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Praise for


Billy Graham: The Man I Knew




“Among the many things that stand out about my dad—the preacher—is that he had a desire to invest in younger preachers. His heart connected with those who had a passion for preaching God’s truth to future generations. My longtime friend Greg Laurie is one of these guys. I’ve often said that the public Billy Graham seen on Crusade platforms and television was the same private Billy Graham at home. This certainly is revealed in Billy Graham: The Man I Knew, which is based on Greg’s personal thoughts on the special times spent with my father and how his ministry impacted Greg’s own life and evangelistic ministry. I am grateful for Greg’s friendship, for his love for my father, and for his proclamation of the Gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ.”


—FRANKLIN GRAHAM, president and CEO of the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association and Samaritan’s Purse


“In this page-turner of a book I learned things about my father that I never knew! Greg Laurie has done a masterly job of setting my father’s life in historical and cultural context. I pray that Billy Graham: The Man I Knew will draw readers to the Gospel, where they will find the love of God that he preached so fervently and faithfully.”


—ANNE GRAHAM LOTZ, bestselling author of Jesus in Me


“God delights in using ordinary people to do extraordinary things. That a kid who grew up on a dairy farm in North Carolina would grow up to be the greatest evangelist the world has ever known is just the sort of thing that must make God smile. In Billy Graham: The Man I Knew, Greg Laurie will pull Dr. Graham out of the stained glass you might be tempted to put him in and inspire you to believe God wants to use you too!”


—LEVI LUSKO, lead pastor of Fresh Life Church and bestselling author


“In our world of chaos and negativity, it is so refreshing to read in depth about the life of Billy Graham. His unwavering commitment to the Lord and to sharing the Gospel is unparalleled. He was never corrupted by fame or the magnitude of his platform. He was genuine, humble, and loved Jesus until his last breath.


“Greg Laurie has done a phenomenal job of capturing the heart and life of the legendary Billy. This is completely inspiring and well worth the read!”


—JEREMY CAMP, Grammy Award–nominated singer, songwriter, and storyteller


“Much has been said about ‘the next Billy Graham.’ It’s not only a title that is passed around today, but Leonard Ravenhill wrote in a personal letter to a friend using that phrase as far back as the 1960s. People have been measuring against Billy Graham’s impact for a half-century. He won’t like me saying this, but I have shared multiple times publicly that Greg Laurie is the ‘Billy Graham of Now’ because of the unusual level of anointing I see on his ministry for salvations.


“So it is fitting that my hero Greg Laurie is writing about his personal friendship with Billy and the great impact Billy had on our world. I’ve ready many books on Billy Graham, but this one should be at the top of your list. Your faith will be edified by Billy Graham’s pure heart for God and the Gospel.”


—MATT BROWN, evangelist, author of Truth Plus Love, and founder of Think Eternity


“Billy Graham preached to more people than anyone in history, and his massive influence continues to this day as he is beloved by millions. But what was the man really like? Greg Laurie gives us an up-close look at the great evangelist and offers a new generation the story of one of the greatest Christians who has ever lived. Greg has done us all a great service in providing this fresh and inspiring biography of a spiritual hero.”


—DR. JACK GRAHAM, pastor of Prestonwood Baptist Church in Plano, Texas, and host of PowerPoint with Jack Graham, which airs weekly on TBN


“This book introduces Billy Graham to a whole new generation. And the perfect person to write this is Greg Laurie. For years I have thought of Billy’s anointing falling on Greg like Elijah’s mantle fluttering down from heaven onto Elisha. This dynamic makes Billy Graham: The Man I Knew a most interesting read.


“I must confess I thought I knew all about Billy Graham’s biography after studying him for half my life. Boy was I wrong! Pastor Greg revealed so many unheard stories and insights into Graham’s life that the world has never heard. Reading every word of this book, from cover to cover, had me mesmerized.


“Let me tell you this is a book every Millennial has to read. The world has received a gift in Greg Laurie’s friendship with Billy Graham documented in this compelling narrative.”


—BEN COURSON, bestselling author, a TV and radio personality, an international speaker, founder of Hope Generation, and the senior pastor at Applegate Christian Fellowship in Oregon


“One of the wonderful things about God is how He uses ordinary people to do extraordinary things. As you’ll read in Billy Graham: The Man I Knew, God took a boy who grew up on a dairy farm and used him to preach the Gospel around the globe. God also connected Billy with my friend, Greg Laurie, and Greg’s account of Billy’s life demonstrates how God gets the glory for the remarkable life and impact of Billy Graham. The more you discover in this book about Billy’s story and Greg’s unique friendship with him, the more you’ll be struck by the powerful work of God. Greg’s book stirs my heart—as it will stir yours!—to obedience to the Lord and a desire to see more of those ordinary people empowered by God to share the good news of the Gospel to all corners of the globe.””


—BART MILLARD, lead singer for MercyMe


“Billy Graham has always been a part of my life whether I was aware of it, agreed with him, cared about his message, or openly resisted his message. I do know that I was deeply moved by his words over the years, and like so many others, his message became a part of my life.


“I opened Billy Graham: The Man I Knew, and after a few chapters I was mesmerized. The combination of deep truths and vibrant moments kept me glued to teachings that my soul remembers crying out for so many troubled years ago. Traveling with him in these stories brought everything about eternal destiny into clear focus.


“As I read on, I got the sense that when Billy Graham entered a room you could almost hear two sets of footsteps. His walk was so in step with Jesus that God’s presence could fill a room, an auditorium, or the hurting heart of a lonely person. He stood tall before multitudes, speaking hope and living truth into their lives while possessing that unique gift of simple humility that made it feel like it was just you and Billy in the room. The message was all that mattered, and people trusted him. A person could feel those blue eyes piercing their soul the length of a football field away.


“From the very beginning Billy listened to God, and because of that he always knew his purpose in life. There were pitfalls and spiritual pratfalls but never a falling away from the mission planted in his heart the day he accepted God’s Lordship in his life.


“The authors in dealing with a story of such depth and magnitude have delicately melded the passion, detail, and absolute wonder of a life that bordered on down-home simplicity and ethereal wonder. In these pages Billy Graham’s life unfolds, patiently and with quiet determination. It is then carefully folded back together into a Gospel tapestry as it beautifully progresses to the final chapters of an incredible life and ministry. Fresh beginnings and dramatic endings prevail throughout. It wasn’t always easy, so as the old song goes, there were times that he traveled a road where even ‘angels feared to tread.’


“He was common, he was consistent, and he was centered. Like King David he was a man after God’s own heart, but upon reading Billy Graham: The Man I Knew, I realized that even more than that he was a man after my heart and yours.


“Billy Graham the man was summarized perfectly in one of the early chapters: ‘In ordinary conversations and in the pulpit, he was able to take the complex and make it simple enough for a regular person to understand… a rare combination of a Statesman-Everyman—the farmer who was sought out by presidents, the country preacher who touched the world.’


“And if you are looking for romance… herein lies the love story of the ages.”


—KEN MANSFIELD, former U.S. Manager of Apple Records and author of The Roof: The Beatles’ Final Concert and The Beatles, the Bible, and Bodega Bay
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To Leo M. Terrill, who shot this photo shortly after dedicating his life to Christ at a Billy Graham Crusade in Seoul, South Korea, in 1956


[image: Image]










Introduction


“Just call me Billy.”


Just call me awestruck. This was, after all, The Man himself, a literal living legend and larger-than-life American icon. He had been on the “World’s Most Admired Persons” list sixty-one times, more than any other person who has ever lived.


And there I was sitting across a table from him… at a Red Lobster, of all places.


He wore a baseball cap over that luxurious mane of wavy hair, but even with the bill pulled down over his face there was no mistaking those distinctive features.


A friend of mine once said he had the visage of a biblical prophet. If a Hollywood filmmaker wanted to cast someone in that role, they couldn’t do better than Billy Graham.


But he never acted like a star. In fact, when you were with Billy, you got the star treatment from him. He always turned the conversation to you and genuinely listened to what you said. Why in the world would he care about me? But he did. He wanted to know about me.


I was in my late thirties and, after pastoring a church for nineteen years, had just begun my evangelistic ministry. At that point, Billy had been preaching for almost half a century.


There were many far more successful men who would have given anything to sit across from the man widely regarded as “the face of the evangelical world.” Much worthier ones, too.


“Dr. Graham—” (I couldn’t bring myself then to use his first name). “I came from a broken home,” I began. “My mother was married and divorced seven times, and she was a raging alcoholic.”


His blue eyes narrowed in sympathy and concern.


“So I lived with my grandparents for a time, and we would watch your Crusades on our black-and-white television.”


How many times over the years must he have heard people tell him something like that? But there was nothing practiced or self-satisfied about the smile that lit up his face.


Just then our meals arrived, and I noticed that more than one person seated in our vicinity had recognized the famed evangelist. Some seemed shocked to see him in the flesh. He did not have a security detail and was dressed very casually.


As it happened, the town we were in was hosting not only a Billy Graham Crusade that week, but also—I kid you not—a convention of atheists. But if there were any card-carrying atheists at the Red Lobster that day, they were as dazzled and starstruck as the rest of us, and it wasn’t long before other customers began filing over to say hello and shake his hand. He greeted each one with a smile and some kind words.


Just another day in the life of William Franklin Graham.


As I’d started to tell him, like millions of Americans who were born and raised in the second half of the twentieth century, I grew up with Billy Graham. When I lived with my grandparents, Charles and Stella McDaniel, we watched the Billy Graham Crusades on our TV.


We also watched Bonanza, Wanted: Dead or Alive, and Gunsmoke.


My grandfather liked Westerns.


James Arness, who played Marshal Matt Dillon in Gunsmoke, reminded me of Billy, both physically and as a stalwart, upright role model who always did what was right and never drew his gun unless forced to. Marshal Dillon was the law in Dodge City.


Gunsmoke was shot on a soundstage in Los Angeles, and Billy Graham got his big start there, though not on the backlot of a movie studio. It took place in a large tent pitched at the corner of Washington and Hill streets, where he conducted the very first of the hundreds of Crusades that would change the world.


I’m not sure why, but early on I felt that God had also called me to be an evangelist—the kind that stands in front of crowds, large and small, and proclaims the Gospel. I wasn’t sure I was up to that. Back before church-planting was as popular as it is today, I took over a study group for young people in Riverside, California, and it grew into a full-blown church; but evangelizing like Billy Graham did is different. Prior to becoming a Christian, I was more of a back-of-the-room kind of guy. My greatest aspiration was to become a professional cartoonist.


There was nothing I liked more than to retreat into the private universe of cartoon characters I had developed more or less as a survival skill. Long before iPads and smartphones came along, my diversion was a piece of white paper and a black felt-tipped pen. (What else was I supposed to do in a bar while watching my mom drink and get hit on by men?) My backup plan was to open a pet shop. I loved animals.


Standing in front of a crowd and preaching? Not for me.


Once during high school, my teacher assigned everyone a different famous quote from American history, and we were expected to stand up and give an extemporaneous speech based on it.


My quote was, “Do not fire until you see the whites of their eyes!”—the famous order of Colonel William Prescott at the Battle of Bunker Hill during the Revolutionary War, given so his men would make every shot count.


When it was my turn, I stepped in front of the class, cleared my throat, and recited my line. Then my mind went totally blank. After half a minute of embarrassing silence, I slunk back to my seat. Clearly, a life of public speaking was not in the cards for me.


But that was before I had something to say.


 In 1976, our young church was exploding in growth. A newspaper article had been written about us. I made a copy of it and put it in an envelope along with a personal letter I’d written to the most famous evangelist in the world. I desperately wanted to meet Billy Graham and ask him some questions, and I figured the best way to pull this off was to deliver my letter to him personally at his Crusade in San Diego. Up until then, my only exposure to him was through TV and listening to him on the new cutting-edge technology called cassette tapes. Where I got that kind of confidence, God only knows.


I drove my trusty Corvair ninety miles south and sputtered into the parking lot of the stadium. It was overflowing with people of all ages. The atmosphere was electric, and the weather balmy. Billy was at his best that evening, and when he gave the altar call for people to come down to receive Christ, I went forward myself to get a closer look. It was as I stood on the field and looked at him that it dawned on me: this is what I want to do when I grow up!


The choir sang “Just as I Am,” the very song that was sung when Billy had given his life to Christ decades before. After Billy led everyone in a final prayer, he began his descent from the stage.


This was my chance!


Members of Billy’s entourage surrounded him, and as they passed by, I thrust out the manila envelope containing my letter and the newspaper clipping and beseeched, “Please give this to Reverend Graham!”


As an aide reached for it, I noticed what I had absentmindedly scrawled on the front, and my heart and high hopes crashed.


“To Billy Gram,” it read.


Never mind!


I finally met Billy for real in 1985 and have been honored to serve on the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association’s (BGEA) board of directors for more than twenty-five years now. I have had the privilege of meeting many well-known preachers and celebrities. I have shaken hands with four U.S. presidents and have stood in the Oval Office itself. But I have never met nor been in the presence of any other man like Billy Graham.


In the pages that follow, I want to relate all I know about this great man of God and his extraordinary life—how he grew up, his desires as a young man, his transformation into an obedient and humble shepherd of the Lord, his vision for humanity, and how he achieved so much in his ninety-nine years on this earth.


I also want to show you what I know of the unique challenges he faced. He had plenty of them, just like you and me.


A mystery dogged Billy Graham his whole life. The mystery was central to his very being, to the man he was and to the kind of life he led. But the solution to this particular mystery would not be revealed in his lifetime.


British journalist and talk-show host David Frost, whose father was a Methodist minister, enjoyed a long and lasting friendship with Billy. During one of their many interviews, the mystery came out when Frost asked him, “When you eventually meet God face to face, is there a question you’ll want to ask Him?”


Without hesitation, Billy said, “Yes, I think so. I’m going to ask, ‘Lord, why did you choose me to do this particular work?’ ”


Whoa! I sure didn’t see that coming. I was expecting something like, “What is the meaning of life?” or something as generic. But his answer was typically Billy—totally honest, humble, open, and touchingly plaintive.


“I want to ask Him why, when there are so many wonderful people in this world that are His servants, He chose me.”


Good question. Why did God select a dairyman’s son whose dream was to play Major League Baseball to become history’s best-known evangelist and the most powerful religious figure of his time? He was a preacher who counseled presidents, popes, queens, the world-famous, and the common man alike; a modern-day prophet who helped to heal our nation in the most trying of times—desegregation, Watergate, Hurricane Katrina, the Oklahoma City bombing, and the 9/11 terrorist attacks; a man of God who reached billions through several kinds of media. In fact, Billy Graham left such an impression on our country that in 2020, North Carolina had his statue installed on Capitol Hill—an honor afforded to only two residents of each state.


For all that, he deserved the title by which he was often called: “America’s Preacher.”


But Billy Graham wasn’t just an American phenomenon. He was as well-known in Europe as he was in the United States, and in his six-plus decades of ministry, he preached in more than 185 countries and territories.


No matter where he appeared, Billy’s message was simple and direct: “God loves you.”


His ability to bring people to Christ and gather believers together was astounding; his love and thirst for Jesus were undeniable; his message of hope was forceful and inspiring.


For Billy, the mystery was at last revealed upon his entrance to glory. The rest of us can only sift through the events and signposts of his extraordinary life for clues, as well as for our own guidance and salvation. My greatest hope is that when you reach the end of this book you will ask yourself: Why not me too?


Billy had a sort of sainthood conferred on him over the years, especially since his death in February 2018. Far be it from me to say he didn’t earn it, though Billy himself would probably be the first to deflect that kind of accolade.


In his youth, Billy was no stranger to mischief or sin. He had his share of scrapes and fistfights, had a tendency to show off to his buddies, and readily admitted his attraction to the opposite sex.


Billy was as good a man as any I’ve ever known—but he was a man, carrying the same baggage issued to you and me along with our birth certificates.


At first, this was going to be the third book in the American Icon series. The previous two I wrote were about Steve McQueen and Johnny Cash. I admired their careers from a distance and spent a great deal of time exploring their sometimes-private spiritual lives.


That’s hardly necessary in a book about Billy Graham. He put it all out there for the world to see. The McQueen and Cash books were about their long and winding searches for spiritual fulfillment and peace. Billy exuded both and showed the world the way to find them.


The fact is, Billy Graham is the glue between my two previous American Icon books. At the end of McQueen’s life, when he was going to Mexico for his final surgery because cancer had spread through his body, one of his final requests was to meet Billy Graham. Billy made it a point to see McQueen, despite his insanely busy schedule, and spent several hours at his bedside to discuss serious matters, including death and the eternity awaiting him. Billy went so far as to rendezvous with McQueen in his private plane on the tarmac and pray with him.


Billy impacted McQueen’s life, but he was even more influential in the life of Johnny Cash. They prayed together, went fishing together, vacationed together, and Cash sang at many of Billy’s Crusades. And just as with McQueen, Billy comforted Cash in his final days.


My goal with this book is to take Billy Graham’s story in a whole new direction. I never knew Steve McQueen or Johnny Cash personally, but I got to know Billy Graham very well. I was blessed to know him, and my life was enriched by his friendship, counsel, and encouragement.


Because of this (and unlike other books about his life), I believe I can bring something unique and exciting to his story for you. Unlike the McQueen and Cash books, this isn’t part of the American Icon series. As my friend Franklin Graham so rightly pointed out, “Daddy would have been embarrassed to be identified as any kind of icon. He was way too humble for that.”


Instead, this is an intimate portrait of his father written by someone who knew him well, and the title should reflect that. Thus, Billy Graham: The Man I Knew.


This book isn’t meant to be a definitive historical biography of Billy. It’s meant to introduce you to him if you aren’t familiar with him or all he accomplished. It’s written through the eyes of a friend—a highlight reel. The book is a biopic of his shaping experiences and the people who impacted him. It tells how—in spite of a short season of doubt—he stayed true to his calling and his message through the tumultuous twentieth century and beyond. It’s a story of an ordinary man who, through his love for God and his passion that the world should know Him, had a profound impact on his times.


He was a renaissance man who literally changed the world by bringing the Word of God to more people than any other living person. And if you couldn’t see Billy with your own eyes, he still managed to reach you. His radio program The Hour of Decision (a name suggested by Ruth Graham) ran for sixty-six years on seven hundred stations around the globe. He also had hundreds of thousands of subscribers to his magazines (Christianity Today and Decision) and reached an additional five million people through his newspaper column, “My Answer.” Then, of course, there were his thirty-three books, which sold in the millions during his lifetime (his 1953 book Peace with God sold two million copies alone).


His Crusades took him around the world—to Communist countries, to places where the government scoffed at God’s existence and discouraged religion, and to not-so-exotic locales where people were hungry for the Gospel message.


At the height of his popularity, he received more than eight thousand requests a year to give sermons—and at times, an astounding ten thousand letters a day, according to the Los Angeles Times.


Billy Graham’s impact was undeniable, but what’s truly remarkable is that he accomplished these herculean feats during an era of travel that was not easy or comfortable. The interstate highway system wasn’t completed until the 1970s. Before then, a cross-country trip could take as long as two weeks, versus the average five days it takes now. President Dwight D. Eisenhower (a personal friend of Billy’s) was inspired to create the system when he joined a military convoy as a brevet lieutenant colonel in 1919. At the time, it took fifty-six days to travel from Washington, D.C., to San Francisco. There were no paved roads between Illinois and Nevada.


Flying in the 1950s and early 1960s wasn’t much of an improvement. It was expensive. The average person could expect to spend 5 percent of his annual salary to fly from Chicago to Phoenix. It was also dangerous. Your chances of being killed were five times greater than they are today. Crashes from fog were common. Engines fell off planes so often that the incidents weren’t even recorded as accidents if the remaining engines landed the plane safely. Turbulence could snap your neck because plane interiors weren’t designed for safety.


That was the world in which Billy Graham began his travels.


He also navigated a changing media landscape before the Digital Age. It would be interesting to see how Billy Graham would traverse the world of Snapchat, Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube today. His following was not built on posts, tweets, and memes, but on many hours of prayer, planning, sweat, and the devotion of an evangelistic team—that’s what he called them, “the team”—that backed him time and again as he marched into spiritual battle.


Billy was as famous as the dozen presidents to whom he gave spiritual counsel, perhaps even more so because he was a light and inspiration to everyone. His words were powerful, but his simple outlook was filled with faith, and he offered hope in the worst of times.


Yet for all of his accomplishments and accolades, there are millions of Americans now who draw a blank when they hear the name “Billy Graham.”


“There’s a whole new generation who do not know who my father is,” his son Franklin Graham recently confided to me.


As sad as that is, it’s not surprising. Everyone fades from public consciousness over time, no matter how much they’ve accomplished. The only person I can think of who hasn’t is Jesus Christ, but even that is being put to the test these days.


According to a 2018 Pew Research Center study, Christianity is in steady decline in the United States. When asked for personal information about religion on forms or applications, now more than 56 percent write “none.” These religious “Nones” are people who aren’t necessarily atheists, but they don’t practice or ascribe to a particular faith. Six out of ten Millennials do not identify with any branch of Christianity at all. The faith that was once the backbone and bedrock of this country has been reduced to the fringes.


Nones are now the fastest-growing faith in America.


Generation Z, the demographic group following Millennials, is described as the “Hopeless Generation.” We have gone from what is known as the Greatest Generation, who came of age during World War II, to the Hopeless Generation in the span of seven decades.


With the explosion of cutting-edge technology and comforts that make our lives so much easier, it seems as though we’d be happy, hopeful people. But the age of innocence seems long gone. Someone once said that man can live forty days without food, three days without water, but not even minutes without hope. We all need hope, and lots of it.


And that’s the real reason I wanted to write this book: to introduce Billy Graham to a younger group of Americans who need real-life heroes and the truth of the Gospel. Look, it’s a tough world out there, and it’s changed dramatically. Studies show that Generation Z experiences higher levels of stress and serious symptoms of depression, anxiety, and pressure than previous generations, including Millennials. They are faced with situations that other generations simply did not have to deal with: online bullying, substance abuse, school violence, mass shootings, continual comparisons on social media to people whose lives look so much better than theirs, pressure to get into the right college, and societal judgment that they are entitled, overly sheltered, and brittle.


While it may be true that some young Americans are rejecting religion and patriotism, there is plenty of evidence to suggest the contrary. In August 2019, approximately one hundred thousand people filled Angel Stadium in Anaheim, California, for the weekend-long crusade our Harvest team has put on there for thirty years in a row. Among those in attendance, 63 percent were under thirty years old. I find that extremely promising.


As Billy Graham often did at his Crusades, I extended an opportunity for people to begin a relationship with God through Jesus Christ. More than eight thousand people responded, and 65 percent of them were either Millennials or from Generation Z. Some would describe that as “thousands of young people becoming more religious!”


The truth is that every generation has to come of age, but Millennials and Gen Z kids are apparently more interested in issues of faith and have more love for our country than is being recognized or generally reported.


Young people today, especially those who have never been introduced to the Bible or its characters, need modern-day examples of faith. The life of Billy Graham is a superb one. In this book, I’ve often described him as a modern-day Moses. Profiling this American legend and understanding his life, triumphs, and defeats offers a way for people to relate to the Bible.


Here’s a glimpse into a remarkable person who was called to be a spokesman for God. What else is there to say about someone whose company, magnetism, and unstinting humanity could make a simple meal with him at Red Lobster an occasion more wonderful than a state dinner at the White House?


As always, thank you for accompanying me on this very personal and important journey.


Greg Laurie


July 2020










CHAPTER ONE The Dairyman’s Son



Billy Graham was a modern prophet of God. One of the most recognized and trusted faces of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries; a confidante and spiritual advisor to presidents, diplomats, and royalty; a civil-rights champion; a president and CEO of a major company; an inventive entrepreneur; and a pioneer of Christian cinema. He broke ground in radio and an emerging technology called television.


Think of Steve Jobs, who wanted to make his “dent in the universe,” and in some ways did so with the creation of the smartphone. Think of Jeff Bezos, who created Amazon, the world’s most successful business, and then took it in directions no one else could have foreseen. Think of Walt Disney, who imagined things no one had ever dreamed of, and you get a glimpse of the man who, in his own way, eclipsed them all.


William Franklin Graham was born in a much kinder, gentler time in America. Think William Faulkner and Mark Twain, but further east of the Mississippi. He was born on his family’s three-hundred-acre dairy farm on the outskirts of Charlotte, North Carolina, on November 7, 1918 (four days before the World War I armistice) to parents William Franklin Sr. and Morrow Coffey Graham. Morrow, it was said, was made of pioneer stock, for she had been picking butterbeans in the field earlier in the day before Billy arrived.


From what I’ve discerned, they were hardworking and God-fearing people (they were devout Presbyterians) who ably provided for Billy and his three younger siblings: Catherine, Melvin, and Jean, who was fourteen years younger than Billy. They were initially raised in a white-framed farmhouse on a choppy dirt road. The land’s soil was rich, and the farm was surrounded by woods, streams, and foliage such as oaks and cedars. The home was filled with lots of love, ample food, and plenty of laughter. A few years later, when Billy was around ten, they moved to a two-story colonial red brick house with a pillared porch and paved paths, about 150 yards north of the old property. The new home was an instant upgrade, with one of man’s greatest inventions: indoor plumbing. (The luxury of walking down the hall in the dead of winter instead of outside to a freezing privy is not to be underestimated.) And it was a luxury—only 10 percent of American homes at the time had indoor plumbing and just 7 percent had electricity. These two innovations probably made the Grahams the envy of Mecklenburg County. (The house was later purchased by the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association, moved, and fully restored in 2007. It is now part of the Billy Graham Library complex in Charlotte, only a few miles from its original site.)


It was not the first structure on the property. Billy’s grandfather, William Crook Graham, a former Confederate soldier with a patriarchal beard, built an unusually tall log cabin from American chestnut trees culled from the grounds around 1870, not long after the Civil War. The cabin stood strong for nearly 150 years and has been preserved on the Anne Springs Close Greenway a few miles south of Charlotte.


Billy, who never met William Crook, certainly heard about him. Many in the area knew of William’s drinking exploits and sometimes outrageous behavior. “He’d get drunk and he’d stay drunk pretty much over Sunday,” William’s son-in-law once told Graham biographer John Pollock. He also mentioned the former soldier had accumulated lots of debt and made no attempt to pay it off.


Billy described his crusty and colorful grandfather in his autobiography, Just as I Am, as “a hard-drinking, hard-cursing veteran whose service with the Sixth South Carolina Volunteers left him with a Yankee bullet in his leg for the rest of his life.” (Billy’s maternal grandfather, Ben Coffey, also fought in the Civil War for the Confederates in the Eleventh North Carolina Regiment, Pettigrew’s Brigade. He was wounded at Gettysburg in Pickett’s Charge in July 1863 and is immortalized in the North Carolina monument at the famous battleground site.)


Graham’s regiment also saw plenty of action, fighting in eleven engagements over four years. About half the unit was killed at the Battle of Seven Pines in Henrico County, Virginia. They took heavy casualties in most of their fights. Many of the men who weren’t killed lost their minds. But Graham survived. Wounded at the Battle of the Wilderness and present at the surrender in Appomattox, he ended up walking back home after the war to Fort Mill, South Carolina, a distance of 230 miles—a mighty long way to walk even without a bullet in your body. He later acquired a farm in Sharon Township near Charlotte, North Carolina, for about one dollar per acre.


The land eventually became a dairy farm, but after surviving what Graham did, it’s hard to go back to farm life. After living in the shadow of death for four years, he probably couldn’t have cared less what anyone thought of him. Today he likely would have been diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder. It was not unknown back then, but people referred to it as “soldier’s heart.”


William Crook Graham was no saint, but he was a stubborn survivor. He fought, survived injury, and managed to get himself home alive through sheer strength of will. A Minié ball in his leg and a 230-mile walk ahead? A piece of cake after battles like Spotsylvania and Cold Harbor.


He also wasn’t keen on religion (no surprise there), though he was mentioned in a 1914 Charlotte Observer article as a member of the Sharon Presbyterian Church. It was his Scottish wife, Maggie McCall—also a member and buried in the church’s cemetery—who toiled and tended the spiritual needs of the Graham flock. She instilled solid Christian values in their eleven-member family, teaching them the Scriptures and ensuring they applied it to their lives. They weren’t going to end up like Pap if she had anything to do with it. Every one of them was church-going, and several of their grandchildren and offspring—Billy being the first—became preachers.


William Crook Graham passed away on November 14, 1914, at the age of seventy-three. He didn’t leave much to his children except unpleasant memories of binge drinking, boorish behavior, and a mountain of debt. The farm was in arrears; it was his sons William “Frank” (Billy’s father) and Clyde who ultimately picked up the tab in order to keep the place, later known as the Graham Brothers Dairy Farm. Fortunately, they had more horse sense than their father and were harder workers. (The third brother, Billy’s Uncle Tom, moved to Oklahoma and found success in the cotton-gin business.)


Frank, who only had three years of formal schooling, ran the day-to-day business affairs of the dairy farm while Clyde tended to the cows and milk-processing house. Frank’s wife, Morrow, crunched the numbers and ran the Graham empire from their kitchen table.


It wasn’t much of an empire in the beginning, but they were diligent, and it became one of the largest dairy farms in the area, boasting seventy-five cows and approximately four hundred customers. It was enough for Frank and Morrow to provide a nice roof over their heads and an automobile to shuttle them around (a ’31 black Chevrolet with red wheels!). Being farmers, food was guaranteed to be on the table. The Grahams grew tomatoes, lettuce, eggplants, okra, and squash.


It seems a dairy farm was also a good place to work off nervous energy, which Billy had in abundance. Billy’s father found myriad ways to harness his son’s seemingly endless vigor, starting with sending him out to feed and milk the family cows at 2:30 a.m. The first time he slept in past 3:00 a.m., he got a rude awakening, courtesy of Frank.


“I used to have to get up by at least three o’clock,” Billy told English broadcaster Guy Lawrence. “I remember one morning my father took a bucket of cold water and threw it in my face… I got up quickly that morning.”


It was hard, dirty work, with stale and pungent farm smells lifting from the hay, dust, and cow dung. Milking cows is not for sissies. If you’re not careful, you can get your teeth kicked in. You can also get knocked off your milking stool if you’re competing with a calf for her mother’s milk. You freeze in the winter and sweat in the summer. Billy was not fond of the daily chores, according to his brother, especially when he got hit in the eye by the swish of a cow tail. “Billy never liked (milking cows),” recalled Melvin Graham in a 1996 interview. “He only did it because Daddy made him… and he had to do it because he was still at home. I always did accuse him of leaving home when he was seventeen to get off the farm, get away from that farm work.” He milked twenty cows by hand in the morning and another twenty after he returned home from school. That’s a long day in itself, but after the milking, the shed had to be cleaned.


Billy was also enlisted to deliver milk, and that wasn’t much safer. He recalled to British journalist David Frost a customer delivery that almost turned deadly.


“About three o’clock in the morning, I was delivering milk. The snow had fallen and the dog had gotten after me in this particular house, and I ran in a direction that I had never taken before to get back to the milk truck,” Billy said. “A clothes wire had been strung and it caught me right in the neck. I did a double twist and almost severed my head from my body. Then the dog came and attacked me while I was down. I’ll never forget that.”


The farm instilled in the young boy a strong work ethic that would serve him well in later years. Another benefit of being a farmer was that during times of economic turmoil, they could live off the land and eat while others had to scramble for food and the other necessities of life.


Even still, the Grahams didn’t go unscathed. No one did. Frank lost his entire life savings of four thousand dollars in the 1929 stock market crash. Sadly, he never recouped his money. Frank was forced to wipe the slate clean.


Financially, things only got worse as the Great Depression lurched forward. The Graham Brothers Dairy Farm managed to scrape by through wit and grit, working from sunup to sundown. When milk dropped to five cents a quart, Frank went into survival—but never panic—mode. Billy recalled how his father’s keen sense of humor and ability to tell funny jokes never waned or showed the slightest sign of worry. My best guess is that Frank placed his trust firmly in God to pull his family through.


Billy would face many challenges as he grew older. I believe he learned how to be steady in a storm from his father. Farm people are notoriously tough. They are highly dependent on God’s grace in times of plenty and in times of drought. A wise man must save when times are good so that he has some left over in times of drought. These are pieces of wisdom that are sprinkled throughout the Psalms.


While Frank and Morrow faced those crushing times head on, Billy was still young enough to escape such harsh realities. He grew to love baseball and dreamed that one day he would become a professional athlete. He had visions of grandeur: playing in Wrigley Field in Chicago and Yankee Stadium in New York—a place that he would fill to capacity years later, and not because crowds wanted to see him hit home runs. Billy devoured the sports pages each morning and memorized the box scores of his favorite teams. Billy batted lefty and had a fair throwing arm and a decent glove, but he showed no signs of superstar potential.


Later, when Billy entered his first year of high school, the famed Babe Ruth came to Charlotte to play in an exhibition game. Billy and his companions on the baseball team were in the front row to cheer on the greatest batter who ever lived, whooping it up at top volume for their hero. Frank had even made arrangements for Billy to shake the Babe’s hand. It was a thrilling moment for the teenager. It should have been. Ruth remains one of America’s greatest sports heroes.


Billy’s other loves at that time were reading and tending to his animals; the family had a collie, cats (at one time up to twenty), and several goats. He recalled locking up the dog and a cat in the doghouse and leaving them together for the rest of the night. Billy said they were inseparable by morning. The pairing of the two animals left an indelible impression on him. “Maybe that is where the seeds of some of my ecumenical convictions got planted, wanting to help people at odds with each other find ways to get along,” he recollected in his 1997 autobiography.


Billy also got an early upper hand on racial relations in the Deep South. His family employed an African-American housekeeper named Susie Nickolson for nearly twenty years, and she became an aunt/motherly figure to the Graham children. Nickolson pitched in with the cooking and cleaning (though Morrow chopped wood for the stove), and occasionally stepped in when a family fight was about to erupt.


“I remember one night Mother and Daddy had to go to a meeting and I had a friend over visiting, and Mother left, I think, two cans of pork and beans,” recalled Catherine Graham in 1996. “Well, Billy Frank loved pork and beans… and we started fighting over those pork and beans with my friend there, and we were just in our early teens, and Susie stood over us wringing her hands, saying, ‘Please, Mr. Billy, please Mr. Melvin, please Miss Catherine, please don’t kill each other.’ And so, that’s the kind of family we were.”


Billy grew especially close to Reese Brown, the farm’s African-American foreman and blacksmith. Brown held the distinction of being the highest-paid farmhand in Mecklenburg County, but he earned every penny. Brown’s paycheck, and the fact that he was personal friends with Frank Graham, drew critical whispers from other farmers in the area because of Brown’s race.


But Brown was worth his weight in gold. Not only was he physically strong (he could hold down a bull when it had to be dehorned), but he was an unrelenting workhorse and set the tone with all of the other dairy employees. They could not slack around him. Brown was smart, loyal, dependable, and trustworthy.


He helped Billy in his cow-milking technique and later coached him as he learned to drive. In between, Billy received plenty of free life lessons. Brown, a U.S. Army sergeant during World War I, instructed Billy how to respect his elders and did not mind disciplining the lad if he stepped out of line. Billy, who fondly thought of Brown as an uncle, also played with his two children and gobbled down his wife’s tasty buttermilk biscuits when offered. It might have been a working farm, but it was also a family farm.


While Brown helped shape his character, it was Morrow who helped shape her son’s mind, introducing Billy to literature and nudging him to develop his mind as part of a daily habit. He read for pleasure on a daily basis. Because his mother taught him to read books, he basked in the superheroes of his day: Robin Hood, Tom Swift, the Rover Boys, and especially the adventures of the jungle lord Tarzan, locked in hand-to-hand combat with gorillas, tigers, and lions. He developed an effective Tarzan-style yell when hanging from a backyard tree, often scaring the horses and drivers who scuttled by on Park Road. Even that act didn’t go to waste, his father later said.


“I think all that yelling helped develop his voice,” Frank Graham later told a biographer.


Morrow also developed Billy’s biblical knowledge, starting at age four. She constantly rehearsed her children on Bible-verse memorization and the Westminster Shorter Catechism, which teaches all humans “to glorify God and enjoy him forever.” Billy recalled, “Every day was a different Scripture that she would read to us at the breakfast table. Then we would have a prayer. Either my father led the prayer, or usually in the early days, it was my mother.”


In the evening, Morrow prayed for each of her children to serve the Lord in some capacity. She could not have anticipated the special plans God had in store for her rambunctious and gangly oldest son.


Some of the first few verses Billy memorized were John 3:16, Psalm 90:7, Proverbs 3:5–6, and John 14:6. The last one states: “Jesus said, ‘I am the way, the truth and the life. No man comes to the Father but by me.’ ”


I find this interesting, because that verse would be emblazoned on massive banners on the various stages around the world where Billy stood to preach the Gospel.


John 3:16 was another verse he would quote thousands of times to millions of people. That verse, along with John 14:6, would be paramount to his preaching.


In the summer of 1932, Morrow wanted to deepen her understanding of her faith, so she joined a Bible class with the prompting of her sister, Lil Barker. She came to the belief “that the Lord has come in and lives in our hearts. I had never known that truth before.”


She came to know another kind of truth: God hears prayers. A few weeks after Morrow joined the Bible study, Frank was nearly killed when Reese Brown was using a mechanical saw to cut wood for the boiler room. When Frank approached Reese to ask him a question, the foreman turned his head to listen because of the near-deafening noise of the saw. In an instant, the saw caught a piece of wood and hurled it with great force into Frank’s face. He bled profusely and was whisked to the hospital. Doctors initially didn’t give him very good odds to live, but Frank was a strong and willful man.


His condition was grave and remained so for several days. The surgeons had to skillfully rebuild Frank’s face, and they said his chances for survival were grim. Morrow called family and friends to pray for Frank while she got down on her knees in her bedroom and, as she recalls, “just laid hold of the Lord. I got up with the assurance that God heard my prayer.” And He did.


From this and other early life-shaping events, Billy learned that God both hears and answers our prayers.


It is in our youth that many foundational truths are learned.


Billy was living in a perfect environment with a stable and loving family that he would draw on for the rest of his life. Though it might appear idealistic, and to some even “Pollyannaish,” Billy was being prepared by God for a life that would be equaled by few, if any.


Frank eventually recovered, but his appearance was slightly altered after the accident. Billy ascribed his father’s full recovery to God’s special intervention. He also observed that Frank became more introspective and got serious about his spiritual life. That harrowing incident was perhaps directly responsible for an episode in May 1934, which many people in Charlotte still talk about more than eighty-five years later.


Approximately thirty local businessmen wanted to devote a day to fasting and prayer because the Depression had cast a pall of antipathy in the region. They had met a few times before. On this occasion, they gathered under a grove of shade trees at the edge of a pasture on the Graham Brothers Dairy Farm.


Frank later told Billy that Vernon Patterson, a local paper salesman, offered up a daring and powerful prayer that day: that God would raise someone from Charlotte who would take the Gospel not just to the good people of North Carolina, but to a global audience. Billy was not an obvious choice to anyone, including himself.


The world’s future leading Christian evangelist was in the barn that day pitching hay to the mules, along with one of the hired farmhands. The two heard the men singing from afar, and Billy’s cohort wondered aloud what all the fuss was.


“I guess they’re some fanatics that have talked Daddy into using the place,” Billy said blithely.


Everything changed just six months later. A traveling evangelist and messenger of God with the Old Testament name of Mordecai Ham caught the gangly, blue-eyed teenager’s attention.


Like the desert prophets of old, Ham would irrevocably change the boy from inside out.


It would be a few more years before Billy would leave the farm, which gave him time to mull over the theology of creation and death; God and the devil; good versus evil; the path of righteousness and free will.


Billy, like the farm, was fertile ground for growth.










CHAPTER TWO No Angel



By the time I started to develop a relationship with Billy Graham in the mid-1980s, I already knew a great deal about him. I had read almost every book and magazine article I could find about Billy because he was a remarkable person. He was the one man everyone in ministry wanted to emulate. He was my personal hero.


I was genuinely interested in Billy’s life. It was also important for me to be up to speed with his story and not waste his time when I was with him by asking questions I could answer on my own. I was looking for insight into Billy for several reasons. I wanted to understand his personal walk with the Lord: What made him so mindful of God’s presence in his life, what gave him the desire to be radically obedient, and what drove him to continue to do ministry when he was older—even though he was at times so weary and spent?


I devoured all this information. I was especially delighted to know that Billy was a typical all-American boy who wasn’t born walking on water. He was obsessed with baseball, teased his siblings, didn’t have blinders on when it came to pretty girls, and got into several scrapes with his schoolmates. He also wasn’t crazy about sitting in the church pew on Sunday mornings. Billy didn’t find it that entertaining—so he made it entertaining, said his brother, Melvin Graham.


I got to know Melvin, who was every ounce the consummate gentleman, very well. He had more classic one-liners and amazing stories than you can imagine.


Melvin would often say, “When I was a boy, I had a drug problem.” He would then pause for dramatic effect as the audience would try to process such a revelation coming from the brother of Billy Graham. He continued, “They drug me to church; they drug me to Sunday School.” It was a line that played well over and over.


Another Billy story Melvin loved to tell is how he liked to throw paper wads in church. He said, “During the service, he’d sit kind of in the back, and he’d take a strong rubber band and he’d take a piece of chewing gum paper or something and wad it up tight, and… he’d shoot and hit [the women’s] hats.”


One of Billy’s school bus drivers recalled to biographer John Pollock that the future evangelist had a fondness for pranks, and he was often the target. He said that when Billy got off the bus, he would stealthily reach underneath and flip the shutoff valve to the gas tank. The bus would roll on for about another hundred yards before the engine would conk out.


“I’d get out and shake my fist at him, but he’d only give me a laugh,” the driver said. “It made him a hero to the other kids.”


Part of the reason for Billy’s sometimes unruly behavior was his fidgety nature and the fact that he didn’t perceive any personal relevance in the Gospel message he often heard at that time. That message was usually delivered by Dr. W. B. Lindsay, the minister who presided over the Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church. Lindsay, a kind man, reminded Billy of a mortician; he found his sermons humorless, uninspired, and lethargic. He also discovered he wasn’t the only one who thought so. Billy later recalled that Lindsay’s wife dutifully sat in the front pew every week, fervently pointing at her watch when it was time for her husband to wrap things up.


Billy was blessed when it came to how and where he was raised. He was a child of the Roaring Twenties who came of age during the Depression that followed. Rural life shielded him from the bountiful sin the world had to offer. Barely.


The 1920s truly did roar. It was inescapable, even on a dairy farm in North Carolina. Only four hundred miles away in Montgomery, Alabama—a place similar to where the Grahams lived, steeped in Southern devotion and tradition—lived Zelda Fitzgerald and Tallulah Bankhead. Best friends in high school, (to no one’s surprise) Fitzgerald became the “first American flapper,” an outrageous socialite, a party girl, and the wife of F. Scott Fitzgerald, who dubbed the decade the “Jazz Age.” Bankhead became a leading Hollywood star, famous for being sultry and having a husky voice prone to saying things like, “I’m pure as the driven slush.” Her nickname was the “Alabama Tornado.” Zelda often took off all her clothes at parties; Bankhead was even wilder. And these were Southern girls from good homes, not sharp-eyed princesses from Chicago or New York.


The point is, while Billy may have been down on the farm, the farm was not far from The Scene. Bountiful sin surrounded them. Prohibition was in full swing. Many people wished it would be repealed so they would drink less. While big cities had places like the Stork Club, every other town had house parties. People toted suitcases full of booze to each other’s houses. Bootleggers likely drove down the road past the Graham farm late at night. The following words and phrases were all coined between 1918 and 1923: “junkie,” “hitch-hike,” “sexiness,” “Hollywood,” “comfort zone,” “party crashing,” “slinky,” “cold turkey,” and “brand name.” Even in Charlotte—often considered the most church-going city in the United States—girls cut their hair short, wore scandalous dresses, used slang, drank, and smoked cigarettes. Even if you weren’t in Charlotte around short-skirted girls chugging gin, the popular culture followed you home via the radio.


Being a typical eldest child, Billy was expected to set the example for his younger siblings. And if he didn’t, his backside got graced by both of his parents. Frank used a belt; Morrow was partial to switches.


 “My father and mother were both disciplinarians, and they didn’t mind using the rod,” Billy once told a reporter. “Maybe because I was the oldest child. I always felt I got much more of it than anybody else.”


Perhaps he got “much more of it” because Billy was a hyperactive and mischievous kid prone to yanking girls’ pigtails, tricking his siblings into trouble, or bringing a farm animal to school and setting it quietly on his lap while the teacher was none the wiser. As my friend David Aikman noted in his 2007 biography, Billy Graham: His Life and Influence, “(Graham) was a gangly knot of undirected energy running hither and yon through the family home, overturning egg baskets, knocking plates off the kitchen table, and even on one occasion, tipping a bureau chest down the stairs.” Billy’s parents were so concerned about his hyperkinetic ways that they took him to a local physician for examination. After a casual observation and an unusual line of questioning (“Did the boy eat a lot of sweets?” “Was he doing his chores?” “Was his father giving him enough busy work?”), the doctor assured them their child was simply built differently. Today, I have no doubt Billy would be heavily dosed with Ritalin or some other medication to slow him down. Thankfully, that wasn’t common in his day. This was a blessing in disguise because that energy would be needed during his Crusades when he would spend weeks, sometimes months, praying and preaching.


Even in his older years, Billy had this energy, which I would describe as a supernatural power that God worked through him. I recall times when I was with him and helped with illustrations and current events to include in his Crusade message that coming evening at his request. He would call me up to his room, and I would rehearse what I wrote, almost “preaching” it to him as he might deliver it. He would lay out his long legs on his hotel bed with his thick glasses on, patiently listening. If he liked a point, he would slowly grab the hotel phone, dial the number of his secretary, Stephanie Wills, and tell her to include it in his message for that evening. Sometimes I wondered if he would have the strength to get out of that bed, much less mount the Crusade stage and preach. But he made it every time.


And though he needed assistance in his later years to get on the stage, once there, he owned it. That old spark of the younger Billy would come out as he began to speak, and people would hang on his every word—including me.


Billy Graham has often been described as a saint. But that word conjures up figures in robes, illuminated in stained glass, inaccessibly distant and impossibly perfect. It’s tough to write a compelling book about someone who is widely perceived as such and keep it believable. But I am not merely writing what I have read. I am writing what I saw with my own eyes and heard with my own ears. While saints are to be emulated and admired, I’ve discovered they sure aren’t a whole lot of fun to read about. I’ve never seen a smile on the faces of anyone in those glass windows. As Billy Joel famously sang in “Only the Good Die Young,” he’d rather laugh with the sinners than cry with the saints. That sentiment seems to resonate with a lot of people, mainly because it’s true. And who wants to read about someone who isn’t real and relatable?


People will be surprised to discover that Billy Graham was not without sin or flaws, and his wife Ruth often reminded him of it. He had his moments of doubt, and he was so dedicated to his work that he spent days, even months, away from his family. Billy once said in an interview, “I do feel that I could have done so much more had I studied more or gone further in school, probably spent more time with my family. I have spent so little time with my family. And, thank God they’re all wonderful children and wonderful grandchildren.”


He also regretted not spending more time in prayer and Bible study—not just for his messages, but for his own spiritual growth.


Billy was, however, a model of integrity in his witness for Christ—an ordinary man who rose to an extraordinary challenge by his Creator. He made mistakes, yet he was obedient and consistent in his walk with the Lord, faithfully and humbly serving, and he never stopped listening to God’s voice because that is where he found clear direction and guidance. No matter how ridiculous or outrageous a scenario, Billy always saw the task to the end, and he counted on the Holy Spirit to take care of the rest. He was called by God for a very good reason: he never questioned His word or authority. Billy’s faith was bedrock, almost childlike. He didn’t always understand what he was asked to do, but he knew he must trust and obey because the Bible requires a servant to be faithful.


Over time, I have found myself far more impressed with character than charisma, with persistence over power, and with faithfulness over fame. Billy Graham definitely had his priorities in order.


Though his past is well-documented, Billy rarely spoke to me about his upbringing, typically only doing so if I asked him about it. Like many successful people, he didn’t live in the past. He was a forward-looking man. He knew you couldn’t look back and continue to serve the Lord. Most of his time was spent studying the Word (six hours a day, according to Billy) so he could improve in sharing the message of the Gospel. He certainly never looked to prop up his legend, though he was truly a legendary man. Billy was very much interested in what was happening currently, which is why I think he allowed me to hang around him. He knew I was a younger evangelist, perhaps somewhat more in tune with the culture than he was. I suppose he also sensed my sincere desire to serve the Lord and knew I was looking for him to share his wisdom and guidance with me. Besides, it felt so good being in Billy’s presence.


Almost like having a little bit of Heaven on Earth.










CHAPTER THREE A Bespectacled Messenger



Any parent will tell you there is no such thing as the perfect teen. As the father of two sons, I speak from experience.


One of them was a handful right out of the womb, constantly pushing the envelope, while the other was shy, somewhat sheltered, and uncomfortable in his own skin. Both took years to find themselves and did so at their own pace.


A teen’s years are often some of the most difficult challenges for families to face, ripe for producing conflict. It’s a period of intense growth, not only physically but emotionally, intellectually, and spiritually. Hormonal changes come with puberty, which means teens have to deal with issues of identity, dating and sexuality, drinking, drugs, and social status among their peers.


Teens are often a combustible mix of boundless enthusiasm and total ignorance. “Feel like jumping off a thirty-foot cliff into a river bottom?” “Sure, go for it. What could possibly go wrong?” “Mom’s station wagon can get airborne—let’s go!” Or maybe this scenario: “Let’s mix everything in the medicine cabinet and see what happens!”


I guess you could say that Billy Graham’s behavior in his teenage years was tame by today’s standards, but he had a few episodes that would curl any parent’s hair—like the time he drove his dad’s car into a muddy sinkhole. By then Graham was a freshman in high school, and like many young men that age, he was speeding and showing off for his buddies. Obviously distracted, Billy drove the family car right into the mud. Tucking his tail between his legs, he knocked on a neighbor’s door, went inside, and called his dad, asking him to bring a team of mules to pull out the car (the 1930s version of a tow truck!). Frank Graham was usually a very quiet man, but he made it clear to his eldest son upon arrival that he was not pleased.


When Billy commenced his secondary education, “country kids” like him were required to transfer to Sharon High School at the edge of town. Billy recalled in his autobiography a scene that very well could have been in Francis Ford Coppola’s The Outsiders: “We newcomers glared at the students who were already there, and they glared back. It took at least six months for us to get used to each other. That first year at Sharon, I got into more fistfights and wrestling matches than in all the rest of my schooldays put together. And a couple of times, I got beaten.”


He was also beaten by alcohol, though that was by design. When Prohibition was repealed in December 1933, his father brought home two bottles of beer, placed one in front of Billy and the other in front of his sister, Catherine, then directed them to drink up. They did so and found the bitterness displeasing to their taste buds.


This approach worked like a charm because Billy and his sister never developed a taste for beer or any other alcoholic beverage, allowing them to abstain throughout their adult years. Billy said as an adult he also abstained for another reason.


“The Bible says if I do anything to make my brother stumble or fall, then I’m not to do it,” Billy said. “If people saw me sitting at a table drinking, in America at least, then they might say, ‘Well, Billy does it; it’s alright for me’ and they may become alcoholics as a result of it. So I have to be careful of my witness.”


Billy’s two vices as he entered high school were oddly matched: the opposite sex and chewing tobacco. The latter fell by the wayside quickly. The former was a little harder to shake.


The tallish, high-spirited teen became a heartthrob to young ladies at Sharon High School. With his height, stylish threads, wavy blond hair, and fierce blue eyes, Billy cut a striking figure. He could be seen holding hands and kissing girls in the hallways. Billy was a serial dater, often seeing two girls successively the same night. He seemed to have a different girlfriend every day, his sister Catherine noted. That doesn’t surprise me. Teenage Billy sounded like a fun and charismatic guy to be around.


Case in point: Billy sometimes borrowed a yellow convertible from a relative so a young woman he frequently dated could stand up and vigorously clang a cowbell as he hurtled along at breakneck speed down one of Charlotte’s country lanes. This tells me that people were going to notice Billy Graham, whether they wanted to or not.


While Billy had dated and kissed several girls, he showed uncommon restraint by not taking things further. Sure, he was tempted in the same way his male peers were, but he said the Lord had used his parents’ love, teachings, and discipline to keep him on the straight and narrow. In the back of Billy’s mind, the only person he was going to have sex with was the woman he was going to marry. But even that got put to the test.


During his senior year, while participating in a school play, Billy was wheedled one night into a dark classroom by a female cast member with a heavy-duty reputation for taking things too far. Before Billy knew what hit him, she was begging him to make love to her. Billy recalled in his autobiography, “My hormones were as active as any other healthy young male’s, and I had fantasized often enough about such a moment. But when it came, I silently cried to God for strength and darted from that classroom the way Joseph fled the bedroom of Potiphar’s philandering wife in ancient Egypt.”


Billy certainly was not naïve to the ways of the world. Sex was a topic he and his teenage buddies often discussed when they got together. And he got advanced tutoring from a ranch hand named Pedro Evans, whom Billy recalled as a rough-around-the-edges but fairly good-natured character. Pedro often confided in him about his sexual exploits with women, but Billy later suspected they were “probably embellished for my wide-eyed benefit.”


Pedro also tried to mentor Billy on the fine art of chewing tobacco. The highly addictive habit was introduced to a lot of teens, particularly in the South, through professional baseball players. That included Billy’s hero, Babe Ruth, who not only indulged in, but also endorsed chewing tobacco and smoking cigarettes.


The habit didn’t take hold for Billy because when Frank caught him with a chaw in his mouth, Pedro was fired. Billy also did not escape his father’s wrath and said he received a “thrashing to remember.”


Clearly, by age fifteen, Billy had seen and experienced sin firsthand, although immorality was not part of his makeup. Still, Billy had no desire to live his life for Christ. Perhaps he figured that would happen when he matured. Church was all well and good, and Billy would continue to attend and not complain to his parents, for he knew that “they would have whaled the tar out of me.”


The problem, as I see it, was that Billy Graham simply wasn’t ready for the Lord. Committing one’s life to Christ is a decision that we each must personally make. God was preparing Billy for the moment he would really hear the Gospel, as He does every person. But what we do with that moment is entirely up to us.


In late summer 1934, Charlotte’s Christian Men’s Club invited Dr. Mordecai Fowler Ham, a man Time magazine labeled a “fiery-eyed, long-fingered Kentucky revivalist” to Charlotte to blaze away in a sprawling “tent tabernacle,” which lasted twelve weeks between August 30 and November 25, 1934. Actually, it wasn’t a tent, but a twenty-thousand-square-foot cheap pine board building that Ham had to get a special variance to build because it wasn’t fireproof.


But blaze he did. Modern dance was only one of his targets. In Ham’s estimation, dances, whether held in a private home or a public dance hall, were one of the devil’s greatest agencies. Four out of five girls who went astray in big cities did so because they started dancing. “Sin,” “Hell,” the “inevitable decline of Western civilization,” cigarette smoking, night riding, and petting were other subjects he opined on for hours.


Ham vowed to stay until he drove the devil and his angels out of Charlotte. “Ham compared Charlotte to Sodom, which he said was little better than the Charlotte people who oppose his campaign in trying to save men’s souls,” wrote the Elizabeth City Independent on October 12 that year.


Ham, a tallish, balding, white-mustached man who wore “granny glasses” and impeccable clothing, developed a reputation for seeking out the worst sinners at the worst of times. He was a man with intense convictions who harangued revelers during New Orleans’ Mardi Gras; confronted a four-time murderer at a revival, then led him to Christ; and got a Chattanooga mob boss and bootleg czar with a first-degree murder rap to give up his life of crime and turn to Jesus.


Ham routinely got legislators to shut down saloons, gambling halls, and brothels, but not without blowback or some form of retribution. He often used his Bible to deflect blows from angry atheists, infidels, and moonshiners. Guns were routinely shoved in his face, and knives were pulled. Armed escorts, including U.S. Marshals, were common on many stops.


The evangelist’s bravado caught up with him when he was mowed down by an automobile and dragged for half a block. No one thought it was by accident. Ham required a team of fourteen doctors over a period of six weeks to bring him back from the brink of death. Upon discharge, he immediately picked up where he left off, and the threats continued, which included kidnapping his little daughter.


Ham was tougher than a two-dollar steak. And his unbridled passion for winning souls led to approximately three hundred thousand decisions for Christ in his evangelistic career.


In addition to unsaved souls, Ham was also known for going after clergy when he felt they were getting too complacent. He had a term for these folks: he called them “halfway fellows.”


Ham once told a reporter:




There are a lot of Christians who are halfway fellows. They stand in the door, holding on to the church with one hand while they play with the toys of the world with the other. They are in the doorway and we cannot bring sinners in. And, until we get some of God’s people right, we cannot hope to get sinners regenerated. Now they always accuse me of carrying around a sledgehammer with which to pound church members. Yes sir, I do pound them, every time I come down, I knock one of the halfway fellows out of the doorway, and every time I knock one out, I get a sinner in.





Frank and Morrow Graham initially put off attending Ham’s revival based on the tacit disapproval of their minister at the Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church, who thought Ham was a rabble-rousing troublemaker. They skipped the first week or so of his revival, which started in late August. But finally, a neighbor couple escorted them to one of Ham’s sermons. The Grahams were instantly hooked on the old-fashioned revival, which was drawing two to three thousand people a night. They began attending almost nightly.


Billy, on the other hand, was openly leery of Ham and refused to go. Surprisingly, he held a very cynical view of evangelists. Like many in his day, he thought they were crooked quick-buck artists who preyed on peoples’ emotions. Billy was a smart kid, if you ask me!


In actuality, Ham may not have been crooked, but this reputation certainly preceded him. When he arrived in a new town, his MO was to search out the biggest and most vile sinner and take them to task. When he rolled into Charlotte, considered one of the most churchgoing cities in the country, and sniffed around, he soon discovered the “Queen City” had an underbelly. He was informed by local preachers that sexual immorality was rampant, especially among young people. Ham claimed that students from Charlotte’s Central High School had been visiting a nearby house of prostitution during lunch hour, and he had the affidavits to prove it, which he gladly turned over to the city council.


The story broke in both the Charlotte News and Charlotte Observer. The crusade became the talk of the town. Locals felt the honor of Charlotte’s youth had been besmirched. Students were upset and angry, as were a few of Charlotte’s most high-powered lawyers, who leaned heavily on Ham through newspaper op-eds to end the crusade. (After police raided the brothel and the owners were convicted, the threats against Ham suddenly disappeared.)


Central High School students were especially infuriated at the evangelist and demanded a public apology. And if they didn’t get one, they were going to march on the tabernacle and physically evict him from the platform. Suddenly, Billy was intrigued, though still not ready to commit.


But who could get him to go?


The answer came in the form of twenty-four-year-old Albert McMakin, a recently married man who worked several years on the Graham farm. McMakin had given his life to Christ a year before and was on fire for the Lord. He had been attending Ham’s services regularly, and one October night, he was planning on loading his old vegetable truck with as many people as he could fit to hear another nightly sermon. When he came across Billy that day, he extended the invitation.


“Why don’t you come out and hear our fighting preacher?” McMakin suggested.


“Is he a fighter?” Billy asked. The notion of Ham as a scrappy streetfighter willing to take on all comers captivated him. “I like a fighter.”


McMakin threw in the extra incentive of letting Billy drive his truck into town, even suggesting that he could perhaps pick up Pauline Presson (a girl Billy was sweet on) and take her to the service. Billy, a few weeks shy of his sixteenth birthday, took the bait.


“I figured he was the same way that I had been, a moral boy with a head knowledge taught by his own people, but not having come face-to-face with the Lord Jesus Christ,” McMakin said of Billy.


When they arrived that night at the corner of Central and Pecan Avenues (today it’s the parking lot of a French bistro in the Central Square Shopping Center) in downtown Charlotte, the tent tabernacle was nearly filled to capacity. Billy and the rest of the folks crammed into the truck that night and traipsed through a parking lot filled with cars and people, feeling the same kind of electricity that would later infuse rock concerts in the 1960s and ’70s. Once they entered the tent, it was like a whole new world: wood shavings and sawdust on the floor, lightbulbs strung along the overhead rafters, the angelic choir all dressed in white backed by the rollicking playing of pianist Rawley Treadway, and the empty podium awaiting Ham, whose sonorous voice would deliver a thundering Gospel sermon. The group sat in the rear of the auditorium. It was one of the largest crowds Billy had seen up to that point in his life (though later, when he was at his peak, he would routinely speak to audiences ten to fifty times this size).


The large crowd, the singing, and the excitement served as a great buildup for Ham, who started each sermon by opening his Bible and wasted no time launching into his message. He spoke loudly and with clear diction—so loudly, in fact, that everyone in the tent could hear him without the assistance of a PA system. Decades later, Billy remembered that special moment in his 1997 autobiography.


“I have no recollection of what he preached about, but I was spellbound,” Graham wrote. “In some indefinable way, he was getting through to me. I was hearing another voice, as was often said of Dwight L. Moody when he preached: the voice of the Holy Spirit.”


As an evangelist, this is what I hope and pray for: that non-believers hear the voice of God when I preach. To be effective, my message is intentionally streamlined. In the minds of some, it might seem simplistic. I would use a slightly different word: simple.


The evangelist effectively preaches to solicit a decision from the moment his message begins. And the crowning moment is the invitation, or the altar call. This is when the non-believer is invited to commit his life to Christ.


Billy understood this well and, in my opinion, was the greatest evangelist who ever lived (excluding the apostles, of course). In fact, Billy Graham would become the gold standard for all evangelists. And it would all begin when the young Billy Frank heard the bespectacled messenger, Mordecai Ham.


Billy didn’t give his heart to the Lord that night, but something rattled him. Driving back home in the truck, he was deep in thought. His friend Albert McMakin took notice of his spiritual struggle.


“He didn’t know really what was wrong with him. He moved around from one place to another,” McMakin recalled. “I could tell he was under conviction, but I kept my mouth shut because I felt God was handling this affair, and I could very well cause him not to go with me if I said much.”


As it turned out, McMakin didn’t need to worry. Graham was hooked. Ham’s crusade was the best draw in town, and Billy began attending his sermons on a nightly basis over the next several weeks. It wasn’t just the spectacle; he grew to enjoy Ham’s choice of lively topics, which included a potpourri of mankind’s worldly sins.


Ham’s sermon on Hell most piqued Billy’s curiosity because as a young man, he had never heard his preacher even broach the subject. Today Ham might be called a hellfire-and-brimstone preacher. Many people might complain there are too many people cut from that cloth, but quite frankly, I don’t believe there are enough of them. I see preachers on TV, but I can’t remember the last time I heard a message on God’s judgment and the inevitable hellfire awaiting them.


That’s not all preachers should discuss, of course, but when they leave it out completely, they are not delivering an authentic Gospel message. The fact is, Jesus Christ Himself spoke more on the topic of Hell than all the other preachers of the Bible put together.


The more Billy listened to these sermons, the more he became convicted. Naturally, this led to confusion. He had been baptized, practically memorized the entire Shorter Catechism, and had been confirmed in the Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church. He was kind to everyone (except maybe his school bus driver and the little old ladies in church wearing those frilly hats), respectful to his parents, and truly didn’t have a mean bone in his body. Lying, cheating, and stealing were foreign concepts to Billy.


Good boy, most certainly. But was he actually saved? Not yet. But that would happen very soon, and the world would be a much different place because of it.
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