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• FOREWORD •


A. LARRY ROSS


President of A. Larry Ross Communications, founded in 1994, has more than thirty-seven years’ experience in mainstream and Christian public relations, including serving as director of media/public relations and principal spokesperson for evangelist Billy Graham since 1981


OVERVIEW


Since 1993, Chicken Soup for the Soul — one of the world’s most iconic, recognizable and trusted brands, renowned for sharing uplifting stories — has inspired readers all over the world with more than 500 million copies of its 250 or so titles, translated into more than forty languages.


But the book you hold in your hand is unique and unprecedented, marking the only time in its twenty-year history that the Chicken Soup for the Soul series has focused on a single individual — evangelist Billy Graham. Regardless of your familiarity with Mr. Graham or your identification with his message, more important than the person are the transferable principles by which he lives his life.


This original anthology contains 101 personal and anecdotal stories by some of the most significant world changers and influential leaders in government, business, sports, entertainment and religion, as well as friends and relatives of Mr. Graham who know him best.


Just as Billy Graham’s influence and impact transcend religious, racial and political boundaries, so does the list of contributors to this volume as they reveal and confirm his place in history. Prominent Christian pastors, leaders from other faiths, celebrities, heroes, regular citizens — and remarkably, every living U.S. President — collectively document the effects of Mr. Graham’s worldwide ministry over more than six decades.


Contributors include a sheer diversity of leadership representing myriad professions, geographical locations, political persuasions and faith traditions, all of whom coalesce around the common denominator of utmost respect for one individual — including those who do not share his perspective or worldview.


Considering the current polarization and politicization of our nation, it is extraordinary to have voices from all walks of life, representing a full spectrum of ideology and methodology, joined in praise for an inclusive Christian leader known for unwavering conviction in a biblical worldview. During this arguably unparalleled period of divisiveness in America and our world, there is, perhaps, no other individual who has been able to unite diverse people like Billy Graham has.


Because Mr. Graham never compromised his integrity nor watered down his message to achieve consensus or reach critical mass, it is his character and integrity that have engendered such an unprecedented tribute. In a sense, this celebration of friendship and influence is a first look at the evangelist’s legacy — while he is still alive.


This volume reflects Mr. Graham’s counter-intuitive, inclusive approach to public ministry, electing to have his story chronicled not by an official biographer, but rather through the lens of others sharing how his message influenced or impacted their lives.


Billy Graham faithfully preached a timeless message in a timely way at the intersection of faith and culture. He put the green grass of the Gospel down low where “even the goats could get it,” showing how the Bible speaks to personal and societal problems, and always providing an opportunity for audiences to respond by making a personal faith commitment.


Early in his ministry he helped define and give credibility to Evangelical Christianity. His crusades brought unity, visibility and credibility to the local church. He was a catalytic unifier of the Church around shared priorities rather than differences, cultivating mainline churches and prompting Protestant/Catholic cooperation in evangelism.


In the absence of an official spokesperson, for years Billy Graham was perceived as a senior statesman and the perennial “go to” authoritative resource for the media on issues related to the Christian faith and a biblical worldview. While his emphasis was evangelism, not ecumenism, during his travels Mr. Graham also met with and gained the respect of leaders of other faiths.


Though primarily an evangelist, Mr. Graham worked tirelessly as a man of conscience, compassion and peace, often facilitating rapprochement between disparate groups. He provided leadership influence by example in racial/denominational reconciliation, civil rights, social justice and de facto international diplomacy by pioneering early ministry efforts behind the Iron Curtain. As a spiritual entrepreneur, his vision had a seminal influence to found or encourage others to seize a timely opportunity to initiate more than thirty separate ministry organizations.


But the remarkable thing about him is that there is no difference between the public and private Billy Graham. He is the same individual one-on-one over a meal or in a meeting back at the hotel as he is behind the pulpit. Though he is a spiritual confidant to some of the world’s foremost leaders in government, entertainment, sport and business, he made anyone in his presence feel like the most important person in the world at that moment.


A LIFE WELL-LIVED AND A LORD WELL-SERVED


I am honored by the invitation to pen the foreword to this anthology tribute to a man whose prophetic voice has not only influenced three generations as “God’s Ambassador,” “Evangelist to the World,” and “Pastor to Presidents,” but has had a profound impact on my life as a colleague, friend and significant spiritual mentor.


But first I must reframe the underlying premise, “Billy Graham & Me,” into the lexicon of the man himself, who would be more deferential and self-effacing, identifying the source of his strength and success as “Billy Graham & God.” I have merely been privileged to have a front-row seat at the game to observe that spiritual partnership firsthand and watch Mr. Graham’s agendaless servant leadership unfold over more than three decades of his public ministry.


FIRST IMPRESSION


I was raised in Wheaton, Illinois, a suburb twenty-five miles west of Chicago, where Mr. Graham received his education and where my father was a Bible professor in the graduate school that is now located in the building on campus that bears the evangelist’s name.


I will never forget the first time I heard Billy Graham preach, when I was just nine years old — though it is not a happy memory. One hot, muggy Sunday afternoon in June 1962, with a temperature of 94 degrees and 97 percent humidity, my parents dragged my brothers and me to the final meeting of his Greater Chicago Crusade at Soldier Field, adjacent to the lake downtown.


I was sitting in the next to last row in the corner of the stadium — one of 116,000 people in an overflow crowd under the blistering sun — and Mr. Graham was just a speck on a small platform at the other end of the field. All I can remember is how thirsty I felt, though I must admit it was purely physical, not spiritual, like the craving of so many others who attended his meetings.


Little did I know in my youth, however, that the providence of God would so closely intertwine our lives — Billy Graham’s and mine — as the faculty house that was my boyhood home would have to be moved in order to build The Billy Graham Center; I would myself graduate from Wheaton College thirty-three years after him; and later I would transition from a mainstream corporate and agency public relations career to serve as his personal spokesperson for, at this writing, thirty-two years.


FIRST INTRODUCTION


The first time I was introduced to Mr. Graham was in fall 1976, shortly after graduating from college, while working for a meeting planning firm that organized convention logistics for large corporations. I was an intern, assigned to help with the Holiday Inn Franchise Holders convention in Memphis. As a reward for working hard, the president of our company asked me which of the many celebrities and marquee speakers I wanted to meet personally.


Without hesitation, I asked to meet Billy Graham, who had spoken at a prayer breakfast for attendees that morning. The president told me that at that very moment he was having his picture taken with the client’s board of directors across the hall. The next thing I knew, we barged through the door, interrupting the photo shoot, and my colleague said presumptuously, “Billy Graham, this young man went to your alma mater and would like to meet you.”


I was mortified, as the evangelist was seated in the middle, surrounded by at least twenty-four directors standing in two rows. He smiled, stood up, shook my hand and we spoke privately for several minutes. He then turned to the group and for another ten minutes shared about our common heritage, values and biblical worldview, using my interruption as an opportunity to share his own personal testimony of faith.


I would later observe that this was Mr. Graham’s constant priority, practice and platform, to boldly — yet sensitively — share the transformative power of the Gospel message as any occasion would allow. And God has honored his faithfulness.


POWERFUL PREACHER


The universality and accessibility of Mr. Graham’s message was powerfully impressed upon me one Friday evening in 1984 when he preached to the upper echelons of British society, including the Queen of England, several members of the Royal Family and the Lords and Ladies of London at a black-tie dinner.


The following Sunday afternoon, I accompanied the evangelist to an outdoor park in London’s East End, where he was scheduled to address a crowd of 5,000 low-income immigrants. As our vehicle approached the venue, I asked Mr. Graham what message he planned to preach, to which he replied, “The same sermon I gave to the Royal family two nights ago.”


A LIFE MARKED BY HUMILITY, INTEGRITY, AUTHENTICITY AND LOVE


My longtime pastor in Dallas defines success as “when those who know you best, love you the most,” and that certainly holds true for Billy Graham. In an era where confidence in institutions is crumbling, and even religious organizations are being scrutinized or Christian leaders criticized for behavior inconsistent with their beliefs, he has long modeled courage, character and conviction and stood as an example of how to finish well.


Associate evangelist Ralph Bell once referred to Mr. Graham as a leader “who walked with the Lord daily.” That is the measure of the man — who he really is — and the source of his spiritual strength and power.


Through the years, many reporters have asked me to sum up Billy Graham’s life and legacy in one word. But in response, I have to use four: humility, integrity, authenticity and love — each of which I have observed consistently in my travels with him.


HUMILITY


In July 1999 I accompanied Mr. Graham to the local NBC affiliate in Jacksonville, where he did a remote interview with Katie Couric on Today. While waiting in the green room, the floor producer asked me if he would be willing to sign her copy of his recently published memoirs, Just As I Am.


Despite symptoms of Parkinson’s that made writing difficult, he was happy to oblige, which so touched the young woman that she asked Mr. Graham if she could pray for him. That moved me deeply, as it was the first time in my quarter century of traveling with him that someone took such an initiative, rather than asking him to offer a prayer on his or her behalf.


After the producer left the room, Mr. Graham turned to me and said genuinely, “I have never understood why in the world anyone would want my autograph.” At first I thought he was joking, but then realized his puzzled sincerity was reflective of his self-identification as “a country boy called to preach,” who could not fathom why the Lord chose him to be blessed with such spiritual responsibility and global opportunity.


As best I could, I tried to clarify for Mr. Graham what his inscription in her book meant to that young woman and others who made similar requests through the years, explaining his obvious influence and the significant impact of his ministry on her, since she had made a faith commitment at one of his crusades as a teenager. To my surprise, he responded, somewhat matter-of-factly, “I have only asked for one autograph in my whole life.”


Now it was I who was flummoxed, as I sat in stunned silence trying to determine who that individual would have been, going over in my mind myriad celebrities, influencers and world changers Mr. Graham had met during his travels.


At first I thought it was Babe Ruth, whom I knew he greeted after a ballgame when he was twelve years old. My second candidate was President Truman, whom he met on his first visit to the White House in the early 1950s. Or possibly it was Winston Churchill, who summoned the young evangelist to his chambers after his successful mission at Wembley Stadium in 1954 to ask him the secret of gathering such huge crowds (which Billy Graham explained was due to the Holy Spirit, not anything he had done).


When I sheepishly turned to Mr. Graham and asked if any of these individuals had been worthy of such a request, he said, “No.” Acknowledging I would probably never be able to guess, he explained, “It was John Glenn. He and I sat next to each other at the March 1998 TIME magazine 75th anniversary gala at Radio City Music Hall honoring all living cover subjects.


“As we got up to leave, John asked me for my autograph,” Mr. Graham continued. “I replied, ‘I’ve never asked anyone in my whole life to sign something. Could I have yours?’ And so we swapped autographs!”


INTEGRITY


Among the many examples of Mr. Graham’s personal, spiritual and financial integrity, I remember when he kicked off the twelve-week, six-city Mission England tour the summer of 1984 in Bristol, west of London. In their coverage of the opening service, local papers appealed to their readers’ British reserve through articles criticizing the “emotionalism” of the American evangelist’s meeting. Their evidence was the fact that the choir sang softly during his invitation for people to come forward to make a faith commitment.


So for only the second time in the history of their ministry, before the start of the meeting the next evening, Mr. Graham told program director Cliff Barrows to refrain from having the choir sing during the invitation. But the next day, the headlines in the paper read, “The emotionalism was in the silence,” and Mr. Graham decided that if he was going to get criticized, they should at least do it right, and they went back to the choir accompaniment for the rest of the mission — and ever since.



AUTHENTICITY


In August 2005, just two months after he had preached his final crusade in New York City, I went to visit Mr. Graham at his log cabin home in western North Carolina. On the flight to Asheville, I reflected on an observation shared by a pastor friend that every individual needs three things in order to find fulfillment in life: someone to love, something to do and something to anticipate.


As I drove up the mountain to call on Mr. Graham, I realized that for the first time in more than six decades the evangelist had only two out of three of those elements. He still had Ruth, his marriage and ministry partner of then sixty-one years; he was working on a new book and remained regularly engaged with the ministry he founded; but he could not look forward to another crusade planned for the near future.


I knew that Billy Graham always believed and lived what he preached, but I wondered how that applied to his current life stage. What mindset would I encounter in the forward-thinking evangelist, who had always focused on the next thing and who had been a part of current events on the world stage since the Truman Administration?


While sitting together on his back porch for several hours, eventually watching the sun start to set over his beloved Blue Ridge Mountains, I asked Mr. Graham how he felt. He replied, “I have never been more at peace in my life. My wife Ruth has been there for me as I traveled the world in itinerant ministry. But with her recent medical needs, it is now time for me to take care of her. God has enabled me to do that, and I am looking forward to spending more time together.” Ruth passed in 2007.


During my most recent visit to Mr. Graham’s home, despite physical limitations of his own, I found him once again filled with passion and purpose. As he sat in his favorite chair in the den, he told me how he felt called to deliver one more sermon about the need for renewal in the Church and revival across America.


It was obvious that, though his body might be physically weakened, the heart of the evangelist continued to beat. He had already selected his text, Galatians 6:14, which he had posted in big letters on the wall beside him and recited to me, “‘May I never boast, except in the Cross of our Lord Jesus Christ…’” In his characteristic authenticity and transparency, he then stressed that when he gets to heaven he is going to lay any awards and rewards received in this life at the feet of Jesus.


LEADERSHIP WITH LOVE


Several years ago I had the opportunity to share the story about Mr. Graham and John Glenn at the TIME gala with a former bureau chief of the magazine. He smiled, acknowledging that he was at that event, and told me I needed to know “the rest of the story.”


He then informed me that the black-tie dinner in question was held in March 1998, during the period following President Bill Clinton’s impeachment by the House of Representatives. Minutes before the event was scheduled to begin, organizers were in crisis mode, as iconic sports figure Joe DiMaggio had refused to sit next to the President at the head table.


Further, no other celebrity or marquee figure in attendance would accept that offer and they seemed reluctant to be photographed with him in the midst of the political kerfuffle. When Billy Graham was approached about the situation, he declared, “I’ll sit next to the President. He’s my friend!”


What mattered most to Mr. Graham was to faithfully lift up the name of Jesus with authenticity and integrity to the great and the low, the high and the humble. Though he never compromised the Gospel or the dimension of the reality of God’s judgment, unlike some other Christian leaders whose messages come across as condemning, in my experience Mr. Graham always functioned as a “paramedic,” rather than a “policeman,” for the Kingdom of God.


Billy Graham represents a balance of grace and truth. He is a man of humility, integrity, authenticity and an agent of God’s love, who despite his many gifts and ability, the Lord used more for his availability. He had an audience of One, and would consistently “suit up and show up,” leaving the results to the Lord he served, and giving all the glory and honor to God, knowing that he was operating with faith in His strength and power from above.
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STEVE POSNER


Instructor at the University of Southern California and author of Spiritual Delights and Delusions and Israel Undercover, among others


When I met Billy Graham in 1979, he was the most influential evangelical preacher in the world. Today, more than three decades later, he remains a powerful presence. His enduring stature is not only the result of his captivating sermons. It is the man, not just the preacher, who millions of people honor and admire.


The personal stories in this book show us why so many individuals from differing faiths, nationalities, and political beliefs regard Billy Graham as a touchstone of goodness. They come from people who have been inspired by his lifelong determination to live by the words of Jesus, rather than to just speak about them.


The first Billy Graham Crusade was held in 1947 at the Civic Auditorium in Grand Rapids, Michigan, but it was his 1949 appearance in Los Angeles that catapulted him to fame. Standing inside a gigantic tent dubbed the “Canvas Cathedral With the Steeple of Light,” Billy Graham delivered a series of sermons that reached 350,000 people. “Held Over By Popular Demand” read a local flyer, and indeed he was: the revival kept going and going, far past the original three-week schedule, stretching on for nearly two months. The impact was huge, even for Hollywood. The popularity of the young preacher, just thirty years old, was unprecedented.


Billy Graham went on to hold more than 400 crusades in 185 countries. He never ceased to remind us that his popularity came from God, and that he was merely a vehicle to spread His message of forgiveness, redemption, and service.


With characteristic humility, he often said that throughout his six decades of ministry, there was always a risk that he might one day succumb to the temptations of fame. He was aware that, like many others, he could fall victim to the allure of wealth, pride, and passion that come with celebrity. Such disarming honesty connected him to the average person, because many of us know that we too might be led astray if we had such global fame and power.


He refused to pretend that he was the best or wisest among us. That honor, he insisted, belonged to God. However often the headlines blared about Billy Graham the evangelical superstar, he would guide us back to the real news that he lived to tell: No one is hopeless, for God’s love can redeem us.


I once asked him about the fate of those who do not share his faith. “I don’t try to play God, saying you’re lost and you’re saved. That’s between the person and God,” he said. “I think we are told to proclaim Jesus Christ as the way, the truth, and the light, but God will decide who is saved and who is lost.”


When I asked if he was able to distinguish between the word of God and the word of Billy Graham, his answer was simple: I try to stay faithful to Scripture. “Being an Evangelist simply means that I am to declare the Gospel, and the word ‘Gospel’ means the good news,” he said. “And the good news is that God loves you and He loves everybody.”


Many authors have thoughtfully written about Billy Graham’s charisma and his oratory, yet the stories in this book reveal something different. They give us an inside glimpse of the ways in which the everyday Billy Graham has lived as a loving father, brother, grandfather, uncle, mentor, pastor, statesman, and friend.


I am deeply grateful for the generosity of all the contributors. They took the time to graciously share their experiences so we could draw inspiration from them.


My wife, Mona, was instrumental in the writing of this book. Personally working with the contributors, she was deeply moved by their reflections about Billy Graham. As a result of her inspired insight, she was able to bring together a diverse group of people to create a combination of stories that carry a universally uplifting message. The book’s value is directly attributable to her participation and wisdom. She represents the spiritual heart of this project.


I want to thank Amy Newmark, the talented and tireless publisher at Chicken Soup for the Soul, who worked with me on this project. My appreciation also goes to the company’s CEO, Bill Rouhana, who believed in this effort from the beginning.


This book could not have written without the support of Billy Graham’s personal spokesman, Larry Ross. His cheerful assistance and steadfast dedication to Mr. Graham was inspirational and invaluable. Mr. Graham’s representative, Michael Crisp, helped guide this project to its completion. Billy Graham’s chief-of-staff, David Bruce, gave us the opportunity to coordinate our work with the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association. I am grateful to them all.


Bryan Aubrey deserves great praise for his astute editorial skills. My gratitude goes to Bob Jacobs, Annette Norris, Cynthia Lane, Susan Heim, Mary Lou Lohr, Mia Maturen, and Jesse Posner whose valuable participation was essential. My assistant, Marilyn Muerth, demonstrated her usual excellence when assembling all the complex pieces needed to complete this book. D’ette Corona, assistant publisher of Chicken Soup for the Soul, was also invaluable in working with all the contributors and creating every part of this book.


My final words are for Billy Graham, whose good-natured kindness has stayed with me throughout all these years. I remember when I was still in my twenties, reading his books and preparing questions in anticipation of my meeting with the world’s most famous preacher. When the time came, the man I met was more than that. He seemed almost unaware of his own fame. We spoke as if we were old friends. As the conversation progressed, with just the two of us talking, away from the crowds and the adoring spotlight, I could sense the gentleness of his spirit. “The greatest demonstration of a true Christian is that he loves people,” he told me. In these pages you will find 101 stories about a man who loves people, and the people who love him back.
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LAMAR ALEXANDER


U.S. Senator (Tennessee), former Secretary of Education and former Governor of Tennessee


I’ve known Billy Graham a long time. It goes back to 1979 when the Billy Graham Crusade came to Nashville. I was in my first year as governor then, and I was asked to play the piano for the singing. There was a crowd of about 35,000 people at Vanderbilt Stadium, and Cliff Barrows, Billy Graham’s song leader, was warming them up. They invited me over the night before to prepare for it, and I found out later that they were really trying to find out whether I could actually play the piano or not! But I did, and it was a lot of fun.


Afterwards, Cliff Barrows asked me if I was any relation to Charles M. Alexander. I told him yes, he was my dad’s older cousin, and he’d grown up on a nearby farm in East Tennessee. Cliff’s face brightened, saying that he was the world’s greatest song leader in the early 1900s. “He did what I do today, and no one has inspired me more.” He told me how Charles Alexander had traveled the world with famous evangelists, including R.A. Torrey and J. Wilbur Chapman, and how he had roused crowds across England, Australia, China, and Japan.


A month later, Cliff sent me one of two books that he had about Charles Alexander’s life. When I opened the book, I found a signature on the front page. It said, Charles M. Alexander, Timothy 2:15. I opened our family Bible to that verse when I’d been sworn in as governor a few months earlier, knowing it was my father’s favorite verse, but I never knew the reason. So when I opened the book Cliff Barrows sent me, I found out why my father loved that verse.


I’d seen Billy Graham at meetings over the years, but that crusade in Nashville in 1979 was when I spent the most time with him. I’ve always been impressed with his lack of pomp and circumstance, and with his sincerity. About twenty years ago, I got on the elevator at the Mayflower Hotel in Washington and somebody said, “Hello, Lamar.” I turned around, and it was Billy Graham. It was such a simple greeting. He was just pleasant and friendly, never putting on airs. That is a characteristic of his that I’ve always admired.


You can’t try to be yourself. You have to be yourself. When you’re not, people can see through that pretty quickly, particularly in the television era. Television has its good and bad sides, but one thing television does is permit you to size up people pretty quickly — their personality and their sincerity, or lack of it. And so Billy Graham’s naturalness has always helped him on television, even with people who haven’t believed in his message.


TV is a very intense medium, and it reveals a lot about anyone who’s there. That’s why presidential debates are so important on television. I’ve seen them firsthand, and I know that it’s not so much what the candidates say, it’s how they conduct themselves. It gives viewers a chance to size them up. So to be able to survive for fifty years using such an intense medium is really a great compliment to Billy Graham’s sincerity. On television, it’s hard to fool people for fifty seconds. I’ve rarely known anyone who doubted Billy Graham’s sincerity — agnostics, atheists, intellectuals at Harvard University, where I taught before being elected to the Senate, even people who disagree with him. Everyone respects his sincerity and authenticity. He may not always have changed their minds, but he earned their respect.


I remember the time someone asked him: “What has been the most remarkable thing about your life?” Billy’s answer was that it goes by so quickly. It’s as if he’s always known this, since there’s always been a sense of urgency about his teaching, and this has inspired people to act on his message. Throughout his many decades of preaching, people were able to see Billy’s integrity and unwavering sincerity, which reflect the teachings of that verse cherished by my father, his cousin, and myself: “Be diligent to present yourself approved to God, a worker who does not need to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth” (Timothy 2:15).
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JUSTIN ALLGAIER


NASCAR driver and 2008 ARCA Re/Max Series Champion


The first time I heard about Billy Graham, I was pretty young, probably about ten years old. I grew up in the Church, and they talked about him a lot at Sunday school. The two teachers who taught me were big Billy Graham fans. He actually went to Wheaton College, just a three-hour drive from where I lived in Riverton, Illinois. Even though I was young, I felt close to him. I think the part that impressed me was that a lot of roads were paved because of him. Compared to the average community church, his crusades helped make evangelical Christianity more mainstream. Even if there were tens, hundreds, or thousands in a congregation — or however many might go to a local church — there really wasn’t anybody out there like Billy Graham, whose preaching reached millions around the world.


I had achieved personal success as a NASCAR driver, already winning titles at fifteen, which had made me a celebrity while I was still in high school, but it was Billy Graham who allowed me to see that one person’s voice can make a real difference.


I think the biggest thing that I like is that he wasn’t afraid to go anywhere with his teaching, even to communist countries like North Korea and the Soviet Union. A lot of people just go with what’s politically popular. When Jesus dwelt among us, He preached everywhere, to anyone who was willing to listen.


Billy Graham’s preaching during the Vietnam War also influenced me, inspiring me to stand up and talk about what I believe in. When Billy Graham visited the troops, many critics wanted him to take a political stand on the Vietnam War. Those who protested against it demanded that he side with them. Those who supported it wanted the same. As he wrote in his autobiography, when reporters asked if he was in favor of the war or against it during one of his trips to Vietnam, he told them, “My only desire is to minister to our troops by my prayers and spiritual help wherever I can.” I just thought that was very cool, and some of the things he said were pretty powerful, even though they were very controversial at the time.


When I moved to North Carolina in 2008, it was amazing to see the following that he had. I was already a fan, and with him having gone to school in my own home state of Illinois and my now living in Charlotte where the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association is headquartered, it is as if he’s been a continuing presence throughout my life. But to actually arrive in Charlotte and see the following that he has here is unbelievable. It seems like there aren’t many people in the community who haven’t been touched in some way by him. It’s like everybody you run into has a story about him. You don’t normally have that effect on a big city.


Religious figures typically come and go. Their popularity peaks quickly, whereas Billy Graham has been popular for decades. I think that speaks volumes about the person he is, and how cool it is that he could have done that. I’m twenty-six years old, and Billy Graham is in his nineties, and I’ve been very lucky to be alive at the same time as him.
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DANNY AYALON


Deputy Foreign Minister of Israel and member of the Knesset; former Israeli Ambassador to the U.S.


Today, with extremism and intolerance in every corner of the world, Billy Graham’s words, thoughts, prayers and life teachings, throughout his great career, have served a great purpose for bearing love and acceptance of others. As a former member of the Israeli Defense Forces and a current representative in the Knesset, Israel’s parliament, I have seen how Dr. Graham’s words provide us all with direction towards mutual respect and understanding.


From the first time I heard Billy Graham on TV, I have felt he speaks the truth; that he speaks from his heart. I have been very moved by his faith. As a proud Jew and Israeli, I have been deeply encouraged by his steadfast support for Israel and, I think, for all the people of Israel. He understands that we are here because of a grand plan, God’s design, first and foremost to work for God’s glory, to bring God’s Word to the world. I believe Billy Graham has felt this same responsibility in the Judeo-Christian heritage.


I didn’t hear Dr. Graham speak until after I was already married in 1980. My wife and I met in Israel, but she came from a family in Ohio. They were very devout Christians. Her father once told me how as a young man, he went to one of Billy Graham’s services, and there became reborn, with new meaning and purpose in his life.


I will never forget hearing Dr. Graham say that one of the most exciting developments of the century was the rebirth of the nation of Israel. He then talked about this new land, scarcely more than 150 miles in length and nine miles in breadth, so big in history, the cradle of civilizations and the birthplace of the Ten Commandments, which were imparted just south of Sinai. I was so inspired!


Billy Graham has often spoken of Israel, preaching that Israel is the land where Jesus was born and raised as a rabbi — that it is here in this holy land that He brought about His miracles. Dr. Graham deeply affirms the unbreakable bond between Jews and Christians. Of course, we cannot hide the major theological differences between Judaism and Christianity, but Billy Graham’s words are a testament to our common Judeo-Christian heritage and legacy, which brought about Western civilization with its justice, morality, and code of law.


It is no coincidence that my wife, who grew up watching Billy Graham, shares his embrace of our shared values. She is the president and co-founder of The Galilean Campus, a major project located in Migdal, on the shores of the Sea of Galilee. Its mission is to give Christians a greater understanding of the Jewish roots of their faith, and God’s plan for His nation Israel. It will be a place for Christians to experience a spiritual renewal with God in the very land that both traditions cherish.


Today, we see the great biblical prophecies of Isaiah, Ezekiel and Jeremiah being fulfilled. Our return to Israel has given Jews, and also Christians, free access to all our sacred places — whether in Jerusalem or the Galilee — for the first time in 2,000 years. In the Bible, throughout Isaiah, we have the prophecies for the glory of Zion with Jews coming from all corners of the earth for the restoration of Israel, and for the Messiah to come. These are promises from God, and we Israelis understand this great responsibility to build our country and defend ourselves in our faith as part of God’s plan.


Israelis appreciate Billy Graham not only because he has supported our country, but also because he has always been positive and forthcoming — never offensive. He has never tried to proselytize Jews, respecting instead our traditions while also highlighting our common values. He has done so much for Israeli-American relationships in general that President Nixon offered to make him the U.S. Ambassador to Israel. However, understanding his work and sermons were more important, he chose to pass up political opportunity and stay in the spiritual realm — a decision which has clearly benefitted millions of people all over the globe.
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CLIFF BARROWS


Mr. Graham’s devoted friend and his longtime music and program director, and radio host of Hour of Decision


I’ve had the joy of working with Billy Graham most of my life, from the time I was twenty-two years old and first met him in North Carolina in 1945. On our honeymoon my new wife and I went to a Bible conference. It was a youth meeting on a Saturday night and the place was full. But the director of the conference said they couldn’t start the meeting because they didn’t have a song leader. The man who had taken us there said, “I can help you. I have a young couple here. He leads the singing and she plays the piano.” He turned to us and said, “You’ll help out, won’t you?” I said, “If we can, we’ll be happy to do so.”


Billy Graham was standing there and he said, “Well, come on Cliff. We won’t be choosy! Let’s go!”


We started the service and had a wonderful time. That was the beginning of our work together. At the time I thought I might want to go on to seminary, but my wife and I prayed that the Lord would show us the right path. He definitely did and assured us, “You will be happy leading the singing for Billy, and I’ll take care of the preaching end.”


A year later on a bright morning in Philadelphia, I told Billy about this. He put his arm around me, smiled, and said, “Cliff, this is wonderful! Let’s pray that the Lord will keep us together till He calls us home, or until He comes again.” I said, “I’ll be happy to go anywhere. I’ll carry your suitcases. I’ll do whatever you want me to do. I’ll just be grateful to be in the ministry with you.”


That’s how Billy and I began our work together in those early days in Youth for Christ meetings. It wasn’t until 1950 that the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association was formally created and we began broadcasting the Hour of Decision radio program.


It’s been almost seventy years since then. We’ve been together all that time, and I never once doubted this was what the Lord wanted me to do. We’ve been in 185 countries and territories around the world, speaking to 215 million people face to face, and nearly three million have come forward in a public commitment to make a decision for Christ.


There are so many stories I could tell about the wonderful things that have happened in those years, but two stories come to mind right now.


It was 1966 and we were to travel to England shortly for our meeting at the Earl’s Court Arena in London. We had been in London twelve years before at the Harringay meetings, which were outstanding and touched the whole United Kingdom and also much of Europe.


Billy had been reading The Times and other newspapers so he could get up to date on what was happening in England and make his message relevant to the people. Some of the young reporters were recalling the meetings in Harringay. They’d heard about the big response when hundreds of people came forward at the invitation. They also knew that we sang the song, “Just As I Am,” and automatically attributed the response, not to the preaching, but to the emotion generated by the song.


With this in mind, Billy called me on the phone from his home in Montreat. He was disturbed by what he had read. He wanted everyone to know that it was not the music, but the Spirit of God, that spoke to the hearts of the people. He said to me, “I have a suggestion. Let’s prepare the choir to sing or not sing. You have the choir ready and if I want the song, I’ll say we’re going to sing ‘Just As I Am.’ But if I don’t want it, I won’t call for it. So don’t begin the song until I call for it.”


That first night at Earl’s Court Billy preached his heart out. There was a real sense of the presence of God. When he finished he said, “We are not going to have any music tonight. There’ll be no singing. But if the Spirit of God is speaking to your heart, then right where you are, just stand in your place, and make your way out to the aisle. Come down to the center through the side aisles and stand here in front of the platform.” He stood back and said, “Now, you come.”


For about fifteen seconds nobody moved. And that’s a long time. Then all of a sudden a seat squeaked, and then another, and another. Then hundreds of people began to stand. They walked to the aisle, shuffled down the long wooden floor that had been put down to cover the turf, and stood at the front.


We went thirty nights without a single note of the hymn, “Just As I Am,” which has been the signature tune of our crusades through the years. We had never done that before. When the reporters began to write about the invitation at Earl’s Court, they said that all they heard was a shuffling of feet on the floor. “Bring back ‘Just As I Am!’ The silence is killing us!” they wrote.


I think this is very significant because Billy was always concerned about not giving an appeal at the end of his message that would awaken people’s emotions and get them stirred up. He didn’t want them to make an emotional decision but a clear-headed one, based on the message they had heard. He wanted the Spirit of God to speak to their hearts. He pointed out that Jesus said, “Whoever therefore shall confess Me before men, him will I confess also before my Father which is in heaven” (Matthew 10:32). Billy emphasized that need for a public decision all through the years I’ve been with him.


The second story that comes to mind took place nearly two decades later in 1984. We were again in England but this time in Sunderland. We had a mission across England that year called “Mission England” and we took the crusade to various cities.


Sunderland was just off the North Sea, and this was the coldest crusade we ever had. I’m talking about weather! The wind came off the sea and it was freezing. Billy had on his long johns, suit, sweater, overcoat, hat and gloves most of the time. He had never preached like that before but he did during that crusade.


On the last day of the crusade in the afternoon there were two beautiful elderly ladies, obviously very dear friends, who came early so they would have a good seat. They sat up in the balcony under the cover, carrying a little tea basket. Of course, for the English, high tea was one of the prime times of the day, and these two ladies took the time to unwrap their cookies and sandwiches. They got out their tea, poured it and were enjoying it when the service began.


Toward the end of the service, these two ladies began to put their papers and wrappings back in the basket. When Billy gave the invitation, one of them got up to come forward. “What are you doing?” the other lady said. The first lady replied, “I’m going to go forward and give my heart to Jesus.” And the other lady said, “Wait, you can’t go to heaven without me! I’m coming too!”


And they both came down to the front. It was so beautiful. They were such dear friends, obviously knew each other very well, and did things together. They made that journey to the crusade in Sunderland together as a real outing.


People did that. They came early to get a good seat, brought a little lunch or snack, and would sit on the grass or the beach until it was time for the service to begin. Often they would come back the next day and bring their friends. We’ve heard story after story of people who went to a crusade, brought their friends the next day, and then those friends came to Christ.


That is the way we are with our Christian witness. When God has done something for us, we let that be known to our friends, and we bring them along. Some of them are “found” because we invited them and showed an interest in them.


All these years it has been such a privilege to work with Billy Graham. Like the apostle Paul, who wrote to the Corinthians, “Our heart is enlarged… be you also enlarged” (2 Corinthians 6:11-13). Billy too is a man with a heart enlarged for the world. His only desire has been to preach the Gospel everywhere, to preach the good news that there is hope for the lost. I have tears of joy and gratitude to the Lord for the privilege of working with such a man who cares so deeply about people, who has a passion for saving souls, and who, over the course of his long life, has given his heart to the world.
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MARK BATTERSON


Bestselling author; pastor, National Community Church, Washington, D.C., named one of the most influential churches in the U.S.


I put my faith in Christ for the first time when I was five years old. I had watched a Billy Graham-produced film called The Hiding Place at a church in downtown Minneapolis, and somehow God used the medium of a film and the story it told to impact me deeply. When I came home after seeing The Hiding Place, I told my mom I wanted to ask Jesus into my heart, and she fully encouraged me to go ahead. It took some courage for me, but I felt a prompting to make sure I was in the right relationship with the Lord, even though I was so young. Mom kneeled next to my bed, as she usually did when we prayed before I went to sleep, and I prayed what I would call a “genesis prayer.” That was the beginning of my spiritual journey.


My life is a work in progress. I think we grow into a holy confidence. Hopefully, now in my forties, I have a greater understanding of and deeper surrender to the Lord than when I prayed that night. However, after Billy’s film, I made a five-year-old’s profession of faith, and the Lord honored that. No matter what our level of knowledge, experience or maturity, He always meets us where we are.


I remember being transfixed by the movie, which was probably a bit beyond typical five-year-old fare. For instance, at moments it graphically displayed what happened in the Nazi concentration camps. The story of Corrie ten Boom’s faith and endurance in the camp suffused my heart and spirit in a way that differed from simply listening to a preacher offer the Gospel message in words. I often marvel that God could use a woman named Corrie ten Boom, who was born decades before me, to reach me through a screen. The film is a testament both to the commitment to the Gospel and its creative communication that have been demonstrated by Billy Graham over all these years.


I think that we tend to try to reach people for Christ the way that we were reached. Perhaps that’s why, as a pastor and preacher, the best compliment I can receive is to see a junior high kid listening to the entire message and getting something out of it. Interestingly, the Lord used a Billy Graham film to change my life, and I am now the pastor of theaterchurch.com, a church that meets in six movie theaters around the Washington, D.C. area. We have a media department that produces short films, as well as trailers for our sermon series. The medieval church used stained glass to communicate the Gospel story in pictures to an illiterate society. In our post-literate culture, movie screens are like post-modern stained glass, which we can use to communicate the Gospel message. I see Billy Graham and his films as being on the cutting edge of this approach.


My other encounter with Billy Graham’s ministry was at a crusade at County Stadium in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, in 1979, when I was ten years old. It changed my life not because I went forward in an altar call to give my life to Christ, but because I brought a friend who went forward to accept the Lord. That truly formative experience helped me understand the importance of sharing my faith with other people. The crusade was a memorable testament to the power of the Gospel and Billy Graham’s ability to communicate it. My experience there gave me my first excuse to be evangelistic, to invite friends that I knew needed a relationship with the Lord.


Pastoring a church in the nation’s capital over the past fifteen years and having members of Congress, cabinet members and people that are part of every administration as part of our congregation has been incredible. Our church started with nineteen people and now has six locations around the D.C. area. In many ways, I feel like God has called me to our nation’s capital to influence influencers and to be a voice to this nation, to this generation. In that respect, I am inspired by the example Billy Graham sets, because when Billy speaks, I am always confident that he will speak the Gospel in a way I can fully endorse, and there are not many people like that. Billy Graham possesses the ability to share the simple Gospel in a way that allows the Gospel to do all the heavy lifting. He preaches so that the Gospel itself does the work, which is one of the gifts that the Lord gave him.


I know that Billy Graham would never compromise the Gospel or his integrity. He is someone who says what he means, means what he says and always speaks the truth with love and in an uncompromising way. Billy has a long track record of consistent character. Even when he was at the White House praying with a president, it didn’t change him. He never sought out relationships with the famous or powerful because of their positions. He lived for an audience of one, concerned only with what God thought.


Washington, D.C. has many people who fear other people more than they fear God, which is a dangerous thing. Billy Graham always had a healthy fear of God that helped him overcome his fear of people. It supported his ability to connect with millions of people around the world, the young and the old, the poor and the powerful. Everyone resonated with the purity of his love and his intention.
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A.R. BERNARD


Founder and pastor of the 36,000-member congregation of the Christian Cultural Center in Brooklyn, New York


In 2005, I had the opportunity to chair the Billy Graham Crusade in New York City, which Dr. Graham said would be his final crusade. We did a press conference together, and for a community leader such as myself, the founder and senior pastor of the Christian Cultural Center in Brooklyn, appearing alongside Dr. Graham was an outstanding moment.


Reporters from nearly every media outlet imaginable questioned this outstanding statesman of evangelical Christianity. As he took question after question, Dr. Graham was able to concisely answer each one. He did not allow the journalists to lead him in a direction that he did not want to go. He was very polished, very respectful, but he stood by his convictions. Of course, I sat there amazed.


“I am going to refuse to answer questions on subjects that maybe twenty years ago I would have answered,” Dr. Graham told the reporters, anticipating that some might try and entangle him in a political controversy of one kind or another. “I think that at my age, that I have one message,” he explained. “And that is that Jesus Christ came, He died on a cross, He rose again. And He asks us to repent of our sins and receive Him by faith as Lord and Savior. And if we do, we have forgiveness of our sins.”


Dr. Graham did not waver. He expressed love and compassion to all in every community regardless of the particular things that they were wrestling with, but he remained consistent on the overall plan and purposes of God and the calling upon his life.


Dr. Graham understood that every interview was his interview, no matter what the question. He knew the interview was his opportunity to get his message across, and if he could do so by answering the question, then so be it, but if not then he would focus on taking advantage of that platform, that opportunity, and I thought he did that amazingly well.


It is often difficult to stay on task. New York City is the media capital of the world. As a person of color who is the pastor of a mega-church with a multicultural ethnic body of 36,000 members, I deal with journalists and politicians on both sides of the aisle. We have liberals here, and we have the extremists. Believe it or not, we even have some Republicans. To navigate through all of the differing factors without getting trapped or losing composure takes a lot of skill, maturity and experience. Dr. Graham has set the example for the rest of us.


When you’re strongly rooted in your convictions, you can sit at the table with people who disagree with you, who differ in their beliefs, who differ in their values, and you don’t feel shaken. Dr. Graham modeled that strong foundation for me.


There are some Christians who become unraveled when they’re dealing with people who have a different opinion, especially if they’re very strong in that difference of opinion. But Dr. Graham didn’t. The principles that Billy Graham lives by are eternal. They remain the same. They remain constant. They are obviously the anchors of his soul.


Dr. Graham’s principles didn’t change with fashion and pop culture. In 1957, he invited someone like Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. to share the platform with him at his revival in Madison Square Garden, which was to become the longest of his career, extending it to sixteen weeks from its original schedule of six. “A great social revolution is going on in the United States today,” Billy Graham told the gathering. “Dr. King is one of its leaders, and we appreciate his taking time out from his busy schedule to come and share this service with us.” He had asked Dr. King to present a greeting at a time when segregation and racism were very strong. And yet he was willing to cross that line and take some of the heat. Not everyone was willing to take that kind of risk, but Billy Graham was. I’m sure he did not know at the time that Dr. King would become a global icon of the civil rights movement.


President Bill Clinton spoke of such moments when we both shared that stage with Dr. Graham during his final crusade in New York. Addressing an audience of more than 70,000, the President recalled: “When I was a young man and he came to Little Rock, we had just had a terrible crisis. The schools were closed over school integration. And all the powerful white people tried to get Billy Graham to speak to a segregated audience. And he said Jesus doesn’t want me to speak to a segregated audience. I’m not coming unless everybody can come to my crusade. And I was just a little boy. And I never forgot it. I’ve loved him ever since.”


As I told the crowd that night, Dr. Graham is “one of the most respected icons of Protestant Christianity in the twentieth century.” Throughout his more than sixty years of preaching, Billy Graham has been an incredible statesman for the body of Christ. He has left an indelible mark on my heart, my life, and my ministry.
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TONY BLAIR


Former Prime Minister of the United Kingdom; Middle East Peace Envoy and founder of the Tony Blair Faith Foundation


I remember my first spiritual awakening. I was ten years old. That day my father — at the young age of forty — had suffered a serious stroke. His life hung in the balance. My mother, to keep some sense of normality in the crisis, sent me to school. My teacher knelt and prayed with me. Now my father was a militant atheist. Before we prayed, I thought I should confess this. “I’m afraid my father doesn’t believe in God,” I said. “That doesn’t matter,” my teacher replied. “God believes in him. He loves him without demanding or needing love in return.”


That is what inspires: the unconditional nature of God’s love. A promise perpetually kept. A covenant never broken.


And in surrendering to God, we become instruments of that love.


I was, of course, to become a Catholic.


Blessed John Paul II wanted the Second Vatican Council to “transmit doctrine, pure and whole, without attenuations or misrepresentations” so that “this sure and immutable teaching… is elaborated and presented in a way which corresponds to the needs of our time.” I have sometimes wondered if, perhaps, he should have consulted Billy Graham, who had been doing just that from within the Evangelical tradition since the Second World War. Perhaps he did. The number of famous men influenced by Billy Graham has been prodigious and it would not surprise me.


I shall always think of Billy Graham as the master of communication, radio, television and the evangelical mass rally. He has the right voice and the kind of delivery that can raise the hairs on the back of your neck. A politician would give his right hand for that voice and those skills. He was one of the founding fathers of the quite extraordinary growth of the evangelical churches around the world and modern techniques for preaching the Gospel in the twentieth century.


Today we are barely surprised that the daily Focus on the Family radio show reaches 220 million listeners or the Campus Crusade for Christ operates in 190 different countries. But Billy Graham’s sermons topped them all, according to some sources reaching 2.2 billion people in his three score and ten years of active preaching.


I remember his Mission to England in 1984. Huge crowds in football stadiums in one of the more secular countries in Europe, large numbers coming forward, and the well-honed harvesting of converts that was the hallmark of his Evangelistic Association. But despite this global outreach he is quintessentially American, growing out of the great Southern Baptist traditions, fighting the good fight throughout the Cold War against communism.


Most important for me was his ability to develop his theological thinking and respond to the demands of simple justice, pulling away from the conservative attitudes of his southern background on civil rights, refusing to allow social action to be marginalized in the expression of his faith, but with a clear vision of the dividing line between faith and politics. His own spiritual journey reflected that of the wider evangelical community, accompanying and sometimes leading it, forging the Christian culture of countless Americans and others around the world.
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