you attend to what is taught you here, some of you may yet be president of the United States.”21

Moody abandoned his sales career to turn his full attention to evangelistic work. He took his $7,000 in savings—well short of his target—and vowed to make it last, God willing. Moody opened Illinois Street Church in 1864 with seating for fifteen hundred people and plenty of space for his thriving Sunday school. Moody performed church rites even though he was not an ordained minister. The church developed its own faith system that floated above denominational strictures. A plaque on the building read, “Ever welcome to this house of God are strangers and the poor.” The church hosted nightly gatherings for mothers and young women, Bible study, rallies, and children’s prayer meetings.22

Moody threw himself into wider religious work, attending conventions nationwide and in Britain on behalf of the YMCA. At one such meeting, Moody met Sankey, the composer who became a keystone of Moody’s revival campaigns. The YMCA offered a refuge from the dangers of life on the streets, where young people could study the Bible and enjoy recreational activities. Moody also helped kindle a nationwide Sunday school movement. He traveled to cities and states and encouraged them to base their programs on his system in Illinois.

At twenty-eight, Moody was named president of the Chicago YMCA, a position that put him into regular contact with the city’s political and business elite. The former shoe salesman had not lost his talent for extracting money from wallets. “He begged for men’s money as simply and directly as he begged for their conversion; he trusted implicitly that God would grant him both; and he was rarely disappointed in either. The poor offered him small sums; the rich gave with a magnificent liberality; he accepted both as his Master’s due,” William Revell Moody wrote of his father.23

Moody led the drive to erect a building and wisely received a state charter exempting the YMCA’s real estate from taxation. Fellow YMCA leader Farwell, the wealthy merchant, donated the property. A stock company was formed to raise construction funds, and the first $10,000 cash subscription was secured from Cyrus McCormick, the industrialist and inventor of the mechanical reaper.24 The building—Farwell Hall—was dedicated in 1867. When a fire destroyed it four months later, Moody commissioned a new building. When the Great Chicago Fire of 1871 destroyed the second Farwell Hall as well as his Illinois Street Church, Moody again solicited funds from his benefactors to rebuild.

Throughout those turbulent times, the YMCA hosted daily prayer meetings at noon that drew office workers and people off the street. The unchurched were encouraged to attend, even if just for a few minutes. During the service, Moody would put newcomers on the spot, asking if they loved the Lord. If someone wavered, Moody jumped into the crowd and asked the person directly, “Do you want to be saved, now?”25 During the summer months, Moody stood on the steps of Courthouse Square every night and preached to all who showed up. Nearby prisoners pressed up against their iron grates to hear Moody speak.

The construction delays slowed his work in Chicago, so Moody accepted invitations to conduct revival meetings in the British Isles. In 1872, Moody met evangelical leaders who offered inspiration and counsel. He observed conversions on a scale he had never seen before. At his request, hundreds would rise up and profess they were Christians. Moody’s “inquiry rooms” were jammed with people thirsty for deeper religious instruction. He believed the system to be the most effective means of securing lasting conversions.

Moody and Sankey returned to Britain in 1873 for an extensive tour that would bring Moody international acclaim. Upon their return to America, they conducted the Grand Depot Revival in Philadelphia and then a ten-week meeting attended by nearly 1 million people in New York City at P. T. Barnum’s Great Roman Hippodrome. J. Pierpont Morgan and Cornelius Vanderbilt II were among the tycoons who defrayed the cost of converting the circus arena into a venue suitable for a religious meeting.26 “The Hippodrome work is a vast business enterprise, organized and conducted by business men, who have put money into it on business principles, for the purpose of saving men,” one observer noted.27 Moody made a triumphant visit to Chicago in 1876 to lead a revival campaign. As in New York, some captains of industry, such as George Armour, developer of the grain elevator system, were put on the organizing committee to rally the private donations and corporate support necessary to fund Moody’s specially built tabernacle.

Moody’s events received intensive coverage in the popular press. Some found his brusque manner to be off-putting. “He is simply a ranter of the most vulgar type,” wrote the London Saturday Review in a review of Moody’s work in England. “It is possible that his low fun and screechy ejaculations may be found stimulating by the ignorant and foolish; but it is difficult to conceive how any person of the slightest culture or refinement can fail to be pained and shocked.”28 The American biographer Gamaliel Bradford offered a more balanced appraisal after reading Moody’s sermons: “The language gets there. It is amazingly simple, direct, and vivid…. The sharp, rude energetic vigor with which he makes this appeal must have been almost irresistible when accompanied by his commanding tone and personality.”29

By then, Moody was in his forties and his hair was getting thinner, his beard thicker, and his suits broader. His stern appearance resembled the run of stocky, bewhiskered Republican presidents who dominated the Gilded Age. Moody himself was as much a chief executive as a preacher. Before Moody would agree to conduct a revival in a city, he demanded the full support of local evangelical ministers. Then a businessman-dominated executive committee appointed chairmen to oversee finance, publicity, tickets, volunteer training, and other tasks.30

Moody criticized denominations such as the Episcopal Church for distancing themselves from the revival spirit of his meetings. “The older a church is the more it needs to be revived, because the tendency is into formalism,” Moody said.31 He said he heard of a minister warning his congregation against attending a Moody revival meeting because of the “undue excitement” it was sure to provoke. To Moody, that was exactly the point. “Don’t be afraid of a little excitement and a little ‘sensationalism.’ It seems to me that almost anything is preferable to deadness,” Moody said.32
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