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ABSTRACT 

“Exhibiting Evangelicalism” is a history of evangelical historical museums in the 

United States. It argues that conservative Protestant Christians in the United States 

developed practices for preserving and interpreting the past in public and deployed those 

practices toward varying theological, cultural, and political ends—an approach I term 

“evangelical heritage.” It further contends that evangelical heritage performed important 

work for its purveyors. Amid the boom in church attendance and religious affiliation after 

World War II, conservative Protestants deployed evangelical heritage to forge what they 

termed “neo-evangelicalism,” a rebranding of the old-time religion for postwar society. 

They also engaged evangelical heritage in their crusade to “win America for Christ,” 

convinced that an encounter with their tradition’s proud past could entice outsiders to 

convert to Christian faith. These elements never fully disappeared from the function of 

evangelical heritage. Even so, evangelical heritage did change over time. During the 

national bicentennial, for instance, evangelical heritage became a means by which neo-

evangelicals, internally divided over matters of faith and politics, could project a united 

front by mapping their proud past onto the nation’s history. Such optimism did not last 

long. As the national consensus about the past shattered in the 1970s and 1980s, 

evangelical heritage morphed yet again. By the twenty-first century it had become a 

vehicle for nostalgia, immersing visitors in a mythic past that offered an imagined sense 

of comfort and reassurance amid conservative Protestants’ perceived loss of political and 

social influence. 

Evangelical heritage did not develop and evolve in a vacuum, however. From the 

start, it existed within and contributed to broader patterns of historical commemoration. 
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In the postwar era, for instance, experiments in evangelical heritage intersected and 

overlapped with discourses and practices among bureaucrats, business leaders, social 

reformers, heritage professionals, and others regarding historic preservation, urban 

renewal, and the political purposes of civic memory. In the 1970s, neo-evangelical 

museum-makers helped to invent public history’s turn toward emotion, immersion, and 

experience as techniques through which to build visitors’ historical knowledge. As that 

trend became subject to intense internecine debate among public history professionals in 

the 1980s and 1990s, some conservative Protestant commemorators turned away from the 

mainstream of public history discourse. Instead, they embraced the theme park as a 

means of conveying ideological authority while retaining the trappings of the traditional 

museum as a way of courting intellectual authority—a trend that reached its apex at the 

turn of the twenty-first century.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

On November 17, 2017, the Museum of the Bible opened to the public in 

Washington, D.C., just blocks from the U.S. Capitol building and the Smithsonian 

museums that line the National Mall. The 430,000-square-foot, eight-story, $500-million-

dollar institution described itself as nonsectarian and ideologically neutral, declaring that 

it sought only to “invite all people to engage with the Bible.”1 Media accounts of the 

site’s opening, which appeared in newspapers and on TV and radio stations across the 

country, had a difficult time pinning down the nature of the institution. Almost all reports 

emphasized its museum-like qualities, including its production of historical knowledge 

through an extensive collection of artifacts and manuscripts and through expertly 

designed exhibitions and displays. Almost all reports also highlighted the site’s theme-

park-like qualities, including its immersive spaces and its “state of the art” technological 

innovations.2 Many accounts also probed the site’s allegedly neutral mission, arguing that 

 

1 “About Us,” Museum of the Bible, accessed September 16, 2018, 

https://www.museumofthebible.org/museum/ about-us.  

2 Important national media coverage of the Museum’s opening includes Tom Gjelten, “New 

Museum Invites Visitors To ‘Engage’ With The Bible,” NPR.Org, November 10, 2017, 

https://www.npr.org/2017/11/10/562869479/new-museum-invites-visitors-to-engage-with-the-bible; Tom 

Bartlett, “The Provenance Problem,” The Chronicle of Higher Education, November 14, 2017, 

https://www.chronicle.com/article/DC-s-Newest-Museum-Has-a/241763; Philip Kennicott, “The New 

Bible Museum Tells a Clear, Powerful Story. And It Could Change the Museum Business.,” The 

Washington Post, November 15, 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/museums/the-new-

bible-museum-tells-a-clear-powerful-story-and-it-could-change-the-museum-

business/2017/11/15/6fc76f40-c98e-11e7-8321-481fd63f174d_story.html; Edward Rothstein, “Museum 

Review: A Sweeping Portrait of the Bible,” The Wall Street Journal, November 16, 2017; M.S.R., “The 

Museum of the Bible Opens in Washington, DC,” The Economist, November 17, 2017, 
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below its tolerant and unbiased veneer lay goals of religious proselytizing and political 

activism. “Engaging with the Bible,” these commentators concluded, really meant 

encountering an ideologically charged narrative about the Protestant Bible, its historical 

veracity, its divinely guided transmission and translation, its overwhelmingly positive 

contribution to American society, and its ongoing centrality to American politics and 

culture in the present—all notions that shape the theology and worldview of many so-

called “evangelical Christians” in the United States.3  

Regardless of how the media interpreted the nature of the Museum of the Bible 

and its mission, the site proved exceedingly popular. In its first year of operation, nearly 

one million people visited the Museum, toured its exhibit halls, and/or participated in 

various programs and events held in the space.4 That kind of attendance put the Museum 

 

https://www.economist.com/democracy-in-america/2017/11/17/the-museum-of-the-bible-opens-in-

washington-dc; Emily Cochrane, “Years in the Making, Bible Museum Opens in Washington,” The New 

York Times, November 18, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/17/us/politics/bible-museum-hobby-

lobby-washington.html; and Martyn Wendell Jones, “The Museum of the Bible’s Balancing Act,” 

Christianity Today, November 2017, 36–45.  

3 These arguments appeared in Candida Moss and Joel S. Baden, Bible Nation: The United States 

of Hobby Lobby (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2017), PAGES???; Candida Moss and Joel S. 

Baden, “Just What Is the Museum of the Bible Trying to Do?,” POLITICO, October 15, 2017, 

https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2017/10/15/just-what-is-the-museum-of-the-bible-trying-to-do-

215711; John Fea, “The Museum of the Bible Is a Museum and a Ministry,” The Way of Improvement 

Leads Home (blog), October 27, 2017, https://thewayofimprovement.com/2017/10/27/the-museum-of-the-

bible-is-a-museum-and-a-ministry; Jill Hicks-Keeton, “Can Scripture ‘Speak for Itself’? A Look Inside the 

Museum of the Bible,” Religion & Politics (blog), November 17, 2017, 

https://religionandpolitics.org/2017/11/17/can-scripture-speak-for-itself-a-look-inside-the-museum-of-the-

bible/; Jill Hicks-Keeton, “The Museum of Whose Bible? On the Perils of Turning Theology into History,” 

Anciet Jew Review, January 24, 2018, https://www.ancientjewreview.com/articles/2018/1/24/the-museum-

of-whose-bible-on-the-perils-of-turning-theology-into-history; and Monica Potts, “The End of History at 

the Museum of the Bible,” Lapham’s Quarterly, January 8, 2018, 

https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/end-history-museum-bible. 

4 “Museum of the Bible Celebrates First Anniversary with Festivities, Prepares to Welcome 

Millionth Visitor,” Museum of the Bible, November 15, 2018, 

https://www.museumofthebible.com/press/press-releases/museum-of-the-bible-celebrates-first-anniversary-

with-festivities-prepares-to-welcome-millionth-visitor; Julie Zauzmer, “More Than 500,000 People Have 
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of the Bible far behind its free competitors within the Smithsonian Institution. In 2018, 

over 4.1 million and 6.2 million people visited the Smithsonian’s National Museum of 

American History and National Air and Space Museum, respectively, while nearly two 

million visited the Smithsonian’s newest site, the National Museum of African-American 

History and Culture.5 While they fell far behind the Smithsonian sites, the Museum of the 

Bible’s attendance numbers nevertheless made them one of the most popular private, paid 

institutions in the nation’s capital. A similar private D.C. institution, the International Spy 

Museum, drew only 571,000 visitors in 2018, down from a ten-year average of 619,200.6 

Their success propelled the Museum of the Bible onto tourism groups’ must-see lists. For 

instance, Fodors—one of the nation’s most popular travel information companies—

included the Museum in its list of D.C.’s “23 Best Museums” in 2019.7 

The arrival of the Museum of the Bible, along with its conflicted portrayals in 

national media, raises questions about the nature of the institution. Is it a museum? A 

theme park? A ministry? All three? What is its political valence? What is its religious 

 

Visited the Museum of the Bible in Its First Six Months,” The Washington Post, May 18, 2018, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-faith/wp/2018/05/18/more-than-500000-people-have-

visited-the-museum-of-the-bible-in-its-first-6-months/; Adelle M. Banks, “Museum of the Bible Visitors 

Top Half a Million in First Six Months,” Religion News Service, May 17, 2018, 

https://religionnews.com/2018/05/17/museum-of-the-bible-visitors-top-half-a-million-in-first-six-months/. 

5 Newsroom of the Smithsonian, “Visitor Stats,” Smithsonian Institution, accessed November 26, 

2019, https://www.si.edu/newsdesk/about/stats. 

6 On 2018 attendance at the International Spy Museum, see Kriston Capps, “Will Tourists Follow 

the International Spy Museum to L’Enfant Plaza?,” Washington City Paper, April 25, 2019, 

https://www.washingtoncitypaper.com/arts/museums-galleries/article/21065913/will-tourists-follow-the-

international-spy-museum-to-lenfant-plaza. 

7 Barbara Noe Kenendy, “The 23 Best Museums in Washington D.C.,” Fodor’s, July 3, 2019, 

https://www.fodors.com/world/north-america/usa/washington-d-c/experiences/news/the-23-best-museums-

in-washington-d-c. 
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motivation? Such questions deserve answers. But they cannot be fully answered without 

first asking a broader set of historical questions about the ways in which conservative 

Protestant Christians—like the Museum of the Bible’s founder and chief financial backer, 

the Hobby Lobby craft store chain CEO Steve Green—have materialized the past and 

interpreted it in public. What institutions preceded the Museum of the Bible, how did 

such institutions develop over time, and how have they been put to work within the larger 

cultural, political, and intellectual contexts of the United States? These questions serve as 

a critical starting point for any investigation into the nature, practices, and purposes of 

conservative Protestant historical museums in the twenty-first century, including the 

Museum of the Bible.  

 

Argument 

This dissertation seeks to answer those questions. “Exhibiting Evangelicalism” is 

a history of evangelical historical museums in the United States. It argues that, beginning 

in the 1940s and continuing through the twenty-first century, conservative Protestant 

Christians in the United States developed practices for preserving and interpreting the 

past in public and deployed those practices toward varying theological, cultural, and 

political ends—an approach I term “evangelical heritage.” It further contends that 

evangelical heritage performed important work for its purveyors. Amid the boom in 

church attendance and religious affiliation after World War II, conservative Protestants 

deployed evangelical heritage to forge what they termed “neo-evangelicalism,” a 

rebranding of the old-time religion for postwar society. They also engaged evangelical 
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heritage in their crusade to “win America for Christ,” convinced that an encounter with 

their tradition’s proud past could entice outsiders to convert to Christian faith. These 

elements never fully disappeared from the function of evangelical heritage. Even so, 

evangelical heritage did change over time. During the national bicentennial, for instance, 

evangelical heritage became a means by which neo-evangelicals, internally divided over 

matters of faith and politics, could project a united front by mapping their proud past onto 

the nation’s history. Such optimism did not last long. As the national consensus about the 

past shattered in the 1970s and 1980s, evangelical heritage morphed yet again. By the 

twenty-first century it had become a vehicle for nostalgia, immersing visitors in a mythic 

past that offered an imagined sense of comfort and reassurance amid conservative 

Protestants’ perceived loss of political and social influence. 

Evangelical heritage did not develop and evolve in a vacuum, however. From the 

start, this dissertation claims, it existed within and contributed to broader patterns of 

historical commemoration. In the postwar era, for instance, experiments in evangelical 

heritage intersected and overlapped with discourses and practices among bureaucrats, 

business leaders, social reformers, heritage professionals, and others regarding historic 

preservation, urban renewal, and the political purposes of civic memory. In the 1970s, 

neo-evangelical museum-makers helped to invent public history’s turn toward emotion, 

immersion, and experience as techniques through which to build visitors’ historical 

knowledge. As that trend became subject to intense internecine debate among public 

history professionals in the 1980s and 1990s, some conservative Protestant 

commemorators turned away from the mainstream of public history discourse. Instead, 
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they embraced the theme park as a means of conveying ideological authority while 

retaining the trappings of the museum as a way of courting intellectual authority—a trend 

that reached its apex at the turn of the twenty-first century.  

Ultimately, the story I tell in this dissertation enables scholars, museum 

professionals, and other public history practitioners to better comprehend places like the 

Museum of the Bible—a site that cuts across established boundaries, that employs 

innovative technology within a museum setting, that blends ministry with museum work, 

and that both reflects and shapes contemporary American society. 

 

Historiographical Interventions 

In narrating the history of evangelical historical museums in order to make sense 

of sites like the Museum of the Bible, this dissertation makes two key interventions into 

the existing literature.  

 

Reconsidering Religion, Heritage, and the Limits of Metaphor 

First, the story I tell in this dissertation complicates the scholarly understanding of 

heritage by offering a more robust consideration of the interpenetration of heritage with 

religion, and more generally with popular historymaking, rather than settling for the 

conventional reduction of religion as a metaphor to understand sentimental or pietistic 

loyalty to the past. This reconsideration builds on a body of existing scholarship on 

heritage, a subject that over the last forty years has received increased attention by 

historians. Spurred in part by the growing popular interest in and nostalgia for the past, 
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and in part by the boom of memory studies as a disciplinary field, a generation of 

scholars have defined heritage as a foil to history. Whereas history is committed to truth 

but transparent about the limits of knowledge, heritage is fake but potent in its 

explanatory power; whereas history thrives on dissemination and accessibility, heritage 

serves to generate and protect group interests; whereas history attempts to understand the 

past on its own terms, heritage fashions a past tailored to present-day purposes and 

concerns; and whereas history tries to represent the past in all its complexity, heritage 

enhances those aspects of the past deemed admirable and erases those aspects of the past 

deemed shameful or embarrassing. Popularized historically by the nation-state, which 

seeks to put heritage to work in cultivating civic pride and nationalistic sentiment, and 

more recently by corporate interests, which seek to commodify heritage for the sake of 

market share, heritage stands opposed to history in nearly every sense. This simplistic 

binary opposition has been rightly challenged by public historians, who bear the burden 

of deploying the “usable pasts” of heritage for diverse audiences while trying 

simultaneously to contextualize the past according to an ever-changing historiography. 

Even so, the work done by historians to dissect the meaning, function, and allure of 

heritage has proved useful in demonstrating the perils of oversimplification, tribalism, 

and commercialization.8  

 

8 Foundational studies of heritage that employ the history/heritage binary include Pierre Nora, 

““Between History and Memory: Les Lieux de Mémoire",” Representations 26, no. 1 (Spring 1989): 7–24; 

Michael Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory: The Transformation of Tradition in American Culture (New 

York: Vintage, 1991); David Lowenthal, “Identity, Heritage, and History,” in Commemorations: The 

Politics of National Identity, ed. John Gillis (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994), 41–57; 

David Lowenthal, Possessed by the Past: The Heritage Crusade and the Spoils of History (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1996); and Michael Kammen, In the Past Lane: Historical Perspectives on 
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Yet for all the helpful work historians have done to explore heritage and its 

functions, the religious features of this concept have been rendered far less persuasively. 

In much of the literature, religion is relegated to mere metaphor. We can better 

understand the contemporary power and appeal of heritage, asserts the historian David 

Lowenthal, if we render it in the language of the sacred. “Devotion to heritage is a 

spiritual calling,” he argues, one that “answers [the need] for ritual devotion . . . [and] 

fosters exhilarating fealties.” It also, like religious belief, “relies on revealed faith rather 

than rational proof.” This metaphorical linkage between heritage and religion, whatever 

one thinks of the legitimacy of the comparison, is most problematic in its assertion that 

heritage supplants religion as a form of supposedly secular devotion. Lowenthal makes 

this aspect of his metaphor clear enough when he claims that the “creed of heritage” fills 

in the gap “where other formal faith has become perfunctory or mainly political.”9 

Ascribing to a version of the secularization thesis, Lowethal reduces the role of religion 

to a mere comparative trope for the function of heritage, and thereby implies that religion 

no longer matters as a force shaping the contours of social, cultural, political, and 

economic life in the modern world. 

A similar reductivism has informed the literature written by and for public 

historians. In their examinations of collective memory and commemoration, scholars and 

practitioners of public history have also rendered religion as metaphor. Phrases like 

 

American Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997). For one public historian’s critique of the 

history/heritage binary as too simplistic, see James M. Lindgren, “Review: A Cuckoo in Our Nest: Can 

Historians Handle the Heritage Boom?,” The Public Historian 19, no. 2 (Spring 1997): 77–82.   

9 Lowenthal, Possessed by the Past, 1–2. See also 124–29, 135. 
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“sacred ground” are applied to spaces such as military battlefields. Tourists are said to 

make “pilgrimages” to venerate the house museums, monuments, and other sites 

associated with famous Americans, such as George Washington and Abraham Lincoln.10 

Other scholars altogether ignore religion’s role in shaping American historical memory. 

For instance, in their landmark study of Americans’ understanding and use of the past, 

the scholars Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen intentionally excluded questions of 

religious identity and affiliation in their sample, only to be compelled by their 

respondents to grapple with the ways in which religion influences peoples’ perception of 

and engagement with the past. According to the scholars, “we did not ask explicitly about 

religion” but were “forced [by] . . . many respondents . . . to see its crucial role in 

determining how people think about and use the past.” In their findings, they noted that 

religion “reinforced a sense of collective identity” among respondents, and that many 

respondents indicated that learning “about the pasts of particular denominations and 

congregations helped respondents locate themselves in historical trajectories and 

narratives that went beyond their families.” The authors also observed that “[r]eligion 

most dramatically shaped the historical interests and perspectives of evangelicals” and 

that the “historical vision of evangelical Christians is extraordinarily consistent and 

powerful,” though they did not explore these observations in greater depth.11 That 

 

10 See, for instance, Edward Linenthal, Sacred Ground: Americans and Their Battlefields (Urbana, 

IL: University of Illinois Press, 1993), and Patricia West, Domesticating History: The Political Origins of 

America’s House Museums (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Books, 1999). 

11 Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen, The Presence of the Past: Popular Uses of History in 

American Life (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), 120–23.  
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Rosenzweig and Thelen initially ignored religion, only to be compelled by their 

respondents into recognizing its significance, illustrates the extent to which scholars and 

practitioners of public history have treated religion as if it has no influence in 

contemporary society.  

Scholars of religion have been less likely to overlook or ignore religion’s shaping 

of the categories of the so-called secular, including commemoration.12 Some have 

engaged the long history of religion’s role in fashioning, performing, and sustaining 

commemoration. The historian Beth Wenger, for instance, has argued that nineteenth-

century American Jews produced and participated in a variety of commemorative 

activities—parades, pageants, and popular literature, among others—designed to 

assimilate new immigrants to American democratic values while also bolstering 

collective identity and group pride. These commemorative practices “both eased Jewish 

adjustment to American life and created a distinct ethnic history compatible with 

American ideals,” well into the twentieth century, according to Wenger.13 Similarly, the 

historians Kathleen Flake, Keith Erekson, and Lindsay Adamson Livingston have argued 

that late nineteenth and early twentieth century American Mormons deployed 

commemorative activities to bolster collective identity and make claims of citizenship. 

Beginning in the 1890s, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints purchased a 

 

12 “The secular is not the absence of religion,” writes the scholar Kathryn Lofton, “rather, the 

secular is religion’s kaleidoscopic buffet.” Oprah: The Gospel of an Icon (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2011), 209. 

13 Beth S. Wenger, History Lessons: The Creation of American Jewish Heritage (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 2012). Quotation from 2. 
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series of properties, including the birthplace of church founder Joseph Smith in Sharon, 

Vermont, and the site of the Smith family farm near Palmyra, New York, and 

transformed them into public historical sites. Occurring in tandem with the church’s turn 

away from polygamy and toward the quest for social respectability, this burst of historical 

commemoration enabled church members simultaneously to forget aspects of a 

communal past, to give legitimacy to church history and doctrine, and to link a version of 

the Mormon story to America’s national civic narratives.14 According to Erekson, 

Mormons used Smith’s birthplace site to forge the image of their founder as “America’s 

prophet” and to “emphasize the Americanness of Mormonism,” while simultaneously 

downplaying aspects of the tradition’s early history.15 These examples demonstrate the 

ways in which religion in America has long interpenetrated the so-called secular category 

of heritage and historical commemoration. 

Other scholars of religion have attended to contemporary manifestations of 

religion’s role in shaping, performing, and perpetuating commemoration. Much of this 

scholarship has centered on the proliferation of sites founded and operated by 

conservative Protestant Christian individuals, families, and organizations, such as the 

 

14 Kathleen Flake, “Re-Placing Memory: Latter-Day Saint Use of Historical Monuments and 

Narrative in the Early Twentieth Century,” Religion and American Culture 13, no. 1 (Winter 2003): 69–

109; Lindsay Adamson Livingston, “‘This Is the Place’: Performance and the Production of Space in 

Mormon Cultural Memory,” in Enacting History, ed. Scott Magelssen and Rhonda Justice-Malloy 

(Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama Press, 2011), 22–40; and Keith A. Erekson, “Memories, 

Monuments, and Mormonism: The Birthplace of Joseph Smith in Vermont,” in Born in the U.S.A.: Birth, 

Commemoration, and Public Memory, ed. Seth C. Bruggeman (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts 

Press, 2012), 131–51. 

15 Erekson, “Memories, Monuments, and Mormonism,” 133. 
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Creation Museum and the Ark Encounter, two sites in northern Kentucky founded by 

Answers in Genesis, an entity that promotes anti-evolution views of human origins, and 

the Museum of the Bible. Studies of these sites have emphasized the ways in which they 

claim the intellectual credibility and authority of the traditional museum and incorporate 

many of its features—object exhibition, dioramas, text panels, and more—while also 

incorporating elements of the theme park, such as immersive spaces, interactive elements, 

and animatronics. Moreover, these studies have argued that such sites also articulate, 

promote, and embody particular visions of what it means to be religious—making them 

more than just objective interpreters of the past or spaces of recreation and entertainment. 

Helpfully, these studies have demonstrated that places like the Creation Museum and the 

Ark Encounter are powerful shapers of public consciousness, religious identity, and 

political action and, as such, deserve to be taken seriously.16 Nevertheless, this recent 

spate of scholarship has tended to focus on immediate concerns, such as the museums’ 

cultural and rhetorical functions. Much attention has been given to the questions “What 

do these institutions do?” and “Do these institutions count as real museums?” but little 

consideration has been paid to broader historical questions. Thus, while these studies 

challenge the disconnection between religion and heritage, they do little to reconstruct the 

 

16 The most important studies are Jill Stevenson, “Embodying Sacred History: Performing 

Creationism for Believers,” TDR: The Drama Review 56, no. 1 (Spring 2012): 93–113; Casey Ryan Kelly 

and Kristen E. Hoerl, “Genesis in Hyperreality: Legitimizing Disingenuous Controversy at the Creation 

Museum,” Argumentation and Advocacy 48, no. 3 (Winter 2012): 123–41; Jill C. Stevenson, Sensational 

Devotion: Evangelical Performance in Twenty-First-Century America (Ann Arbor, MI: University of 

Michigan Press, 2013); William Vance Trollinger Jr. and Susan L. Trollinger, Righting America at the 

Creation Museum (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2016); and James S. Bielo, Ark 

Encounter: The Making of a Creationist Theme Park (New York: NYU Press, 2018). 
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long history of their interconnectedness.  

Independent of this work on the interpenetration of religion and heritage, religion 

scholars have demonstrated that religion continues to play a profound role in the lives of 

many Americans. Its influence transcends the metaphorical. As Rosenzweig and Thelen’s 

findings aptly illustrate, scholars and practitioners of public history may not see the 

connections between religion and heritage, but for a great many people faith influences 

the ways in which they engage with the world around them, including their perception of 

and enthusiasm for the past. Indeed, as the historian Christopher Cantwell has argued, 

religion saturates the American commemorative landscape. Congregations celebrate 

anniversaries with memorabilia displays, historical reenactments, pageants, and other 

festivities; denominational archives stage exhibits using artifacts and documents drawn 

from their collections; communities erect monuments to religious figures in public 

spaces; and devotees rescue, restore, and preserve the birthplaces of their leaders. 

Cantwell concludes that, in these ways and many others, “the institutions, experiences, 

and ideas marked as religious both inform and animate America’s relationship with its 

past.”17  

That reality decisively shapes the story I tell in this dissertation. In the pages that 

follow, I focus on the heritage produced and performed by conservative Protestant 

Christians in the United States, a group overlooked in the good work done by scholars of 

 

17 Christopher Cantwell, “Exhibiting Faith: Religion & Public History, Part 1,” Religion in 

American History (blog), March 8, 2013, http://usreligion.blogspot.com/2013/03/exhibiting-faith-religion-

public.html. 
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religion and public memory. I deliberately deploy the phrase “evangelical heritage” in 

order to demonstrate how religious communities, like nation-states and corporate 

interests, create heritage in order to put the past to work in the present. The phrase also 

serves to invoke the foundational works on heritage while also suggesting the limits of 

that existing scholarship. I contend that evangelical heritage performs the same functions 

as national heritage: it inspires and exults; it shores up group identity; it simplifies the 

complex past for the sake of consumption. But, I argue, it performs these functions not 

necessarily in support of civic pride or marketplace gain, broadly speaking, but rather to 

achieve particular ends tied to the historically contingent concerns of religious elites and 

their constituent communities. In this way, I offer a more robust consideration of the 

interpenetration of religion with heritage, and more generally with all popular 

historymaking. 

This intervention matters not only for scholars, who should do more to consider 

religion as an analytical framework beyond metaphor. It also matters for practitioners of 

public history. In the two decades since Rosenzweig and Thelen published their study of 

American uses of the past, little about public historians’ approach to religion as a subject 

of interpretation, or about public historians’ attention to religious publics, has changed. 

As Cantwell has contended, public historians “are often reluctant to integrate religious 

studies scholarship into their work” and have all but concluded “that religion is best left 

out of the exhibit hall.”18 Various explanations for this reluctance have been forwarded: 

 

18 Cantwell. 
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concern about violating the “separation of church and state” by interpreting religion in 

public institutions; fear of reprising the “history wars” of the 1990s; anxiety about the 

misperception of interpretation as proselytizing; and discomfort with the supernatural 

claims made by some religious communities about the historical record itself, among 

others.19 While this inattention to religion as a subject of interpretation has begun to 

change, more work is needed.20 In particular, public historians need to pay attention to 

religion to better understand their audiences, who bring their religious convictions with 

them when they stroll through museum galleries, tour historic sites and battlefields, and 

engage in interactive exhibits at living history centers. They also need to pay attention to 

sites such as the Museum of the Bible, so that they can better understand what they are up 

against: what religious Americans care about, what they expect, and what openings we 

might use to engage them in a deeper and more complex consideration of the American 

past and religion’s influence on it. How can public historians succeed with visitors who 

do not necessarily distinguish between history, faith, and nation? They cannot, I contend, 

unless they more fully understand more than two parts of that three-part equation.   

Ultimately, in challenging the reduction of religion to mere metaphor in most 

studies of heritage and popular historymaking and in calling public historians to a more 

thoroughgoing reckoning with religious faith, this dissertation seeks to document more 

 

19 Cantwell; Barbara Franco, “Issues in Historical Interpretation: Why Interpreting Religion Is So 

Difficult,” in Interpreting Religion at Museums and Historic Sites, ed. Gretchen Buggeln and Barbara 

Franco, Interpreting History (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2018), 149–57. 

20 An important step forward in this process was the publication of Gretchen Buggeln and Barbara 

Franco, eds., Interpreting Religion at Museums and Historic Sites (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 

2018). 
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thoroughly the interpenetration of religion with public engagement with the past. 

Rosenzweig and Thelen definitively demonstrated, in their 1999 study, that Americans 

care deeply about the past, spend time and money consuming it, and allow it to influence 

and shape their personal, familial, and social identities. In other words, the “presence of 

the past” in everyday life is very real for a great many Americans. Building on their 

claims, I seek to ask, what role does religion play in that process of consuming, 

celebrating, and contesting the past? What is religion’s “presence of the past”?  

 

The (Re)Invention of “Evangelicalism” 

Second, the narrative I develop in this dissertation challenges the existing 

definition of evangelicalism as a form of religious identity. It has become almost 

commonplace within American religious history to bemoan the difficulties in defining 

this term. In part, that difficulty derives from the definitional monopoly held by the first 

generation of historians to take evangelicalism seriously as a subject of study. With some 

minor exceptions, these scholars all employed a theological definition of evangelicalism, 

making sense of the movement by stressing certain commonly held beliefs.21 This mode 

of interpretation crystalized in 1989 when the British historian David Bebbington 

published Evangelicals in Modern British, in which he outlined a four-component set of 

 

21 The most influential early studies of evangelicalism were Ernest R. Sandeen, The Roots of 

Fundamentalism: British and American Millenarianism, 1800-1930 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1970), and George M. Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1980). Both took seriously evangelical ideas, such as premillennial dispensationalism and biblical 

inerrancy, as markers of definition. For an important exception that stressed evangelicalism’s political 

character, see Leo P. Ribuffo, The Old Christian Right: The Protestant Far Right from the Great 

Depression to the Cold War (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1983). 
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“evangelical characteristics” that included biblicism, crucicentrism, conversionism, and 

activism. To be an evangelical, he claimed, is to uphold the Bible as the ultimate 

authority for faith and life, to declare the importance of Christ’s atoning death and 

resurrection, to emphasize the necessity of a personal “born-again” conversion 

experience, and to engage in activism to spread this good news and reform society 

accordingly. Though Bebbington presented his definition as historically contingent—

particular to “modern” evangelicals in the United Kingdom, not necessarily in the United 

States or in other parts of the world—other scholars adopted it more universally. By the 

turn of the twenty-first century, Bebbington’s definition had earned its own handy 

moniker—the “Bebbington quadrilateral”—and, more importantly, had achieved “near 

monopoly position, with no rival anywhere near as influential or popular,” as a shorthand 

for explaining evangelical identity, according to the historian Timothy Larsen.22 The 

ascendancy of a theological definition of evangelicalism enabled a generation of scholars 

to elide the social, cultural, political, and economic factors—such as race, gender, and 

class—that influenced the contours of evangelical identity within the flow of historical 

contingencies. If what matters most in defining evangelicalism are the movement’s 

 

22 For the definition, see David W. Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from 

the 1730s to the 1980s (London: Unwin Hyman, 1989), 2–17. On its reception, see Timothy Larsen, “The 

Reception Given Evangelicalism in Modern Britain Since Its Publication in 1989,” in The Advent of 

Evangelicalism: Exploring Historical Continuities, ed. Michael A. G. Haykin and Kenneth J. Stewart 

(Nashville: B&H Publishing, 2008), 29. As the historian Daniel Silliman has pointed out, initially some 

early historians of American evangelicalism balked at the idea of a theological definition; Mark Noll, the 

University of Notre Dame scholar who has become the dean of the subject, advanced in the early 1980s a 

social and cultural description of the movement, gave into Bebbington’s theological description after its 

initial publication, calling it “the most serviceable general definition” and employing it in many of his 

subsequent studies. See Daniel Silliman, “An Evangelical Is Someone Who Likes Billy Graham: Defining 

Evangelicalism with Carl Henry and a Joke George Marsden Told,” Church History [forthcoming].  
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theological convictions, then its commitments to whiteness, masculinity, and capitalism 

mattered far less, if at all.23  

Within the last decade, a new generation of American religious historians have 

challenged this definitional monopoly. In part, their revisionism emerges from a growing 

sense that the Bebbington quadrilateral is, in and of itself, ahistorical. It implicitly 

stresses continuity, rather than change, over time. To the contrary, as the historian 

Linford Fisher has shown, there exists “a long and surprising history of this word.” It 

began, in the sixteenth century, as an adjective used to mean “of the gospel” and, over 

time, gradually took on other meanings. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, for 

instance, it accrued the further connotation of “true Christianity.” It functioned this way 

when the Puritan minister Cotton Mather deployed it in his magisterial church history, 

Marginalia Christi Americana, to contrast faithful “evangelicals” against other Christians 

who had fallen away from truth in their loyalty to corrupted European state-church 

systems. It functioned in a similar way when, in 1813, the Unitarian minister John 

Grundy used it to differentiate his theological teachings, which he believed derived from 

the gospels, from those of his Trinitarian brethren, whom he believed relied inordinately 

(and erroneously) on the epistles of the Apostle Paul and from later church tradition.24 

 

23 This trend began before and continued after the ascendancy of Bebbington’s theological 

definition. For a key example of how theology enabled the overlooking of social, cultural, political, and 

economic forces, see Joel A. Carpenter, Revive Us Again: The Reawakening of American Fundamentalism 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1998). For an important exception to this tendency during the earliest 

generation of scholarship, see Margaret Lamberts Bendroth, Fundamentalism and Gender, 1875 to the 

Present (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1993).  

24 Linford D. Fisher, “Evangelicals and Unevangelicals: The Contested History of a Word, 1500-

1950,” Religion and American Culture 26, no. 2 (2016): 186, 193–94, 201.  
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Few used it as a marker of identity in these centuries. As the historian Douglas Winiarski 

contends, nobody “used the term in its nominal form to identify a distinctive group of 

people or a specific religious subculture,” during the transatlantic revival movement 

sometimes called the First Great Awakening.25 Even as the term became a marker of 

community boundaries in the late nineteenth century, it did not map onto only 

“conservative” doctrines such as biblical inerrancy or penal substitutionary atonement. 

As the historian D. G. Hart has demonstrated, both sides of the so-called “fundamentalist-

modernist controversy” laid claim to the term. Conservative Protestants like B. B. 

Warfield argued that the ecumenism of the Federal Council of Churches, who sought to 

unite divided Protestants into a strong church union, could not be evangelical because it 

did not require all churches to important theological markers, such as belief in the Trinity, 

while Social Gospel advocates such as Shailer Mathews defended liberal views by 

contending that “Protestant modernism” was nothing more than “the use of scientific, 

historical, social method in understanding and applying evangelical Christianity to the 

needs of living persons.”26 Only in the twentieth century did one side of the Protestant 

split assume control over the term, but even then it was an “essentially contested 

concept,” according to the historian Donald W. Dayton.27 As these historians have 

 

25 Douglas L. Winiarski, Darkness Falls on the Land of Light: Experiencing Religious Awakenings 

in Eighteenth-Century New England (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018), 15. 

26 D. G. Hart, Deconstructing Evangelicalism: Conservative Protestantism in the Age of Billy 

Graham (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005), 23. 

27 Donald W. Dayton, “Some Doubts about the Usefulness of the Category ‘Evangelical,’” in The 

Variety of American Evangelicalism, ed. Donald W. Dayton and Robert K. Johnston (Downers Grove, IL: 
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demonstrated, Bebbington’s seemingly universal and eternal theological framing of 

evangelical identity does not hold up to careful historical scrutiny. The concept demands 

more contextual definitions. 

Furthermore, scholarly resistance to the traditional theological definition also 

derives from the recognition that, despite the claims of past interpreters, theology has 

never functioned as an unadulterated source of evangelical values. Political and cultural 

commitments have in fact shaped theological commitments as much as theological 

commitments have shaped political and cultural ones. For instance, social scientists have 

also recently realized that many conservative Protestants who confess the four 

“evangelical characteristics” outlined by Bebbington do not necessarily self-identify as 

evangelicals. Particularly among African-American Protestants, levels of theological 

ascription are high but evangelical self-identification are low.28 For historians, such 

findings challenge the conclusion that evangelicalism as a movement should be 

understood primarily in theological terms. If African American Protestants who ascribe to 

biblicism, crucicentrism, conversionism, and activism still do not understand themselves 

as “evangelical,” is there something else going on here? Could race be playing an 

important role in shaping evangelical identity in the present? Could it have played an 

important role in shaping evangelical identity in the past, too? As the historian Seth 

 

InterVarsity Press, 1991), 245. Dayton, in many ways, served as a progenitor to the more recent 

historiographical revisionism. 

28 According to one poll conducted by the evangelical agency LifeWay, as few as twenty-five 

percent of African Americans who hold the “evangelical characteristics” actually call themselves 

evangelicals. See Bob Smietana, “What Is an Evangelical? Four Questions Offer New Definition,” 

Christianity Today, November 19, 2015, http://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2015/november/what-is-

an-evangelical-new-definition-nae-lifeway-research.html. 
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Dowland has concluded, “It’s not that theology isn’t important to white evangelicals; it’s 

just not the primary thing that distinguishes them from other religious groups.”29 

Rather than relying on an ahistorical and contested definition that attempts to 

define evangelicalism according to normative or timeless theological precepts, scholars in 

this new evangelical historiography have instead proposed thinking of evangelicalism as 

a set of imagined communities. Drawing on the work of Benedict Anderson and Jürgen 

Habermas, they argue for a plurality of evangelicalisms, rather than one normative, 

universal movement, whose identities were socially constructed, historically contingent, 

and deployed to inspire particular loyalties and to meet particular needs at particular 

times.30 

A variety of forces, not just theology, have shaped the contours of these 

evangelical imaginaries. The historian Daniel Silliman, for instance, has argued that in 

the postwar United States, so-called evangelicals were united and defined according to 

social networks—relationships, conversations, and personal connections. In 

reconstructing the origins of the publication Christianity Today, Silliman has shown that 

when certain self-identified “evangelicals” came together to plan their publication, doll 

out writing and editorial assignments, and determine who would receive its inaugural 

issues, they relied not upon theology to draw their boundaries, but rather “the material 

 

29 Seth Dowland, “American Evangelicalism and the Politics of Whiteness,” The Christian 

Century, July 4, 2018, 26.  

30 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 

Nationalism, rev. ed. (London: Verso, 1991), 6; Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the 

Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, 6th ed. (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 

1991), 36–40. 
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realities of social connection and community.” They did not ask, as the theological 

definition of evangelicalism might lead us to believe, what particular individuals, 

congregations, or denominations believed about biblical inspiration, the atonement, or the 

end of the world. Instead, they asked “who knew whom, who trusted whom, and who 

supported Billy Graham,” according to Silliman.31 In this sense, they imagined a version 

of evangelicalism into existence via relationships and, through the subscription list of this 

flagship periodical, invited new members to join the community. 

While Silliman has centered the role of social networks in imagining varieties of 

evangelicalism into existence, the historian Kristin Kobes Du Mez has instead focused on 

consumption and its role in creating religious community. As Du Mez has argued, “Over 

the past half century or more, evangelicals have produced and consumed a vast quantity 

of religious products,” from radio programs to monthly magazines, from “Christian 

contemporary music” to feature films, from t-shirts to home décor. “Many evangelicals 

who would be hard pressed to articulate even the most basic tenets of the [Bebbington 

quadrilateral] have nonetheless been immersed in this consumer culture,” she contends, 

and “[b]y partaking in a common consumer culture, individuals form bonds with other 

like-minded consumers, developing affinities that form the basis of a shared cultural 

identity.”32 In Du Mez’s telling, consumption has enabled conservative Protestants 

otherwise divided by denomination, doctrine, geography, and ethnicity to imagine 

 

31 Silliman, “An Evangelical Is Someone Who Likes Billy Graham,” 3, 38. 

32 Kristin Kobes Du Mez, Jesus and John Wayne: How White Evangelicals Corrupted a Faith and 

Fractured a Nation (New York: Liveright, [forthcoming]).  



 

23 

themselves as part of the same community. Both of these scholars have, by looking 

beyond theology, developed far more robust frameworks through which to understand 

what it means to be evangelical. 

In this dissertation, I build on the arguments of Silliman, Du Mez, and others by 

defining evangelicalism as an imagined community that exists within social networks and 

patterns of media consumption, but I advance their conclusions by noting the key role of 

heritage in that process. Different varieties of evangelicalism were imagined into 

existence over time, I contend, not only through interpersonal relationships or the 

ingestion of certain books or radio programs, but also by the production and exhibition of 

genealogical narratives that helped contemporary conservative Protestants understand 

themselves within the flow of history. In other words, evangelicalisms were invented as 

everyday conservative Protestants consumed historical narratives about and encountered 

historical artifacts from people, institutions, and events in the past—as they imagined 

themselves as inheritors of the legacy of the Gilded Age evangelist Billy Sunday, as the 

perpetuators of the frontier revivals of the early nineteenth century, or as contemporary 

heirs of the work begun after World War II by the humanitarian agency World Relief. I 

also trace this consumption of heritage and its genealogical narratives through time, 

noting the ways in which evangelical heritage, its material practices, and its intellectual 

content evolved according to the needs of the present moment. Ultimately, I demonstrate 

the ways in which versions of the past served to help imagine—and reimagine—

otherwise disconnected conservative Protestants into communities called evangelicalism. 
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Because I take seriously the idea that evangelicalism as a normative phenomenon 

does not exist but rather gets imagined and reimagined into existence over time, 

sometimes in overlapping and competing ways, I use language carefully and judiciously 

throughout this dissertation. A few words of explanation are in order. In general, I avoid 

using the term evangelical or evangelicalism generically, except in my use of 

“evangelical heritage.” Instead, I try to employ language that underlines the invented and 

contextual nature of these communities. I employ the broad term conservative Protestant 

to describe that segment of American Protestantism comprised of particular 

congregations, church networks, parachurch organizations, educational institutions, 

missionary agencies, and other institutions that came to exist outside the Protestant 

“mainline,” the seven largest and historically influential Protestant denominations in the 

United States: the Episcopal Church, the Presbyterian Church (USA), the American 

Baptist Church, the Congregational Church (now part of the United Church of Christ), 

the United Methodist Church, the Evangelical Lutheran Church, and the Disciples of 

Christ.33 Somewhat problematically, but also unavoidably, I use this phrase across the 

entirety of my study, which runs from the 1930s into the twenty-first century, to refer to 

the wide array of Christians who fell into these institutional and organizational groupings. 

Though these groupings did change and evolve over time, I treat them somewhat 

 

33 The standard study of the Protestant mainline is William R. Hutchinson, Between the Times: 

The Travail of the Protestant Establishment in America, 1900-1960 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1989). A different yet very useful study is Leigh E. Schmidt and Sally M. Promey, eds., American 

Religious Liberalism (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2012). For a thorough study of the 

invention of the Protestant mainline, see Elesha J. Coffman, The Christian Century and the Rise of the 

Protestant Mainline (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
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homogeneously with this phrase. Furthermore, I acknowledge the equally problematic yet 

inevitable use of the term “conservative” in this designation, a word that might imply 

theological conservativism (particular beliefs about the nature of the Bible, the character 

of Christ’s atoning work, the importance of conversion, or the events of the end times) as 

well as political conservatism (particular ideas about the scope and size of government, 

about the regulation of the market, and about social mores). While most (though certainly 

not all) of the conservative Protestants I describe in this book probably held both 

conservative theological and political views, the term conservative here is meant to 

function as shorthand for “not mainline Protestant,” rather than necessarily as a marker of 

theological or political views. 

I also use specific language to describe particular evangelical imaginaries. 

Fundamentalism, as I use it here, refers to those conservative Protestants who organized 

themselves after 1920 in opposition to perceived liberal theologies and political 

ideologies that they viewed as reshaping American society. Neo-evangelicalism refers to 

the movement among fundamentalists after World War II to rebrand the “old time 

religion” for the postwar world. The New Christian Right refers to an imagined 

community of conservative Protestants forged in the late 1970s and 1980s in opposition 

to the rights movements of midcentury and aligned with the Republican Party. As I 

demonstrate in the chapters that follow, each of these imagined evangelicalisms deployed 

a different version of evangelical heritage in order to accomplish particular ends. 
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Rethinking the “Radical Roots” of Public History 

Third, the story I tell in this dissertation qualifies the growing historiographical 

consensus that today’s public history discourses and practices have “radical roots” within 

progressive social movements for racial, sexual, and economic liberation. Recent and 

forthcoming work by scholars such as Denise Meringolo, Lara Kelland, and others have 

overturned an older genealogical narrative about public history—that it emerged first in 

the “applied history” programs of early twentieth century American universities and later 

in the first named public history programs, especially ones started at the University of 

California, Santa Barbara and Carnegie Mellon University in the 1970s—by arguing 

instead that scholars should look outside of history departments and universities 

altogether to locate the emergence of the field’s distinctive values and methods. Their 

work identifies various movements for progressive social change, from the New Deal 

programs of the 1930s to the various civil rights struggles of the 1960s and 1970s, among 

other endeavors, as the most significant locusts of public history’s discursive and praxis-

oriented emphases on civic engagement, shared authority, and the mainstreaming of 

social history. Their conclusion is that public history’s methods and practices are 

inherently progressive and particularly attuned to transforming individual visitors and, 

indeed, entire communities into social actors committed to justice and equity.34  

 

34 The older historiography includes Robert Kelley, “Public History: Its Origins, Nature, and 

Prospects,” The Public Historian 1, no. 1 (Autumn 1978): 16–28; G. Wesley Johnson, “The Origins of ‘The 

Public Historian’ and the National Council on Public History,” The Public Historian 21, no. 3 (Summer 

1999): 167–79; Rebecca Conard, Benjamin Shambaugh and the Intellectual Foundations of Public History 

(Iowa City, IA: University of Iowa Press, 2002); and Rebecca Conard, “The Pragmatic Roots of Public 

History Education in the United States,” The Public Historian 37, no. 1 (2015): 105–20. The revisionist 

historiography, though still emerging, has won a wide hearing within the field, including in professional 
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My work tells a different yet parallel story by locating a key development in 

contemporary public history discourse and practice within the commemorative work 

performed by conservative Protestants throughout the twentieth century. From the earliest 

experiments in evangelical heritage in the 1940s and 1950s through the creation of the 

Billy Graham Center Museum in the 1970s and 1980s, evangelicals practiced a form of 

commemoration that was inherently emotional, immersive, and experiential. Though 

ostensibly like other American heritage sites insofar as they focused on a great man or 

great community, the spaces of evangelical heritage were unique in that they also extolled 

the virtue of that person’s or community’s conversion to Christian faith—and recounted 

and even sometimes reenacted the emotional experiences that fortified such moments. 

Moreover, these spaces marshalled such narratives of personal and corporate conversion 

in service of visitor conversion, a goal that was always fundamental to the educative and 

religious purposes of evangelical heritage. In other words, from the very start, evangelical 

heritage sought to use emotional, immersive, and experiential techniques to build 

visitors’ historical knowledge—and to compel them toward a Christian conversion. In 

this sense, evangelical heritage anticipated and even helped to invent public history’s turn 

toward experiential knowledge production in the 1970s. Several historians have noted the 

ways in which experience, immersion, and emotion became bundled into the public 

historians’ interpretive and exhibitionary toolkit around the time of the national 

 

organizations such as the National Council on Public History. See Denise D. Meringolo, Museums, 

Monuments, and National Parks: Toward a New Genealogy of Public History (Amherst, MA: University of 

Massachusetts Press, 2012); Lara Leigh Kelland, Clio’s Foot Soldiers: Twentieth-Century U.S. Social 

Movements and Collective Memory (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 2018); and Denise 

D. Meringolo, ed., Radical Roots: Civic Engagement, Public History, and A Tradition of Social Justice 

Activism (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, forthcoming). 
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Bicentennial, only to become unbundled in the 1980s and 1990s.35 Nobody has 

previously located the roots of this phenomenon in the commemorative work of 

conservative Protestants. The roots of public history look far less radical when viewed 

from this vantage. 

Reckoning with these conservative roots of public history practice—and their 

present-day impact on commemorative spaces such as the Museum of the Bible—gives 

us insight into the health of public culture in the United States today. At many 

mainstream museums and historical sites across the United States, public historians work 

hard to help their audiences disambiguate the forces that have shaped the American past. 

They emphasize context, contingency, and change over time. They complicate 

comfortable, inherited narratives by drawing a multiplicity of historical actors and voices 

into their interpretive work. And they insist that categories such as history, faith, and 

nation are discrete. Yet because of the ways in which emotion, immersion, and 

experience have been put to work in the spaces of evangelical heritage especially since 

the 1980s, visitors to these sites of commemoration do not conceive of history, faith, and 

nation as discrete categories, either before or after their visits. These sites thus become 

easy targets for mainstream public historians, who either roundly criticize or simply 

ignore the popularity of places like the Museum of the Bible. But doing so is a critical 

 

35 The historian M. J. Rymsza-Pawlowska historicizes this experiential turn in M. J. Rymsza-

Pawlowska, History Comes Alive: Public History and Popular Culture in the 1970s (Chapel Hill: The 

University of North Carolina Press, 2017). For practice-oriented reflections on the turn and its contested 

nature by museum professionals, see Hilde S. Hein, The Museum in Transition: A Philosophical 

Perspective (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Books, 2000), and Stephen E. Weil, Making Museums Matter 

(Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 2002). 
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misstep, I argue, because failing to accommodate and/or to learn from those groups with 

different historical imaginaries dismisses what may be a majority of Americans.  

 

A New Account of the Culture Wars 

 Ultimately, what I offer in the pages that follow is a new account of the culture 

wars and the terrain on which they are mobilized and waged. Historians of the culture 

wars have routinely viewed museums, including the National Museum of American 

History and the National Air and Space Museum, as sites of these ongoing conflicts, but 

few if any studies have looked beyond the Smithsonian’s institutions to see how battles 

over nation, faith, and history have played out in other exhibitionary contexts.36 Mine is 

an account of the culture wars that does not start or end with the Enola Gay. Instead, I 

look at the museums and historical sites that train visitors to engage in the culture wars, 

and I narrate the almost seventy-year history that led to the creation of these sites. Those 

who care about American historical memory and public culture need to know this story.  

 

Chapter Overview 

“Exhibiting Evangelicalism” develops its argument across six chapters. Chapter 2 

explores the post-World War II origins of conservative Protestant commemoration. In the 

1940s, a small group of young, ambitious white fundamentalists grew concerned that 

 

36 The key study is Edward T. Linenthal and Tom Engelhardt, History Wars: The Enola Gay and 

Other Battles for the American Past (New York: Holt & Company, 1996). See also Andrew Hartman, A 

War for the Soul of America: A History of the Culture Wars (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016). 
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their movement had sacrificed its influence on American politics, morality, and 

intellectual life to Catholics and mainline Protestants. Eschewing the ecclesiastical 

separatism and social antagonism that had characterized interwar fundamentalism, while 

retaining the movement’s doctrinal rigidity and conservative politics, these young 

ministers, missionaries, and intellectuals christened themselves neo-evangelicals and set 

out to build a coalition of like-minded, conservative Protestants that had been left out of 

the fundamentalist cabal. Elites built a network of independent religious institutions, such 

as the National Association of Evangelicals, a political lobbying group headquartered in 

Washington, D.C., that enabled conservative Protestants from varied ethno-religious 

backgrounds, geographic regions, denominations, and doctrinal traditions to imagine 

themselves as part of this coalition. 

Building neo-evangelicalism, however, required more than charismatic leaders 

and membership organizations. It also necessitated a deliberate historical memory. 

Entities tied to the emerging neo-evangelical coalition helped to provide this memory 

through experiments in evangelical heritage. Among the first was Mount Hood, the home 

of the Gilded Age evangelist Billy Sunday in Winona Lake, Indiana. After Sunday died 

in 1935, his widow, Helen Thompson Sunday, a significant religious celebrity in her own 

right, sought to preserve her husband’s memory by converting Mount Hood into a house 

museum. Every summer, Sunday offered tours of the building to the scores of 

fundamentalists and other conservative Protestants who flocked to Winona Lake for its 

popular, annual summer Bible conference. She deliberately deployed her husband’s 

memory to bolster her standing as a conservative Protestant celebrity, and to grant 
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historical legitimacy to neo-evangelicalism, the movement with which she was 

commonly associated. Sunday’s materialization of evangelical heritage gave neo-

evangelicals a connection to a specific past while offering unaffiliated fundamentalists 

and other conservative Protestants an assurance of the authority and validity of this 

upstart group.  

Around the same time, Boston’s Park Street Church—a venerable institution 

within conservative Protestantism pastored by Harold Ockenga, one of the architects of 

the neo-evangelical coalition—became part of the city’s new Freedom Trail walking tour. 

The Trail, an urban renewal project that displaced thousands of working-class Bostonians 

for the sake of creating an income-generating historical district “safe” for suburban 

tourists, linked several historical sites within the city’s urban core, including Park Street. 

Inclusion gave the neo-evangelical elites at Park Street new ways to deploy evangelical 

heritage. On the one hand, it allowed movement insiders to secure a sense of historical 

respectability and contemporary legitimacy. The stories they told at and about the church 

offered historical evidence that this congregation of conservative Protestants had made 

meaningful contributions to the nation’s growth and development. Moreover, those same 

patriotic stories, recounted in the midst of the Cold War, were undboutedly understood as 

a rhetorical defense against the specter of Communism, a bulwark that commemorators 

used to achieve yet another layer of state legitimacy. On the other hand, inclusion on the 

Freedom Trail offered Park Street a chance to use history as a means to convert new 

believers to the faith and invite outsiders to join the incipient movement. 
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These two early experiments were both quite localized, and never offered the 

totalizing historical narrative that elites needed to catalyze their coalition. Meanwhile, 

other forces worked to organize conservative Protestants, including the popular revival 

services of the evangelist Billy Graham. Chapter 3 considers how Graham functioned 

within the invention and maintenance of this coalition. It contends that Graham’s success 

derived, at least in part, from his ability to appeal to his audiences’ emotions, especially 

their fear, their joy, their peace, their gratitude. It also argues that audiences received and 

perceived Graham using the language of emotion. In other words, not only did listeners 

hear Graham talk about specific emotions, they also identified him with and understood 

him through those feelings. I label this phenomenon Billy Graham’s “heart religion.”  

This chapter further contends that a shift in Graham’s heart religion made possible 

both his meteoric success and, consequently, the rapid growth of conservative 

Protestantism after World War II. At the start of his preaching career, Graham frequently 

appealed to his audiences’ fears. While such appeals linked Graham to a centuries-old 

revivalistic tradition within conservative Protestantism, they neither fit the dominant 

emotional style of white, middle-class America nor did they aid neo-evangelicalism’s 

rebranding effort. Thus, by the mid-1950s and 1960s, Graham abandoned fear and turned 

to a more cosmopolitan set of emotions that included joy, peace, and gratitude. 

Audiences, too, increasingly received and perceived Graham through these emotions. 

This change abetted the evangelist’s rise to respectability, making Graham more relatable 

and more trustworthy in the eyes of his audiences, winning him the nation’s admiration, 

and by extension aiding in conservative Protestantism’s postwar expansion. Even so, this 
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turn also put Graham at odds with some segments of American society. Amid the 

emergence of the civil rights movement and the growth of a national youth culture, both 

of which favored a more expressive emotional style, the evangelist appeared at best 

antiquated and at worst retrograde. 

Billy Graham’s heart religion helps to explain both the evangelist’s broad 

popularity and his specific role in imagining into existence the postwar neo-evangelical 

coalition. It also helps to explain the next step in his evolution as a religious icon: into a 

figure of commemoration. By the 1970s, neo-evangelical elites had become enamored 

once again with historical commemoration and had taken their famous icon as their 

subject. Chapter 4 examines those early efforts to commemorate Graham. It argues that 

what became the Billy Graham Center emerged amid a series of intense crises among 

neo-evangelicals over gender, nation, and politics. By the 1970s, the certainties that had 

unified postwar neo-evangelicalism—certainty about the “fundamentals” of Christian 

faith, certainty about “traditional values,” and certainty about America as a Christian 

nation and about a united conservative Protestantism as the divinely appointed custodian 

of that nation—had come under attack. For many neo-evangelicals and fundamentalists, 

the social, cultural, and political upheavals wrought by the Vietnam War, the civil rights 

movement, and second-wave feminism represented threats to the moral order. To save 

that moral order and restore their standing as the guardians of America’s national 

righteousness, these conservative Protestants forged a tentative alliance with President 

Richard Nixon amid his deployment of the so-called Southern Strategy. But their political 

hopes quickly dimmed. The emergence of a politically progressive wing within neo-
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evangelicalism, both in the United States and in the Global South, challenged the fusion 

of conservative Protestantism with conservative politics and fractured the fragile unity of 

the coalition. Moreover, the deteriorating situation in Vietnam and the scandal ignited by 

the Nixon administration’s involvement in the Watergate cover-up left neo-evangelicals 

chastened and chagrined. 

These crises within the wider neo-evangelical world fundamentally shaped the 

planning for the proposed center memorializing Graham. Initially, the crises precipitated 

a conflict over gender roles. Lois Ferm, a librarian hired by Graham to help plan the 

center, faced intense resistance from the all-male board of the Billy Graham Evangelistic 

Association (BGEA), the group charged with overseeing the evangelist’s ever-expanding 

ministry. She defied conservative Protestant expectations about femininity—and irritated 

board members—with her professional bona fides and her assertive style. Eventually, the 

board forced her out of the project altogether, erasing many of her contributions. Even so, 

her vision for the center—as a presidential library that not only archived the records of 

Graham’s ministry but also interpreted them to the public through museum exhibits 

designed to lead visitors to a Christian conversion experience—remained central to the 

planning process as it developed subsequently under the leadership of the BGEA staffer 

Leighton Ford. Later, amid the increasingly untenable situation in Vietnam and the 

embarrassment of the Watergate scandal, the crises propelled planners to scuttle plans to 

place the presidential library in Graham’s hometown of Charlotte, North Carolina, and 

instead created the center at Wheaton College, one of neo-evangelicalism’s most 

venerable educational institutions.  
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Though beset by these crises, the planning process nevertheless paved the way for 

a revival of neo-evangelical enthusiasm for historical commemoration. The Center, and 

especially its museum, promised to deliver a new version of the same proud, respectable, 

and mythic evangelical heritage previously propagated by conservative Protestant 

commemorators of the immediate postwar era. Chapter 5 offers a close examination of 

this new museum and its deployment of evangelical heritage. It argues that the Billy 

Graham Center Museum advanced evangelical heritage by offering visitors an experience 

of the past through exhibits that used emotion and immersion to develop historical 

knowledge. Curators and designers derived this method of exhibition and interpretation 

partly from Billy Graham’s heart religion. Just as the people who listened to or wrote 

about Graham during his preaching ministry made sense of him through the framework 

of emotion, so too could visitors to his museum make sense of him—and of the 

evangelical heritage he represented—in such terms. In doing so, curators and designers 

helped to invent an experiential turn in the field of American public history, fashioning a 

new mode of presenting the past to audiences. At the Museum, curators’ goals were 

twofold. First, they hoped to map evangelical heritage onto a broader narrative of 

American history, demonstrating to visitors that major political and social events in the 

nation’s past were decisively influenced by evangelical ideas, people, and activities—

and, thereby, proving that the evangelical story and the American story were profoundly 

imbricated. Second, they hoped to use the Museum as an evangelistic tool, believing that 

an encounter with evangelicalism’s long, proud history would inspire visitors to convert 

to Christian faith. The results were mixed. The museum did realize some successes, 
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including the exhibition of evangelical heritage to a broader audience than any previous 

experiment in conservative Protestant commemoration, but not all visitors responded to 

the Museum in the ways that its curators and its boosters hoped. Moreover, and perhaps 

most importantly, the movement whose past the Museum sought to enshrine—postwar 

neo-evangelicalism—fragmented after 1980. As new imaginings of evangelicalism 

emerged to take its place, so too did new versions of evangelical heritage and new 

methods to convey it.  

Both the achievements and the limitations of the Billy Graham Center Museum 

explain the evolution of evangelical heritage after 1980. No longer satisfied with the 

museum model, would-be commemorators sought new ways to offer immersive, 

emotional experiences of evangelical heritage to their audiences. Chapter 6 explains the 

origins of this new method and why it became so attractive to conservative Protestant 

purveyors of evangelical heritage. It begins with the emergence of a new imagining of 

evangelical community, the New Christian Right, which gained both cultural prominence 

and electoral potency in the late 1970s and early 1980s, as it galvanized millions of 

conservative Protestants to vote for Republican candidates committed to restoring 

America’s “Christian heritage” and “traditional values.” Leaders of the New Christian 

Right drummed up an imagined sense of belonging among otherwise disconnected 

conservative Protestants using the same means as neo-evangelical elites, including new 

media, organizational membership, and heritage. But in their efforts to exhibit 

evangelical heritage between 1975 and 2005—the same period in which neo-evangelical 

elites continued to pin their commemorative hopes on sites such as the Billy Graham 
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Center Museum, which embodied trends in public history practice—entrepreneurs within 

the New Christian Right invested in the theme park. On the one hand, these parks 

provided conservative Protestant consumers with new spaces in which to enjoy fun, 

family-centered entertainment. On the other, they helped to invent the New Christian 

Right by using their built environments and techniques of immersion, emotion, and 

experience to channel the ideas that gave structure and meaning to this new imagining of 

evangelical community, including a Christian nationalist nostalgia and a pro-Israel 

apocalypticism. Their ideological authority derived from their fusion of faith, nation, and 

history via fun, exciting experiences. Moreover, though designed for a specific 

subculture, these parks were never entirely sectarian. They consistently borrowed from, 

competed with, and sometimes even influenced the parks operated by the Walt Disney 

Company. By the turn of the twenty-first century, they had proved both financially 

lucrative and ideologically compelling, luring tourist dollars, media attention, and the 

enthusiasm of many conservative Protestants. 

The New Christian Right’s investment in the experience economy between 1980 

and 2005 explains the transformation of evangelical history museums by the early 

twenty-first century. Purveyors of evangelical heritage still sought to imbue their sites 

with the intellectual authority of the museum, yet the sites derived their ideological 

authority from the form and function of the theme park. The first effort to synthesize the 

evangelical museum with the evangelical theme park, the Billy Graham Library, opened 

in 2007 in Charlotte, North Carolina. Chapter 7 examines this site in detail, arguing that 

its synthetic nature—part museum, part theme park—explains how it deployed its version 
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of evangelical heritage. Unlike the Billy Graham Center Museum, which presented a 

version of evangelical heritage that historicized Graham as the latest in a long line of 

conservative Protestant evangelists who had contributed meaningfully to the nation’s 

spiritual, cultural, and political development, the Library made Graham’s biography into 

evangelical heritage, and it deployed that evangelical heritage in two ways—one stated, 

the other unstated. In its publicity material, the Library expressed the goal of using 

evangelical heritage—the history of Billy Graham’s life, ministry, and message—to 

conduct an “ongoing crusade” that would convert visitors to Christianity. At the same 

time, the Library also pursued a less explicit goal of using evangelical heritage to inspire 

in visitors feelings of nostalgia. The yearning vision of America as a Christian nation 

presented across the Library’s galleries reflected the ideology of the New Christian Right, 

that imagined evangelical community with which Graham’s son and successor, Franklin, 

had come to be associated. Library designers and boosters hoped that such feelings of 

nostalgia might compel visitors to action in restoring the nation’s religious heritage. 

According to the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association, which funded the 

project, the Library was a resounding success, continually achieving its goal of securing 

Christian conversions. But other sources, such as reviews left by Library visitors, tell a 

more complicated story. While some visitors resisted the Library’s messaging, and while 

very few converted or contributed financially to the BGEA’s programs, still others 

clearly heard, felt, and often embraced the site’s overt messaging. Most importantly, the 

Library evidently succeeded in transmitting feelings of nostalgia. Many visitors noted in 

their reviews that the site conjured for them a deep yearning for a halcyon past, and some 
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even expressed their nostalgia using the rhetoric of the New Christian Right. In this 

sense, the site accomplished its unstated but nonetheless evident goal of mobilizing 

visitors for participation in the New Christian Right’s battle against its perceived political 

and cultural enemies in order to restore the nation’s Christian heritage. Thus, this chapter 

concludes that the first effort to synthesize the evangelical museum with the evangelical 

theme park had mixed results, even as it continued to shape the commemorative vision of 

entrepreneurs and religious leaders within conservative Protestantism. 

The proliferation of evangelical museums and historical sites in the early twenty-

first century—including the much-publicized, innovative, and controversy-laden Museum 

of the Bible—relied significantly on the techniques and technologies of the theme park, 

from animatronics to digital media, immersive landscapes to integrated retail 

opportunities. They also increasingly functioned, like the theme parks that influenced 

them, as sites for the dissemination of New Christian Right ideology, offering education 

and entertainment while also waging the culture wars. Only by examining the long 

history of conservative Protestant experimentation with heritage and historical 

commemoration can we fully understand the latest addition to the nation’s memorial 

landscape.  
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CHAPTER 2 

THE POSTWAR ORIGINS OF EVANGELICAL COMMEMORATION, 1945-1970 

 

“The hour for which we have been praying and expectantly waiting . . . has 

arrived,” declared the fundamentalist minister J. Elwin Wright to a crowd of two hundred 

conservative Protestant ministers, missionaries, evangelists, and religious scholars 

assembled at the Hotel Coronado in St. Louis, Missouri in April 1942. Though the United 

States had just launched itself into a global conflict mere months before, the clergymen 

gathered in the Gateway City were not pondering the battle against fascism and 

totalitarianism. They were concerned with a different battle: the battle for America’s soul. 

They feared that liberal religion, secular ideas, and big government were eroding the 

nation’s Protestant heritage, and they wanted to fight back. In St. Louis, they organized 

their forces and formed a new religious organization to carry out the work of evangelism 

and political reform, which they named the National Association of Evangelicals (NAE).1 

As one of the masterminds behind the new organization, Wright delivered the 

founding convention’s opening address. He devoted much of his time to explaining the 

purposes of the NAE, but he also outlined the impetus for the organization’s creation. 

 

1 J. Elwin Wright, “An Historical Statement of Events Leading Up to the National Conference at 

St. Louis,” in Evangelical Action! A Report of the Organization of the National Association of Evangelicals 

for United Action (Boston: United Action Press, 1942), 3. On the founding of the NAE, see Daniel K. 

Williams, God’s Own Party: The Making of the Christian Right (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2010), 15–18; Matthew Avery Sutton, American Apocalypse: A History of Modern Evangelicalism 

(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2014), 285–90; and Molly Worthen, Apostles 

of Reason: The Crisis of Authority in American Evangelicalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2014), 25–27, 33–38, 45–47. 
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According to Wright, the rationale for starting the NAE was as much about the past as the 

present. In fact, it was a shared historical memory—a vision of what Christianity had 

been—that gave meaning and purpose to the new organization. Originally, Wright 

claimed, the Christian church existed in a state of formal unity, both theological and 

organizational, but across its centuries of existence that unity had been lost. “Christians 

have become more and more divided, as new doctrinal and political ideas have 

developed, until today the Church presents a sad spectacle of a body with numberless 

organizational barriers,” he lamented. “[T]he Church in this generation is sadly in need of 

a return to the unity of purpose which characterized it in apostolic days.” The NAE, 

Wright claimed, offered a potential solution to this problem.  

Of course, this new organization would not and should not try to overcome all the 

divisions within Christianity. Unlike organizations run by progressive Protestants, he 

averred, the NAE would need to find “a definite doctrinal basis” and limit its membership 

to those groups that “have remained faithful to the great doctrines of the Church” and 

have not “rejected the authority of God’s Holy Word.” Even so, by seeking to remedy 

some of the splits and schisms that had rent Christianity in the past, the NAE would help 

“to heal the wounds caused by these many generations of multiple dissensions among the 

children of God” and, in so doing, create a united body capable of resisting the evils of 

modern society through evangelism and political action. According to Wright, a desire to 

recover the unity of apostolic Christianity had inspired him and other like-minded 

Protestants to create the NAE as “a declaration of . . . our high resolve to go forward 
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together unitedly for the truth.”2 In other words, according to Wright, a vision of the past 

had inspired the formation of the National Association of Evangelicals. 

Historians have argued that the 1942 founding of the NAE marked the birth of 

neo-evangelicalism, a post-World War II alliance of like-minded fundamentalists and 

other conservative Protestants intent on saving souls and protecting Christian America. 

Wright’s speech signals that the identity of this alliance was not yet fully formed in 1942. 

What it meant to form a united body such as the NAE, and even what it meant to be 

“evangelical,” was still in flux. The contours of this religious coalition—its shared 

elements, its boundaries, and more—were still being defined and negotiated. Wright’s 

speech therefore helped to imagine not only the NAE but, by extension, all of neo-

evangelicalism into existence. And it did so using a shared historical memory, a vision of 

the past capable of galvanizing people otherwise divided by doctrine, denominational 

affiliation, and theological tradition. The speech was the first of many appeals to the past 

that conservative Protestant elites, like Wright, used to catalyze their coalition. Historical 

memory and its material counterpart, commemoration, played important roles in forming 

this movement. They offered a potent and persuasive means by which coalition elites 

helped their constituents imagine themselves as part of something larger. 

This chapter explores the origins of the conservative Protestant experiment with 

historical commemoration. It argues that deliberate versions of evangelical heritage were 

developed in the mid-twentieth century by conservative Protestant elites in order to 

 

2 Wright, “An Historical Statement of Events Leading Up to the National Conference at St. 

Louis,” 3, 14, 15. Emphasis mine.  
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fashion a collective identity and a sense of belonging within neo-evangelicalism. 

Rhetorical appeals to the past, such as the one offered by Wright in his 1942 speech, were 

among the most pervasive, but neo-evangelical elites also materialized their historical 

memories by creating historic sites to be visited, venerated, and preserved. Among the 

first was Mount Hood, the home of the Gilded Age evangelist Billy Sunday in Winona 

Lake, Indiana. After Sunday died in 1935, his widow, Helen Thompson Sunday, sought 

to preserve her husband’s memory by converting Mount Hood into a house museum. 

Every summer, Sunday offered tours of the building to the scores of fundamentalists and 

other conservative Protestants who flocked to Winona Lake for its popular, annual 

summer Bible conference. She deliberately deployed her husband’s memory to bolster 

her standing as a conservative Protestant celebrity, and to grant historical legitimacy to 

neo-evangelicalism, the movement with which she was commonly associated. Sunday’s 

materialization of evangelical heritage gave neo-evangelicals a connection to a specific 

past while offering unaffiliated fundamentalists and other conservative Protestants an 

assurance of the authority and validity of this upstart group.  

Around the same time, Boston’s Park Street Church—a venerable institution 

within conservative Protestantism pastored by Harold Ockenga, one of the architects of 

the neo-evangelical coalition—became part of the city’s new Freedom Trail walking tour. 

Inclusion on the Trail gave neo-evangelicals new ways to deploy evangelical heritage. On 

the one hand, it allowed movement insiders to secure a sense of historical respectability 

and contemporary legitimacy. The stories they told at and about the church offered 

historical evidence that this congregation of conservative Protestants had made 
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meaningful contributions to the nation’s growth and development. Moreover, those same 

patriotic stories, recounted in the midst of the Cold War, were undboutedly understood as 

a rhetorical defense against the specter of Communism, a bulwark that commemorators 

used to achieve yet another layer of state legitimacy. On the other hand, inclusion on the 

Freedom Trail offered Park Street a chance to use history as a means to convert new 

believers to the faith and invite outsiders to join the incipient movement. Ultimately, 

neither of these projects garnered the national prominence necessary to catalyze neo-

evangelicals’ social movement. Nonetheless, on a modest scale they demonstrated the 

power of the past to inspire a sense of belonging.  

In describing the origins of neo-evangelical historical memory-making, this 

chapter demonstrates the burgeoning importance of historical memory and 

commemoration to conservative Protestantism in the mid-twentieth century. Evangelical 

heritage did not succeed at galvanizing a social movement in the 1950s and 1960s, as 

elites had hoped, but as neo-evangelicals gained social power and prominence in the 

1970s and 1980s, they returned again and again to the past as a means of inspiration and 

influence. This chapter sets the stage for the narrative that unfolds in the subsequent 

chapters of this dissertation.  

 

 

From Fundamentalism to Neo-Evangelicalism  

In order to understand how neo-evangelicalism came into existence and why its 

elites used the past to give the movement a sense of identity and purpose in the present, 
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we must first understand its roots. For much of the nineteenth century, the terms 

Protestant and evangelical functioned interchangeably in American public discourse. In 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, however, factions emerged within this 

broad religious tradition. One faction, according to the historian Matthew Avery Sutton, 

was “radical evangelicalism.” These Christians affirmed typically Protestant doctrines, 

such as the centrality of the Bible, the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, the 

necessity of individual conversion, and the importance of spreading the faith through 

missions. They married to these convictions a revived version of the ancient doctrine of 

millennialism, a belief in the imminent end of the world and in the obligation to 

Christianize as many nonbelievers as possible before the apocalypse.3 

A commitment to these teachings set radical evangelicals at odds with their fellow 

Protestants. Modernists, as progressive Protestants styled themselves, discarded what 

they viewed as old-fashioned theological notions, embraced modern intellectual trends 

such as historical and literary criticism of Bible and Darwinian evolution, and espoused a 

social gospel that emphasized the role of Christians in ameliorating structural evils rather 

than saving souls. Radical evangelicals believed that their co-religionists had abandoned 

the true faith and viewed their apostacy as further evidence of impending doom. World 

War I further exacerbated these tensions. Theological disputes transformed into political 

divisions, and each side accused the other of lacking sufficient patriotic fervor during a 

time of national crisis. By the war’s end, radical evangelicals had broadened their agenda 

 

3 Sutton, American Apocalypse, ix–xiv, 1–46. 
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to include not only saving souls, preparing for the apocalypse, and defending what they 

viewed as the fundamental doctrines of the faith, but also to protecting so-called 

“Christian America” from progressives’ heretical theologies. A few years later, in 1920, 

the Baptist newspaper editor Curtis Lee Laws gave these conservatives a new name: 

fundamentalists.4 

As a self-conscious, trans-denominational movement within Protestantism, 

fundamentalism bridged some social divides while ignoring or exacerbating others. For 

instance, its membership spanned socioeconomic class. Its ranks included wealthy 

businessmen and politicians as well as poor farmers and factory workers. It also spanned 

region. Though its centers of power were in the North and the Midwest, it claimed many 

adherents in the South and, eventually, as a result of the migration of Southerners to find 

well-paying jobs in Arizona and California during the Great Depression, the Sunbelt.5 

Even so, fundamentalism was, from the start, factional. Historians have demonstrated that 

fundamentalism was an overwhelmingly white, male-led movement dominated by the 

Reformed tradition of American Protestantism. Fundamentalism not only failed to cross 

the color line, but many of its elites actively endorsed or justified white supremacy and 

 

4 Sutton, 47–150, and Matthew Avery Sutton, “New Trends in the Historiography of American 

Fundamentalism,” Journal of American Studies 51 (2017): 235–36. 

5 Sutton, American Apocalypse, 77–78. On the westward spread of fundamentalism through 

Depression-era migrations, see Darren Dochuk, From Bible Belt to Sunbelt: Plain-Folk Religion, 

Grassroots Politics, and the Rise of Evangelical Conservatism (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 

2011), 3–76. 
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racism.6 The movement relied on the labor of fundamentalist women—as Sunday school 

teachers, missionaries, and more—but male elites worked to limit women’s roles in 

public leadership and to define movements for women’s rights in the public square as 

contrary to a correct reading of Scripture and as a sign of imminent apocalypse.7 Elites 

also excluded those Protestants who shared fundamentalism’s pessimism about the state 

of American society and its opposition to modernists, but whose theological traditions 

they deemed offensive or erroneous, including pacifist Mennonites and Brethren, holiness 

Wesleyans, and Pentecostals that embraced speaking in tongues and divine healing.8 

Moreover, fundamentalists developed a reputation for schism. In the 1920s and 1930s, 

for instance, they clashed with one another over whether to remain in liberal-controlled 

denominations and fight for renewed influence or to separate and form new, doctrinally 

pure, independent churches. Over time, splits begat splits. Many of the churches formed 

to avoid “unholy alliances” with modernists eventually divided over further disputes 

about right doctrine, church polity, and religious practice.9 

 

6 On fundamentalism and race, see Mary Beth Swetnam Mathews, Doctrine and Race: African 

American Evangelicals and Fundamentalism between the Wars (Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama 

Press, 2017), 1–40; Sutton, American Apocalypse, 133–37; and Dowland, “American Evangelicalism and 

the Politics of Whiteness,” 26–31. 

7 On the limited roles of fundamentalist women and on male elites’ attitudes on gender, see Betty 

A. DeBerg, Ungodly Women: Gender and the First Wave of American Fundamentalism (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 1990), and Bendroth, Fundamentalism and Gender... 

8 Edith L. Blumhofer, Restoring the Faith: The Assemblies of God, Pentecostalism, and American 

Culture (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1993), 181; Perry Bush, Two Kingdoms, Two Loyalties: 

Mennonite Pacifism in Modern America (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), 31–32, 

39–49, 84–85, 131–32, 142–43; Carpenter, Revive Us Again, 59, 69, 77, 114, 155–60; and Sutton, 

American Apocalypse, 58–59, 98–100. 

9 Carpenter, Revive Us Again, 33–56. 
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In their nationwide crusade to eradicate America’s sin and preserve its Protestant 

identity before the coming apocalypse, fundamentalists engaged in the work of 

evangelism, converting nonbelievers to the faith. In the early decades of the twentieth 

century, radical evangelicals and fundamentalists found great success by organizing 

revival services, such as the massive urban campaigns of the baseball-player-turned-

preacher Billy Sunday, and by broadcasting religious services on the radio, an innovative 

style of ministry pioneered by the Pentecostal preacher Aimee Semple McPherson and 

the fundamentalist minister Paul Rader.10 At the same time, fundamentalists also engaged 

in political activism. In the 1920s, for instance, fundamentalists agitated for the 

prohibition of alcohol, the regulation of dancing, and the censorship of Hollywood-

produced motion pictures. They likewise protested against what they perceived as the 

secularization of the nation’s educational system, especially the teaching of Darwinian 

evolution, which challenged fundamentalist verities about God’s role in the creation of 

the world—and, therefore, about the authority of the Bible. They lobbied state 

legislatures to pass restrictive bills banning evolution in public schools, succeeding in 

Tennessee in 1925. They also mobilized against political candidates. In 1928, for 

instance, they organized a highly visible campaign to prevent the Democrat Al Smith, a 

Catholic, from winning the White House. Five years later, when another Democrat, 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt, repealed the Volstead Act and ended Prohibition, teetotaling 

 

10 On radical evangelical and fundamentalist revivalism before and after World War I, see Josh 

McMullen, Under the Big Top: Big Tent Revivalism and American Culture, 1885-1925 (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2015). On radio evangelism, see Tona J. Hangen, Redeeming the Dial: Radio, Religion, 

and Popular Culture in America (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 21–79. 
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fundamentalists furiously decried the decision and labeled Roosevelt “the Anti-Christ.” 

Many fundamentalists also opposed Roosevelt’s New Deal—both its programs, which 

they viewed as an overreach of state power, and its ideological vision of a racially 

egalitarian, politically progressive society, which challenged fundamentalists’ notions of 

white privilege, self-determinism, and economic security.11 

Despite their relative internal unity against the teaching of evolution, the 

candidacy of a Catholic president, and the expansionism of the New Deal, 

fundamentalists failed to secure meaningful political victories in the 1920s and 1930s. In 

part, these failures stemmed from fundamentalists’ divided partisan loyalties. Some 

fundamentalists were were Democrats, others were Republicans, and none could 

convince either party to take them seriously.12 Moreover, even fundamentalists’ most 

obvious political successes came at a cost. Agitation against evolution, for instance, 

earned fundamentalists a reputation as backward-facing and anti-intellectual, as in the 

aftermath of the highly publicized Scopes “monkey trial” in Dayton, Tennessee, in 1925. 

Though fundamentalists won in the court of law, which upheld Tennessee’s ban on 

teaching evolution, they were excoriated in the press, especially by the journalist H. L. 

 

11 Williams, God’s Own Party, 12–15; Dochuk, From Bible Belt to Sunbelt, 79–140; Sutton, 

American Apocalypse, 148–206, 232–62; and Edward J. Larson, Summer for the Gods: The Scopes Trial 

and America’s Continuing Debate Over Science and Religion (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1997). An older yet still valuable study on the interwar origins of fundamentalist politics is Ribuffo, The 

Old Christian Right. 

12 Williams, God’s Own Party, 14–15, and Sutton, American Apocalypse, 258–62. 
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Mencken, who derided them as “rustic ignoramuses.”13 Thus as Catholic and liberal 

Protestant influence increased in Washington, D.C., as dictatorships arose in Europe, and 

as the clouds of war gathered on the nation’s horizon by 1940, fundamentalist politics 

languished. 

By the end of World War II, a generation of young fundamentalists became 

deeply concerned about their movement’s failures. They recognized that fundamentalists 

had become laughingstocks and that other Christians, especially liberal Protestants and 

Catholics, commanded sway in the nation’s halls of power. They wanted to change all 

that. The key, they believed, was not to modify the old-time religion, but to update 

fundamentalism’s public profile. Maintaining their elders’ doctrinal rigidity and 

conservative politics, these young leaders rebranded fundamentalism. They dressed up an 

old religious tradition in new, more attractive garb and removed some of its most 

unsettling warts and blemishes. Against the schismatic and separationist tendencies of 

interwar fundamentalism, these young leaders proposed a professionalized movement, 

constituted by a web of well-funded, carefully managed independent religious institutions 

and run like a corporation, with a small group of publicly prominent white male elites 

directing its programs. Against the characterizations of interwar fundamentalism as anti-

 

13 Larson, Summer for the Gods, 197–224, and Sutton, American Apocalypse, 168-177 (quotation 

by Mencken on 174). An older generation of historians identified the Scopes trial as a major turning point 

for fundamentalists and evangelicals: Embarrassed by their treatment in the press, they withdrew from 

public life and focused instead on building a distinctive subculture of institutions and networks. Yet as 

Larson and Sutton (among other scholars) have more recently argued, Scopes did not compel 

fundamentalists to retreat; if anything, as Sutton has suggested, the trial “signaled [fundamentalists’] 

growing political sensibilities and activism.” In other words, the trial demonstrated the momentum of 

fundamentalism in the public square and the movement’s maturation as a political force, even though 

neither party was enlisting fundamentalists into their ranks. For the older generation’s argument, see 

Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, 184–95, and Carpenter, Revive Us Again, 13ff. 
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intellectual, obscurantist, conspiratorial, and otherworldly, these young leaders pursued 

respectability and declared their intent to tackle head-first the world’s most daunting 

intellectual, social, and cultural challenges. Most importantly, these young leaders 

rejected the sullied name “fundamentalism.” Seeking an identifier that would 

communicate the irenic cosmopolitanism they hoped to embody, these young 

fundamentalists gave their movement a new name: neo-evangelicalism.14 

This rebranded fundamentalism shared more than just conservative theology with 

its interwar progenitor. Neo-evangelicals were, like self-declared fundamentalists before 

them, unwilling to cross the color line. Its key organizers were all white, and they made 

little to no effort to recruit African Americans as they built a united evangelical front.15 

Moreover, neo-evangelicals maintained their fundamentalist forebears’ attitudes about 

women in religious leadership. While the movement’s flagship institution, the NAE, 

officially took no position on women in ministry, they unofficially barred women from 

positions of influence.16 If anything differentiated neo-evangelicalism from 

fundamentalism, it was the coalition’s deliberately more capacious ranks. The 

 

14 Dochuk, From Bible Belt to Sunbelt, 142–43; Sutton, American Apocalypse, 294–95; Worthen, 

Apostles of Reason, 24–35. 

15 On the racial politics of neo-evangelicalism, see Sutton, American Apocalypse, 286–87. 

Eventually, African Americans organized their own alternative to the NAE, the National Black Evangelical 

Association. On the NBEA, see Albert G. Miller, “National Black Evangelical Association,” in 

Encyclopedia of African American Culture and History, ed. Jack Salzman, David Lionel Smith, and Cornel 

West (New York: Macmillan, 1996), and Albert G. Miller, “The Rise of African-American Evangelicalism 

in American Culture,” in Perspectives on American Religion and Culture, ed. Peter W. Williams (Malden, 

MA: Blackwell, 1999), 259–69. 

16 On the gender politics of neo-evangelicalism, see Bendroth, Fundamentalism and Gender..., 94–

95, and Sutton, American Apocalypse, 286–87. 
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membership roll of the NAE included Protestants from a variety of denominations and 

doctrinal traditions: groups linked to the old fundamentalism, such as Baptists, 

Methodists, Presbyterians, and independents; fundamentalists who had remained in 

liberal-controlled denominations, such as Congregationalists and Disciples of Christ; and 

conservative Protestants whom fundamentalists had spurned, including Pentecostals, 

Mennonites, Quakers, holiness Wesleyans, and ethnic confessional churches.17 By the 

1950s, the NAE claimed to represent more than two million conservative Protestants.18 

How did neo-evangelical elites recruit such an array of Protestants to join their 

cause? How did they manage to convince these Christians—otherwise divided by 

denominational affiliation, theological tradition, and even geography—to see themselves 

as “neo-evangelicals”? Historians have offered a variety of answers to these questions. 

The earliest interpretations emphasized the role of the post-World War II renewal of 

revivalism, a centuries-old Protestant tradition of large-scale preaching services 

reinvigorated in the 1940s and 1950s by interdenominational groups such as Youth for 

 

17 On the ranks of the NAE, see Carpenter, Revive Us Again, 141–50, and Williams, God’s Own 

Party, 15–17. On the inclusion of groups spurned by fundamentalists, see Blumhofer, Restoring the Faith, 

180–202; Perry Bush, “Anabaptism Born Again: Mennonites, New Evangelicals, and the Search for a 

Useable Past, 1950-1980,” Fides et Historia 25, no. 1 (Winter-Spring 1993): 26–47; Kurt W. Peterson, 

“Constructing the Covenant: The Evangelical Covenant Church and Twentieth-Century American 

Religious Culture, 1920-1970” (Ph.D. diss., University of Notre Dame, 2003), esp. ch. 6; Devin C. 

Manzullo-Thomas, “Born-Again Brethren in Christ: Anabaptism, Evangelicalism, and the Cultural 

Transformation of a Plain People,” Mennonite Quarterly Review 90, no. 2 (April 2016): 210–17. 

Importantly, not all the denominations courted by neo-evangelical elites agreed to join the NAE. The five-

million-member Southern Baptist Convention and the nearly-two-million-member Lutheran Church-

Missouri Synod never joined, despite their conservative credentials and obvious fit with the NAE, 

delivering a mighty blow to the organizational momentum of the coalition. See Carpenter, Revive Us 

Again, 158–59. 

18 James DeForest Murch, Cooperation without Compromise: A History of the National 

Association of Evangelicals (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1956), 202–3. 
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Christ and by popular evangelists such as the handsome, Southern-born Billy Graham.19 

Other scholars have pointed to the role of interdenominational para-church organizations 

and institutions as spaces in which conservative Protestants separated by doctrine and 

denomination found common cause on matters of evangelism, missions, 

humanitarianism, and religious discipleship.20 More recent accounts have considered 

intellectual trends as the catalyst. Sutton, for instance, has documented the revival of 

millennial apocalypticism as a crucial factor in the formation of the coalition, while the 

historian Molly Worthen has argued that an “ongoing . . . struggle to reconcile reason 

with revelation, heart with head, and private piety with the public square” informed its 

coalescence.21 The historians Daniel K. Williams and Axel R. Schäfer have observed the 

critical role of politics—especially anti-communism, federal support for humanitarian 

aid, and government regulation of moral matters—as the driving force behind 

conservative Protestant consolidation. Indeed, the NAE launched itself into political 

lobbying from its genesis, mounting campaigns to protect evangelical radio preachers’ 

broadcasting rights, to ensure “released time” for religious education in public schools, 

and to restrict liquor advertising, Sunday commerce, and pornography sales—even as it 

 

19 For this interpretation, see Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, 233–39, and 

Carpenter, Revive Us Again, 131–232. 

20 For this interpretation, see Joel A Carpenter, “A Shelter in the Time of Storm: Fundamentalist 

Institutions and the Rise of Evangelical Protestantism, 1929-1942,” Church History 49, no. 1 (March 

1980): 62–75; George Marsden, Reforming Fundamentalism: Fuller Seminary and the New Evangelicalism 

(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmands Publishing Co., 1987); John G. Turner, Bill Bright and Campus 

Crusade for Christ: The Renewal of Evangelicalism in Postwar America (Chapel Hill: The University of 

North Carolina Press, 2008); and David P. King, God’s Internationalists: World Vision and the Age of 

Evangelical Humanitarianism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2019). 

21 Sutton, American Apocalypse; Worthen, Apostles of Reason. Quotation from Worthen, 2. 
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paradoxically lamented the growing American welfare state and employed limited-

government rhetoric.22 Each of these interpretations helps to explain how an array of 

disassociated Protestants imagined themselves as a coherent community. But these 

studies have overlooked a critical mechanism used by coalition elites to forge their 

movement, one familiar to the millions of midcentury Americans who visited historic 

house museums, shopped at antique malls, or read American Heritage: historical 

memory. 

 

Evangelical Historical Memory after World War II 

Historical memory played a crucial role in post-World War II American society. 

The cessation of hostilities in Europe and the Pacific, the start of the Cold War, the 

emergence of the urban crisis, the growth of the suburbs, the mobilization of an organized 

civil rights movement—all these and more created a sense of urgency and uncertainty in 

the nation. In this context, the past became a means by which to achieve varied 

ideological ends. For instance, politicians and government officials viewed the past as a 

tool for inculcating civic values in the nation’s citizens. Federal custodianship of the 

nation’s civic memories expanded rapidly in the postwar years, resulting in a spate of 

new monuments, historic sites, parks, and museums, all influenced by America’s 

competition with the Soviets. For instance, the newest addition to the Smithsonian 

Institution museums, the National Museum of History and Technology, was conceived as 

 

22 Williams, God’s Own Party; Axel R. Schäfer, Piety and Public Funding: Evangelicals and the 

State in Modern America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012). 
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a celebratory, Cold War–era exercise in showcasing “the Nation’s progress.”23 Similarly, 

birthplace monuments and museums proliferated in the postwar era, buttressed by a belief 

that touring the natal homes of significant figures—mostly white, male politicians and 

military leaders during these decades—might inspire visitors to cultivate the same civic 

and interpersonal virtues that had made them great.24  

Unlike politicians and government bureaucrats who sought to unite Americans 

around the righteousness of American nationalism, social activists drew on forgotten or 

marginalized histories to inspire a desire for equal rights and to empower people to take 

action. African American civil rights leaders, for instance, trained grassroots activists for 

the struggle by connecting their efforts toward political equality in the 1950s and 1960s 

with earlier endeavors: the resistance of enslaved people, the movement toward 

abolitionism, and the work of recreating the nation’s racial order during Reconstruction. 

As the historian Lara Leigh Kelland observes, this work of collective memory-making 

served to mobilize a generation and continued to shape African American liberation 

efforts throughout the twentieth century.25 

 

23 On the inculcation of civic virtues through historical memory during the Cold War era, see 

Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory, 546–55, 571–618. On the National Museum of History and 

Technology, see William S. Walker, A Living Exhibition: The Smithsonian and the Transformation of the 

Universal Museum (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 2013), 44-85 (quotation 52). 

24 Seth C. Bruggeman, “Introduction: Locating the Birthplace in American Public Memory,” in 

Born in the U.S.A.: Birth, Commemoration, and American Public Memory (Amherst, MA: University of 

Massachusetts Press, 2012), 11–13. 

25 Kelland, Clio’s Foot Soldiers, 11–37. 
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Meanwhile, corporate interests capitalized on popular interest in the past and 

growing demand for nostalgia, not to mention the nation’s newfound economic prosperity 

and the rise of leisure culture, by commodifying history. Periodicals such as American 

Heritage promised virtue-starved Americans “a good deal of nostalgia” about the past. 

Similarly, sites such as John D. Rockerfeller’s Colonial Williamsburg provided visitors—

especially white, middle-class families—with an immersive experience that made them 

proud to be Americans. As one visitor wrote to Rockerfeller after vising the site, “You 

made it possible for us to enjoy our heritage and store our memories with its strong faith 

in freedom.”26 Similar corporate-run sites proliferated in these years. In addition to 

Rockerfeller’s Williamsburg and Henry Ford’s Greenfield Village, both of which were 

pre-war inventions, sites such as Old Sturbridge Village in New England and Knott’s 

Berry Farm in Southern California both opened their doors in the 1940s and 1950s, 

becoming tourist destinations to which millions of Americans gave millions of dollars in 

exchange for good feelings and warm memories.27  

Like many other Americans, neo-evangelicals also viewed past as a powerful 

means for assuaging anxieties and giving coherence to forces at play in the world. Just as 

sites like the National Museum of History and Technology preached American progress 

and patriotism, and just as Colonial Williamsburg sold Americans good feelings by 

immersing them in a mythic past, neo-evangelicals deployed historical memories that 

 

26 Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory, 538–46. On American Heritage, see also Roy Rosenzweig, 

“Marketing the Past: American Heritage and Popular History in the United States, 1954–1984,” Radical 

History Review 32 (1985): 7–29. 

27 Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory, 555–58. 
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they hoped would bind together their coalition’s diverse constituents and bring coherence 

to postwar evangelical identity. In so doing, they crafted the first prolific versions of 

evangelical heritage.  

As described at the outset of this chapter, the NAE co-organizer J. Elwin Wright 

was among the first to craft a seductive vision of the past, in a speech heard by more than 

two hundred of the agency’s founding members. Another NAE leader, James DeForest 

Murch, expanded and extended Wright’s narrative, popularizing it in venues that 

exceeded the reach of Wright’s oration. An experienced editor and religious educator, 

having served on the staff of several periodicals and as professor and president at the 

conservative Cincinnati Bible Seminary, Murch was also an architect of neo-

evangelicalism. He attended the NAE’s first convention in Chicago in 1943, and shortly 

thereafter became the founding editor of the organization’s monthly periodical, United 

Evangelical Action, a post he held until 1958. His involvement with the NAE emerged 

out of his denominational leadership. He was a life-long member and ordained minister in 

the Disciples of Christ, a modernist-controlled denomination, and he served as one of the 

foremost conservative voices within that group. A staunch opponent of the left-leaning 

ecumenical groups, like the Federal Council of Churches, he called conservative 

Disciples and other conservatives from Disciples splinter groups, such as the Christian 

Church and the Churches of Christ, to unite with the NAE specifically and the larger neo-
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evangelical coalition generally in order to resist liberal apostacy and to influence 

American society.28 

Murch was also a “neo-restorationist,” according to the historians D. Newell 

Williams, Douglas Foster, and Paul M. Blowers. This designation emphasizes Murch’s 

belief in one of the impulses that first launched the Disciples movement amid the 

revivalist fervor of the nineteenth-century Second Great Awakening, a belief that creedal 

churches and theological traditions had badly divided Christianity and that the only path 

to unity was a return to—a restoration of—the “primitive church,” meaning the faith and 

practice of the New Testament and the early Christian age. Indeed, in his history of the 

Disciples, titled Christians Only, Murch represented the Restorationist movement of the 

nineteenth century as the latest iteration of a centuries-long crusade of “free churches” 

against ecclesiastical tyranny. They were an anti-tradition tradition, a “Protestant Revolt” 

against dictatorial human institutions, rules, and regulations. Murch and his fellow neo-

restorationists believed that the liberal Disciples had lost this original impulse and had 

succumbed not only to liberal theology but to the crippling traditionalism and dictatorial 

hierarchies that accompanied it. Murch’s historical vision of the Restorationist movement 

was anachronistic and colored by his polemical purpose, but it revealed a striking feature 

 

28 A critical biography of Murch remains unwritten. For biographical information, see Randall 

Balmer, “Murch, James DeForest,” in Encyclopedia of Evangelicalism (Waco, TX: Baylor University 

Press, 2002), 397.  
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of his style: his use of the past to influence identity and shape community boundaries in 

the present.29 

Murch’s neo-restorationist impulse clearly influenced his work on behalf of the 

NAE, including his writing of Cooperation without Compromise, a history of the 

organization. Published a mere fourteen years after the NAE’s founding, the book was 

obviously more hagiography than critical analysis. It was also obviously yet another 

effort to provide the fledgling neo-evangelical coalition with a collective historical 

memory—a vision of the past that could inspire adherents to imagine themselves as part 

of something larger. Specifically, Murch in his narrative presented the NAE as a 

twentieth-century effort to recover and restore the purity of the early Christian church, 

especially its unity in matters theological and ecclesiological. This treatment not only 

reflected his Restorationist roots, but also echoed and elaborated on Wright’s 1942 

speech.  

Murch began his story in the first century. He argued that the church “as pictured 

in the New Testament” possessed “all [the] ‘hallmarks’ of true evangelical, biblical 

 

29 On Murch as both a “neo-restorationist” and “neo-evangelical” within the Restorationist 

tradition in the twentieth century, see D. Newell Williams, Douglas A. Foster, and Paul M. Blowers, The 

Stone-Campbell Movement : A Global History (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2012), 197–201. Murch’s 

interpretation of the Restorationist movement appears in Christians Only: A History of the Restoration 

Movement (Cincinnati: Standard Publishing Co., 1962). The historian James B. North discusses Murch’s 

problematic (and therefore untrustworthy) approach to history in Union in Truth: An Interpretive History of 

the Restoration Movement (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 1994), 333n30. For the purposes of my analysis, I 

am less interested in the trustworthiness of Murch’s treatment of the past and more interested in its 

polemical purposes: specifically, helping neo-evangelicals to imagine themselves as part of a larger 

movement via a shared historical memory. Though it does not mention Murch specifically, a valuable 

historical analysis of the place of Restorationists within nineteenth- and twentieth-century American 

evangelicalism is Richard T. Hughes, “Are Restorationists Evangelicals?,” in The Variety of American 

Evangelicalism, ed. Donald W. Dayton and Robert K. Johnston, paperback ed. (Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity Press, 1991), 109–34. 
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Christianity,” including “unity, fellowship, and cooperative action.” For a period of time, 

“there existed a happy blending of spiritual and temporal unity in the Church,” but 

eventually “the advent of worldliness and apostasy” shattered this unity. The culprits in 

this part of Murch’s story were, unsurprisingly, Roman Catholics. Catholics, Murch 

explained, “sought to preserve outward unity” and made “[c]hurch conformity . . . more 

to be desired than unity in spirit, life, and doctrine, resulting in a degenerate and apostate 

church.” Evangelical Christianity during this Catholic interregnum “did not die, but 

insofar as its visible state was concerned it became a remnant flock.” That began to 

reverse in the sixteenth century, with the Protestant Reformation. According to Murch, 

during this period agitators sought to revive and restore “the finest flow of Christianity,” 

namely the evangelical unity of the early church. Murch contended that these reform-

minded Christians repudiated the traditions of the Catholic Church and embraced “basic 

and essential Christian doctrine.” As they did, they experienced “a measure of 

cooperation . . . in matters of common concern.” Such cooperation persisted and later 

took a more formal form in the nineteenth century, with the creation of the World’s 

Evangelical Alliance, a coalition of Protestant groups organized in a “cooperative effort 

that would provide for united and aggressive action in meeting [the] common problems” 

created by a resurgent, post-Reformation Catholicism.30 

But, Murch demurred, such unity was short lived. At the end of the nineteenth 

century and into the next, Protestantism, especially in the United States, suffered through 

 

30 Murch, Cooperation without Compromise, 13–14, 16. 



 

61 

“the great apostasy.” Here Murch introduced a second villain into his story: modernist 

Protestantism. This “new interpretation of Christianity . . . challenged the ‘faith once for 

all delivered to the saints’” by rejecting “the authority of the Holy Scriptures and the 

historic creeds of Christendom,” he claimed. As modernist Protestantism “began to 

project its heresies into every root and branch” of Christianity, the church declined. “The 

pulpits came to be occupied by liberal ministers who lacked conviction and passion 

because they had abandoned the Gospel that is the power of God unto salvation,” Murch 

argued. “Conversions were rare. Young men were not volunteering for the ministry or the 

mission field. The man in the pew had his doubts that Christianity was the true religion.” 

Amid this decay, true evangelical Christians tried to fight back but were, in Murch’s 

estimation, too divided by denomination and theological tradition to mount a sufficient 

defense.31  

Yet, as the result of “an evident leading of the Holy Spirit,” a new movement 

arose in the 1940s. Leading conservative churchmen, Murch wrote, banded together “to 

create vehicles for Christian cooperation and action.” Together, they formed agencies 

tasked with promoting biblical truth in the areas of missions, education, evangelism, 

publication, and broadcasting. Out of their efforts emerged the National Association of 

Evangelicals, which enabled the new movement “to make a united impact in its 

undertakings” and “to declare its freedom from the shackles which liberal leadership had 

forged.” But more important than its institutions or their success was the character of this 
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new movement. “There was an unmistakable spiritual and doctrinal unity to it,” Murch 

concluded—a character which, in no small way, made it a twentieth-century restoration 

of the first-century Christian church.32 

Murch’s vision of the past helped conservative Protestants imagine themselves as 

part of a singular community in two key ways. First, it linked the twentieth-century neo-

evangelical movement to the first-century church by contending that both communities 

sought “unity, fellowship, and cooperative action” without sacrificing what Murch 

identified as correct doctrine. In doing so, it gave neo-evangelicalism legitimacy. Neo-

evangelicals were not, as mainline Protestants sometimes claimed, “giving sectarianism a 

new lease on life,” but rather were restoring the true faith, the earliest and purist form of 

Christianity.33 Second, Murch’s vision of the past cast neo-evangelicals as the latest in a 

long line of perpetual Christian outsiders—persecuted and maligned, a “holy remnant” of 

the true faith. In contrast to the “ecumenical ecclesiasticism” of Roman Catholicism and 

modernist Protestantism, neo-evangelicals—like those Christians who resisted 

conformity to the Church of Rome, or who sought to reform Christianity, or who aligned 

with the World’s Evangelical Alliance—represented an insurgent force outside 

established church hierarchies, intent on preserving the purist, original form of the faith. 

These claims about neo-evangelical identity, rooted in a particular and compelling 

 

32 Murch, 48, 70–71. 

33 The phrase “giving sectarianism a new lease on life” is quoted from the mainline Protestant 

periodical The Christian Century in Carpenter, Revive Us Again, 153. 
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interpretation of the past, served as a rallying point for the insipient coalition. In other 

words, Murch’s vision of the past invented a sense of heritage for neo-evangelicalism. 

But Murch did bad history, misrepresenting and mischaracterizing so much of the 

church’s past. For instance, he overstated the unity of the earliest Christian communities, 

ignoring the arguments and divisions that characterized the religion well into the time of 

the Roman emperor Constantine. He conveniently overlooked the centuries of intra-

religious violence sparked by the Protestant Reformation. And he grossly distorted the 

faith of Roman Catholics and Protestant modernists. Like all purveyors of heritage, 

Murch twisted the past to serve his purposes in the present, crafting a history intended to 

inspire and unify his community. In this regard, his version of evangelical heritage had a 

long shelf life among coalition members. Murch’s narrative appeared not only in the 

pages of his institutional history but also in the neo-evangelical periodical that he edited, 

the NAE’s United Evangelical Action. Millions thus read and absorbed these ideas 

throughout the 1950s and 1960s, making it not only one of the first but also one of the 

most pervasive forms of evangelical heritage in the postwar period. 

Murch’s and Wright’s work notwithstanding, public rhetoric and writing were not 

the only ways in which neo-evangelical elites deployed evangelical heritage in the 

decades after World War II. Historical memory was also materialized—rendered in 

space, interpreted through artifacts and architecture. These early experiments in historical 

commemoration deserve special attention in order to understand how movement elites 

deployed the past in public to organize their fledgling movement.  
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The Billy Sunday Home as House Museum 

In the postwar era, elites within the neo-evangelical coalition deployed two 

experiments in evangelical heritage. The first was Mount Hood, a house museum created 

and interpreted by Helen Thompson Sunday, the widow of famed Gilded Age evangelist 

Billy Sunday, in Winona Lake, Indiana. The building had been the home of the Sundays 

during Billy’s peak popularity in the mid-1910s, and it remained Helen’s home after his 

death in 1935, but every summer she opened her doors to the scores of fundamentalists 

and other conservative Protestants who flocked to Winona Lake for its popular Bible 

conference. At Mount Hood, Helen Sunday deployed her husband’s memory as 

evangelical heritage to serve two purposes: First, to bolster her standing as a conservative 

Protestant celebrity and, second, to grant historical legitimacy to the movement with 

which she was most commonly associated—neo-evangelicalism. Helen Sunday’s 

materialization of evangelical heritage gave neo-evangelicals a connection to a specific 

past while offering unaffiliated fundamentalists and conservative Protestants an assurance 

of the authority and validity of this upstart group. 

Mount Hood’s location, in rural Winona Lake, Indiana, more than 100 miles 

southeast of Chicago and 120 miles north of Indianapolis, was far from the urban centers 

out of which fundamentalism’s and neo-evangelicalism’s male leaders operated their 

ministries. In the postwar years, it was famous for one thing: its yearly summer Bible 

conference. Originally conceived as a “fundamentalist Chatauqua,” a conservative 
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alternative to the church-sponsored “moral vacations” that became popular among 

progressive Protestants in the late nineteenth century for their fusion of religious piety 

and consumer culture, the Winona Lake Bible Conference was one of the most popular 

events in the conservative Protestant world. During the day, attendees could engage in 

any number of summer sports—from swimming and boating to croquet and tennis—

while at night and on weekends they could hear popular evangelists, theologians, 

missionaries, and other speakers decry America’s sinfulness, prognosticate about the 

inevitable end of the world, and urge repentance and conversion as the only way to 

eternal life.34 At the peak of its popularity in the 1940s and 1950s, the Winona Lake Bible 

Conference drew between 60,000 and 100,000 visitors each year. It annually welcomed 

between 100 and 140 speakers to its platform, and each year these speakers delivered 

over 500 sermons, Bible lessons, and inspirational talks. Moreover, in its heyday the 

conference consistently turned a profit, making it not only a popular destination but also a 

financial powerhouse in the fundamentalist world.35  

 

34 The most important studies of the Winona Lake Bible Conference are Mark Edward Sidwell, 

“The History of the Winona Lake Bible Conference” (Ph.D. diss., Bob Jones University, 1988), and 

Michael S. Hamilton and Margaret Lamberts Bendroth, “Keeping the ‘Fun’ in Fundamentalism: The 

Winona Lake Bible Conferences, 1895-1968,” in Re-Forming the Center: American Protestantism, 1900 to 

the Present, ed. Douglas Jacobsen and William Vance Trollinger Jr. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 

302. Another valuable, if less academic, history is Terry White and Stephen A. Grill, Winona at 100: Third 

Wave Rising: The Remarkable History of Winona Lake, Indiana (Winona Lake, IN: BMH Books, 2013). 

On Chatauquas as a “moral vacation” fusing religious piety with consumer culture, see R. Laurence Moore, 

Selling God: American Religion in the Marketplace of Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 

150–55. Quotations in this paragraph come from Hamilton and Bendroth, “Keeping the ‘Fun’ in 

Fundamentalism,” 302. 

35 Hamilton and Bendroth, “Keeping the ‘Fun’ in Fundamentalism,” 310–11. 
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More importantly, as Bendroth and Hamilton have argued, the Bible conference 

provided a space in which fundamentalists as well as conservative Protestants who did 

not fit the fundamentalist mold could and did interact. While the conference’s leaders 

boasted fundamentalist bona fides—degrees from conservative schools such as Moody 

Bible Institute, posts with fundamentalists institutions such as the Conservative Baptist 

Fellowship—and the conference’s 1928 statement of faith reflected fundamentalist 

beliefs about the divinity of Christ, the authority of the Bible, and the coming end of the 

world, the conference also “contended for a faith that was triumphantly inclusive” in a 

conservative Protestant mold. Attendees came from all the major denominational groups 

as well as from traditions that existed outside the fundamentalist orbit, including 

Christian Reformed, Mennonites and Brethren, holiness Wesleyans, and even Quakers. 

Rather than center its program on doctrinal particularities, Winona Lake’s leaders 

emphasized a broad mission intended to capture the hearts and minds of this wide array 

of conservative Christians. “Others may contend with [a] belligerent and unkindly spirit,” 

claimed the conference director William Biederwolf in 1930, but “Winona is content with 

a positive message.”36 In other words, Winona Lake was a place where different types of 

Protestants came together under the banner of recreation and inspiration. In this sense, it 

offered ideal grounds—literally and figuratively—for inviting conservative Protestants to 

imagine a historical community into existence.  

 

36 Hamilton and Bendroth, 305-316. Quotation from Biederwolf in 306. 
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If by the 1940s Winona Lake was most known for its annual Bible conference, it 

also garnered attention from conservative Protestants as the long-time home of Billy 

Sunday. In the early part of the twentieth century, Sunday was one of the best-known 

names in American public life. Born in 1862 in rural Iowa, he overcame a difficult 

childhood to play centerfield for the Chicago White Stockings from 1883 to 1891. 

Around 1886, he converted to Christianity. When his baseball career ended, he joined the 

Young Men’s Christian Association as a traveling preacher before eventually striking out 

on his own as an evangelist. A Bible thumper who lacked formal education and 

denigrated intellectualized approaches to faith, Sunday became a national sensation by 

the time of World War I. His revival services filled the largest auditoriums in the biggest 

cities in the country, and his name and face appeared in the pages of local and national 

newspapers. In 1914, American Magazine named him one of the “Greatest Men in 

America.” Not everyone loved him. He was an outspoken white supremacist, an 

unapologetic nativist, and an ardent supporter of Prohibition. Even some fundamentalists, 

especially well-educated elites, looked down on the preacher for his vaudevillian style 

and his slipshod teaching. But for many others, Sunday was a hero. He was an icon of 

muscular Christianity, a defender of Christian America, and a champion of conservative 

morality and “heartland values” in an urbanizing and industrializing age that they 

perceived as libertine and antagonistic toward Christianity.37 

 

37 The three most important biographies of Sunday are Lyle W. Dorsett, Billy Sunday and the 

Redemption of Urban America (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1991); Roger A. Bruns, Preacher: Billy 

Sunday and Big-Time American Evangelism (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1992); and Robert F. 

Martin, Hero of the Heartland: Billy Sunday and the Transformation of American (Bloomington, IN: 

Indiana University Press, 2002). Older and more hagiographic studies include William G. McLoughlin Jr., 
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Key to the evangelist’s success was the organizational and promotional genius of 

his wife, Helen Thompson Sunday.38 Her background could not have been more different 

than that of her future husband. Born in 1868 and raised in an affluent, upper-middle-

class neighborhood on Chicago’s west side, Helen was the second of five children. Her 

father was a Scottish immigrant and Civil War veteran who founded the city’s largest 

dairy products manufacturing business during the postwar boom years, creating a more 

than comfortable life for his wife and children and passing along much of his business 

acumen to his beloved daughter. The Thompsons were staunch Presbyterians and 

members of Jefferson Park Presbyterian Church, a respectable congregation located just 

across the street from their home, and in this setting, Helen demonstrated some of her 

early skills in leadership and administration. She taught Sunday school starting at age 16 

and began leading the church’s branch of the Christian Endeavor Society, a Presbyterian 

youth organization, at age 18. Helen and Billy met during a Christian Endeavor Society 

meeting and, following a two-year courtship plagued by her father’s antipathy toward the 

 

Billy Sunday Was His Real Name (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1955); William T. Ellis, “Billy” 

Sunday: The Man and His Message (Philadelphia: The John C. Winston Co., 1914); and Elijah P. Brown, 

The Real Billy Sunday: The Life and Work of Rev. William Ashley Sunday, D.D., the Baseball Evangelist 

(Dayton, OH: The Otterbein Press, 1914). On Sunday’s racism, see Sutton, American Apocalypse, 130–32, 

135–36. On his nativism, see Martin, Hero of the Heartland, 134–35. On his support for Prohibition, see 

Martin, 110–15. On fundamentalist reactions to Sunday, see Marsden, Fundamentalism and American 

Culture, 130–31. On Sunday and “muscular Christianity,” see Robert F. Martin, “Billy Sunday and 

Christian Manliness,” The Historian 58, no. 4 (1996): 811–23, and Clifford Putney, Muscular Christianity: 

Manhood and Sports in Protestant America, 1880-1920 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 

59–61. 

38 For the remainder of this chapter, in an effort toward simplicity as well as clarity, I use either 

“Sunday” or her first or full name to refer to Helen Thompson Sunday, and use “Billy” or “her husband” to 

refer to Billy Sunday. 
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relationship, were married in 1888.39 Several biographers have argued that Helen played 

an outsized role in Billy’s evolution from baseball player to preacher, in part by serving 

as his spiritual director (he was a young convert when they met and married, while she 

was a more mature and knowledgeable Christian) and in part by serving as his intellectual 

and cultural tutor, coaching him in the manners of the middle class and introducing him 

to a world of ideas she knew well from her excellent urban high school education but that 

he had never before encountered due to his lack of formal schooling.40  

Whatever role she played in shaping Billy’s faith and personality, Helen 

unquestionably made him a success as a nationally- and internationally-renowned 

evangelist. After working as a homemaker and raising their four children for two 

decades, in 1908 Sunday joined her husband on the road, hiring a live-in maid and nanny 

to care for the children back home. She managed every aspect of the evangelistic 

enterprise. She planned and coordinated each revival service. She chose the location, 

secured crews for building the tabernacle in which her husband would preach, networked 

with local churches to ensure grassroots support, and negotiated funding with banks to 

cover expenses. She also oversaw an ever-growing staff, some of whom were hired to 

help improve Billy’s performance on the platform (as with the addition of Homer 

Rodeheaver, Billy’s famous song leader, in 1909) and others of whom aided Sunday’s 

 

39 Biographical details about Helen Thompson Sunday and the Thompson family come from Opal 

Cording Overmyer, Remarkable “Ma” Sunday: The Story of a Wonderful Life (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Zondervan Publishing House, 1957), 8–9; Dorsett, Billy Sunday and the Redemption of Urban America, 

32–34; Bruns, Preacher, 45; and Martin, Hero of the Heartland, 34–35. 

40 Dorsett, Billy Sunday and the Redemption of Urban America, 34–35; Martin, Hero of the 

Heartland, 37. 
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own administrative work. She innovated new programs that would accompany revival 

services, including morning Bible classes for women before and after the revivals, at 

which she often spoke. She also promoted her husband’s brand by urging local reporters 

and editors to cover his campaigns in their papers. As chief administrator, Sunday not 

only facilitated the expansion of her husband’s organization but also laid the foundation 

which made possible his fame and fortune.41  

In this sense, Helen Sunday was directly responsible for the fame and fortune that 

her husband garnered at the height of his career. By the time of World War I, as 

previously noted, Billy Sunday was a household name across the United States. As a 

result, the couple enjoyed relationships with politicians, businessmen, movie stars, and 

other celebrities. They also enjoyed the financial rewards that came from their fame. 

Billy’s biographer Lyle Dorsett has estimated that between 1908 and 1920, the Sundays 

earned more than one million dollars, a significant amount of money at a time when the 

average American worker would have earned only $14,000 during the same twelve-year 

period. The Sundays demonstrated their newfound wealth through material means: new 

cars, including Buicks and Cadillacs; tailored clothing; fur coats; fine leather shoes; 

tasteful jewelry; and an Airedale terrier dog, a fashionable and expensive breed 

 

41 Dorsett, Billy Sunday and the Redemption of Urban America, 100–106; Martin, Hero of the 

Heartland, 96–97. The historian Kate Bowler makes clear that many revivalists in the early- to mid-

twentieth century relied on their wives as administrators, organizers, and business managers. See Kate 

Bowler, The Preacher’s Wife: The Precarious Power of Evangelical Women Celebrities (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 2019), 98–99. 
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associated in the early twentieth century with wealth and status.42 As a further 

demonstration of their wealth, during this period the Sundays also purchased a summer 

home and ranch in the Hood River valley of Oregon, and built a new home in Winona 

Lake, Indiana, where they had settled in 1901. Their new Winona Lake bungalow, which 

they named Mount Hood in recognition of their love for the Pacific Northwest, was 

constructed at a cost of $3,800 and furnished for about $1,000, according to documents 

that the Sundays eventually released to the press. Reporters nevertheless accused the 

evangelist of spending exorbitant amounts of money on the home, with estimates ranging 

between $15,000 and $45,000.43 Indeed, the home was impressive—it was perched at the 

top of a bluff overlooking the lake, a picturesque park, and the main campus of the 

Winona Lake Bible Conference, including a large auditorium named in Sunday’s 

honor—but it was also fairly modest and, according to the historian Roger Bruns, 

“mostly indistinguishable from the others around it.”44 Regardless of its specific qualities, 

the home clearly signaled that the Sundays were people of means—means acquired 

largely through Billy’s successful revival services, which Helen deftly managed.  

Helen Sunday embodied a social, cultural, and religious location that the historian 

Kate Bowler has termed “the preacher’s wife.” A phenomenon particular to conservative 

 

42 Dorsett, Billy Sunday and the Redemption of Urban America, 91–96. Dorsett notes that the 

Sundays’ terrier was bred at a “renowned kennel in Iowa” and shipped to their Winona Lake home by train; 

he also notes that similar dogs were owned during this time by “Warren G. Harding, Calvin Coolidge, and 

even characters in the novels of F. Scott Fitzgerald and Sinclair Lewis.” 

43 Dorsett, 95. 

44 Bruns, Preacher, 88. 
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Protestantism, the preacher’s wife, according to Bowler, is a kind of Christian celebrity 

who lacks formal institutional or ecclesial authority and whose fame is precariously 

predicated on the status of her husband, yet who wields significant influence in the 

religious marketplace.45 Helen Sunday undoubtedly occupied this ambivalent position. In 

a way, she was a celebrity unto herself, as demonstrated by her frequent speaking 

engagements at women’s meetings and at civic organizations as well as by her popular 

advice column that ran in newspapers across the country during the mid-1910s.46 Yet her 

fame was tied to her husband’s fame. She acquired authority within conservative 

Protestantism because she exercised her influence within the context of her role as wife, 

mother, and helpmate. Once again, Sunday’s advice column is illustrative of her insecure 

celebrity status. It bore the title “‘Ma’ Sunday Speaks,” a phrase that made her authority 

and expertise contingent upon her roles as wife and mother.  

Illustrating the same shrewd strategic thinking and organizational calculus she 

demonstrated in her coordination and direction of Billy’s revival campaigns, Sunday 

embraced both her precarious power as a preacher’s wife as well as the accompanying 

gendered expectations of early-twentieth-century conservative Protestantism. She never 

contested the principle of male dominance in family and society that simultaneously 

limited and empowered her. In fact, in her columns she often encouraged women readers 

to embrace domesticity as a God-ordained system. Women “were sent [by God] to be 

 

45 Bowler, The Preacher’s Wife. 

46 Dorsett, Billy Sunday and the Redemption of Urban America, 101, 104; Bruns, Preacher, 82. 
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wives and mothers,” she opined in an article written around the time of World War I. “To 

refuse to marry a good man is flinging God’s gifts in his face. To refuse to bear children 

is sinning against the Holy Ghost and dishonoring creation.”47 She also expressed 

political views that reflected fundamentalism’s antagonistic posture toward women’s 

rights and changes in gender roles. She opposed women’s right to vote, scorned 

innovations in female fashions, rejected birth control, and frowned on dancing and 

drinking alcohol as dangers to virtuous womanhood.48 Her views of working womanhood 

were a bit more complicated. For instance, she endorsed women having careers outside 

the home, writing in one column that a wife should be free “to work for herself, if she has 

been accustomed to work, and wants to work after she is married.” At the same time, she 

often framed such work in terms of Christian service, rather than market work.49 In 

particular, she called women to embrace opportunities for religious service made 

available after World War I. “The gates have been flung wide,” she wrote in her column. 

“At last, the doors of the Doll House have been opened, and [women] have been invited 

to come into the great world outside.”50 In this sense, then, Sunday conformed to the 

gendered expectations of fundamentalism, whose elites refused to let women stand in the 

pulpit or exercise religious authority over men, even though they relied upon women’s 

 

47 Helen Sunday, “Having Faith in Women,” quoted in Priscilla Pope-Levinson, Turn the Pulpit 

Loose: Two Centuries of American Women Evangelists (New York: Palgrave Macmillan U.S., 2004), 174. 

48 Martin, Hero of the Heartland, 95. 

49 Helen Sunday, “Should a Woman Work for a Living?”, quoted in Pope-Levinson, Turn the 

Pulpit Loose, 173. 

50 Helen Sunday, “The Call to Womanhood,” quoted in Pope-Levinson, 173. 
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labor in prescribed roles—as Sunday school teachers, fundraisers, missionaries, and 

more—to fuel their congregational and missionary enterprises. All in all, Helen Sunday 

embraced her status as the preacher’s wife. Bright and talented, she understood that in the 

world of conservative Protestantism, her roles as wife, mother, and helpmate were key to 

her ability to wield particular forms of religious influence and authority.  

Just as she shrewdly developed her husband’s brand during his career and relied 

on his fame to advance her own influence, Sunday also successfully deployed Billy’s 

memory after his death in 1935, in ways that both reflected her own deeply-held religious 

convictions and bolstered her precarious power as a Christian celebrity. First and 

foremost, deploying Billy’s memory enabled Sunday to expand her own public ministry. 

Days after his passing, Sunday received an invitation to speak at a memorial service for 

Billy in Buffalo, New York. In subsequent retellings of the episode, Sunday would claim 

that she reluctantly agreed to take on the engagement, believing on the one hand that she 

should not occupy the pulpit but also feeling on the other hand that God was calling her 

to further service. Sunday’s eulogy—which relied heavily on her storytelling abilities, 

conjuring warm and familiar images from the glory days of her husband’s evangelistic 

ministry—was well received by the audience, and subsequently led to more invitations to 

speak.51 Between 1935 and her death in 1957, she crisscrossed the United States, 

speaking at churches, conferences, and retreats; sharing her testimony on revival 

platforms; fundraising for fundamentalist and other conservative Protestant causes; and 

 

51 For Sunday’s recounting of the experience, which she repeated elsewhere during her public 

ministry, see Ma Sunday Still Speaks (Winona Lake, IN: Winona Lake Christian Assembly, 1957), 39–42. 
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even holding her own one- or two-day evangelistic services. Her talks, reflecting her 

years on the revival circuit, always featured an invitation for listeners to convert to 

Christianity, and they also frequently drew on Billy Sunday’s memory to bolster her 

qualifications.52 Her work garnered her media attention, and not just in local newspapers 

and in fundamentalist monthlies but also in national outlets, including a 1950 profile in 

Newsweek.53 Thus as she expanded her public ministry in the wake of her husband’s 

passing, Sunday continued to abide by the gendered boundaries of conservative 

Protestantism, locating her influence within the more recognized authority of her late 

husband. In other words, by appealing to Billy’s memory, Sunday successfully furthered 

her own form of Christian celebrity.  

Sunday also successfully deployed her husband’s memory after his death to 

catalyze an emergent movement within conservative Protestantism. Elites within the 

burgeoning neo-evangelical rebranding of fundamentalism gave Sunday many of her 

opportunities to speak, especially leaders of Youth for Christ, the organization dedicated 

to evangelizing teenagers and young adults, as well as some of the era’s young, upstart 

evangelists, including Billy Graham. Both sides benefitted from these speaking 

engagements. For Helen, emergent organizations and evangelists offered her new venues 

 

52 Overmyer, Remarkable “Ma” Sunday, 3–4, 14–29; Dorsett, Billy Sunday and the Redemption of 

Urban America, 158–59; Bruns, Preacher, 300. Even so, Billy’s memory was not her only form of 

legitimation; while she publicly appealed to him and his ministry, as well as her role as wife and mother, as 

the context in which she exercised her influence, Helen also earned credentials for her ministry, first from 

the Presbyterian Church in 1935 and later from the Interdenominational Evangelistic Association, a 

fundamentalist agency headquartered at Winona Lake on whose board she served. See Pope-Levinson, 

Turn the Pulpit Loose, 175. 

53 “‘Ma’ Sunday at 82,” Newsweek, November 27, 1950, 74. 
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and new audiences, perpetuating her ministry and her celebrity and making her less 

reliant on the aging population in whose living memory Billy still loomed large. For neo-

evangelical elites, Helen’s on-stage appearances, sermons, testimonies, and appeals to the 

halcyon past of American revivalism granted a kind of historical legitimacy to their 

burgeoning coalition. Sunday often used her pulpit invitations to deploy a proud version 

of fundamentalism’s past to inspire its present. For instance, at a mid-1940s Youth for 

Christ convention at Winona Lake, she regaled the assembled teenagers with stories of 

Billy’s revival services and then concluded by telling them, “I get so tired of listening to 

what happened in the days of Billy Sunday. You youths have it in your power to do a job 

several times bigger than he ever did.”54 While obviously exaggerating her distaste for 

reminiscence, she nevertheless used her interpretation of the past to inspire neo-

evangelicals in the present. Moreover, Sunday also used her pulpit invitations to link her 

husband’s memory to the contemporary ministries of neo-evangelical institutions and 

personalities, granting authority and validity to these young upstarts by virtue of a 

respected historical figure. For instance, in the mid-1940s, when asked by a newspaper 

reporter to comment on the successful rallies being held by Youth for Christ across the 

United States and Canada, Sunday replied, “It sounds as if the days of Billy are coming 

back—on a bigger scale!”55 Similarly, in 1952, while appearing on the platform at Billy 

Graham’s Washington, D.C., crusade, Sunday favorably compared the young evangelist 

 

54 Quoted in Nancy McInerny, “Days of Billy Sunday Revived at Youth Rally,” unattributed 

newspaper clipping, undated, File “Miscellaneous Clippings,” Winona History Center, Grace College, 

Winona Lake, IN (hereafter WHC). 

55 Quoted in McInerny. 
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to her famous husband. “Billy Sunday was a great man,” she declared. “Give Billy 

Graham another [few] years and he’ll be a whiz too.”56 Such rhetorical work used the 

past to legitimize the neo-evangelical coalition in the present.  

Nowhere is the connection between Sunday’s work as a commemorator, a 

religious celebrity, and a coalition builder more evident than in her tours of Mount Hood, 

the home she shared with her husband at Winona Lake. Beginning as early as the late 

1930s or early 1940s, Sunday offered conference attendees tours of the home, which she 

claimed to have preserved exactly as it stood during her husband’s lifetime. Though she 

continued to live there, the house became a kind of shrine—a site of pilgrimage for those 

fundamentalists and other conservative Protestants who flocked to the Bible conference 

every summer. As a testament to the site’s power and popularity, the conference featured 

an image of the house in their 1941 promotional brochure.57 By the mid-1950s, it had 

become a Bible conference fixture, annually included among the exciting and edifying 

activities available to attendees.58 In that sense, Mount Hood had become a house 

 

56 Quoted in Lee H. Callison, “Evangelist’s Widow Hails His Successor,” unattributed newspaper 

clipping, undated, File “Miscellaneous Clippings,” WHC. 

57 “‘This Summer Come to Winona Lake, Indiana--Christian Education, Recreation, Inspiration’ 

[Brochure]” ([Winona Lake Christian Assembly], 1941), File: “Vacation/Tourism Related,” WHC. 

58 Note its inclusion in various publicity materials of the period: See “The Sunday Home to Be a 

Memorial to ‘Ma’ and ‘Billy,’” Winona, April 1957, Box: “Helen Sunday and Sunday Home,” Folder: 

“Sunday Home, 1957-1963,” WHC; “Detailed Program--64th Annual Winona Lake Bible Conference” 

([Winona Lake Christian Assembly], 1957), Box: “Bible Conference Programs,” Folder: “1958/59,” WHC; 

“Detailed Program--65th Annual Winona Lake Bible Conference” ([Winona Lake Christian Assembly], 

1958), Box: “Bible Conference Programs,” Folder: “1958/59,” WHC; and “Some Questions and Answers 

about the Winona Lake Bible Conference” (Winona Lake Christian Assembly, undated [1950s]), Box: 

“Helen Sunday and Sunday Home,” Folder: “Sunday Home on Exhibit,” WHC.  
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museum—a site explicitly used to interpret the past in public—and Helen Sunday its first 

curator. 

By the postwar years, house museums like Mount Hood were among the most 

conspicuous elements of America’s heritage landscape. Movements to preserve the 

homes of famous Americans had existed since the mid-nineteenth century, when a 

concerned group of Southern women banded together to preserve Mount Vernon, the 

home of the nation’s founder. In their recreation of the Virginia plantation, the members 

of the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association deployed a mythologized version of George 

Washington as the savior of the Republic—an argument they used to forge patriotic unity 

across the Mason-Dixon line amid the tumultuous politics of the antebellum era. Their 

interpretive work succeeded in no small part due to their explicit linkage between civic 

virtue and the domestic scene. During the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth, 

many Americans viewed the family home as the heart of the nation and associated it with 

the inculcation of moral, religious, and patriotic lessons. As the historian Patricia West 

has argued, domestic space was considered “churchlike, mystical, and character-

shaping,” and thanks to the prototypical work of the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association 

at Mount Vernon, house museums became a highly public manifestation of this 

“domestic religion” and powerful sites for using the past to forge national heritage in the 

present. The ideological character of these heritage spaces persisted in subsequent 

decades. House museums in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries continued to 

be spaces in which Americans worked out thorny political issues of the day, from 
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women’s suffrage to immigration and civil rights.59 They also proved exceedingly 

popular tourist destinations. As Americans acquired greater leisure time and developed a 

taste for history-based excursions, house museums multiplied. In 1933, Laurence Vail 

Coleman, the director of the American Association of Museums, traced the proliferation 

of house museums “from about twenty . . . in 1895 to nearly a hundred in 1910 and to 

more than four hundred now.”60 By the mid-twentieth century, when Sunday began to 

interpret her late husband’s legacy at Mount Hood, that number had climbed into the 

thousands. In part, that uptick owed to the National Historic Sties Act of 1935, which 

kicked the house museum movement into overdrive and brought it into conversation with 

federal historymaking efforts already underway via the New Deal.61 This massive burst 

of commemorative activity made house museums among the most prominent—and most 

potent—components of America’s heritage landscape. 

We have no way of knowing what exposure, if any, Helen Sunday had to the 

burgeoning house museum movement. She left behind no record of vacations to sites 

such as Mount Vernon or Monticello, nor any commentary on house museums as a 

cultural phenomenon. If she shared the political sensibilities of many of her fellow white 

fundamentalists, she likely would have looked askance at the New Deal spending that 

 

59 For a history of early house museums, including the founding of Mount Vernon as a historical 

site, and an analysis of house museums’ role as ideological and political spaces, see West, Domesticating 

History. 

60 Lawrence Vail Coleman, Historic House Museums (Washington, DC: American Association of 

Museums, 1933), 18, quoted in Sherry Butcher-Younghans, Historic House Museums: A Practical 

Handbook for Their Care, Preservation, and Management (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 3. 

61 Bruggeman, “Introduction,” 12–13. 
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buttressed this commemorative expansionism. There is no sense that she deliberately 

positioned her private history work in relationship to the federal government’s public 

history work during these same years. Even so, Sunday’s efforts to preserve Mount Hood 

and interpret her husband’s memory there fit well into the patterns of previous house 

museum movements, insofar as she used the home to convey a particular ideological 

message.62 In part, that ideological message had to do with the nation’s moral decline and 

the church’s failure to seek its salvation—a message intrinsically tied to her gendered 

authority. In the decades after her husband’s death, Sunday frequently decried America’s 

moral decline. As she told a Philadelphia reporter in 1949, “The first world war hit our 

morals hard, and the second lowered them a couple of more notches. . . . The young 

people growing up [today have] had a depression, . . . war, the return of liquor, and 

women smoking and drinking.”63 Moreover, she lamented what she perceived as the 

church’s growing apathy in the face of these dire circumstances. “The church has 

slipped,” she opined in another interview. “The evangelistic note has dropped completely 

out of many churches. . . . Many churches have only one service a week—no prayer 

meeting, no Sunday evening service. They feed the people Sunday morning and then 

 

62 Foundational scholarship on house museums has shown that commemoration at such sites is 

always a political act. See West, Domesticating History, and Seth C. Bruggeman, Here, George 

Washington Was Born: Memory, Material Culture, and the Public History of a National Monument 

(Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2008). 

63 Quoted in “More Sinners Now Then in Days Billy Was Alive, ‘Ma’ Sunday Says,” Philadelphia 

Evening Bulletin, November 27, 1949, File “Miscellaneous Clippings,” WHC. 
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close up shop.”64 This context decisively shaped her interpretative work at Mount Hood. 

The home became, in Sunday’s tours, a memorial to the “good old days,” a halcyon era 

when revivalistic Protestantism dominated the United States, when crowds thronged to 

hear her husband sermonize about the dangers of alcohol and the scourge of modernist 

theology, when evangelists hobnobbed with presidents and industrialists. In part, then, 

her tours reflected a political claim about the decline of American society as well as a 

religious claim about the church’s failure to save the nation—a political claim she could 

make, via her gendered authority as a wife and mother, and one that would have been 

understood as both a claim of Christian womanhood and of Republican motherhood more 

broadly.65 

Yet the ideological message of Sunday’s tours was more than a declension 

narrative. As she moved visitors through Mount Hood, she also articulated an existential 

hope for the future rooted in neo-evangelicalism, the postwar Christian social movement 

seeking to recover conservative Protestant influence and rescue a declining Christian 

America. Indeed, Sunday interpreted her husband and his career in light of this coalition 

and its ambitious program. While acknowledging that “I don’t think we’ll ever come 

 

64 Quoted in “Nationwide Revival Needed to Save U.S., Says ‘Ma’ Sunday,” Pittsburgh Sun-

Telegraph, 1939, File “Miscellaneous Clippings,” WHC. 

65 As a political ideology, Republican motherhood refers to the notion that women are custodians 

of civic virtue responsible for instilling and upholding the morality of their husbands and children and, by 

extension, of the nation. On Republican motherhood, see Linda Kerber, “The Republican Mother: Women 

and the Enlightenment--An American Perspective,” American Quarterly 28, no. 2 (Summer 1976): 187–

205; Linda Kerber, Women of the Republic: Intellect and Ideology in Revolutionary America (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1980); and Mary Beth Norton, Liberty’s Daughters: The Revolutionary 

Experience of American Women, 1750-1800 (Boston: Little, Brown, 1980). On the connection between 

Republican motherhood and women’s leadership in the early house museum movement, see West, 

Domesticating History. 
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back to what we called the good old days,” she sympathized with and supported the cause 

of those young, upstart fundamentalists who, through the formation of their new 

coalition, hoped to recover an era of Christian political and social influence that their 

schismatic forebears had squandered.66 In this sense, Sunday’s curatorial work at Mount 

Hood centralized an ideological message equal parts political and religious. She hoped 

that visitors would walk away from her tour inspired by and excited about the work of 

neo-evangelicals, a group whose potential success was intimately interconnected with her 

own. She wanted this group to succeed. To succeed, they needed members. To recruit 

members, they needed a compelling history. Sunday thus deployed her husband’s 

memory as evangelical heritage to stimulate visitors’ enthusiasm and to help the 

conservative Protestants who flocked to Winona Lake imagine themselves as part of a 

unified movement. 

Unfortunately, few records of Sunday’s tours have been preserved. She left 

behind no script, no notes, and no guestbooks to illustrate how many Winona Lake 

attendees visited the bungalow. All that remains is a recording of Sunday, made in 1954 

by a couple of admirers, John and Margaret Hart. While much of the approximately two-

hour recording features Sunday delivering a winding narrative about her courtship and 

marriage, her children, her husband’s career, and his death, a full quarter of the 

production is devoted to Sunday’s room-by-room tour of Mount Hood. Subsequently 

transcribed and published in book form in 1957 as Ma Sunday Still Speaks in 1957, the 

 

66 Quotation from “Good Old Days Gone, Avers ‘Ma’ Sunday,” Syracuse Journal, undated, File 

“Miscellaneous Clippings,” WHC. 
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recording offers the only extant example of how Sunday led visitors through her home—

how she organized the tours, what objects she showcased, what stories she told, and—

ultimately—how she articulated Sunday’s legacy.67 Again, little is known about the 

conditions under which the recording was made. Letters exchanged between John Hart 

and Robert Hughes, then the business manager of the Winona Lake Christian Assembly 

organization that sponsored the annual Bible conference, seem to indicate that the 

recording was informal, conducted in the house itself, and without an official script.68 

Records do indicate that the version of the tour captured in the recording closely mirrored 

the ones she gave to Winona Lake visitors. Thus, we can assume that the recording 

accurately reproduces the version of evangelical heritage that Sunday narrated to scores 

of Bible conference attendees in the 1940s and 1950s.69  

As exemplified by the recording, Sunday’s tours of Mount Hood functioned on 

two levels. First, they functioned on the level of narrative. Sunday told stories as she led 

visitors through the home: stories about her husband, their marriage, and their family, as 

well as stories about her husband’s baseball career and revival crusades. Together, these 

 

67 Ma Sunday Still Speaks. The published version condenses or eliminates parts of the tour; in the 

recounting of the tour offered below, I draw on both the printed version and the original recording. 

68 The original recording is held at the Winona History Center, Winona Lake, Indiana. See [Helen 

Sunday Recording], 1954, WHC. For the letters between John Hart and the Winona Lake Christian 

Assembly, see John M. Hart to Mr. Robert Hughes and Mrs. Billy Sunday, September 25, 1954, File: 

“Letters Re: Hart Recording,” WHC; R. J. Hughes to John M. Hart, September 28, 1954, File: “Letters Re: 

Hart Recording,” WHC; and R. J. Hughes to Mr. John M. Hart, July 20, 1956, File: “Letters Re: Hart 

Recording,” WHC. 

69 John Hart, who made the recording, indicated in a September 1954 that he intended that the 

recording “would eliminate her [Ma Sunday] having to repeat her talks [in the house] and also, have them 

reserved for posterity.” Thus the original purpose, in part, was to preserve the tours Sunday gave to Bible 

conference attendees in the 1940s and 1950s. See Hart to Hughes and Sunday, September 25, 1954. 
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stories provided a particular portrait of the Sundays and naturalized a version of both 

conservative Protestant faith and of American culture. Through verbal rhetoric, they 

communicated to visitors a vision of the past with ideological implications for the 

present.70 Second, Ma Sunday’s tours functioned on a materialist level, communicating 

not just through verbal rhetoric but also through the signifiers of architecture and objects. 

At times, these features illustrated or reinforced Sunday’s narrative. At other times, they 

implicitly challenged the story she attempted to craft about her family, conservative 

Protestant religion, and American history. 

As recorded by the Harts, Sunday began her tour on the first floor of the home, 

just inside the front door in the large living room. (See Figure 1.) Facing north, visitors 

first observed the fireplace and mantle within the inglenook as Sunday showcased a large 

photograph of her late husband; an elaborate and intricately detailed marble-and- bronze 

clock, manufactured by the Ansonia Clock Company; and several vases and candlesticks 

(see Figure 2). Turning southward, they examined the main part of the living room, 

where Sunday emphasized a nearly-eight-foot-tall pendulum clock, an upright piano 

manufactured by William Knabe & Company of Baltimore, and several needlepoint 

stools and benches. Next, Sunday led visitors into the adjoining dining room, where she 

pointed out a six-piece collection of decorative cups, three large paintings, and a large 

needlepoint tapestry made by Sunday herself (see Figure 3). She also directed attention to  

 

70 On the use of narrative in historic house museums, see Hilary Iris Lowe, “Dwelling in 

Possibility: Revisiting Narrative in the Historic House Museum,” The Public Historian 37, no. 2 (May 

2015): 42–60.  
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Figure 1: Mount Hood First Floor Plan with Tour Route. Note that Mount Hood contained two floors and a basement, 

but Sunday restricted her tour only to a few select rooms on the first floor. She does mention, but does not tour, several 

rooms on the second floor. (Image reproduced from W. A. Firstenberger, In Rare Form: A Pictorial History of Baseball 

Evangelist Billy Sunday [Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2005].) 
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Figure 2: Mount Hood Living Room and Inglenook. Note the built-in bookshelves, the short walls separating inglenook 

from the rest of the living room, and the items highlighted in Sunday’s tour. (Image courtesy of Grace College and 

Theological Seminary.) 

 

 

Figure 3: Mount Hood Dining Room. Note the large, elaborate needlepoint wall hanging crafted by Helen Sunday 

herself, the six-piece cup collection (below the wall hanging on the side table), the coffered ceiling, and two of the three 

paintings mentioned by Sunday in her tour. (Image courtesy of Grace College and Theological Seminary.) 
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a library table, positioned in the dining room’s south-facing bay window, which held an 

elaborate four-bulb lamp and a collection of scrapbooks featuring clippings about Billy 

Sunday’s revival services in various American cities. From the dining room, Sunday led 

guests through the butler’s pantry and kitchen (see Figure 4) and into the “long hall” in 

the center of the house, where she showcased family photographs, paintings, and several 

pieces of furniture. Finally, she led visitors from the long hall into the “north bedroom,” 

where she and Billy slept. Here, Sunday exhibited numerous objects and artifacts: a wall 

of signed photographs from politicians, celebrities, athletes, and religious figures; a parlor 

cabinet; a framed white leather wall hanging; and various other textiles and furniture 

pieces. Sunday ended her tour in the bedroom, mentioning (but not showcasing) various 

rooms on the second floor and completely ignoring numerous spaces on the first floor. 

Sunday’s tour, as preserved by the Harts, reflects modes of intellectual and spatial 

organization employed by commemorative sites in the first half of the twentieth century. 

For instance, Sunday’s arrangement of the entire home echoed the particular 

exhibitionary form of the house museum, which recreated the domestic scene in order to 

embody authenticity and, thus, to give visitors a personal, even intimate, encounter with 

the former inhabitants. Moreover her curatorial approach mirrored, consciously or 

otherwise, the curatorial approach employed in many American museums during the first 

quarter of the twentieth century, an approach characterized by the historian Steven Conn 

as an “object-based epistemology,” a belief “that objects, at least as much as texts, were 

sources of knowledge and meaning” and “could tell stories” if given sufficient and  
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Figure 4: Mount Hood Kitchen. Note the use of green-stained woodwork, typical of the Arts and Crafts preference for 

an earthy color palette. The butler's pantry is through the doorway in the background. (Image courtesy of Grace 

College and Theological Seminary.) 

 

sufficiently careful scrutiny.71 For Sunday, the objects themselves, whether a bronze 

clock or a needlepoint wall hanging, held within them the stories that made sense of Billy 

Sunday as a person and as a religious figure. The tour put visitors into direct contact with 

those objects and through them the stories they embodied. 

In addition to reflecting modes of intellectual and spatial organization employed 

in other historic house museums in the 1940s and 1950s, Sunday’s tour defied the spatial 

erasure typical of other house museums in the era—a curatorial decision that set her tour 

 

71 Steven Conn, Museums and American Intellectual Life, 1876-1926 (Chicago: The University of 

Chicago Press, 1998), 4. 
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apart. While other homes curated by women to celebrate the lives of great men steered 

visitors away from domestic spaces, such as kitchens and pantries, Sunday’s tour led 

guests through these spaces. Importantly, the tour’s interpretive text did not note the labor 

purposes of the spaces but rather their artifacts and the stories contained therein. 

Additionally, and perhaps even more controversially, Sunday’s tour welcomed visitors 

into her marital bedroom—a space in which she still, presumably, slept even after Billy’s 

passing—marking a definite difference between her tour and similar house museum tours 

in the 1940s and 1950s, which usually set off bedrooms as out of bounds.72 

Beyond its relationship to modes of interpretation at other house museums, 

Sunday’s tour is a self-consciously deliberate effort to craft a particular kind of narrative 

about Billy Sunday, conservative Protestant religion, and American history—a narrative 

designed for the neo-evangelical movement. First, Sunday’s tour attempted to render 

Billy as a populist hero and a champion of the working class and their values of 

simplicity, modesty, and thrift. Throughout the tour she repeatedly emphasized the 

modest nature of the home and its décor, which in turn reflected the modesty of the 

home’s inhabitants. While leading visitors through the kitchen, for instance, she 

described the space as “rather small” and pointed out the “few nice things” on display 

there, including a clock and some “pretty plates,” while also mentioning the “old 

 

72 Contrast Sunday’s interpretive use of her marital bedroom with the “hidden things” in the 

marital bedroom at the John F. Kennedy Birthplace Museum. See Christine Arato, “This House Holds 

Many Memories: Constructions of a Presidential Birthplace at the John Fitzgerald Kennedy National 

Historic Site,” in Born in the U.S.A.: Birth, Commemoration, and American Public Memory (Amherst, MA: 

University of Massachusetts Press, 2012), 62–66. 
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Frigidaire” they had owned for “thirty-eight or thirty-nine years.”73 Similarly, she made 

sure to emphasize her family’s modest means while leading visitors through the so-called 

butler’s pantry. “We never had a butler,” she stated in the recording, “but that is what 

[this room] is called.”74 By underscoring the home’s modesty, she also positioned its 

inhabitants as humble, frugal, and unconcerned with material wealth—all good working-

class values. Moreover, the stories Sunday told about particular objects often worked to 

underscore her husband’s popularity among working-class people. For example, while 

describing the six-piece collection of cups in the dining room, she mentioned that one cup 

was purchased for Billy “by the chauffeurs of Scranton, Pennsylvania” and another “by 

Kresge employees” from Trenton, New Jersey.75 By exhibiting gifts given to the 

evangelist from his working-class fans, and by narrating the home’s supposedly modest 

and anti-materialist design and decoration, Sunday represented her husband and her 

family as champions of the people. 

This characterization of the Sundays as populists influenced by working-class 

values echoed depictions of the Sundays that had been deployed at the height of Billy’s 

career by boosters hired to hype the evangelist. William T. Ellis’ authorized 1914 

biography, for instance, included an entire section devoted to Billy Sunday’s “sympathy 

with every-day folk,” which emphasized Sunday as an “average, every-day American 

sort,” evidenced by his toughness and resiliency, his common sense, and his dedicated 

 

73 Ma Sunday Still Speaks, 20. 

74 Ma Sunday Still Speaks, 19. 

75 Ma Sunday Still Speaks, 16–17. 
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work ethic.76 Such descriptions continued in popular works about the Sundays written 

after Billy’s death. For instance, a biography of Sunday published after her death in 1957 

described her “frugal” disposition. “Living alone when she was a widow,” the biographer 

claimed, “Mrs. Sunday did all of her own housework. . . . From clothing to food, she 

spent little on self.” As if to underscore this point, the biographer also told several stories 

of how Sunday often took home leftovers after the various dinners, banquets, and teas she 

attended and at which she spoke. “No one objected,” the biographer concluded, as if with 

a knowing wink. “Everyone was amused.”77 

But these depictions of Billy at the height of his celebrity and Helen in her final 

years, not to mention Sunday’s own characterization of her family in her tour, belied 

reality. Contrary to their self-description as “working-class folk,” the Sundays were, as 

already indicated, were likely millionaires. Indeed, even as the tour advanced this 

working-class portrait of the Sundays, it simultaneously undermined that portrayal. The 

home’s architecture, for instance, subverted Sunday’s words. Mount Hood was built and 

decorated in the Arts and Crafts (or Craftsman) style popularized in England and the 

United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Aesthetically and 

philosophically, this style reacted against the Industrial Revolution and derided the 

shoddy, mass-produced goods that emerged from standardized manufacturing processes 

while simultaneously romanticizing the working-class artisan as a figure of authenticity, 

 

76 Ellis, “Billy” Sunday, 22. 

77 Overmyer, Remarkable “Ma” Sunday, 24–25. 
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creativity, and individuality. Yet it was essentially an elite movement. In its privileging of 

artisanal products rather than the mass-produced goods of industrial manufacturing, it 

reflected both aesthetic preferences and stylistic goals only available to those with a 

certain level of financial and recreational resources—certainly not the working-class men 

and women it sought to elevate.78 Several elements of Mount Hood locate it within this 

architectural movement, including its handmade, built-in furnishings (see Figure 2); the 

stenciling in the living and dining rooms and the plaster color on the kitchen walls (see 

Figures 2, 3, and 4); the coffered ceiling in the dining room (see Figure 3); and the 

unadorned gables at the front of the house (see Figure 5). These characteristic elements 

would have been expensive to create, and their inclusion in the home would have 

signaled to visitors in the 1940s and 1950s something about the socio-economic location 

of the home’s occupants.79 

Similarly, many of the objects on display—including objects that Sunday 

highlighted in her tour—worked against her depiction of her family as simple, modest, 

and anti-materialist sympathizers with the working class. For instance, the needlepoint 

items described in several different rooms—especially the ones produced by Sunday  

 

78 The classic work on the Arts and Crafts movement is Gillian Naylor, The Arts and Crafts 

Movement: A Study of Its Sources, Ideals, and Influence on Design Theory (Cambridge, Mass.: M.I.T. 

Press, 1971).  

79 In discussing the construction of Mount Hood in her tour, Sunday makes clear that she and Billy 

intentionally chose to design and furnish the home in the Arts and Crafts style, a point that further 

underscores their elite economic status. See Ma Sunday Still Speaks, 12–13. The lot, when purchased by the 

Sundays in 1901, was occupied by a Victorian-style lake cottage that the family used during their summers 

at Winona Lake. When the Sundays moved permanently to Indiana, they moved the cottage to an adjacent 

lot and built the bungalow in its place.  
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Figure 5: Mount Hood Exterior Showing Unadorned Gable. Image courtesy of Grace College and Theological 

Seminary. 

 

herself, such as the needlepoint screen in the living room and the large, elaborate 

needlepoint tapestry in the dining room (see Figure 3)—would have signaled to visitors 

Sunday’s status as a woman of means. Needlepoint and other household crafts produced 

primarily by women in the late nineteenth century, as the historian Deborah Gorham has 

argued, were primarily a preoccupation of upper-middle-class women who possessed 

both the financial resources, free time, and domestic assistance necessary for such 

craftwork. While upper-class women had the means to enable study and travel, leaving 

little time for decorative work, and while working-class women were more likely to  

perform market work outside the home to provide for their families, and thus also lacked 

sufficient time for recreational activities, middle- and upper-middle-class women in the 
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Victorian era had access to the higher family incomes, time-saving devices, and domestic 

hired help that allowed them to pursue activities such as needlework. Moreover, middle-

class values in the era dictated that women create an “appropriate domestic environment” 

for their families, which included both tasteful home decoration and the pursuit of leisure 

activities, further linking needlework to the middle class.80 Sunday’s possession of such 

needlework, then, would have signaled to her visitors that she and Billy were solidly 

middle- to upper-middle-class people, not working class. 

Other objects similarly established the Sundays as elite figures, rather than 

working-class populists. The three scrapbooks on display in the Sundays’ dining room 

worked toward this end. Documenting Billy’s 1917 revival campaign in New York City, 

the scrapbooks had been given to the Sundays as a gift by the financier and philanthropist 

John D. Rockefeller Jr. Sunday paid special attention to these scrapbooks on her tour, 

mentioning their provenance and describing their content. By dropping Rockefeller’s 

name and highlighting his donation of the books “as a gift for Billy and me,” Sunday 

implied a close, personal friendship with the businessman. This allusion to Rockefeller 

worked in the midst of the tour to represent Billy Sunday as a popular figure acquainted 

with other celebrities of his day, including business elites. These objects and their 

interpretation by Sunday positioned the evangelist as a famous, popular, and influential 

 

80 Deborah Gorham, The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 

University Press, 1982), 8, 10, 17. The historian Laurel Thatcher Ulrich makes a connection between 

needlepoint and Republican motherhood, noting that women’s education in such “homespun” techniques 

enabled them to “model the domestic virtues of piety, thrift, hard work, and concern for the welfare of 

neighbors.” See Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, The Age of Homespun: Objects and Stories in the Creation of an 

American Myth (New York: Vintage Books, 2001), 23–24, 145–49. 
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figure in early twentieth century America—a celebrity for the Christian cause. By 

extension, they rendered Protestant revivalism as culturally mainstream and politically 

and socially influential. In Sunday’s narrative, revivalism as practiced by her husband 

was not a fringe or radical movement, nor was it a con perpetrated on unwitting victims 

by a shrewd hustler. Rather, it operated within the cultural, political, and economic center 

of early twentieth century America. 

Not only individual objects but also the in situ arrangement of objects and even of 

bodies served to communicate an elite version of the Sundays. Nowhere is this better 

illustrated than in the Sundays’ bedroom. As previously indicated, the room contained, 

among other items, a wall of framed and signed photographs of various Gilded Age 

celebrities. As explained by Sunday to visitors, the images came to the Sundays from 

United States presidents—Theodore Roosevelt, William Howard Taft, Calvin Coolidge, 

Warren G. Harding, Herbert Hoover, and Dwight Eisenhower—and other political 

figures, including Supreme Court Justice Charles Hughes, as well as from the filmmaker 

Cecil B. DeMille, the entrepreneur H. J. Heinz, the merchant and businessman John 

Wanamaker, and the baseball commissioners Kenesaw Mountain Landis and Albert 

Benjamin “Happy” Chandler.81 The autographs on the images implied a friendly 

connection between the sender and the recipient, and Sunday played up this angle in her 

tour, as when she indicated that DeMille’s photograph came “personally inscribed . . . to 

 

81 The transcribed version of Sunday’s tour includes only a partial list of the signed photographs 

on display; see Ma Sunday Still Speaks, 21. A fuller list is provided in [Helen Sunday Recording]. 
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Billy.”82 As with the Rockefeller scrapbooks, Sunday showcased these phtoographs in 

order to portray herself and her husband as celebrities in their own right, acquainted with 

major figures of their day. By their very display, the photographs communicated 

something of the Sundays’ social status and their proximity to political and cultural 

power.  

The arrangement of the photographs within the room and within the procession of 

the tour also served to underscore this depiction. As illustrated by Figure 6, the 

photographs were carefully arranged on the wall to taper downward toward a central 

figure—Sunday. When seated on “the love seat on which Billy and I did our courting,” as 

she described the piece of furniture in the narration of her tour, Sunday was at the center 

of this display of cultural and civic power.83 She was at the center of the nation, and she 

was at the center of her faith. The only element missing from the tableau was Billy 

himself, symbolically recalled by the empty seat beside her. In brief, then, not only the 

photographs but also their careful and deliberate arrangement served to tell a story about 

the Sundays—one in which they functioned as American religious and cultural royalty. 

One can almost imagine Sunday seated in this way during a given tour, describing the 

space to her vistiors while physically participating in a deliberate, symbolically 

significant mise en scène of her own design.  

 

82 Ma Sunday Still Speaks, 21. 

83 Ma Sunday Still Speaks, 23. 
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Figure 6: Ma Sunday in Front of the Wall of Autographed Photographs. Note the arrangement of the photographs, 

which gather downward toward Sunday herself, symbolically rendering her not only central to the nation but also 

central to the faith. (Image courtesy of Winona History Center.) 

 

In a sense, this narrative of Sunday’s mainstream popularity and influence 

challenged the populist and working-class characterization of Sunday and revivalism also 

produced on the tour. The simplicity, modesty, and frugality of the Sundays as described 

in Sunday’s tour clashed with the display of signed photographs from presidents, 

DeMille, and others. The story about the Sundays’ friendship with John D. Rockefeller 

Jr. was discordant with the stories about the evangelist’s popularity among factory 

workers and chauffeurs. The paradox was unavoidable yet necessary. To maintain their 

popularity, revivalists like Sunday relied on working-class supporters to attend rallies, but 

to succeed financially and politically, revivalists also required patrons such as 

Rockefeller and connections to influential figures, including politicians. Yet within the 
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narrative of the tour, these portrayals were not incongruous. Sunday could both hob-nob 

with presidents and celebrities and champion the values of the working class.  

Taken altogether, then, Sunday’s tour actually revealed a tension between the 

working-class sympathies that the Sundays hoped to project, presumably in order to 

better appeal to and identify with their base, and the upper-middle-class realities of their 

economic and cultural status. Curatorially, the tour thus reveals Sunday’s hand in 

arrangement and exhibition. Some elements of the tour code as warm for simple folk, 

while others code as extremely cultured. 

Third and finally, Sunday’s tour explicitly linked Billy Sunday to the emergent 

neo-evangelical coalition, a move that lent the evangelist’s previously established 

populist persona, cultural respectability, political proximity, and religious nationalism to 

the nascent movement. By doing so, she established a kind of continuity over time—the 

revivalist of the past as kin to the revivalists of the present—and bestowed the upstart 

movement with a kind of legitimacy within fundamentalist and other conservative 

Protestant circles, a sort of historical seal of approval. It was, in many respects, the same 

kind of deployment of evangelical heritage that she had performed on Youth for Christ 

stages and on evangelists’ preaching platforms, now rendered in space and matter.  

In order to tie her husband to the upstart young fundamentalists working to build a 

new coalition of like-minded conservatives, Sunday made two key moves. First, she 

showcased a series of signed photographs from neo-evangelical architects, including men 

such as the evangelists Billy Graham and Jack Shuler; the Youth for Christ co-founders 

Torrey Johnson and Bob Cook; the minister and NAE co-organizer William Ward Ayer; 
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and more.84 By doing so, she established a reciprocal proximity and affinity between 

herself and the movement—a sense that the Sundays supported the neo-evangelical 

coalition, and vice versa. Second, she concluded her tour with a statement about the 

coalition that directly tied her husband to the emergent movement and some of its rising 

star preachers:  

I thank God for allowing me the privilege of living to see the day when 

evangelism is coming up [again]. It went down for twenty years—down, down, 

down—between those two wars. By now people are . . . [searching for] the 

remedy for the world’s ills today. I’m so glad that the young men, like Billy 

Graham, Merv Rosell, Jack Shuler, Jimmy Johnson, and oh, a whole lot of others 

that I can’t mention right now, are on the job, night and day, out preaching God’s 

blessed Word and giving out the invitation to come and accept Him.85 

Sunday’s comments implicitly linked her husband to the “young men . . . now . . . on the 

job.” The evangelist had experienced his heyday prior to World War I, and as his star fell, 

so too did evangelism as a whole. The present revival of evangelism—embodied by the 

neo-evangelical coalition and its cadre of white, male preachers—represented, in 

Sunday’s construction, a revival of all that for which Billy Sunday stood. Sunday’s 

remark positioned preachers like Graham, Shuler, and others as the heirs apparent to her 

husband. As had Billy Sunday, these preachers could be expected to stand for working-

 

84 Ma Sunday Still Speaks, 22. 

85 Ma Sunday Still Speaks, 24–25. 
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class values and populist sentiment, and could be expected to operate within the 

mainstream of American society, not limiting themselves to the religious sphere but also 

circulating among politicians, business leaders, and others. In this sense, Sunday linked 

her husband’s memory to the contemporary movement of so-called neo-evangelicals—a 

historical connection that allowed the late evangelist’s legacy to do work in the present. 

It is difficult to say with any certainty exactly how Sunday’s historical 

interpretation influenced the varied conservative Protestants who flocked to Winona Lake 

in the 1940s and 1950s. The informal nature of her tours resulted in no documentation of 

visitor reactions or perceptions. Nevertheless, it is possible to infer some of the ways in 

which visitors to the home may have experienced Sunday’s tours, based on both the 

content of Sunday’s tours and the religious context in which these tours occurred. 

Specifically, Sunday’s historical conferral—her interpretation of Billy Sunday’s legacy 

and her linkage of that legacy to the neo-evangelical movement—may have functioned in 

one of two ways. For visitors who identified with the neo-evangelical coalition, the tour 

may have provided a sense of historical identity and continuity. Sunday’s values and 

achievements now mapped onto and offered inspiration to the fundamentalists seeking to 

re-brand their version of Protestant Christianity. Sunday’s depiction of Billy Graham, 

Jack Shuler, and other evangelists as the successors of her famous husband, for instance, 

probably put their revival campaigns within a distinguished historical tradition. 

Moreover, her depiction of Sunday as a working-class champion and populist may have 

reinforced the populist, anti-statist political rhetoric of the neo-evangelical coalition 

elites. A perpetuation of the fundamentalist fear of big government, embodied in their 
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opposition to much New Deal programming and their characterization of FDR as “anti-

Christ,” such rhetoric marked the lobbying efforts of the NAE, which opposed the further 

expansion of the welfare state in the postwar period as an infringement on the individual 

liberties of everyday Americans. Similarly, Sunday’s characterization of her husband as a 

religious celebrity who hobnobbed with the most famous men and women of his day may 

have given sanction to the cultural ambitions of neo-evangelical elites who worked to 

make conservative Protestantism more politically and culturally influential within 

mainstream American society. In other words, Sunday’s tours may have given visitors 

who already identified with neo-evangelicalism a sense of historical identity and 

continuity that bolstered their existing efforts to “win America for Christ.” 

Additionally, for those who identified as fundamentalists or located a 

conservative Protestant identity within a particular denomination or doctrinal tradition, 

Sunday’s tours may have legitimized the coalition, drawing on Billy Sunday’s established 

reputation within much of conservative Protestantism to offer validation of or sanction to 

the agenda of the upstart neo-evangelicals. Fundamentalists or others who may have 

balked at the political and cultural aspirations of the neo-evangelical elites could be 

reminded of Sunday’s connections with and circulation among the top politicians, 

celebrities, and business leaders of his day. Those who fretted over the insurgent political 

lobbying of the NAE may have been pacified by the reminder that Sunday located 

himself within the middle class, populist values of an earlier age. All of Sunday’s tour 

built to this conclusion. Billy Sunday’s legacy meant nothing if it could not be marshalled 

to accomplish religious ends in the here and now, long after his death. Helen Sunday put 
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the past to work in the present. She defined her husband’s legacy and then linked it to a 

new religious movement, giving the neo-evangelical coalition a sense of historical 

identity and continuity while also legitimizing it in the eyes of the many fundamentalists 

and conservative Protestants who respected her and her late husband. 

Sunday’s curatorship of Mount Hood ended in February 1957, when she died at 

age eighty-eight. The matriarch willed her home and all of its furnishings to the Winona 

Lake Christian Assembly.86 The Bible conference sponsors made immediate use of the 

bequest: They announced in April, just two months after Ma’s death, that the home would 

become “a memorial to ‘Ma’ and ‘Billy’” run by the Assembly and open to visitors 

during the 1957 Bible conference season.87 Organizers recruited Pearl Schaffer, a retired 

missionary, to serve as hostess. She took up residence in the home’s second floor—off 

limits to visitors—and provided daily tours of the building, continuing the tradition 

inaugurated by Sunday of women preserving and interpreting Billy Sunday’s legacy. At 

least initially, Schaffer primarily welcomed visitors and answered their questions, and the 

interpretive text remained the 1954 recording of Ma Sunday’s tour, now played for 

visitors from a record player.88 Beyond the home, the Assembly encouraged historical 

 

86 “Last Will of Helen A. Sunday,” 1944, Box: “Helen Sunday and Sunday Home,” Folder: “Helen 

Sunday Will,” WHC. 

87 “The Sunday Home to Be a Memorial to ‘Ma’ and ‘Billy.’” 

88 On the use of the recording for tours after 1957, see “The Sunday Home to Be a Memorial to 

‘Ma’ and ‘Billy’”. Eventually, a new tour script was developed, but it is unclear if Schaffer—who lived at 

Mount Hood until 1963—or a later hostess developed this document. It mirrored Sunday’s tour in almost 

every way, drawing extensively from her recording to interpret the collection of artifacts and objects; 

interestingly, it left out Sunday’s major references to the neo-evangelical coalition, though it did mention 

the Sundays’ relationship to some of the movement’s most important figures, including Billy Graham. See 
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tourism by offering conference attendees the chance to visit “over 30 points of interest” 

in Winona Lake via a horse-drawn surrey. Stops included Rainbow Point, the home of 

Billy Sunday’s music song leader Homer Rodeheaver, various denominational and 

church-related buildings, and—of course—the Sunday home.89 

As the Assembly made its turn toward the historical, Billy’s memory continued to 

serve the ideological purpose of linking the burgeoning neo-evangelical coalition to a 

mythical revivalist past. As had Sunday, the Winona Lake Christian Assembly mobilized 

a particular interpretation of Billy Sunday as evangelical heritage to inspire a sense of 

communal identity among conferencegoers. For instance, an undated promotional 

brochure, likely produced in the late 1950s or early 1960s, described the Sunday home as 

“more than a museum.” No mere preserver of the past, the brochure claimed, the home 

“is, in a real sense, the beating heart of Winona.” Specifically, boosters drew a 

connection between Sunday’s work in the past and their work in the present. “[T]he same 

yearning to see men led to Jesus Christ motivates our hearts today,” one publicity piece 

declared. “What Billy Sunday stood for, we stand for. What he proclaimed, we 

proclaim.”90 Assembly leaders issued this proclamation during the same years in which 

they courted an even closer relationship to the coalition. Long a home to neo-evangelical 

organizations and personalities—Youth for Christ had held its nationwide annual 

 

“Research Notes -- Billy Sunday House,” undated, Box: “Helen Sunday and Sunday Home,” Folder: 

“Sunday Home, 1957-1963,” WHC. 

89 “Detailed Program--64th Annual Winona Lake Bible Conference”, and “Detailed Program--

65th Annual Winona Lake Bible Conference.” 

90 “Some Questions and Answers about the Winona Lake Bible Conference.” 



 

104 

convention at the retreat since 1944, and numerous neo-evangelical elites, including Billy 

Graham, Carl F. H. Henry, and more, had graced the Bible conference platform—in the 

1950s and early 1960s the Assembly sought to associate itself even more intimately with 

the coalition. In 1956, for instance, they named Billy Graham as the president of the 

Bible conference and advertised the news widely, likely hoping that the association 

between the popular evangelist and the Bible conference would yield increasing numbers 

of attendees at the annual gathering.91 Moreover, between 1957 and 1959, the 

Assembly’s board even considered a proposal from the Billy Graham Evangelistic 

Association to run the conference program and dramatically improve its facilities in 

exchange for a controlling interest in the Assembly.92 Though they ultimately rejected the 

proposal, Assembly leaders continued to pursue deeper ties to the coalition. By claiming 

that “what Billy Sunday stood for, we stand for” during a time of increased connection to 

neo-evangelicalism, Assembly leaders used the past to reinforce a particular community 

identity in the present. 

As this brief overview demonstrates, Helen Sunday used Mount Hood as a house 

museum to deploy her husband’s memory as evangelical heritage fur two purposes. First, 

it served to bolster her standing as a conservative Protestant celebrity, using Billy’s 

memory to reinforce her own authority and influence. Second, it granted historical 

 

91 On Graham’s election to the Winona Assembly board, see White and Grill, Winona at 100, 149. 

For examples of the advertising of his association with the Bible conference, see “[Telegram from Billy 

Graham Re: Winona Assembly Board],” Winona, April 1957, 2, Box: “Winona Assembly Programs, 1920-

1980,” Folder: “1956-1960,” WHC, and “Yesterday . . . Today . . . Tomorrow,” Winona, March 1960, 2, 

Box: “Winona Assembly Programs, 1920-1980,” Folder: “1956-1960,” WHC. 

92 White and Grill, Winona at 100, 149–50. 
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legitimacy to the movement with which she was most commonly associated—neo-

evangelicalism. After Sunday’s death, the Winona Lake Christian Assembly continued to 

use Mount Hood for similar ends. The space’s materialization of evangelical heritage 

gave neo-evangelicals a connection to a specific past while offering unaffiliated 

fundamentalists and conservative Protestants an assurance of the authority and validity of 

this upstart group. 

 

Park Street Church and Boston’s Freedom Trail 

During the same years that Helen Sunday led Bible conference attendees on tours 

through her home and commemorated an evangelical heritage for fundamentalists and 

other conservative Protestants, another neo-evangelical experiment in historical 

commemoration took shape on the other side of the country. In Democrat- and Catholic-

dominated Boston, Park Street Church—a venerable, nearly 150-year-old conservative 

Protestant congregation on the edge of the famous Boston Common—became the first 

stop on the city’s newly minted Freedom Trail. While the interpretive efforts at the Billy 

Sunday home worked, in part, to unify denominationally- and doctrinally-divided 

conservative Protestants around a famous figure in order to legitimize neo-

evangelicalism, Park Street Church sought different ends. On the one hand, Park Street’s 

inclusion on the Freedom Trail allowed movement insiders to secure a sense of historical 

respectability and legitimacy. The stories they told at and about the church offered 

evidence that this congregation of conservative Protestants had made meaningful 

contributions to the nation’s growth and development. On the other hand, inclusion 
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offered outsiders an invitation to join the movement, as church leaders used history to 

convert new believers to the faith. 

To understand Park Street’s appeals to the past, we must first understand the 

Freedom Trail—the context that made possible the congregation’s public engagement 

with evangelical heritage. The Trail emerged in 1951, the brainchild of Bill Schofield, a 

columnist for the Boston Evening Traveler. In an article titled “Hub Needs ‘Liberty 

Loop,’” he proposed that the city should “mark out a ‘Puritan Path’ or ‘Liberty Loop’ or 

‘Freedom’s Way’” to link together “sites of significance” related to Boston’s Revolution-

era past. The goal, he claimed, was to help tourists “know where to start and what course 

to follow” in traversing the city. He wanted suburban families to have a clear, walkable 

route through the Boston enshrined in the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s “Paul 

Revere’s Ride.”93 Yet the project was also deeply intertwined with Boston’s postwar 

urban renewal efforts. According to the historian Seth Bruggeman, Schofield and his 

allies, including Boston Mayor John B. Hynes and Chamber of Commerce president 

Harry Blake, viewed the Trail as a back-door means by which various private interests—

business leaders, civic boosters, and others—could legally remove blighted properties 

and undesirable residents from potentially lucrative tourists sites, all in the name of 

 

93 For Schofield’s version of the Trail’s creation, see William G. Schofield, Freedom by the Bay: 

The Boston Freedom Trail (Chicago: Rand McNally & Co., 1974), 11–14. For interpretations that place the 

Trail’s creation within the context of Boston’s postwar urban renewal efforts, see Thomas H. O’Connor, 

Building a New Boston: Politics and Urban Renewal, 1950-1970 (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 

1993), 47-49, and Seth C. Bruggeman, Lost on the Freedom Trail: Urban Renewal and the National Park 

Service in Twentieth-Century Boston (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, forthcoming). 

Schofield quotation from Bill Schofield, “Have You Heard: Hub Needs ‘Liberty Loop,’” Boston Evening 

Traveler, March 8, 1951, quoted in Bruggeman, Lost on the Freedom Trail. 
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much-needed economic development.94 Thus the Trail was more than just a visitor-

friendly walking path. It was also an economic justification for slum removal and mass 

displacement of working-class Bostonians. 

When the Trail officially debuted in June 1951, it connected sixteen sites. One of 

the first stops was Park Street Church. Despite its prominent place on the Trail, the 

church’s initial response to its inclusion was quite modest. In June 1952, a full year after 

the Trail was inaugurated, several members of the church’s Woman’s Benevolent Society 

noticed that a number of tourists were stopping on their way through the city to visit Park 

Street Church. Acting on a recommendation from their recording secretary, Mrs. 

Frederick L. Gile, the Society began offering regular guided tours of the Church during 

July and August 1952.95 Each weekday, from 10:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m., members of the 

Society “welcome[d] visitors who came . . . into our beautiful Sanctuary” and told them 

about the history of the building and the congregation, according to the Society’s 

minutes.96 Any scripts used during the tours are lost to time. All that remains are the 

Society’s brief—and tantalizing—reports. For instance, in 1961, a report on the Society’s 

work in the pages of Park Street’s magazine, the Park Street Spire, indicated that visitors 

 

94 Bruggeman, Lost on the Freedom Trail.  

95 The extensive minutes of the Woman’s Benevolent Society, preserved at the Congregational 

Library in Boston, do not mention the genesis of the project; that information comes from a short and 

antiquarian history of the Woman’s Benevolent Society published in 1958 in Park Street Church’s monthly 

magazine. See Marion P. Bruce, “History of a Monument,” Park Street Spire, May 1958, 18., D5: Harold 

John Ockenga Papers, Gordon College Archives, Wenham, MA (hereafter GCA). 

96 “Minutes of the Park Street Church Woman’s Benevolent Society,” September 17, 1952, Box 

55, RG 1284: Park Street Church Records, Congregational Library and Archives, Boston, MA (hereafter 

CLA). 
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to the Church “were introduced to the various ministries of Park Street Church by touring 

briefly through the sanctuary, by the missionary map, and into the Mayflower Room,” a 

space on the congregation’s second floor that included a balcony onto Boston Commons 

and was used for open-air public preaching services.97 

By available evidence, the tours proved popular with those who trekked along the 

Trail in its first decade of its existence. The number of visitors drawn to the site via the 

Trail grew steadily between 1952 and 1961, resulting in a parallel increase in the number 

of Society women who volunteered as docents—or, as the Society called them, 

“hostesses.” For instance, at their September 1952 meeting, Gile announced to the group 

that approximately 3,500 tourists had visited the Church during the inaugural round of 

supervised tours. These guests “came . . . from Holland, Germany, France, Denmark, 

England, Australia, Canada and from most of the states of our own country.” The few 

women who led these visitors on tours—one account claims “one or two” women acted 

as hostesses initially, while another account says there were “several” early hostesses—

agreed that they were “a most worthwhile and interesting endeavor.”98 The number of 

visiting tourists grew modestly but steadily throughout the rest of the decade. In 1960, for 

instance, the church welcomed “over 5,000 visitors” between late June and early 

 

97 “Summer Echoes,” Park Street Spire, October 1961, D5: Harold John Ockenga Papers, GCA. 

98 Quotations from “Minutes of the Park Street Church Woman’s Benevolent Society”. For 

another account that shares many of the details as the minutes, but differs on the number of initial 

hostesses, see Bruce, “History of a Monument,” 18. 
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September.99 But by 1961, that number had risen exponentially. A report in the Park 

Street Spire indicated that “over thirteen thousand people toured Park Street Church 

while walking along the Freedom Trail” that summer. To manage this deluge of 

interested tourists, the Society’s “head hostess,” Mrs. Arthur E. Linell, had recruited a 

“staff of over forty ladies from the church”—a major increase from the 1952 crew.100  

The early response by Park Street Church to its inclusion on the Freedom Trail 

serves as a reminder that neo-evangelical historical commemoration was, from its start, 

women’s work. While the all-male ministerial staff apparently ignored the Church’s 

inclusion on the tourist-drawing Trail, women assumed primary responsibility for 

publicly interpreting the church and its history to outsiders. That the Society referred to 

their tours as “hostess work” signifies the gendering of historical interpretation within 

neo-evangelicalism during these decades. Like Helen Sunday at Mount Hood, the women 

of Park Street Church took the lead in developing the Church’s public presentation of its 

past. 

By the early 1960s, however, that had changed. While women remained the 

primary front-line public interpreters of the church’s past, the church’s all-male 

leadership began to take a more obvious interest in the Trail and its potential significance. 

In part, this change came as a result of developments in the Trail program as well as a 

second wave of urban renewal initiatives in the city. As Bruggeman notes, a second wave 

 

99 J. Murray Marshall, “Summer in Review,” Park Street Spire, October 1960, 13, D5: Harold 

John Ockenga Papers, GCA. 

100 “Summer Echoes.” 
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of urban renewal hit Boston in 1959 and 1960, with the election of a new mayor, John 

Collins, and Collins’ appointment of Edward Logue to head the Boston Redevelopment 

Authority. Logue proposed an ambitious yet ultimately successful ninety-million-dollar 

program that included the construction of the Prudential Center in Boston’s Back Bay 

and the Government Center in Scollay Square, the creation of a parking garage 

underneath Boston Common, and more. In addition to courting federal and private funds 

for redevelopment, Logue also attended to preservation of the city’s historical and 

cultural resources, including the sites on the Freedom Trail. As early as 1960 he affirmed 

the work of the Council of the Freedom Trail, a newly minted coalition of organizations 

that managed historic properties on the walking path, and declared that Boston’s 

“abundance of historic sites offers islands of strength around which rebuilding can 

confidently begin.”101 In other words, for Logue, urban renewal and historic preservation 

went hand in hand. 

Park Street evidenced an early and active interest in what city boosters began to 

call the “New Boston,” viewing renewal and redevelopment as an opportunity for 

evangelism. For instance, the February 1963 issue of the church’s Park Street Spire 

magazine featured an article by James G. Roberts, the executive vice president of the 

Greater Boston Chamber of Commerce and a Park Street congregant, outlining the “New 

Boston” city’s extensive urban renewal and redevelopment plans. For Roberts, the plan 

was an economic necessity. He claimed that redevelopment would “broaden the tax base, 

 

101 Bruggeman, Lost on the Freedom Trail. See also O’Connor, Building a New Boston, 214-234. 
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bring new commerce and industry, [and] make Boston a better place in which to live.”102 

Park Street Church’s long-time senior pastor, Harold John Ockenga, built on Roberts’ 

conclusion in a March 1963 article, in which he interpreted redevelopment as both a 

financial investment and a spiritual opportunity. Ockenga urged Park Street to “stand 

ready to meet the spiritual challenge of the ‘New Boston’” by supporting new ministries 

aimed at meeting the spiritual needs of the new residents who would be drawn to the city. 

He viewed redevelopment as an opportunity for the church to “dedicate [itself] afresh to 

the desperate need of an evangelical testimony in Boston.”103 Given such evident 

enthusiasm for the city’s urban renewal efforts, and the place of the Freedom Trail in 

those efforts, it makes sense that the church’s male leadership would become increasingly 

interested in the strategic value of the Trail.  

Evidence of this increased interest often appeared in the church’s magazine. In a 

1960 article, for example, Park Street’s assistant minister, John Murray Marshall, argued 

that the church’s position as “the first point of interest on the Trail” has filled its halls 

with “a great deal of activity” during the normally quiet summertime, providing him with 

a greater-than-usual opportunity for ministry.104 Similarly, that same year Ockenga 

reported to his congregants that he had attended an event sponsored by the Boston 

Chamber of Commerce to “kindle enthusiasm for Boston’s Freedom Trail.” He 

 

102 James G. Roberts, “The New Boston,” Park Street Spire, February 1963, 1, 18–20, D5: Harold 

John Ockenga Papers, GCA. Quotation from 19.  

103 Harold J. Ockenga, “The Pastor’s Study,” Park Street Spire, March 1963, 27, D5: Harold John 

Ockenga Papers, GCA. 

104 Marshall, “Summer in Review,” 13. 
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concluded his report by telling church members to “be grateful that we are station No. 1 

on the Trail. We should use this for the glory of God.”105 Clearly, the possibilities of the 

Trail were becoming clearer to those wielding formal power at Park Street.  

Ockenga deserves greater attention with regard to the church’s strategic use of the 

Freedom Trail and the deployment of heritage. Born in 1905, Ockenga did his 

undergraduate work at Taylor University, a small Methodist school in rural Indiana, and 

began his graduate work at Princeton Theological Seminary, where he became part of the 

conservative revolt against the school’s modernist-leaning leadership and eventually 

transferred to Westminster Theological Seminary, the fundamentalist alternative to 

Princeton, located in the Philadelphia suburbs. Ockenga was ordained as a minister by the 

Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. in 1931. After pastoring for several years in 

Pennsylvania while earning his PhD at the University of Pittsburgh, in 1936 he received a 

call from Park Street to succeed its long-time and beloved minister A. Z. Conrad. 

Ockenga jumped at the opportunity, and ultimately served at Park Street for thirty-three 

years. Tall and imposing, he carried himself with an bookish, intellectual comportment 

that belied his fiery activism and unswerving confidence.106  

 

105 Harold J. Ockenga, “The Pastor’s Diary,” Park Street Spire, June 1960, 12, D5: Harold John 

Ockenga Papers, GCA. 

106 To date, there is no definitive critical biography of Ockenga. A hagiographic portrait penned by 

a colleague and published in the middle of his career at Park Street Church is Harold Lindsell, Park Street 

Prophet: A Life of Harold John Ockenga (Wheaton, IL: Van Kampen Press, 1951). A solid but hardly 

evenhanded biography appears in Garth M. Rosell, The Surprising Work of God: Harold John Ockenga, 

Billy Graham, and the Rebirth of Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008). Biographical 

details here come from Rosell, 39–72; Carpenter, Revive Us Again, 189–90; and Sutton, American 

Apocalypse, 263–65. 
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Ockenga’s long tenure at Park Street made him an institution, both locally and 

nationally. By most accounts, Park Street parishioners adored him. They credited him 

with building on and extending Conrad’s successful leadership by advancing the church’s 

ministries in the areas of missionary service and support, radio evangelism, outreach to 

students at area colleges and universities, and more. Moreover, his position at Park 

Street—with its conspicuous place on Boston Common and its congregation of well-

connected, wealthy businesspeople—earned him entrée into certain sectors of Boston 

society. Lay leaders in the church sponsored his membership in the Rotary Club and a 

trusteeship at Suffolk University. His title and position resulted in invitations to events 

and activities sponsored by the city mayor, the Chamber of Commerce, and other entities. 

Thus, as the historian Joel Carpenter has observed, while Ockenga was “still a long way 

from the city’s most patrician circles,” by the 1940s and 1950s he had established himself 

as a religious and civic force within the Boston community.107 

In addition to his work at Park Street and his role in Boston public life, Ockenga 

was also one of the most important and influential fundamentalists of his era. In part, he 

achieved this distinction because of his successful leadership at one of the nation’s most 

famous conservative congregations. He also earned it by virtue of his key role in the 

formation of the neo-evangelical coalition. He would eventually serve as the first 

president of the NAE; as the founding president of Fuller Theological Seminary, a school 

founded in Pasadena, California, by neo-evangelicals concerned about the lack of a 

 

107 Rosell, The Surprising Work of God, 79–80; Carpenter, Revive Us Again, 189. 
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conservative-but-not-fundamentalist institution for training future ministers; and as a co-

founder of Christianity Today, the flagship periodical of the coalition, developed as an 

intentional counterpart to the mainline’s The Christian Century.108 Ockenga, like many 

other neo-evangelical architects, viewed the coalition as a saving grace in the midst of a 

degenerating country and world. He hoped it would achieve a “rescue of western 

civilization by a . . . revival of evangelical Christianity.”109 He also shared his 

coreligionists’ hope that, through the political lobbying efforts of agencies such as the 

NAE, the coalition could restore the Christian principles upon which the United States 

had been founded.110  

Ockenga also harbored a more personal aspiration for the coalition, as well. He 

hoped that neo-evangelicalism would earn conservative Protestantism a renewed level of 

respectability and legitimacy. This goal was born of the particular circumstances under 

which he labored for more than thirty years. He often claimed that in Boston, the early 

capital of Protestant liberalism and a bastion of Roman Catholic influence, conservative 

Protestants faced intense opposition, even public censure. To illustrate his point, he 

repeatedly told the story of Boston’s refusal in the early 1940s to grant him a permit to 

hold evangelistic services on Boston Common, a refusal that he credited to “clerical 

pressure” put on the city by mainliners and Catholics. Instead of bowing to the city’s 

 

108 On Ockenga’s role as an architect of the neo-evangelical coalition, see Rosell, The Surprising 

Work of God, 91–103, 201–8, and Sutton, American Apocalypse, 264, 287–88. 

109 Quoted in Carpenter, Revive Us Again, 189. 

110 On Ockenga’s Christian nationalism and political aspirations, see Sutton, American 

Apocalypse, 263–66, 287–88. 
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ordinance, Ockenga held unpermitted meetings on the Common until 1946, when a 

wealthy parishioner donated funds to erect a pulpit on an upper floor of the church 

building, looking out on the Common, from which Ockenga could preach without the 

need for official government sanction.111 Getting his voice—literally—into the public 

square helped, but Ockenga still hoped “to regain a full measure of public respect” for 

conservative Protestantism, according to Carpenter.112 

All of these aspects of Ockenga’s life and career—his long tenure at the 

redoubtable Park Street Church, his celebrated leadership of the neo-evangelical 

coalition, his hope of recovering conservative Protestantism’s respectability and 

legitimacy—influenced his approach to the Freedom Trail and his deployment of 

evangelical heritage. In particular, these influences pressed Ockenga to use the past as a 

means by which to substantiate evangelicalism’s significance to American history, and to 

invite non-Christians to convert to evangelical faith. Like the rhetorical appeals to the 

past offered by neo-evangelical elites such as Wright, Murch, and Henry, and like the 

commemorative work performed by Helen Sunday, Ockenga’s deployment of evangelical 

heritage on the Freedom Trail worked to organize the fledgling movement. At the same 

time, Park Street’s use of evangelical heritage stood apart from these other efforts. 

Performed at a site of national historical significance, this version of evangelical heritage 

also spoke not just to movement insiders, but also to outsiders. In this regard, Park 

 

111 This story appears in Ockenga’s hagiographic biography; see Lindsell, Park Street Prophet, 

75–76. He also told the story in many of his sermons and other writings. 

112 Carpenter, Revive Us Again, 190. 
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Street’s deployment of evangelical heritage stands as the first example of conservative 

Protestants using commemoration as a means by which to convert non-Christians to the 

faith.  

The most significant source for understanding how Park Street Church used its 

inclusion on the Freedom Trail to deploy evangelical heritage is a letter, penned by 

Ockenga, and published in a special issue of the Park Street Spire. Dedicated to Park 

Street’s history, the issue was “especially prepared with the visitor to the city of Boston 

in mind,” including visitors making their way to the church via the Freedom Trail. It was 

distributed to every person who took a tour of the church during the summer months of 

1967.113 Ockenga’s letter appeared on the inside front cover of the issue, and it was 

designed deliberately set the overall message and tone for the hostesses’ tours. Given its 

significance as an interpretive text, the letter deserves full quotation here.  

Dear Friend: 

Welcome to historic Park Street Church on the Boston Common. 

Whatever your church connection or religious profession may be, we are glad to 

have you visit Park Street Congregational Church which is Trinitarian and 

evangelical. 

The architecture of Park Street Church is Federal. The church was 

completed in 1810 and has been in constant use for 157 years. At least three 

preaching services a week have been held here without interruption. Many 

 

113 “This Issue of the Park Street Spire...,” Park Street Spire, Summer 1967, 35, D5: Harold John 

Ockenga Papers, GCA. 
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historic events have occurred in this place which you will read about elsewhere in 

this issue of The Spire; hence the church is both historic and aggressively 

evangelical. 

The church was founded to articulate orthodox Christianity in the days of 

the Unitarian landslide. This movement began in 1789 with the defection of 

King’s Chapel from the Trinitarian faith to Unitarianism. In the next twenty-five 

years, all but one church in Boston became Unitarian. Park Street Church was 

founded by Christians of deep conviction who believed Biblical Christianity and 

thus confessed to faith in the Triune God, in the Deity of Jesus Christ, in the 

Personality and work of the Holy Spirit, in the vicarious satisfaction of the 

atonement, and in the power of the Gospel to regenerate sinful man. The church 

has never veered from its orthodox position expressed in the Apostles’ Creed and 

in the Westminster Confession of Faith. 

This faith is expressed in a broad missionary program in which we support 

ninety-two missionaries in over forty nations of the earth at a cost of over 

$300,000 a year. More than sixty of our own members serve on the mission field 

under our own mission program. This is our part in the fulfillment of the Great 

Commission. 

The primary emphasis of this church is a faithful exposition of the Word 

of God which presents the Gospel to sinners, which calls upon men to repent and 

believe in Jesus Christ as Savior, and which communicates the means of living a 

holy life. 
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We hope that while you are here you will sense something of the 

sacredness of a sanctuary where millions of people have heard the Gospel 

preached and where countless thousands have been spiritually blessed with the 

knowledge of salvation.  

Hoping that you enjoy your tour of the church, and with best wishes 

personally, I am, 

Faithfully yours, 

H. J. Ockenga114 

  

As an interpretive text designed specifically for tourists visiting Park Street 

Church via the Freedom Trail, this document offers a clear picture of how the 

congregation, via Ockenga, deployed evangelical heritage in public. First, it defined the 

term “evangelical.” In part, its definition derived from a theological or doctrinal basis. 

The letter referred to Park Street’s “orthodox position,” a euphemism for its statement of 

beliefs, and specified its adherence to the Apostles’ Creed, an ancient Christian statement 

of beliefs, as well as the Westminster Confession of Faith, a seventeenth-century creed 

developed by English Protestants under the influence of the reformer John Calvin’s 

theology and popular among Reformed Protestants well into the twentieth century. 

Moreover, it referenced the church’s beliefs “in the Triune God, in the Deity of Jesus 

Christ, in the Personality and work of the Holy Spirit, in the vicarious satisfaction of the 

 

114 Harold J. Ockenga, “[Letter to Visitors],” Park Street Spire, Summer 1967, D5: Harold John 
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atonement, and in the power of the Gospel to regenerate sinful man,” as well as its 

emphasis on missionary service and the Bible as the source of religious truth. All of these 

affirmations signaled the church’s theological location within neo-evangelicalism. The 

specification of its beliefs about the Bible, the Trinity, and Christ’s bodily resurrection in 

particular reflected neo-evangelicals’ embrace of so-called “fundamentals” of 

Christianity that they believed had been abandoned or rejected by mainline Protestants. 

But Ockenga’s letter also presented Park Street Church as evangelical in a 

historical sense. In other words, the letter used not only theology but also a vision of the 

past to define evangelical identity and to attach this identity to Park Street Church. 

Specifically, it did so by locating Park Street’s origin in the midst the conflict between 

Trinitarians and Unitarians within the Congregational Church, which was then the official 

denomination of Massachusetts’ religious establishment. This intense theological and 

cultural debate roiled Protestantism in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 

especially in Boston, where Congregationalism dominated. Unitarian Christians stressed, 

among other convictions, a unified God (the belief from which the movement drew its 

name) rather than the mysterious three-in-one personage of the Trinity, as well as trust in 

reason rather than religious enthusiasm. Influenced by Enlightenment rationalism, 

Unitarianism appealed to literate, well-bred, and affluent members of the infant American 

society as a cultured, Christianized alternative to the emotional revivalism of mainstream 

Protestantism. Even so, it represented a threat to the new nation’s Protestant order, and as 

such was vehemently opposed by leading Protestant elites as the “Unitarian peril.” 

Especially in New England, where its new ideas first took root, Unitarianism was 
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perceived as particularly dangerous—and not only for ecclesiastical or theological 

reasons. The conflict between Trinitarians and Unitarians was also about economics. 

Boston’s emergent mercantile elite funded the Unitarian cause and in so doing sought to 

create the young nation’s first secular high culture, while Trinitarian Protestants fought 

back not necessarily out of a belief in “religious orthodoxy” but especially because the 

rise of well-funded Unitarianism threatened their social privilege and power.115 

Ockenga’s version of the Trinitarian-Unitarian conflict ignored its economic and 

cultural angles. His version was all about power politics within the church. In his telling, 

Unitarianism functioned like a plague, gradually but inexorably infecting Boston’s 

churches by the turn of the nineteenth century. Only through the efforts of “Christians of 

deep conviction,” who held to certain “Biblical” convictions and sought to institutionalize 

those beliefs in the form of Park Street Church, was this theological infestation cured. 

Importantly, according to Ockenga, Park Street “never veered from its orthodox 

position.” It held the same convictions in the twentieth century as it had at its founding in 

1805, continuing to champion “Biblical Christianity.” 

Ockenga’s historical narrative located evangelicalism within a network of 

theological ideas—including but not limited to “faith in the Triune God,” the theological 

matter at stake in the Trinitarian-Unitarian debate—but also within a history of defending 

 

115 Important analyses of the Trinitarian-Unitarian conflict include Jon Butler, Awash in a Sea of 

Faith: Christianizing the American People (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1990), 220–21; 

Peter S. Field, The Crisis of the Standing Order: Clerical Intellectuals and Cultural Authority in 

Massachusetts, 1780-1833 (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 1998); and Mark A. Noll, 

America’s God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 

284–86. 
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this “Biblical Christianity” against certain heretical ideas that threatened the nation’s 

moral order. In other words, being evangelical at Park Street Church meant defending 

certain ideas against forces which sought to undermine those ideas. What made Park 

Street Church evangelical, then, was not just its affirmation of certain theological notions 

but also its willingness to fight in defense of those notions and their important role in 

shaping society.  

In other contexts, Ockenga made this same argument about evangelical identity at 

Park Street but then extended this historical definition beyond the nineteenth-century 

battle against Unitarianism to present conflicts. In an undated sermon titled “The Unique 

and Unparalleled Position of Park Street Church in Boston’s Religious History,” for 

instance, Ockenga connected Park Street’s defense of orthodoxy at the time of its 

founding to its stand against liberal Protestantism in the twentieth century. Arguing 

anachronistically that the mid-twentieth century’s mainline Protestants were a “first 

cousin” to Unitarians and that the two groups’ beliefs “are practically identical,”  to 

Unitarianism,” Ockenga contended that mainline Protestantism’s ascent and dominance 

constituted a “crisis . . . [for] orthodox Christianity which is just as serious as the crisis of 

1805.” Just as they had waged a war against Unitarianism at the time of their founding, 

he argued that Park Street—and, by extension, all neo-evangelicals—were obligated to 

fight against mainline Protestantism in the present.116 This sermon reinforced the 

 

116 Harold J. Ockenga, “The Unique and Unparalleled Position of Park Street Church in Boston’s 

Religious History,” undated, 18–20, Harold J. Ockenga Papers (unprocessed), Gordon-Conwell 

Theological Seminary Archives (hereafter GCTSA). Quotations from 18, 19. 
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interpretive work performed by Ockenga’s 1967 letter to Freedom Trail tourists. Being 

evangelical was not only a theological matter, it was also a historical matter. To be 

evangelical was to defend “Biblical Christianity” against all threats to it—past, present, 

and future. 

Ockenga saw this heritage of defending “Biblical Christianity” against the threats 

of heresy and apostasy as relevant not only to tourists who might venture into the 

church’s halls over the summer months but also to the congregation itself. During his 

long tenure in the Park Street pastorate, Ockenga dedicated several sermons, including 

the one previously mentioned, to telling this history of Park Street Church and allowing 

his narrative to inspire the faithful to action in the present.117 Moreover, Ockenga viewed 

Park Street’s heritage as relevant to the entire neo-evangelical coalition. Park Street 

already played a conspicuous role in the coalition—pastored by one of the coalition’s 

leading figures, connected to some of the coalition’s most influential institutions, and 

possessed of a membership roster so large as to make other congregations envious—and 

it seems that by broadcasting the church’s history into the wider coalition, Ockenga 

hoped that Park Street’s story would inspire conservative Protestants to action in the 

present. To reach the wider neo-evangelical world, Ockenga’s sermons on Park Street’s 

 

117 Important sermons by Ockenga on Park Street history include Harold John Ockenga, “The 

Most Thrilling Moment in My Boston Ministry: [A Sermon] Preached at Park Street Church, Boston, 

Massachusetts,” December 5, 1943, 5–11, Box 61, Folder 9, Collection 1284: Park Street Church Records, 

CLA; Harold John Ockenga, “Boston at the Crossroads: A Sermon Preached at Park Street Church, Boston, 

Massachusetts,” May 21, 1950, Box 61, Folder 9, Collection 1284: Park Street Church Records, CLA; 

Harold John Ockenga, “Our Historical Heritage: A Sermon Preached . . . at Park Street Church, Boston, 

Massachusetts,” March 9, 1958, Box 61, Folder 9, Collection 1284: Park Street Church Records, CLA; and 

Ockenga, “The Unique and Unparalleled Position of Park Street Church in Boston’s Religious History.” 
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past were often published in standalone form and distributed via the church office.118 

Moreover, in 1968, Park Street Church cooperated in the publication of a congregational 

history, written by J. Crosby Englizian, a newly-minted PhD in church history from the 

fundamentalist-run Dallas Theological Seminary, and distributed by Moody Press, a 

redoubtable fundamentalist institution with connections to the neo-evangelical coalition. 

As in Ockenga’s sermons, the congregational history depicted Park Street past and 

present as a bulwark against the encroachments of liberal theology.119 In these ways, Park 

Street deployed its version of evangelical heritage beyond the church and the Freedom 

Trail into the coalition itself, giving the fledgling movement a story about the past that 

could help define it in the present.  

Having established Park Street Church as “evangelical,” Ockenga’s letter to 

Freedom Trail tourists also located Park Street Church as “historical.” “Many historic 

events have occurred in this place,” Ockenga informed his readers. Although he did not 

elaborate in the letter, the remainder of the issue offered evidence for his claim. For 

instance, one short article identified the ground upon which Park Street was built as the 

site where workers fashioned the sails of the U.S.S. Constitution, the “thoroughly Boston-

 

118 The standalone sermon booklets preserved in the Park Street Church’s archival collection at the 

Congregational Library indicate that multiple sermons were printed and distributed in this form, likely 

through the church office. See the back covers of Ockenga, “The Most Thrilling Moment in My Boston 

Ministry”, and Ockenga, “Boston at the Crossroads.” 

119 H. Crosby Englizian, Brimstone Corner: Park Street Church, Boston (Chicago: Moody Press, 

1968). 
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made” battleship that “played an integral part” in the War of 1812.120 Another short 

article informed readers that the abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison delivered “his first 

public address against slavery” at Park Street Church in 1829.121 Still another article 

claimed that Park Street was the site of the first public performance in 1831 of the 

composer Samuel Francis Smith’s song “America (My Country, ’Tis of Thee),” the 

patriotic ode that served as the United States’ unofficial national anthem throughout the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.122 Taken together, these historical vignettes 

served to locate Park Street as an important site for all Americans, not just conservative 

Protestants. This rhetorical move connected neo-evangelicals to national historical 

narratives—about abolitionism, military service, patriotism, and more—that civic-minded 

tourists flocking to the Freedom Trail would recognize and value.  

These patriotic stories not only rendered evangelicals as important figures in the 

history of the United States. They also located contemporary conservative Protestants, 

such as those who worshiped in Park Street’s sanctuary every Sunday morning, as 

patriotic Americans dedicated to providing a spiritual bulwark against Communism. At 

the height of the Cold War, when these narratives were interpreted to Freedom Trail 

visitors, they would have been understood undoubtedly as a rhetorical defense against the 

 

120 “[Untitled Article on ’Constitution’],” Park Street Spire, Summer 1967, 16–17, D5: Harold 

John Ockenga Papers, GCA. 

121 “[Untitled Article on William Lloyd Garrison],” Park Street Spire, Summer 1967, 22, D5: 

Harold John Ockenga Papers, GCA. 

122 “[Untitled Article on ’America’],” Park Street Spire, Summer 1967, 21, D5: Harold John 

Ockenga Papers, GCA. 



 

125 

threat of the Soviet Union and its “godless” philosophy. Whether deliberate or not, the 

anti-Communist function of these historical vignettes fit with both Park Street’s 

reputation and with Ockenga’s particular brand of globalist religiosity. As the historian 

Sutton has observed, Ockenga was chief among the neo-evangelicals whose fear of the 

Soviet Union pressed them “to enlist in the growing anticommunist movement.” Buoyed 

by a firm conviction that the United States was a Christian nation and that “godless 

Communism” threatened its very existence, Ockenga railed frequently from Park Street’s 

pulpit against the Red Menace.123 Reflecting the pastor’s own pro-America and anti-

Communist sensibilities, then, the patriotic narratives extolled at Park Street Church 

certainly functioned as a means by which commemorators achieved an added layer of 

state legitimacy. In other words, the stories that Park Street told about its “historical” 

character worked in tandem to represent evangelicals as proud, patriotic, and respectable 

Americans with a long history of contributing to the national welfare—a representation 

designed to garner exactly the kind of legitimacy and respectability that Ockenga desired 

for conservative Protestantism.  

Third, Ockenga’s letter to Freedom Trail tourists demonstrated an intent to use 

heritage to convert visitors to Christian faith. Though hardly a full-throated evangelistic 

call to repentance, the letter—within the context of the magazine and the hostesses’ 

 

123 Sutton, American Apocalypse, 311-314.; For examples of Ockenga’s anti-Communist sermons 

and speeches, see Harold John Ockenga, “The Answer to Communist Aggression: A Sermon Preached at 

Park Street Church, Boston, Massachusetts,” December 3, 1950, Box 1, Folder “Park Street Church 

Sermons, 1944-1963,” D5: Harold John Ockenga Papers, GCA, and Harold J. Ockenga, “The Crisis of the 

Christian Culture of the West” (Taylor Unviersity Bulletin, November 1950), Box 61, Folder 9, Collection 

1284: Park Street Church Records, CLA.   
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tours—offered visitors the chance to reflect on their spiritual state and opened up the 

opportunity for them to join in Park Street’s religious cause. It began with an 

acknowledgement of potential religious difference, welcoming visitors into the space 

regardless of “whatever your church connection or religious profession may be.” Such an 

acknowledgement explicitly invited visitors to consider their spiritual identity. The letter 

then segued into its narration of evangelical heritage—describing the church as 

“aggressively evangelical” throughout its long history and identifying its “historical” 

character—before returning once again to spiritual experience. Ockenga concluded his 

missive by expressing his hope that “while you are here you will sense something of the 

sacredness of a sanctuary where millions of people have heard the Gospel preached and 

where countless thousands have been spiritually blessed with the knowledge of 

salvation.” Building on the acknowledgement of potential religious difference at the start 

of the letter, Ockenga’s concluding line urged visitors to further spiritual reflection—

specifically, a reflection informed by a sacred space. Having heard the story of Park 

Street’s evangelical heritage, both in the letter and presumably on the hostesses’ tour, 

visitors could now take in the space itself, consider its spiritual power, and think about 

the countless lives ministered to within its walls. Ockenga’s closing line induced visitors 

to consider whether “something of the sacredness” of Park Street Church should 

influence their own spiritual lives. In other words, it encouraged them to convert to Park 

Street’s version of Christian faith. 

Clearly, the letter itself did not offer the direct and unambiguous altar call familiar 

to many neo-evangelicals. It worked more subtly. Perhaps the hostesses guiding each tour 
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gave a more overt invitation to convert, although since no scripts from their tours have 

been preserved, we have no way of knowing. What we can know is that the context in 

which the letter appeared—the summer 1967 issue of the Spire—demonstrated to visitors 

Park Street’s interest in converting nonbelievers to Christian faith. Several articles in the 

issue clearly outlined the church’s evangelistic emphasis. For instance, an article titled 

“1967,” on the present status of the church, outlined its various ministries, especially 

those focused on winning souls for Christ. It outlined how the church’s “[n]inety-two 

missionaries serve Jesus Christ in scores of nations around the world; radio and television 

broadcasts minister to the New England area; [and] vibrant youth organizations 

encourage members to seek a deeper relationship with the risen Lord.”124 Even more 

conspicuous in this regard was an article by Ockenga near the end of the issue, in which 

he expressed an intense interest in drawing new converts to the church. “A real burden 

rests on me for an extension of our evangelistic efforts here in Park Street Church,” 

Ockenga wrote. “I . . . challenge each member to single out one friend, neighbor, or 

acquaintance for whom he will pray, to whom he will witness, and whom he will invite to 

the church. Let us set before ourselves a goal of each one winning one to the Lord Jesus 

Christ this year.”125 Such articles, if read by visitors, left no doubt about the intent of 

Ockenga’s concluding line in his opening letter. Park Street Church wanted to convert 

 

124 “1967,” Park Street Spire, Summer 1967, 32, D5: Harold John Ockenga Papers, GCA. 

125 Harold J. Ockenga, “The Pastor’s Study,” Park Street Spire, Summer 1967, 31, D5: Harold 

John Ockenga Papers, GCA. 
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non-Christians to the faith. The Trail offered one such opportunity to do so. Heritage thus 

became a means by which neo-evangelicals sought to grow their ranks. 

As this brief overview demonstrates, Park Street Church used its inclusion on the 

Freedom Trail to deploy evangelical heritage in important ways. First, this 

commemorative project allowed the congregation to connect its history to broader 

historical narratives about American religion, politics, humanitarianism, and patriotism. 

The Freedom Trail also enabled Park Street to map itself onto America’s postwar 

commemorative landscape in ways that bolstered the public prominence of the church. It 

made Park Street part of Longfellow’s Boston, that halcyon version of the past that 

suburban Americans consumed voraciously amid the rise of historical tourism. It also 

configured itself and its history as a bulwark against Communism, earning it a further 

layer of state legitimacy. Furtthermore, inclusion on the Freedom Trail also made Park 

Street’s history more than just church history. Park Street’s past, as amplified by its 

inclusion on the Trail, revealed the ways in which conservative Protestants—the 

forerunners of today’s neo-evangelicals—were deeply embedded in America’s national 

past and were taking responsibility for America’s future. In doing so, it made Park 

Street’s past—and, by extension, neo-evangelicals’ past—respectable and legitimate.  

Second, the Trail provided Park Street Church with a new opportunity to win 

souls for Christ. Much more so than at the Billy Sunday home, where Helen Sunday and 

other tour guides took for granted that the summer vacationers already professed 

Christian faith, Park Street used its inclusion in this commemorative project to evangelize 

by way of evangelical heritage. In doing so, it became the first neo-evangelical 
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experiment in historical commemoration to use the past as a way to convert non-believers 

to the Christian faith, establishing a pattern that would influence all subsequent 

experiments. 

 

Conclusion 

Despite their best efforts, ultimately neither of these commemorative projects 

garnered the national prominence necessary to catalyze neo-evangelicalism as a social 

movement. Park Street continued as a stop on the Freedom Trail, and after Ockenga’s 

retirement in 1969 to become president of Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, a neo-

evangelical institution in the Boston suburbs, the new pastor and several influential 

congregants carried on the hope that the Trail could serve the congregation’s mission, as 

evidenced by the decision in the 1970s to have a staff member manage the church’s 

connection to the Trail. But as an active congregation, Park Street’s efforts were never 

fully directed toward historical tourism, and in that sense the church’s function on the 

Freedom Trail was only one small aspect of a broader congregational agenda.126 In other 

words, its work of historical interpretation took a back seat to its churchly functions. It 

did not become a national source for disseminating evangelical heritage.  

The Billy Sunday home suffered a more ignoble fate. Declining attendance and 

growing debt forced the Winona Lake Christian Assembly to sell the surrey and 

 

126 This characterization of Park Street’s relationship to the Freedom Trail after 1969 was 

explained to me by a former minister, Allan C. Emery III, who served at the church from 1977 to 1989. 

Allan C. Emery III, email message to author, March 4, 2019.  
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discontinue its historical tours in 1959, though the home remained open to visitors. 

Schaffer left her role as hostess in 1963, replaced by another former missionary, Grace 

Witt. Eventually, in 1968, the Assembly collapsed under the weight of its debt and 

transferred its few assets, including Mount Hood, to Grace College and Seminary, a 

fundamentalist school located near the conference grounds. While it maintained the 

property, the college did little to bolster the existing programming, which continued with 

untrained guides offering “on call” tours to visitors into the 1980s.127 Like Park Street 

Church, Mount Hood, too, never became a national source for disseminating evangelical 

heritage. 

As we have seen, these early efforts in evangelical commemoration were 

haphazard, fitful, and only partially successful. Organizers had little formal training, 

faced financial and organizational challenges that severely circumscribed their capacities 

for creating longevitous institutions, and lacked the capacity to become anything more 

than regional attractions. For brief moments they deployed evangelical heritage in ways 

designed to aid in the formation of the neo-evangelical coalition, yet by the time that neo-

evangelicals started to create their own museums in the 1970s, these experiments were 

largely forgotten or overlooked. Even so, they represent key moments in the development 

 

127 On changes to the historical programming at the Winona Lake Bible Conference prior to 1963, 

see “Financial Report -- Winona Lake Christian Assembly Inc., Winona Lake, Indiana -- October 1, 1958 

to September 30, 1959,” 1959, 2, Folder: “1959,” Winona Lake Christian Assembly Records, WHC, and 

Emmaline Boyd, “Hostess at Billy Sunday Home Ending Long Career to Care for Older Sister,” Warsaw 

Times-Union, ca 1963, Box: “Helen Sunday and Sunday Home,” Folder: “Sunday Home, 1957-1963,” 

WHC. On the dissolution of the Assembly and its impact on the Sunday home, see White and Grill, Winona 

at 100, 150–54, and Jared S. Burkholder, “A Sketch of the Sunday Historic Home as Public History Site” 

(unpublished paper, 2017), 4–5.  
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of evangelical heritage as an embodied and materialized form of historical memory. On a 

modest scale, they demonstrated the power of the past to inspire a sense of belonging. By 

engaging in acts of preservation and interpretation, by capitalizing on a postwar tourism 

boom, and by slowly uncovering the opportunities for religious evangelism afforded by 

historic preservation and urban renewal, neo-evangelicals gradually learned that 

commemoration could serve as a means of extending their religious—and political—

agendas. As subsequent chapters of this dissertation will demonstrate, these early 

experiments in evangelical heritage established patterns and practices for later efforts. 

Even as conservative Protestant museums and historic sites became more 

professionalized, more technologically savvy, and more adept at garnering private and 

public investment, they retained many of the interpretive paradigms and religious goals 

set by these early experiments. 

Meanwhile, as efforts to use commemoration proved less than successful in 

consolidating neo-evangelicalism, other forces helped to imagine this community into 

existence. The next chapter examines one of the most compelling of those forces—the 

revival crusades and religious media empire of Billy Graham—by paying carefully 

attention to his appeals to and reception through emotion. This consideration of Graham 

will set the stage for further examination of evangelical commemoration, which during 

the 1970s and 1980s focused almost exclusively on memorializing the conservative 

Protestant icon. 
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CHAPTER 3 

BILLY GRAHAM’S HEART RELIGION: EMOTION AND THE RISE OF  

“AMERICA’S PASTOR” 

 

By the middle decades of the twentieth century, Billy Graham was a rising 

religious star in the United States. He had held well-attended evangelistic crusades in 

several major U.S. cities, including Los Angeles, Washington, D.C., and New York. He 

had toured continental Europe and the British Isles with his religious message. He had 

met with the Queen of England and befriended multiple U.S. presidents. His visage had 

appeared more than once on the covers of the nation’s most popular magazines and in the 

pages of its most popular newspapers. He had published three books, including 1953’s 

Peace with God, which would go on to sell over two million copies and be translated into 

thirty-eight languages. He had a radio program, the Hour of Decision, heard by millions 

every Sunday afternoon. The films produced by his production company, World Wide 

Pictures, played in theaters across the country. And the entity sponsoring his religious 

work, the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association, was on its way to becoming one of the 

largest charitable organizations in the nation.1  

The rapid expansion of Graham’s evangelistic empire aided in the postwar 

flourishing of neo-evangelicalism as a major religious movement in the United States. 

 

1 On the early years of Graham’s ministry, see William Martin, A Prophet with Honor: The Billy 

Graham Story (New York: William Morrow & Co., 1991), 106–266, and Grant Wacker, One Soul at a 

Time: The Story of Billy Graham (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2019), 35–75. 
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Indeed, Graham was without a doubt the single most important force in imagining that 

coalition of conservative Protestants into existence. On the one hand, Graham used his 

preaching crusades, his media networks, and his presence in the nation’s public eye to 

craft a winsome, inclusive version of conservative Protestantism that avoided the thorny 

internecine theological and doctrinal debates of decades past. He did so without rejecting 

his fundamentalist heritage—he remained militant about the dangers of liberal 

Protestantism, skeptical of Catholics, and convinced that America was a Christian nation 

that required aggressive custodianship—but he cast that heritage in the appealing 

professionalism and cosmopolitanism of neo-evangelicalism. In doing so, he provided 

otherwise doctrinally and regionally variegated congregations, denominations, and para-

church organizations with a common source of inspiration and identification. In turn, he 

also helped to build an array of institutions that further united a diverse range of 

conservative Protestants. Graham played a role in starting Youth for Christ, Fuller 

Theological Seminary, Christianity Today, a monthly periodical that quickly established 

itself as the voice of neo-evangelicalism, and many other entities.2 In no small way, then, 

Graham’s success helped make neo-evangelicalism in America.  

Graham’s success also endeared him to the nation as a whole. Evidence of that 

fact came in 1955, when for the first time Graham’s name appeared on the Gallup 

Organization’s list of the top ten “most admired men” in America. The ranking, based on 

 

2 On Graham’s role in both building neo-evangelical identity and institutions, see Grant Wacker, 

America’s Pastor: Billy Graham and the Shaping of a Nation (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard 

University Press, 2014), 177–79. 
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an open-ended polling of Americans to name the “most admired person living in any part 

of the world,” was significant, as it marked Graham’s ascendance as a national celebrity. 

It made clear that Americans knew who Graham was and, for the most part, viewed him 

favorably. At the same time, the Gallup poll underscored that Americans also respected 

Graham and found him trustworthy and sincere. Perhaps most significantly, the poll’s 

listing also presaged his longevity as a religious icon, both at home and around the world. 

He would appear on Gallup’s top-ten list a record sixty more times, between his first 

appearance and his death in 2018.3 

Why did Billy Graham become so popular and respected? How did he become 

both a unifier of conservative Protestants under the neo-evangelical banner, and a figure 

of respect and admiration among the nation as a whole? Graham’s interpreters have 

pondered these questions for decades. The evangelist’s authorized biographer, William 

Martin, could not solve it. He concluded merely that the “reasons . . . defy facile 

explanation.”4 Another biographer, the historian Grant Wacker, attributed Graham’s 

success to his facility in appropriating the changing tropes of American popular culture 

and applying them to his message and ministry style.5 This chapter proposes yet another 

explanation: emotion.  

This chapter steps away from the development of evangelical heritage to lay some 

important context for how and why that phenomenon began to shift in the 1970s. 

 

3 Martin, A Prophet with Honor, 241, and Wacker, America’s Pastor, 22. 

4 Martin, A Prophet with Honor, 75. 

5 Wacker, America’s Pastor, 28. 
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Focusing on Billy Graham, it seeks to understand how the Southern-born evangelist 

became so popular and respected. It argues that Graham’s success derived, at least in 

part, from his ability to appeal to his audiences’ emotions, including their fear, their joy, 

their peace, their gratitude. It also argues that audiences received and perceived Graham 

using the language of emotion. In other words, not only did listeners hear Graham talk 

about specific emotions, they also identified him with and understood him through those 

feelings. I label this phenomenon Billy Graham’s “heart religion.”  

This chapter further contends that a shift in Graham’s heart religion made possible 

both his meteoric success and, consequently, the rapid growth of conservative 

Protestantism after World War II. At the start of his preaching career, Graham frequently 

appealed to fear, including fear of the atomic bomb, fear of Communist infiltration, fear 

of rampant crime and juvenile delinquency, and fear of the biblical apocalypse. Many of 

his audiences, both supporters and critics, made sense of the upstart evangelist through 

his same emotion. While appeals to fear linked Graham to a centuries-old revivalistic 

tradition within conservative Protestantism, they neither fit the emotional style of postwar 

America’s white middle class nor did they aid neo-evangelicalism’s rebranding effort. 

Thus, by the mid-1950s and 1960s, Graham had turned to a different, more socially 

acceptable, and more cosmopolitan set of emotions in his sermons and writings, including 

joy, peace, and gratitude. Audiences, too, increasingly received and perceived Graham 

through these emotions. This change abetted the evangelist’s rise to respectability. In the 

eyes of his audiences, these emotions made Graham more relatable and more trustworthy, 

thus winning him the nation’s admiration and, by extension, aiding in conservative 



 

136 

Protestantism’s postwar expansion. Even so, this turn also put Graham at odds with some 

segments of American society. Amid the emergence of the civil rights movement and the 

growth of a national youth culture, both of which favored a more expressive emotional 

style, the evangelist appeared at best antiquated and at worst retrograde.  

Considering Graham’s heart religion accounts for more than his midcentury 

popularity and his success in unifying a divided conservative Protestantism. It also 

explains the next step in Graham’s evolution as a religious icon, into a figure of 

commemoration. By the 1970s, neo-evangelical elites had become enamored once again 

with historical commemoration and had taken their most famous icon as their subject. As 

the next chapter shows, early attempts to enshrine Graham in American historical 

memory were shaped by conflict and controversy, but the shrewdest of his would-be 

commemorators agreed that the best way to remember Graham in public was not by 

displaying dusty artifacts enclosed in glass cases, but rather in exhibit galleries that 

offered experiential, immersive, and emotional means by which visitors could deepen 

their historical knowledge. Just as those who listened to or read Graham’s words during 

his preaching ministry heard his appeals to emotion and made sense of him through the 

framework of emotion, so too could visitors to his museum make sense of him in such 

terms.  

 

Becoming Billy Graham 

Understanding Graham’s heart religion first requires an understanding of the 

evangelist’s background and early career. William Franklin Graham was born on a 
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twenty-acre dairy farm outside Charlotte, North Carolina, in 1918. His parents were 

lifelong members of the staunchly conservative Associate Reformed Presbyterian 

Church, and they raised their children, including Graham and his three younger siblings, 

in this religious community. Even so, Graham would claim that he did not really become 

a Christian until just before his sixteenth birthday, when he converted to the faith during a 

revival service conducted by the itinerant preacher Mordecai Ham.6 Graham’s account of 

his conversion shifted over the years. Throughout much of his public career, when he was 

trying to put distance between himself and the emotionalism often exhibited by other 

revivalists, he claimed, “I didn’t have any tears, I didn’t have any emotion, I didn’t hear 

any thunder, there was no lightening.” In his late-in-life memoir, however, he revised the 

tale, emphasizing both an intellectual and an emotional component in the experience.7  

At some point after his conversion, Graham decided he wanted to become a 

preacher. In 1936, after graduating high school, Graham pursued this perceived divine 

calling by enrolling as a student at Bob Jones College, a fundamentalist school then 

located in Cleveland, Tennessee. After less than a year on the campus, the school’s 

“legalistic” social rules—though not its conservative theology nor its explicit support for 

racial segregation—chafed Graham and compelled him to transfer to Florida Bible 

 

6 Martin, A Prophet with Honor, 55–65; Wacker, One Soul at a Time, 9–13. 

7 On these shifts and for the Graham quotation, see Michael S. Hamilton, “From Desire to 

Decision: The Evangelistic Preaching of Billy Graham,” in Billy Graham: American Pilgrim, ed. Andrew 

Finstuen, Anne Blue Wills, and Grant Wacker (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 48. Not all 

Graham scholars have picked up on this subtle shift; a typical example of the treatment is Wacker, 

America’s Pastor, 6: “[Graham’s conversion] involved no tears, no epiphany, and little emotion, but it did 

produce a granite determination to commit his life to Christ.” 
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Institute, another fundamentalist institution near Tampa. There he earned his first 

opportunities to preach to a public audience, as well as his ministerial ordination with the 

Southern Baptist Convention, the largest conservative Protestant denomination in the 

United States, which he would retain for his entire career. Eventually Graham made his 

way to Wheaton College, an accredited liberal arts school in the Chicago suburbs with a 

redoubtable conservative Protestant pedigree. There, he completed an undergraduate 

degree in anthropology and met his future wife, Ruth Bell, the daughter of Presbyterian 

missionaries to China.8  

Graham cut his teeth as a young preacher in the mid-1940s.9 His big break came 

in 1949, when he and a handful of associates held an eight-week series of evangelistic 

services in Los Angeles, California. Graham called these services a “crusade,” and each 

night featured all the elements that would come to characterize Graham’s ministry in 

subsequent decades, including celebrity testimonies, lively music, forceful preaching, 

pleas to convert, and prayers with new believers. The event won Graham nationwide 

publicity, getting the young evangelist’s name, face, and voice into newspapers and radio 

broadcasts across the country.10 Graham was still essentially an unpolished Southern 

country preacher. Yet his youthful, energetic style fit with the emergent popular culture 

 

8 Martin, A Prophet with Honor, 66–88; Wacker, One Soul at a Time, 14–19. 

9 Martin, A Prophet with Honor, 89–105; Wacker, One Soul at a Time, 20–34. 

10 Martin, A Prophet with Honor, 106–20; Wacker, One Soul at a Time, 35–40. 
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of the postwar era, and his good looks and folksy charm gave him movie-star appeal.11 

Graham was poised for great success. “America’s pastor” had arrived.12 

 

Billy Graham and the Emotional Landscape of Postwar America 

Graham’s star-making turn in 1949 also inaugurated his heart religion. Though 

Graham had appealed to emotion from his earliest days as a student preacher at Wheaton 

College, his appeals took on significance as his name appeared in headlines across the 

country. Listeners and readers now began to receive and perceive him through the 

framework of emotion. The emotional entreaties Graham used in Los Angeles—mostly 

appeals to fear—would eventually give way to the more sentimental and socially 

acceptable emotions of joy, peace, gratitude.  

Yet a full understanding of Graham’s heart religion cannot be achieved without 

locating the evangelist and his emotional appeals within the emotional landscape of the 

postwar United States. Despite early aberrations and departures, Graham fit well into the 

emotional style that dominated white, middle-class American culture in the 1940s and 

1950s—a style the historian Peter Stearns has termed “American cool.” In this era, 

emotion was everywhere. Many Americans feared the atomic bomb and worried about 

Communist infiltration. Many liked Ike and loved Lucy. Some raged at economic and 

 

11 On Graham’s appropriation of pop culture tropes and the appeal of his good looks, see 

Carpenter, Revive Us Again, 165–66, and Wacker, America’s Pastor, 81–84. 

12 This phrase comes from Graham’s biographer, Grant Wacker, who in turn borrowed it from 

President George H. W. Bush, who praised Graham in these terms during a 2007 ceremony. See America’s 

Pastor, 23. 
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political inequalities institutionalized by Jim Crow laws. Despite—or perhaps because 

of—the presence of such emotions, however, white and middle-class postwar American 

culture also emphasized the management of emotions. Controlling, individualizing, and 

privatizing emotion—often in and through the nuclear family home—dominated the 

cultural ethos. Public expressions of fear, anger, and guilt, however valid, were viewed as 

crass and hysterical, a sign of emotional instability. For Graham, the emotional style of 

American cool meant appealing in his sermons, writings, and other public statements to 

emotions deemed socially acceptable—joy, peace, gratitude—and encouraging the 

individual and private expression of emotion.  

The roots of this American cool lay in the early twentieth century. In these 

decades, as Stearns has argued, Americans rejected the expressive, public emotional style 

that had characterized the nineteenth century and embraced a more controlled, 

individualized, and privatized emotional demeanor.13 Examples abound. Around the turn 

of the century, American Christmas celebrations exchanged Belsnickel, a German Saint 

Nicholas variant who terrorized children with threats of physical punishment, for the 

jolly, rosy-cheeked Santa Claus. At the same time, many upper- and middle-class women 

who had previously expressed deep sentiments for female friends using the same 

passionate language associated with communication between lovers, cooled their 

pronouncements and saved passionate emotionality for their “companionate” marriages. 

Similarly, between the 1920s and the 1950s, local and national newspapers gradually 

 

13 Peter N. Stearns, American Cool: Constructing a Twentieth-Century Emotional Style (New 

York: New York University Press, 1994). 
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traded disaster reportage filled with gory, horrifying details for more sterile, sanitized 

accounts.14 In much the same way, technological changes, including the invention of new 

communication devices and the automobile, inspired fears of “speed madness” and 

overstimulation that prompted social reformers and others to advocate emotional 

control.15 This new emotional mode constituted American cool. 

This mode persisted into the postwar era, even as it shifted and evolved. In 

particular, American cool became entangled in what the historian Elaine Tyler May has 

termed the domestic turn of the late 1940s and 1950s. Americans, particularly the white 

middle class, seized upon the nation’s postwar affluence and abundance, embraced 

marriage and parenthood, and strove to build a better world for themselves and their 

children, a world safe from the economic hardships of the Great Depression and the 

material and mental sacrifices of wartime. This new world centered on the home. 

Families retreated into the peace, security, and happiness of suburban life, as domesticity 

offered a private shelter from the tempests that swirled in the nation and the world. The 

domestic turn maintained the nation’s racial, class, and sexual hierarchies, but such 

divisions were concealed, according to May, beneath an aura of postwar unity and 

 

14 Peter Stearns, American Fear: The Causes and Consequences of High Anxiety (New York: 

Routledge, 2006), 104; Linda W. Rosenzweig, Another Self: Middle-Class American Women and Their 

Friends in the Twentieth Century (New York: New York University Press, 1999); and Michael Barton, 

“Journalistic Gore: Disaster Reporting and Emotional Discourse in the New York Times, 1852-1956,” in 

An Emotional History of the United States, ed. Peter Stearns and Jan Lewis (New York: New York 

University Press, 1998), 155–72. 

15 Brenton J. Malin, Feeling Mediated: A History of Media Technology and Emotion in America 

(New York: New York University Press, 2014), 50–59. 
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consensus politics.16 Importantly, this modern domesticity embraced and reflected 

American cool’s emphasis on the privatization and control of emotion, rendering this 

emotional style in the familiar Cold War parlance of containment. Just as the terrifying 

potential of the atomic bomb could be contained through careful diplomacy and scientific 

innovation, and just as fears of global Communism could be contained through anti-

subversive crusades at home and aggressive military posturing abroad, all the individual 

emotions that threatened to rend the fabric of society—fear, anger, grief, lust—could be 

contained with the four walls of the home. Such domestic containment would not only 

bind or absorb destructive emotions but could also tame and transform them into more 

socially acceptable, yet still ultimately private, emotions, such as happiness, joy, peace, 

and gratitude.17 However, the home was not the only space in which emotions could be 

controlled. The increasing availability and popularity of therapy, for instance, gave white, 

middle-class men and women yet another private context in which to make sense of and 

manage their anger, fear, guilt, and more.18 Similarly, as Stearns has contended, leisure, 

as an extension of the domestic sphere, provided outlets for the safe and socially 

acceptable release of the passions that could not be expressed in public. Department store 

shopping defused the suppressed malaise of middle-class white women. Playing and 

 

16 Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War Era, revised and 

updated ed. (New York: Basic Books, 1999). On postwar consensus, see Wendy Wall, Inventing the 

American Way: The Politics of Consensus from the New Deal to the Rights Movement (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2008). 

17 May, Homeward Bound, xxiv–xxv, 163–67, 172–75. 

18 May, 167–72. 
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watching sports let middle-class white men release their pent-up anger and frustration. 

The reading of fiction and the viewing of films, including the burgeoning horror film 

industry, offered an outlet for the fears and lusts of both genders.19 In these ways, 

domesticity became a means by which the white, middle-class emotionology of an earlier 

era survived in a rapidly changing America. 

Domesticated American cool thrived during this era in part because of the 

profound anxiety felt by many Americans in the 1940s and 1950s. As Stearns himself has 

claimed, the end of World War II and its aftermath—specifically, the advent of the 

atomic bomb and the threat of global Communism—“triggered a new round of American 

fear.”20 Fear of the bomb was particularly acute. In September 1945, a month after the 

U.S. air force detonated two nuclear weapons over the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki, public opinion polls showed that fifty-nine percent of Americans were “very or 

fairly worried” about atomic attacks at home. That anxiety persisted. By the 1950s, about 

thirty percent of Americans confessed fear that their community would be bombed in the 

case of another global war. By the 1960s, forty percent of all Americans admitted that 

they did not think they could survive a nuclear war.21 Other Americans responded to the 

bomb not with fear, but with guilt. As the writer Frank Conroy, who came of age in the 

 

19 Stearns, American Cool, 270–81. 

20 Stearns, American Fear, 175. 

21 Stearns, 175–76. For other treatments of American fear of the atomic bomb after World War II, 

see Paul Boyer, By the Bomb’s Early Light: American Thought and Culture at the Dawn of the Atomic Age 

(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1994), 33–45, 65–75, and Margot A. Henriksen, Dr. 

Strangelove’s America: Society and Culture in the Atomic Age (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1997), 87–111. 
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1950s, would later recall, young people of his generation “felt guilt, secret guilt that 

verged on the traitorous, guilt we could not possibly talk about” in the wake of the 

American nuclear attacks on Japan.22 In much the same way, fears of Communist 

infiltration seized American hearts and minds after World War II, as the Soviet Union 

quickly took over east-central Europe and as Communist ideology spread into countries 

in the Global South, especially in Southeast Asia. At home, Americans responded to 

Communist fears by launching a domestic witch hunt for “subversives,” led by the 

Wisconsin Senator Eugene McCarthy and the House Committee on Un-American 

Activities. As Stearns has argued, McCarthy’s campaign “depended on fearful public 

support.” While fear of such subversives declined after McCarthy’s fall in 1954, fear of 

Communism did not disappear. It reared its head again during the Cuban Missile Crisis in 

1962 and in reactions to the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in 1964.23 In 

these ways and more, Americans experienced anxiety in the wake of World War II and 

amid the first chills of the Cold War. 

Domestic emotional containment appealed to Americans anxious about the state 

of the nation and the world. That national mobilization for potential nuclear war centered 

on the home proved as much. Government-sponsored civil defense programs targeted 

families, promoting strategies that emphasized “home protection and safety,” including 

home bomb shelters. Such responses sought to address Americans’ unease through 

 

22 Quoted in Henriksen, Dr. Strangelove’s America, 39. 

23 Stearns, American Fear, 182–87. Quotation from 183. 
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domestic solutions.24 Privatization was also the socially approved way of dealing with 

feelings of guilt produced by the American use of atomic weapons, as indicated by 

Conroy’s reflection that he and his peers “could not . . . talk about” such emotions and 

thus kept them bottled up. In a similar way, efforts to prevent the domestic influence of 

Communism also centered on the home. Social scientists, psychologists, and others 

argued that men in sexually fulfilling, patriarchal marriages would have the strength “to 

stand up to the communists,” according to May. “They would be able to prevent the 

destruction of the nation’s moral fiber and its inevitable result: communist takeover from 

inside as well as outside the country.” Women also played a role in preventing the spread 

of Communism by creating a peaceful, loving home life that would empower their 

husbands and by raising “healthy children to [become] strong, vital citizens.”25 Thus the 

home was the context in which publicly unacceptable feelings—feelings of fear about the 

atomic bomb and the Communist threat, feelings of guilt about American military might, 

and more—could be contained, even transformed, in service of the national mood.  

The era’s political culture often reflected American cool while simultaneously 

promoting policies that supported domesticity and, by extension, domestic emotional 

containment. No politician embodied this emotional style as fully as Dwight D. 

Eisenhower. From the very moment that he announced his presidential bid in June 1952, 

Eisenhower channeled American cool. In one campaign speech, he spoke out against 

 

24 May, Homeward Bound, 90–94. 

25 May, 85. 
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“senseless fear,” cautioned against giving in to “hysteria,” and called Americans to 

embrace “cold logic” in order to wage the Cold War.26 Appeals to emotional control 

continued throughout his presidency. In 1954, for instance, he delivered what would later 

be dubbed his “Multiplicity of Fears” talk to a live television and radio audience. As the 

scholar Thomas Doherty has argued, in this speech Eisenhower played “calm father to a 

nervous nation” and provided the American people with a “presidential therapy session” 

during which he “diagnosed the pervasive anxieties of a nation beset by menaces foreign 

and domestic.” Eisenhower enumerated multiple American fears, including fear of the 

atomic bomb and Communist infiltration, and then urged his listeners not to “fall prey to 

hysterial thinking.” Not only Ike’s words but also his physical demeanor channeled 

American cool. As Doherty has observed, Eisenhower delivered his “Multiplicity of 

Fears” speech while “leaned back casually, familiarly, against his desk, arms folded,” a 

posture that seemed to embody the emotional containment of the era.27 Beyond 

embodying American cool, though, Eisenhower also promoted policies that extended the 

domestic turn that perpetuated emotional containment.28 Thus “I Like Ike,” the rallying 

cry of Eisenhower’s 1952 presidential bid and a frequent refrain during his reelection 

campaign four years later, can be understood as a public expression of controlled emotion 

 

26 Quoted in Thomas Doherty, Cold War, Cool Medium: Television, McCarthyism, and American 

Culture (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), 99. 

27 Doherty, 101. 

28 On Eisenhower’s domestic economic policy and his administration’s management of the 

postwar consumer boom, see William M. McClenahan Jr. and William H. Becker, Eisenhower and the 

Cold War Economy (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2011), 53–80. 
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in support of policies that promised to advance the peace and prosperity that made 

domestic emotional containment possible.  

Beyond Eisenhower himself, as May has observed, domestic emotional 

containment shaped American political culture insofar as it emphasized private and 

personal solutions to social problems. It undermined the potential for political activism 

not only by seeking to contain the emotions that often drove changes to public policy but 

also by valorizing situational emotions such as happiness and gratitude rather than 

seeking permanent solutions to inequality.29 Thus in an era of significant electoral and 

economic inequality, particularly in the Jim Crow South, the domestic containment of 

emotion and the perpetuation of American cool reproduced the political status quo.   

Of course, not every American lived in accordance with either domestic 

containment or American cool. By the 1950s, leaders in the burgeoning civil rights 

movement in the American South, excluded from the Cold War consensus, marshaled 

hope, love, and even sometimes anger to inspire and mobilize people for the struggle and 

practice civil disobedience through boycotts, sit-ins, and marches.30 By contrast, white 

 

29 May, Homeward Bound, xxv, 21–22. 

30 On the roles of hope and love in stimulating civil rights activism, see David L. Chappell, A 

Stone of Hope: Prophetic Religion and the Death of Jim Crow (Chapel Hill: The University of North 

Carolina Press, 2004), especially 44-86. Importantly, Chappell demonstrates that some of the younger 

architects of the movement, including the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee leader Robert 

Moses, explicitly eschewed emotions such as hatred and anger in stimulating the movement. While such a 

posture would seem consistent with American cool, Moses also explicitly rejected conformity to “the 

middle-class white culture.” Moreover, the use of love and hope to inspire public activism flew in the face 

of domestic emotional containment’s suppression of emotions that often drove changes to public policy. On 

Moses, see Chappell, 78-83. The historian Belinda Robnett contrasts the public, emotional style of male 

civil rights leaders, such as Martin Luther King Jr., with the intimate, localized emotional work performed 

by female grassroots activists to enlist others in the struggle. See How Long, How Long? African-American 

Women in the Struggle for Civil Rights (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997). For a different 
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Southerners reacted to the rise of civil rights activism and racial integration of public 

institutions by lashing out against African American activists in bald expressions of 

public rage, echoing expressions of racial animus that had structured Jim Crow society 

for decades.31 In a different way, the nonconforming Beats eschewed the white, middle-

class domestic ideal and did so in an emotional tenor captured well by the title of the poet 

Allen Ginsberg’s 1956 book Howl.32 These and other movements were notable 

exceptions to the dominant emotional style after World War II.  

At least initially, Graham’s appeals to emotion fit more comfortably with these 

outsiders than with the emotionally controlled mainstream. As described below, the 

evangelist began his career channeling and stirring emotions beyond the pale of postwar 

American cool, including fear. His style reflected his Southern fundamentalist upbringing 

and attracted that segment of conservative Protestantism, since fundamentalists had long 

left room for public expression of fear, anger, and other “socially unacceptable” emotions 

that the dominant cultural style had sought to control.33 Yet ultimately, as a self-identified 

neo-evangelical intent on rebranding the old-time religion for modern audiences, Graham 

quickly adapted his preaching to the postwar emotionology. By the early 1950s and 

 

approach that examines modes of diffusing fear among civil rights activists in the South, see Jeff Goodwin 
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Goodwin, James M. Jasper, and Francesca Polletta (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), 135–57. 

31 Chappell, A Stone of Hope, 105–30, 153–78; Carol Anderson, White Rage: The Unspoken Truth 

of Our Racial Divide (New York: Bloomsbury, 2016), 67–137. 

32 May, Homeward Bound, xxv, 195–96; Grace Elizabeth Hale, A Nation of Outsiders: How the 

White Middle Class Fell in Love with Rebellion in Postwar America (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2011), 74–83. 

33 On the emotional style of fundamentalism, see Stearns, American Cool, 186, 239. 
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1960s he spoke most often of the socially acceptable emotions of peace, joy, and 

gratitude, and audiences increasingly perceived him through these emotions. Moreover, 

emotional expression at his crusades and emotional reactions to his mediated preaching 

via the radio, television, and printed page, tended to emphasize the private control of 

religious fervor. Getting right with God at a Billy Graham crusade did not require 

emotional outbursts, and even when salvation seekers did cry or otherwise emote, they 

did so in ways that boosters described as restrained, quiet, even reverent. In these ways 

and others, Graham fit neatly into the emotional landscape of white, middle-class postwar 

America. 

 

“To Scare People into Salvation”: Billy Graham and Fear 

In his earliest sermons, Graham relied regularly on fear. He described generalized 

forms of fear—fear of professional failure, fear of social situations, fear of aging—but he 

most commonly referred to the fears particular to the postwar era, including fear of the 

atomic bomb, fear of Communism, and fear of crime and of juvenile delinquency. Such 

appeals to fear reflected the widespread anxieties of early Cold War America. Yet, as 

previously indicated, the public invocation of fear—not to mention the public displays of 

emotion that sometimes resulted from Graham’s appeals—conflicted with the emotional 

style of the white middle class and the privatization of emotion embodied in domestic 

containment. As such, Graham’s appeals to fear put him on the margins of the postwar 

emotionology. Fundamentalists, who had retained Victorian Era’s expressive emotional 

mode and never conformed to early twentieth century American cool, warmly received 
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and perceived Graham through fear. Liberal Protestants and other early critics of Graham 

took the opposite tack. Though they too received and perceived Graham through fear, 

they did so disparagingly, dismissing Graham as an emotional manipulator. 

Graham appealed to fear from the very start of his public career. On the first night 

of his career-making 1949 Los Angeles crusade, two days after President Harry Truman 

had informed the nation that the Soviet Union had detonated an atomic bomb, the young 

evangelist took the stage and delivered a frank sermon about fear. Referring to the 

president’s announcement, Graham claimed that fear had become one of the most 

persistent conditions in American life. Fear is everywhere, he declared, but Americans 

are especially afraid “of war, . . . of atomic bombs, . . . [and] of death.”34 The evangelist 

gave fearful listeners no reprieve. “Every one of us will face the grim reaper,” he told the 

crowd, and “this grim reaper is no respecter of persons.”35 In the face of nuclear anxiety, 

Graham offered the certainty of salvation—but did so in terms that reflected fear. 

“Prepare to meet God at death!” the evangelist thundered. “God says, ‘Believe on My 

Son and you will live; and when you die, you will go to heaven.’ . . . I ask you, are you 

prepared to die? Are you sure, if this were your last moment, are you prepared to die?”36 

Proclaiming publicly the fears that many Americans were already experiencing, Graham 

used emotion to drive home his call to Christian conversion. 

 

34 Billy Graham, “Prepare to Meet Thy God,” in Revival in Our Time: The Story of the Billy 

Graham Evangelistic Campaigns Including Six of His Sermons (Wheaton, IL: Van Kampen Press, 1950), 
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35 Graham, 129. 

36 Graham, 129, 132. 
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Other sermons Graham preached during the Los Angeles campaign also appealed 

to listeners’ fears. In one, Graham spoke in fearful tones about what he viewed as the 

moral decline in the United States and its apocalyptic consequences. The rising rates of 

juvenile delinquency, the spread of Communism around the globe, and the “unchecked 

crime wave in this country,” he urged, should scare Americans because they represented 

signs of God’s impending judgment. “In this moment I can see the judgment hand of God 

over Los Angeles,” the evangelist cried, conjuring a fearful image of imminent doom. “I 

can see judgment about to fall. . . . Unless God’s people turn to Him and the city repents, 

we are going to see the judgment of God come upon us.”37 A similar appeal to fear 

appeared in his sermon “Judgment,” preached also during the Los Angeles campaign. In 

it, Graham cowed his listeners with feelings of fear and guilt by declaring, “All those 

things that you covered up and hid as secret . . . are going to be brought to life and the 

whole world will know and you’ll stand there with perspiration dripping down your 

cheeks and with your eyes rolling in fear.”38  

Yet another appeal to fear characterized a sermon Graham preached in his 

Minneapolis crusade in September 1950. Titled “Will God Spare America?” the sermon 

opened with an acknowledgement of American fears of the atomic bomb, of the end of 

the world, and of the “uncertainty of life.” Graham did not diffuse those fears, but rather 

used them as an entreaty to conversion. “A lot of people are worried about the atomic 

 

37 Billy Graham, “We Need Revival!,” in Revival in Our Time: The Story of the Billy Graham 
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bomb,” he observed. “Because God is faithful, those of us Christians who die [during a 

nuclear attack] will go straight to heaven, according to the Word of God.”39 In these 

sermons, and in many others, Graham appealed to fear as a pathway to conversion.  

Beyond the evangelist’s appeals to fear, accounts of Graham’s preaching made 

sense of him through fear. For instance, during the 1949 Los Angeles campaign, one 

widely circulated fundamentalist account made sense of the upstart evangelist as one who 

spoke and stoked fear—and praised him for it. Fear was emotionally and spiritually 

valuable, the author argued. He noted the “tremendous spiritual upheaval” going on 

during Graham’s crusade and attributed that fervor to Graham’s evocation of fear. 

Graham, the author opined, “is a fearful preacher in that he preaches the horrors of sin 

and the terrors of hell.” The author connected Graham’s rhetorical use of fear to the 

fearful reactions by the crowd, describing how, one evening, a man ran into the service in 

the middle of Graham’s sermon “weeping and asking where he could be saved.” This 

individual’s fearful reception of Graham’s words spurred others in the audience to seek 

salvation as well, the author reported, and at the end of the service “more than a hundred” 

people came to the altar to confess sin and convert to the faith. While the author was 

quick to note that Graham also “holds up the mercy of the Lord in every sermon,” he 

credited Graham’s embodiment of fear with many of the conversions secured during the 

 

39 Billy Graham, “Will God Spare America?,” in America’s Hour of Decision: Featuring a Life 
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campaign. Ultimately, Graham’s capacity for both channeling and getting people to feel 

fear was the key to the revival’s success, the author claimed.40  

The article’s author knew of which he spoke. Robert Shuler, known as “Fightin’ 

Bob” by both his admirers and detractors, was a Los Angeles Southern Methodist 

minister and radio personality widely known for his acerbic politics. In his sermons at 

church and over the airwaves, Shuler castigated Democratic politicians, the Los Angeles 

Public Library, the YWCA, and even fellow preachers, including the Pentecostal minister 

Aimee Semple McPherson with whom he battled for radio listeners, while he endorsed 

the Ku Klux Klan. Moreover, as a dyed-in-the-wool Southern fundamentalist, he rabidly 

opposed the progressive politics and Social Gospel theologies that he saw as corrupting 

American Protestantism.41 In addition to being a culture warrior, Shuler was also an 

evangelist, and his “fiery, revival-style preaching poured from the pulpit,” according to 

one account.42 Thus, as the historian Darren Dochuk has observed, Shuler’s enthusiasm 

for Graham was rooted in his perception of their shared style. For Shuler, Graham was an 

evangelist “cut from a time-honored mold . . . a country preacher who refused to pander 

to the sensitivities of the modern self,” according to Dochuk.43 This shared style included 

 

40 Robert P. Shuler, “The Spiritual Upheaval in Los Angeles,” The Pentecostal Evangel, February 

4, 1950, 12–13. The article originally appeared in Shuler’s publication, The Methodist Challenge, and was 

reprinted in various other fundamentalist periodicals and distributed around the United States. 

41 Biographical details come from Randall Balmer, “Shuler, Robert Pierce ‘Bob,’” in 

Encyclopedia of Evangelicalism (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2002), 625. 

42 Cecilia Rasmussen, “Mixing Fire, Brimstone, and Politics,” Los Angeles Times, November 23, 
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the rhetorical appeal to fear. Shuler’s reception of Graham, then, reflects not an objective 

quality about Graham but rather Shuler’s own expectations about what a conservative 

Protestant preacher ought to do in his sermons.  

Fundamentalists like Bob Shuler interpreted Graham as a figure of fear in a 

positive sense. But critics of Graham who also interpreted him and his ministry through 

this emotion slammed the evangelist as manipulative and misleading, even downright 

dangerous. By framing Graham in terms of fear, they concluded that Graham himself was 

problematic. For instance, an article in the prominent mainline Protestant magazine The 

Christian Century detailed the reaction against Graham by numerous ministers in Seattle, 

Washington, where the evangelist had preached for five weeks in the late summer of 

1951. The article featured a list of ministers’ complaints about Graham and his style, 

including a concern about his appeals to fear and guilt in his preaching. Written by Arthur 

Frederick, a University of Puget Sound scholar who had conducted extensive interviews 

with Protestant ministers after Graham’s campaign, the article showed that numerous 

clergy looked askance at Graham because he had “used mob psychology, emotion, and 

too much ‘scare’” in his preaching.44 Many of those who understood Graham and his 

ministry through the emotion of fear saw little benefit to his preaching. 

Articles published in another left-of-center Protestant periodical, Christianity and 

Crisis, also made sense of Graham and his ministry in terms of fear, glibly disparaging 

the evangelist for his appeals to such a base emotion. For example, a two-part report on 
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the evangelist’s 1957 New York City crusade, written by a United Methodist minister and 

newspaper columnist named Ralph Lord Roy, opened by describing the extensive 

preparations in advance of Graham’s actual appearance in the city. Roy derisively told his 

readers what they could expect if they visited Madison Square Garden during the 

evangelist’s nightly sermonizing. Attendees, he said, will “crowd the 20,000-seat arena to 

brave sharp indictment for their sins and hear threats of [the] just but severe penalty 

which these sins incur.”45 The series’ second installment offered day-by-day accounting 

of the events of the Graham crusade. Framing Graham and his message in terms of fear, 

the author offered an implicit but thinly veiled critique of the evangelist’s style. “One of 

Billy’s favorite techniques,” the author wrote mockingly, “is to scare people into 

salvation. ‘Prepare to meet thy God,’ he cries out. ‘Especially the people of New York. 

One hydrogen bomb, and you’re done.’”46 Roy’s columns not only framed Graham in 

terms of fear, but offered less-than-subtle indictments of the evangelist for embodying 

such emotions. 

An even more explicit repudiation of Graham’s fearmongering style appeared in 

the editorial pages of the Saturday Evening Post. Published in 1962, the article reduced 

Graham to a figure of fear, and specifically critiqued his frequent jeremiads against 

“moral decay” in American society. Quoting a sermon Graham delivered during his 

Chicago crusade earlier that year, wherein he contended that “the judgement of God is at 

 

45 Ralph Lord Roy, “Billy Graham in New York,” Christianity and Crisis, May 27, 1957, 71. 

46 Ralph Lord Roy, “Billy Graham in New York,” Christianity and Crisis, September 16, 1957, 

119. 
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hand” because of rampant immorality in the United States, the authors noted that “what 

[Graham] had to say . . . was enough to scare the daylights out of every member of the 

human race.” Such alarmism was wrong, the authors concluded, not just for moral or 

ethical reasons but for factual ones. While acknowledging the reality of immorality in 

their day, the authors rejected as baseless Graham’s assertion of twentieth-century 

American life as the most immoral period in American or world history. The article 

debunked Graham’s screeds against moral decay, concluding that he “exaggerates all out 

of proportion” the reality of contemporary American life in order to bait his audience into 

fear-based conversions.47 

These articles illustrate the ways in which people, including journalists and fellow 

clergy, often made sense of Graham through the framework of fear. Whether accusing 

him of fearmongering, as did the editorial staff at the Saturday Evening Post, or praising 

him for extolling the “terrors of hell,” as did his fundamentalist counterpart Bob Shuler, 

Graham emblemized fear for many people. The emotion provided a means by which to 

make sense of the evangelist himself as well as his message. 

 

“I Had a Big, Broad Grin on My Face When the Appeal was Made to Go Forward”:  

Billy Graham and Joy, Peace, and Gratitude 

Yet when it appeared in 1962, the Saturday Evening Post editorial castigating 

Graham was an outlier. By the early 1960s, fewer and fewer people were making sense of 

 

47 “‘Moral Decay’ in America,” Saturday Evening Post, July 14, 1962, 86. 
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Graham via fear. What had changed? In part, the evangelist himself had changed. After 

frequent appeals to fear in his early preaching, Graham mellowed in the early 1950s. By 

this time, Graham was receiving greater publicity and garnering greater attention, and he 

was also becoming increasingly popular with a wide array of Americans, as indicated by 

his inclusion, starting in 1955, on the Gallup Organization’s list of most respected men. 

Moreover, Graham was also emerging as the public face of neo-evangelicalism. As an 

effort to rebrand fundamentalism while retaining its conservative theology, neo-

evangelicalism thrived, at least in part, on its public perception. By the 1950s, as other 

neo-evangelical elites were putting rhetorical distance between themselves and their self-

identified fundamentalist kin, so too did Graham put emotional distance between himself 

and his fellow fundamentalist preachers.48 Appeals to fear no longer fit his neo-

evangelical image. To show that neo-evangelicals deserved a place in America’s 

consensus culture, Graham began to appeal more to emotions that the dominant postwar 

emotionology deemed acceptable, including joy, peace, and gratitude. In turn, emotional 

perceptions of Graham as a figure of fear gradually declined, yielding to other emotional 

frameworks by which the evangelist was imagined, understood, and received.49 

 

48 On neo-evangelical elites’ efforts to drawn rhetorical boundaries between their movement and 

fundamentalism, see Jon R. Stone, On the Boundaries of American Evangelicalism: The Postwar 

Evangelical Coalition (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999), 104–16. 

49 This shift in Graham’s appeal to emotion maps onto a shift that Wacker has observed: By the 

1950s and 1960s, Graham increasingly “seemed to represent not only Establishment Evangelicalism but 

also Establishment America. . . . Sometimes it proved hard to tell whether Graham was best viewed as a 

preacher, a pundit, or a celebrity.” Graham’s appeals to emotion and reception and perception through 

emotion evolved and changed alongside this other transformation. Indeed, the two were mutually 

reinforcing: sentimental emotions such as joy, peace, and gratitude were more acceptably mainstream than 

fear. See America’s Pastor, 17–18. 
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Among the more socially acceptable emotions to which Graham began to appeal 

was joy. Graham’s appeals to joy began in the early to mid-1950s. In a sermon preached 

during his 1954 London crusade, for instance, Graham contrasted the loneliness he had 

witnessed in British society—of people feeling abandoned, isolated, forgotten, and 

more—with the joy Christians found in Christ. He posited that lonely Britons could 

discover such joy by converting to Christianity. “[W]hen Christ lives in your heart, when 

you receive him as Savior tonight, he will put a glow on your face,” Graham proclaimed. 

“He will take you above the circumstances and your physical problems, he will put a 

twinkle in your eye. . . . He will give you a joy . . . you have never known.”50 As if to 

drive the point home, he concluded with an joyous exultation, proclaiming, “Oh, it is 

wonderful to be a Christian!”51 Similarly, in a sermon titled “How to Live the Christian 

Life” preached during his 1957 New York City crusade, Graham averred that joy is an 

essential component of a true Christian’s countenance. The Christian life, he declared, is 

not meant to be “up one day and down the next.” Rather, he argued, God intends for 

Christians to live “on the mountain tops continually.” “The circumstances may be rough 

around us—the Christian life is hard in that sense,” he admitted. But “underneath there 

will be the joy and the peace . . . that Christ brings. . . . There should be a smile on every 

 

50 Billy Graham, “Loneliness” (March 16, 1954), 6–7, Box 6, Folder 36, Collection 265, Billy 

Graham Center Archives, Wheaton, Ill. (hereafter BGCA).  

51 Graham, 7. 
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Christian’s face. There should be a spring in your step and a joy in your soul.”52 Such 

appeals to joy saturated Graham’s preaching by the 1950s and into the 1960s. 

As Graham appealed to joy, more and more of his listeners received and 

perceived him through that emotional framework. For example, an English woman 

described her and her husband’s conversions during Graham’s 1954 London crusade by 

explicitly connecting Graham’s invitation to come to the altar to feelings of joy. As she 

wrote in a letter to the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association, “[W]hen Billy Graham 

said, ‘Are you for God or against him?’” they both went forward to pray for salvation. 

“You can imagine the joy we felt . . . . We thank God for sending Billy Graham and the 

Team to England.”53 Similarly, a U.S. Air Force sergeant who attended Graham’s 1957 

crusade in New York City and converted during the event summarized his experience for 

Life magazine, telling the reporter that he felt “all light inside” after hearing Graham’s 

sermon, a metaphorical expression of his perceived joy.54 Almost a decade later, a 

convert at Graham’s 1964 Omaha, Nebraska, crusade wrote to her Assemblies of God 

newspaper to describe her experience. She framed Graham’s message in explicitly joyful 

terms, declaring that her “heart felt pure” as a result of hearing Graham preach and that 

she “was so happy I cried for joy.”55 Other listeners framed Graham in similar language. 

 

52 Billy Graham, “How to Live the Christian Life” (June 24, 1957), 8, 19, Box 10, Folder 89, 

Collection 265, BGCA. 

53 Quoted in Curtis Mitchell, Those Who Came Forward: Men and Women Who Responded to the 

Ministry of Billy Graham (Philadelphia: Chilton Books, 1966), 241–42. 

54 Quoted in “Dedicated Deciders in Billy Graham Crusade,” Life, July 1, 1957, 89. 

55 Bertha Carpenter, “God Changed Our Home,” The Pentecostal Evangel, May 1, 1966, 7. 
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The freelance writer Curtis Mitchell captured the words of a California woman describing 

her response to hearing Graham preach. She proclaimed, “I was cleansed [of sin] and full 

of joy for the first time in years.”56 Mitchell also recounted the story of an Australian 

woman converted during a Graham crusade in 1959, who recalled that she “had a big, 

broad grin on my face when the appeal was made to go forward.”57 For these crusade 

attendees, the experience of seeing Graham, hearing his message, and responding to his 

conversionist call were inseparable from joy. Indeed, these reactions demonstrate that 

Graham’s listeners experienced him and his message through that emotion. 

In some instances, people perceived Graham and his message as transforming 

their feelings, bringing them out of anger and into joy. Such was the case for a British 

actor and playwright named John French. In the early 1950s, he was happily engaged to 

the American actress Joan Winmill—and then Billy Graham came to town. Winmill 

attended one of Graham’s services during his 1954 London crusade and as a result of the 

evangelist’s preaching converted to Christianity. The decision put a strain on her 

relationship with the atheist French. “It annoyed me that she was able to sit and read the 

Bible so frequently, and that she went to religious discussions,” French later explained. 

“It was plain to see we were drifting apart.” The result was a messy public breakup. The 

entire experience left French “fighting mad.” The subject of his ire? Not Winmill, nor the 

 

56 Mitchell, Those Who Came Forward, 35. 

57 Mitchell, 35. 
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new man in her life (whom she would later marry). Rather, French turned his fury to the 

man he blamed for the dissolution of his engagement: Graham. 

The break-up “incensed John French against Billy Graham and his crusade,” 

according to an article published about French in 1958. French’s fury toward Graham 

only escalated when the actor learned that the evangelist would return to London. One 

night during Graham’s visit, French discovered that the preacher was attending an event 

at a hotel near French’s home. The actor decided he would confront the American 

preacher directly—and punch him in the face! He even hired a local tabloid photographer 

to document the incident. But as French approached Graham that evening, fists balled in 

rage, something strange happened. French later shared the story with a Christian 

newspaper. “[A]s my hand came up to deliver the blow,” he recounted, “the evangelist 

grasped it firmly in his and started shaking it in the most friendly fashion—much to my 

consternation and confusion.” Undaunted, French “shouted and raved” in anger at the 

evangelist. But Graham responded calmly and coolly. The Christian newspaper with 

which French shared his story editorialized what happened next: “French found himself 

beginning to weaken, his spirit to melt.”  

In the end, Graham met privately with French and prayed with him. As French 

later told the newspaper, “Something was happening in me [as a result of Graham’s 

prayer]. . . . Gone was my former bravado and hate. Gone was the struggle within.” The 

experience “completely changed . . . my heart” and stirred joy in his soul, French told the 

publication. In the end, he, like Winmill, converted to Christianity, all as a result of his 
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encounter with Billy Graham.58 French’s story underscores not only an emotional 

perception of Graham, but also the way that Graham and his message could shift 

emotional perception, moving people from anger and hate to joy. 

Another emotion to which Graham increasingly appealed was peace. For instance, 

as early as 1953, Graham began referring to Christian salvation as finding “peace with 

God.” In a book with that title, Graham claimed that peace “can be experienced only 

when you have received divine pardon [for sin]—when you have been reconciled to God 

and when you have harmony within.”59 Framing the religious experience of salvation as 

seeking peace elided its theological content, ignoring the complexities of atonement 

theory that preoccupied intellectuals, and instead centralized its emotional component—

the good feelings that one could experience, as a result of conversion, toward both God 

and other humans. Graham made similar appeals to the emotion of peace in his sermons. 

For example, in a sermon Graham preached throughout the 1950s and 1960s, he talked 

not only of achieving “peace with God” through salvation, but also of achieving the 

“peace of God.” For Graham, the “peace of God” connoted a calmness and security that 

only the Christian deity could bestow to his followers, although many people tried to 

achieve such feelings “through tranquilizers, pleasure, barbiturates, drink, [and] sex.” In 

that same sermon, Graham also spoke of a “future peace.” This peace derived from 

 

58 John French’s story is recounted in W. T. H. Richards, “The Conversion of John French,” The 

Pentecostal Evangel, February 2, 1958, 8-9. The Pentecostal Evangel was the official publication of the 

Assemblies of God Church, a Pentecostal denomination headquartered in the United States. (French joined 

an Assemblies of God Church after his conversion.) The article originally appeared in Redemption Tidings, 

the official magazine of the Assemblies of God in Great Britain and Ireland. 

59 Billy Graham, Peace with God (New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1953), 218. 
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Graham’s apocalyptic theology, and it referred to a time after the end of the world and 

the return of Jesus Christ to earth when Christians would enjoy comfort and freedom 

from sin.60 Such references to peace repeated throughout Graham’s preaching in these 

midcentury decades. 

Peace also offered a means by which listeners could make sense of Graham and 

his message. For instance, a British convert at Graham’s 1954 crusade in London 

described walking home from the event “surrounded by a wonderful peace” as a result of 

hearing Graham’s sermon.61 Similarly, a Mennonite woman who attended Graham’s 

1957 crusade in New York City summarized the thrust of Graham’s message to convert 

to the Christian faith when she wrote that “[t]o surrender to Christ puts a spring in one’s 

step and brings peace to one’s heart.”62 Another woman, a convert during one of 

Graham’s 1959 crusades in Australia, wrote to the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association 

that a “strange peace came over me” after hearing Graham’s talk.63 Journalists, too, made 

sense of Graham through the emotional framework of peace. A 1963 Saturday Evening 

Post profile of Graham argued that his “persuasive power lies in the fact that his 

 

60 Multiple versions of this sermon appear in Graham’s personal papers. Although they share the 

same basic message, each manuscript also contains marginalia, excisions, and other markings, indicating 

not only that Graham delivered the talk multiple times to different audiences, but also that he updated its 

references and illustrations to link its ideas to current events. See Billy Graham, “Peace” (undated), Box 26, 

Folder 78, Collection 265, BGCA; Billy Graham, “Peace” (undated), Box 26, Folder 76, Collection 265, 

BGCA; and Billy Graham, “Peace” (undated), Box 26, Folder 77, Collection 265, BGCA. The quotations 

used appear in all three versions of the sermon.  

61 Quoted in Mitchell, Those Who Came Forward, 77. 

62 Fern Lehman, “Yankee Stadium,” Gospel Herald, August 13, 1957, 716. 

63 Quoted in Mitchell, Those Who Came Forward, 255. 
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audiences are eager to accept his message of hope and reassurance.” The author 

elaborated on that message, writing that “Mr. Graham teaches that a man . . . [can] find 

peace of heart. . . . [A]ll that is required . . . is that he repent of his sins, put his trust in 

Christ.”64 Such an emotional framing of Graham and his message linked the evangelist to 

peace. 

Like John French, some described Graham’s preaching as provoking a change in 

their emotional state—in this case, toward peace. A convert during Graham’s 1957 New 

York City crusade later told a Graham staffer how her encounter with the evangelist 

transformed her feelings, moving her from fear to inward peace. She claimed that she had 

attended one evening service feeling “actually frightened” as a result of Graham’s 

preaching. She resisted his altar call and left the stadium restless. That night, in her bed, 

she further contemplated what Graham had said, weighing his call to conversion. “I 

didn’t know if the same thing would happen to me in the loneliness of my room that 

happened to the people who decided at the meeting,” she recollected. But once she 

prayed and “put my whole trust in Christ,” she was filled with “a wonderful peace that I 

had never known [before].”65 This convert attributed her emotional transformation—

moving from feelings of fear and loneliness to peace—to her encounter with Graham and 

his message, showcasing yet again how people understood and received the evangelist 

through this emotional framework. 

 

64 Harold H. Martin, “Billy Graham: A Vivid Portrait of the Famous Revivalist,” Saturday 

Evening Post, April 13, 1963, 18. 

65 The story is told in Robert O. Ferm, Persuaded to Live: Conversion Stories from the Billy 

Graham Crusades (Westwood, NJ: Revell, 1958), 73–75 Quotations from 74-75. 
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In these decades, Graham also increasingly appealed to gratitude. For instance, 

during a sermon preached twice at his almost four-month crusade in New York City in 

1957, Graham urged his audience to give thanks for the blessings in their lives. “You 

have received many benefits from God,” the evangelist declared. “He has given you 

health, money; he allowed you to be born in America, or to come here and live.” In 

return, Graham urged his listeners to express their gratitude by accepting God’s greatest 

benefit—salvation—through conversion to Christian faith.66 In turn, Graham’s listeners 

also received and perceived his message through expressions of gratitude. One attendee 

of that same New York crusade described her and her friends’ response to the event, 

declaring, “Our hearts bowed in thankfulness and our eyes burned with tears to see and 

know that Christ had first place in” Graham’s message.67 Similarly, a woman wrote to 

Graham in the 1960s about one of his television broadcasts, framing her reception of his 

preaching in terms of gratitude. “Your sermon helped me to feel we should be thankful 

for what we have, and to look ahead for better things,” she wrote.68 Such responses signal 

that many people made sense of the evangelist through the emotion of gratitude. 

Joy, peace, and gratitude offered a powerful means by which various publics 

could make sense of Graham and his message. Indeed, by 1970, these were the primary 

emotions through which a host of people, including crusade attendees and journalists, 

 

66 Billy Graham, “The Wickedest Man That Ever Lived” (May 22, 1957), 4, Box 17, Folder 17, 

Collection 285: Records of the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association--Montreat Office, BGCA. Graham 

also preached the sermon on August 9, 1957. 

67 Lehman, “Yankee Stadium,” 716. 

68 Quoted in Mitchell, Those Who Came Forward, 278. 
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among others, received and perceived the evangelist. Less regularly framed as a figure of 

fear, Graham became a source of joy, peace, and gratitude—a transformation that 

paralleled his rise from unpolished country preacher to national and global icon of neo-

evangelical Protestantism. Indeed, accounts linking Graham and his message to feelings 

like joy, peace, and gratitude proliferated alongside Graham’s repeated appearance on the 

Gallup Organization’s list of most respected Americans. 

 

Postwar America Loses Its Cool:  

Locating Graham in the Changing Emotional Landscape of the 1960s 

As Graham switched his emotional style from appeals to fear to appeals to joy, 

peace, and gratitude, he more easily fit within the emotional mood of postwar America’s 

white middle class. Increasingly, he was appealing to those emotions deemed culturally 

acceptable. Moreover, he intentionally sought to downplay public expressions of emotion 

at his revival crusades, a move in keeping with the privatization and individualization of 

emotion demanded by American cool. For example, even while he still appealed to fear, 

Graham and his associates sought to tamp down on bawdy public expressions of emotion 

by adopting the term “decision” to describe the commitment people made when they 

converted at a crusade. As the historian Michael Hamilton has suggested, “A decision did 

not exclude emotion, but it did emphasize that coming forward was a calm, rational, and 

considered choice.”69 Moreover, Graham further hedged against excessive emotionalism 

 

69 Hamilton, “From Desire to Decision,” 46. 
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during his crusades by preaching explicitly against such expressions. At a 1954 crusade 

in London, for instance, he challenged the perception of conversion as “an emotional 

experience you are supposed to have and feel,” arguing instead that conversion was 

simply “surrender to Christ” that could be done privately and personally.70 Similarly, at a 

1957 crusade service in New York City, Graham cautioned his audience against 

emotional outbursts. The Christian life has no need for such utterances, he claimed. 

Rather than pouring out their hearts in a public setting, he told his audience to take their 

feelings to God in personal, private prayer. There “the groanings of your heart, [feelings] 

you cannot even utter, that you cannot even articulate, are interpreted to God by the Holy 

Spirit.”71 Reports of the crusades sometimes documented the restrained, even sober 

responses by crusade audiences to Graham’s altar calls. During the 1954 London crusade, 

for instance, one British newspaper observed that although “hundreds upon hundreds 

moved down onto the emerald green carpet of Wembley [Stadium] while the choir sang 

‘Just as I Am,’” there was “no emotional hysteria[,] only a very deep reverence.”72 Such 

efforts and descriptions further rooted Graham within the emotional mood of white, 

middle-class America. Just as postwar domestic emotional containment sought to 

privatize and individualize emotional expression, curbing dangerous emotions and 

turning them into more acceptable ones, Graham also emphasized privatization and 

individualization. In crowds of thousands, he claimed, converts could experience a 

 

70 Graham, “Loneliness,” 11. 

71 Graham, “How to Live the Christian Life,” 9–10. 

72 Quoted in Mitchell, Those Who Came Forward, 33. 
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personal conversion—an embrace of religious faith that required little to no public 

emotion. 

As Graham increasingly adapted himself and his style to American cool, however, 

an emotional shift rocked American society. Starting in the mid-1950s but gaining 

momentum in the 1960s, this new emotional style rejected American cool in favor of 

public expressions of emotional intensity. In part, this shift emerged as a reaction to the 

domestic emotional containment of the postwar era. As the baby boom generation came 

of age, many of the men and women raised amid white, middle-class suburban 

domesticity abandoned containment and embraced rebellion, both in their cultural tastes 

and in their political orientations. Emotional expression was key to both moves. For 

instance, coming-of-age baby boomers challenged the placid emotionology of the 

postwar era in their public enthusiasm for rock-and-rollers and silver-screen heartthrobs. 

Actors such as Marlon Brando and James Dean, for instance, stirred the passions of their 

fans not only with their good looks but also through their portrayals of “the white male 

hero as . . . [an] outsider who expresses his feelings and desires,” including anger and 

rage, according to the historian Grace Hale.73 No single pop culture icon stimulated and 

reflected the new emotional style as fully as Elvis Presley. Elvis’ appeal was 

multifaceted. In part, as numerous scholars have pointed out, it derived from his ability to 

appropriate black musical traditions and make them safe for consumption by white 

 

73 Hale, A Nation of Outsiders, 79. 
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audiences, but it also derived from his emotionally expressive style.74 As the scholar 

Erika Doss has keenly and concisely observed, “Elvis was excessive and emotional and 

defiantly erotic, openly violating mainstream standards of social respectability and 

cultural refinement,” not to mention the emotional dictates of American cool.75 Certainly 

his fans, mostly female, understood and responded to the musician through intense, 

public expressions of emotion. The “young, screaming white girls who filled his shows,” 

as Hale has put it, became a staple of his public image, almost as ubiquitous as his 

gyrating hips and his flashy suits.76 The emotional response to Elvis was not limited to 

screaming only, but was also embodied. As one Texas teenager told Life magazine in 

1956, “It’s impossible to sit still while Elvis is on the stage. His belting style drives us 

wild. We have to do something. Kick the seat in front or let out a ‘rebel yell’ or 

something.”77 The comment underscores the embodied nature of the new, public 

emotional expressionism—a cultural mood that Elvis both stimulated and reflected. 

Though Elvis dimmed in popularity after he joined the U.S. military in 1958, in 

the early 1960s a new rock-and-roll phenomenon further galvanized the new emotional 

expressionism. The Beatles didn’t gyrate their hips like the King, but they similarly 

stirred the passions of their young fans. For instance, during the Liverpudlians’ inaugural 

 

74 Hale, for instance, sees such appropriation and racial repackaging as central to Elvis’ popularity 

in the 1950s. See Hale, 62–72. 

75 Erika Doss, Elvis Culture: Fans, Faith, and Image (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 

1999), 7–8. 
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77 Quoted in Doss, Elvis Culture, 9. 
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tour of the U.S. in 1964, news coverage seized upon the reactions by the group’s teenage 

admirers. One reporter observed that the girls in the audience at the Beatles’ rehearsals 

for the Ed Sullivan Show “whined and squirmed and covered their mouths with their 

hands,” as if trying to stifle screams. Such physicalized expressions of emotional fervor 

were also noticed by a writer for Newsweek, who opined that fans’ reactions resembled 

“ritualized crazes.” Other reporters deployed emotionally laden terms such as “hysteria” 

to describe the responses to the quartet. A child guidance expert who caught the group’s 

show in Seattle, Washington, described the reactions of the female fans as “defying in 

emotional ecstasy the restraints which authorities try to place on them.”78 His remark 

captures the nature of the new emotional expressionism at play among fans of the rock 

band, a reaction against the white, middle-class domestic containment of emotion under 

which they had grown up. 

Passion was not the only emotion that the King and the Beatles engendered. 

Cultural critics, politicians, religious leaders, and other guardians of public morality from 

the 1950s through the 1960s feared rock-and-rollers’ bodies and worried about the ways 

that they stirred sexual feelings in American teenagers. Such fears participated in broader 

moral panic about sexual mores in postwar America, and efforts to contain the wild 

eroticism of Elvis’ hips and to control the “emotional ecstasy” of Beatles fans operated 

on the same track as efforts to censor allegedly risqué novels and films, including 

 

78 Bill Whitworth, “Plaza is Dazed by Beatles,” Boston Sunday Globe, February 9, 1964, 45; 
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Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita and Grace Metalious’s Peyton Place.79 In this sense, Elvis 

and the Beatles both stimulated and reflected the public, emotional expressionism of 

coming-of-age baby boomers, an emotional style that departed from that of their parents.  

Domestic containment and American cool started to fracture in other respects as 

well. Some Americans questioned the way these ideologies favored private, 

individualized solutions to social problems over systemic resolution of inequality. In the 

early 1960s, middle-class white women, buoyed by the publication of Betty Friedan’s 

The Feminine Mystique, voiced feelings of sadness and resentment about their forced 

domesticity and demanded greater access to market work. In time, these simmering 

emotions boiled over into anger and inaugurated a revival of rights-based feminist 

political activism.80 A similar rejection of both privatized solutions to systemic inequality 

and the controlled emotional style that undergirded such a political order shaped the 

activism of Students for a Democratic Society and other student-centered activist 

coalitions. Many such groups emerged through the emotional expression of frustrations 

and resentments about the political and social status quo. Similarly, the rise of the 

homophile movement in the early 1960s and its transformation into the gay rights 

movement of the 1970s at times relied on public expression of anger, even rage.81 
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Moreover, as previously indicated, the civil rights movement that emerged in the U.S. 

South in the mid-1950s relied, at least in part, on public expression of emotion, 

particularly among its visible male leaders, such as Martin Luther King Jr. As the 

movement gained traction and widespread public attention in the 1960s, these emotional 

expressions multiplied, even though they often existed in tension with American cool. 

Thus, in movements for equal rights, emotion became not something to manage privately 

but rather a public emotion capable of inspiring action and creating political change. 

These developments challenged the white, middle-class emotionology as it had 

developed since the end of World War II. Indeed, by the middle of the 1960s, in some 

respects American cool had been eclipsed by American hot.  

How did Graham respond to the shifting emotional landscape of postwar 

America? Having accommodated his public style to American cool, Graham resisted the 

public emotional expressionism that gained cache in the 1960s. He repeatedly disparaged 

the rock-and-roll craze for its stirring of the passions, and in particular criticized Elvis. 

For instance, in 1957 Graham bemoaned the singer’s growing popularity. “The American 

people are now plagued with a peculiar phenomenon of a young man whose songs 

emphasize the sensual, having the highest record sales and television audiences in the 

country,” he opined.82 He worried similarly about the emotional displays engendered by 

the Beatles. At a 1964 crusade in Omaha, Nebraska, Graham told the crowd to “[w]atch 
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the kids’ reaction to the Beatles, and you’ll know that man is an emotional creature.”83 At 

another time, he bemoaned the “pointless screaming” of the group’s fans.84 Such 

emotion, he believed, defied the norms of public expression. The only good news about 

the Beatles, Graham quipped at a 1965 crusade in Houston, was that teenage tastes 

“change . . . about every six months.”85 If the passions of teenagers could no longer be 

contained, at least they would not be expressed in public for long.  

Graham also forthrightly rejected the emotionalism that characterized the feminist 

movement and the student activism of the 1960s and 1970s. For instance, in a 1970 

article titled “Jesus and the Liberated Women,” published in the middlebrow Ladies’ 

Home Journal, Graham sought to disarm the anger and resentment that galvanized many 

women activists by arguing that “the Bible teaches that women have . . . a God-given role 

[in the home], and [women] will be happiest, most creative—and freest—when they 

assume and accept that role.”86 His invocation of happiness, echoing domestic emotional 

containment, challenged the movement’s emotional expressionism in favor of a more 

controlled emotional style. Similarly, he routinely criticized the student activists at 

America’s colleges and universities for their emotional fervor, noticeably labeling their 

 

83 Quoted in Stephens, 119. 

84 Stephens, 119. 

85 Quoted in Stephens, 120. 

86 Quoted in Seth Dowland, “Billy Graham’s New Evangelical Manhood,” in Billy Graham: 

American Pilgrim, ed. Andrew Finstuen, Anne Blue Wills, and Grant Wacker (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2017), 225. 
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protests and acts of civil disobedience under pejorative—and emotionally laden—terms, 

such as “unrest” and “turmoil.”87 

Graham likewise reacted to what he perceived as the new emotional 

expressionism of both the civil rights movement and the white Southern backlash. But his 

reaction here must be understood within the broader context of his relationship to the 

movement and his evolving views of racism, segregation, and white supremacy. On one 

hand, Graham engaged issues of race and racism much earlier than many of his 

contemporaries. In March 1953, for instance, he desegregated his crusade in 

Chattanooga, Tennessee, by tearing down the ropes separating white and black audience 

members. While he later briefly waffled on segregation in the wake of that crusade, by 

1954—the same year that the Supreme Court handed down a decision in Brown v. Board 

of Education that ended legal segregation across the nation—Graham took a firm stance 

by declaring that no more discrimination in seating arrangements would occur at his 

services.88 In 1956, in two separate articles published in Life and Ebony magazines, 

Graham called racism “sin” and denounced segregation.89 A year later, he hired Howard 

Jones, an African-American minister, as an associate evangelist at the BGEA and invited 

 

87 See, for instance, Graham’s application of such terms to the student activism of the 1960s and 

1970s in his retrospective autobiography, Just As I Am: The Autobiography of Billy Graham (New York: 

HarperCollins, 1997), 421–23. Graham’s biographer, Grant Wacker, makes a similar point in his analysis 

of Graham’s failings in America’s Pastor, 293. 

88 On the Chattanooga crusade and Graham’s post-Brown decision to desegregate his crusades, see 

Steven P. Miller, Billy Graham and the Rise of the Republican South (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2009), 28–30; Michael G. Long, Billy Graham and the Beloved Community: America’s 

Evangelist and the Dream of Martin Luther King Jr. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan U.S., 2006), 82–85; 

and Wacker, America’s Pastor, 123–24. 

89 Wacker, America’s Pastor, 124. 
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the young preacher to join him on the platform at his crusade in New York City.90 At that 

same event, he invited Martin Luther King Jr., to offer the invocation during one evening 

service. In introducing the Southern Baptist minister and civil rights activist to his 

crusade audience, Graham praised King for leading a “great social revolution” and lauded 

him for “the stand [that] you have taken in the area of race relations.”91 Such gestures 

earned Graham the ire of fellow conservative Protestants, especially in the South, who 

favored segregation on both political and religious grounds.92  

On the other hand, Graham was a white Southerner and a thoroughgoing racial 

moderate. His opposition to segregation did not automatically translate into support for 

integration, especially not integration mandated by the federal government. While he did 

endorse basic legal remedies, he favored spiritual solutions to the problem of race 

relations. The historian Steven P. Miller has termed this aspect of Graham’s theology 

“evangelical universalism,” a belief that “the most effective forms of social change 

emanated from the conversion of individual souls.” When applied to civil rights, as 

Graham did throughout the 1950s and 1960s, this ethic of evangelical universalism 

framed racism as a matter of the heart that, as such, could only be solved through the 

heart-centered solution of individual conversion.93 In his 1956 article in Life magazine, 

 

90 Wacker, 124–25. 

91 Wacker, 125. For a similar take, see Long, Billy Graham and the Beloved Community, 104–6. 

92 On criticism of Graham by white Southern fundamentalists and other pro-segregation factions, 

see Chappell, A Stone of Hope, 140–43, and Miller, Billy Graham..., 60–62. 

93 Miller, Billy Graham..., 39–63. 
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for instance, the same piece in which he labeled racism as sin, Graham posited that a 

national “baptism of love, tolerance, and understanding . . . alone, in my opinion, will 

solve our [race] problems and ease our tensions.”94 Similarly, after Congress passed the 

Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, Graham endorsed both but 

cautioned that while “we need civil rights legislation . . . it’s got to come from the heart.” 

He further opined that “a thousand civil rights bills will not ease the racial tension in 

America unless we have a spiritual renewal that will change our hearts and give us a new 

love for each other.”95 Spiritualizing the antistatist politics of neo-evangelicalism more 

generally, evangelical universalism thus elevated relational solutions over structural 

change. All society needed, in Graham’s view, was Christian salvation.96 

Graham married to his evangelical universalism a conviction that citizens should 

acquiesce to ordained legal authority—what Miller has likewise termed the “politics of 

decency.” Thus in the early 1960s, as civil rights activists in the South turned to civil 

disobedience as a means by which to pressure political and business leaders to 

desegregate, Graham objected. In 1963, for instance, he urged King to “put the brakes on 

a little bit” and seek solutions through dialogue and the legal system rather than in the 

 

94 Quoted in Steven P. Miller, “Billy Graham, Civil Rights, and the Changing Postwar South,” in 

Politics and Religion in the White South, ed. Glenn Feldman (Lexington, KY: University Press of 

Kentucky, 2005), 162. 

95 Quoted in Miller, Billy Graham..., 104, 105. 

96 For a similar take as that of Miller, see Long, Billy Graham and the Beloved Community, 117–

24, 128–30. 
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streets.97 Moreover, in his moderation, he criticized the “extremists on either side of the 

issue,” lopsidedly conflating the actions of militant segregationists with those of strident 

activists.98 In the wake of 1965’s riots in the Watts neighborhood of Los Angeles, 

Graham became even more critical of the movement. He visibly aligned himself with 

moderate black religious leaders, eschewing his earlier relationship with King in favor of 

public appearances with the California minister E. V. Hill, a founding member of the 

Southern Christian Leadership Conference who later became uncomfortable with the 

organization’s confrontational tactics and distanced himself from their work. He blamed 

Watts on “extremist” African Americans who were now exchanging the civil 

disobedience of Southern activism for outright violence, and he called for congressional 

action to stop the “great racial revolution.”99 As demonstrated in the next chapter, such 

beliefs would lead Graham, like other neo-evangelicals and fundamentalists, to embrace 

President Richard Nixon’s rhetoric around “law and order politics” in the late 1960s, as 

the civil rights movement became even more strident. 

In endorsing personal conversion and adherence to law and order, rather than 

systemic or legislative change, as the best ways to rid society of racism, Graham 

perpetuated American cool’s insistence that social inequality could be resolved through 

individual, private solutions rather than through emotional expressions in the public 

 

97 Miller, Billy Graham..., 89–123; Long, Billy Graham and the Beloved Community, 124–28; and 

Wacker, America’s Pastor, 127–28. 

98 Miller, “Billy Graham, Civil Rights, and the Changing Postwar South,” 162. 

99 Long, Billy Graham and the Beloved Community, 130–35; Miller, Billy Graham..., 128–29; and 

Wacker, America’s Pastor, 128–29. For more on Hill, see Dochuk, From Bible Belt to Sunbelt, 285–91. 
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square. His very words reflected his preference for a style that constrained socially 

unacceptable emotions. For instance, in the wake of the violence that accompanied 

federal efforts to integrate public schools in Little Rock, Arkansas, in late 1957, Graham 

contrasted white racial moderates (like himself) with rabid segregationists by averring 

that “all thinking Southerners” opposed violence.100 His words contrasted the anger, even 

rage, of white segregationists who screamed at black schoolchildren and blocked their 

access to Central High School with the calm rationalism of white moderates. Similarly, in 

April 1964, in a sermon delivered in Birmingham, Alabama, shortly after the bombing of 

the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church by segregationists seeking to threaten and intimidate 

civil rights activists, Graham diagnosed the nation’s “racial problem” as a form of “heart 

trouble,” an emotional condition that “has blinded our minds, hardened our conscience, 

and confused our judgment.”101 The comment reflected Graham’s conviction that an 

emotional expressionism misguidedly shaped both sides of the civil rights battle, both the 

chanting marches of African-American activists and the screaming of white 

segregationists. The solution to both, Graham would go on to claim, was the private, 

individualized emotion of religious conversion. Graham’s response to the civil rights 

movement thus illustrated how closely he still hewed to American cool, even in the midst 

of an increasingly expressive public emotionalism.  

 

100 Quoted in Miller, “Billy Graham, Civil Rights, and the Changing Postwar South,” 164. 

101 Quoted in Miller, 166. 
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In these ways and others, Graham rejected the new and expressive emotional 

mood gaining momentum in American society by the 1960s. He continued to embody 

and to encourage the more traditional emotionology that had dominated the American 

cultural mood since the early part of the century. In doing so, he continued to reap the 

rewards of ongoing popularity and respect, regularly receiving coverage in the news 

media, appearing on the covers of middlebrow magazines, and remaining at the top of the 

Gallup Organization’s poll of “most admired men” in America. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has argued that emotion played a key role in inventing Billy Graham 

as both an icon of the postwar neo-evangelical coalition and as a popular and respected 

figure within mid-century American culture more generally. It contends that Graham’s 

success derived, at least in part, from his “heart religion”—his appeal to and his 

perception and reception through certain emotions, including fear, joy, peace, and 

gratitude. At the start of his career, Graham appealed regularly in his sermons and his 

writings to fear—fear of Communism, fear of nuclear war, fear of juvenile delinquency 

and rampant crime, fear of the biblical apocalypse—and in return his audiences made 

sense of him through this emotion. Over time, however, as Graham shrugged off his 

unpolished Southern country preacher image and exchanged it for a kind of evangelical 

cosmopolitanism, he more routinely appealed to emotions such as joy, peace, and 

gratitude. These feelings became much more germane frameworks by which his 

audiences received and perceived him and his message. By this time, and in no small part 
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because of this heart religion, Graham had become one of the most popular and respected 

figures in the nation, a status symbolized by his annual appearance on the Gallup 

Organization’s list of America’s “most admired men.” 

This was no coincidence. Although he began his career employing an emotional 

style linked to the Southern fundamentalist culture of his upbringing, Graham eventually 

accommodated his preaching style and religious services to the dominant emotional 

mood of the postwar period, a time characterized by so-called American cool and the 

domestic containment of emotion. In so doing, he made himself palatable to white, 

middle-class American culture and became one of the nation’s most recognized and 

respected religious figures. As his bristling appeals to fear gave way to appeals to more 

socially acceptable emotions, such as joy, peace, and gratitude, and as more and more 

Americans made sense of him through these emotional frameworks, Graham became not 

only an icon of the neo-evangelical coalition—a common source of inspiration and 

identification for an otherwise doctrinally divided array of conservative Protestant 

communities—but also a popular symbol of “Establishment America,” in the words of 

his biographer Grant Wacker. Put differently, Graham’s accommodation to American 

cool and the dominant emotionology of postwar America helped him to become a 

religious celebrity.  

In this regard, then, paying attention to the emotional appeals of and the 

emotional response to Billy Graham offers yet another explanation of the evangelist’s 

popularity, a riddle that his biographers and other interpreters have been trying to solve 

for some time. At the same time, this emotional account of Graham and his ministry also 
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explains the next step in Graham’s evolution as a religious icon, into a subject of 

commemoration. By the 1970s, multiple publics perceived Graham through feelings such 

as joy, peace, and gratitude. During that same time, some of Graham’s most powerful 

boosters began to imagine the need to preserve Graham’s memory. Historical 

commemoration offered a potent means by which to do so. As the next chapter shows, 

early attempts to enshrine Graham in the American historical imagination were motivated 

by a desire to control the details of Graham’s legacy. Most importantly, the shrewdest of 

these would-be commemorators recognized that the best way to remember Graham in 

public was not just through dusty objects and relics enclosed within glass cases. They 

imagined exhibit galleries that offered experiential, immersive, and emotional means by 

which to produce historical knowledge in their visitors. Just as the people who listened to 

or wrote about Graham during his preaching ministry made sense of him through the 

framework of emotion, so too could visitors to his museum make sense of him—and of 

the evangelical heritage he represented—in such terms. 
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CHAPTER 4 

REVIVING EVANGELICAL HERITAGE: PLANNING THE BILLY GRAHAM 

CENTER, 1970-1974 

 

By 1970, Billy Graham had reached the pinnacle of his public prominence. His 

ministry, which helped to imagine the neo-evangelical coalition into existence in the 

United States, had become a national and global phenomenon. As demonstrated in the 

previous chapter, Graham’s popularity resulted from his heart religion, his appeal to and 

reception and perception through emotion. And although much about Graham’s heart 

religion had changed during the first two decades of his career—the evangelist’s early, 

fire-and-brimstone emotional appeals to fear gave way to a more culturally palatable, 

cosmopolitan style that relied upon conjuring emotions of joy, peace, happiness, and 

gratitude—the net effect of Graham’s heart religion catapulted him into the spotlight as 

one of the United States’ most popular, respected, and trusted religious figures. This 

status simultaneously raised the public profile of neo-evangelical Protestantism, the 

movement with which Graham was commonly identified. 

This chapter explores how would-be commemorators strategized the translation of 

evangelical popularity into evangelical heritage. By the end of the 1970s, conservative 

Protestants had renewed their enthusiasm about historical commemoration and had 

established what would become the movement’s most conspicuous endeavor in 

evangelical heritage: the Billy Graham Center, an archive, museum, and training center 

located in suburban Chicago. To understand how this shrine to America’s pastor came 
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into existence, this chapter reconstructs the years-long planning process. It argues that 

what became the Billy Graham Center emerged amid a series of intense crises among 

neo-evangelicals over gender, nation, and politics. By the 1970s, the certainties that had 

unified postwar neo-evangelicalism—certainty about the “fundamentals” of Christian 

faith, certainty about “traditional values,” and certainty about America as a Christian 

nation and about a united conservative Protestantism as the divinely appointed custodian 

of that nation—had come under attack. For neo-evangelicals and fundamentalists, the 

social, cultural, and political upheavals wrought by the Vietnam War, the civil rights 

movement, and second-wave feminism represented threats to the moral order. As they 

had done for decades, conservative Protestants sought a political savior. They found their 

savior in Richard Nixon, who courted neo-evangelicals and fundamentalists with God-

and-country appeals and “law and order” rhetoric. His candidacy united Northern, 

Southern, and Sunbelt evangelicals—once divided by party loyalties—under the umbrella 

of the Republican Party via the so-called Southern Strategy, an electoral realignment that 

would reshape American politics for decades to come. Nixon’s presidency also gave 

evangelicals unprecedented access to political influence, as the chief executive publicly 

cozied up to Graham and used the evangelist’s popularity to amplify administration 

policy among his conservative Protestant supporters. Yet neo-evangelicals’ political 

hopes quickly dissipated. The emergence of a politically progressive wing within neo-

evangelicalism, both in the United States and in the Global South, challenged the fusion 

of conservative Protestantism with conservative politics and fractured the fragile unity of 

the coalition. Moreover, the deteriorating situation in Vietnam and the scandal ignited by 
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the Nixon administration’s involvement in the Watergate cover-up left neo-evangelicals 

chastened and chagrined. 

These crises within the wider neo-evangelical world fundamentally shaped the 

planning for the proposed Billy Graham Center. Initially, the crises precipitated a conflict 

over gender roles. Lois Ferm, a librarian hired by Graham to help plan the center, faced 

intense resistance from the all-male BGEA board. She defied evangelical expectations 

about femininity—and irritated board members—with her professional bona fides and her 

assertive style. Eventually, the board forced her out of the project altogether, erasing 

many of her contributions. Even so, her vision for the center—as a presidential library 

that not only archived the records of Graham’s ministry but also interpreted them to the 

public through museum exhibits designed to lead visitors to a Christian conversion 

experience—remained central to the planning process as it developed subsequently under 

the leadership of the BGEA staffer Leighton Ford. Later, amid the increasingly untenable 

situation in Vietnam and the embarrassment of the Watergate scandal, the crises 

propelled planners to scuttle plans to place the presidential library in Graham’s 

hometown of Charlotte, North Carolina, and instead created the center at Wheaton 

College, one of neo-evangelicalism’s most venerable educational institutions.  

Though beset by these crises, the planning process nevertheless paved the way for 

a revival of evangelical enthusiasm for historical commemoration. The Center, and 

especially its museum, promised to deliver a new version of the same proud, respectable, 

and mythic evangelical heritage previously propagated by neo-evangelical 

commemorators. Moreover, would-be commemorators agreed that the best way to 
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enshrine Graham’s memory was not through staid exhibitions of objects in glass cases. 

Rather, reflecting an understanding of Graham’s heart religion, they proposed 

experiential, immersive, and emotional means by which to produce historical knowledge 

in visitors. Just as the people who listened to or wrote about Graham during his preaching 

ministry made sense of him through the framework of emotion, so too could visitors to 

his museum make sense of him—and of the evangelical heritage he represented—in such 

terms. 

  

The Crisis of Evangelical Masculinity and Femininity 

The first crisis to confront the planning for what became the Billy Graham Center 

was a crisis of masculinity. By 1970, Graham had become convinced of the need to 

preserve the material record of his ministry. For years, he claimed, he had been receiving 

invitations to deposit his personal papers in various institutional archives, including 

invitations from prestigious institutions, such as Cornell and Baylor universities, and 

from lower-profile evangelical schools such as his undergraduate alma mater, Wheaton 

College, and his graduate alma mater, the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary.1 But 

before he could make a decision, he needed help locating all his materials and figuring 

out what to do with them. To that end, he recruited an aide named Lois Ferm, a librarian 

 

1 Graham described versions of these requests in “Charlotte Bids for Graham Library,” 

Philadelphia Inquirer, September 5, 1971, Box 1, Folder 28, Collection 3, BGCA; and Graham Center 

Joint Committee Meeting, O’Hare, Part 1, mp3, 1972, T11, Audio Tape file, Collection 3, BGCA. The full 

veracity of Graham’s stories are difficult to determine: No records exist documenting inquiries from 

Cornell or Baylor, although the original Wheaton proposal was preserved. See “Memo on ‘Complex for the 

Study of the Media of 20th and 21st Century Evangelicalism,’” May 20, 1970, Box 1, Folder 1, Collection 

3, BGCA. 



 

186 

and then-PhD candidate at the University of Minnesota with deep ties to the BGEA. She 

quickly developed a plan for a center named in Graham’s honor modeled on the 

federally-run presidential libraries. Her appointment and ideas, however, garnered the ire 

of members of the all-male BGEA Board, who had their own vision for the proposed 

memorial and who resented Ferm’s assertiveness, productivity, and ambition as a threat, 

resulting in significant interpersonal conflict that derailed early planning efforts and 

ultimately led to Ferm’s dismissal.  

This conflict reflected at a microcosmic level a broader crisis of masculinity 

confronting the neo-evangelical coalition as a whole in the mid-twentieth century—a 

crisis that must be first understood in order to appreciate its impact on the 

commemorative planning process. Scholars have long contended that early-twentieth-

century conservative Protestantism functioned as a masculine movement that endeavored 

to “take back the church” from the “womanly virtues” that had come to dominate the 

faith during the Victorian Era. During and after World War I, fundamentalists rhetorically 

positioned their defense of conservative doctrines against the scourge of liberal 

Protestants as evidence of their masculine courage and conviction. As we learned in 

Chapter Two, popular fundamentalist evangelists such as Billy Sunday proclaimed a 

“hard muscled, pick-axed religion” in contrast to the “dainty, sissified, lily-livered piety” 

of the liberals. In the 1940s and 1950s, neo-evangelicals perpetuated their progenitors’ 

convictions about the essentially masculine character of true Christianity. Among these 

postwar re-branders of conservative religion, nobody embodied this muscular Christian 

ethos better than Billy Graham. He employed athletic and military metaphors in his 
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sermons—describing, for instance, the Christian life as “total war” and Jesus as “our 

Greatest Commander”—and he championed properly ordered, patriarchal households as 

not only a Christian moral imperative but also as a key to national security and safety in 

Cold War America.2 Yet even as they valorized masculinity and husband-run households, 

both interwar fundamentalists and neo-evangelicals relied heavily on the labor of 

women—as missionaries, Sunday school teachers, fundraisers, sextons, secretaries, and 

more—to keep their churches and parachurch organizations operational. Male elites 

denied women access to positions of authority in the church and in the home, but they 

depended on women’s presence in the pew and their work in numerous ministries.3 

This arrangement began to shift in subtle and not-so-subtle ways in the late 1950s 

and 1960s. The growth of conservative Protestantism after World War II created new 

venues, networks, and commodities for evangelical women. Churches, buoyed by new 

congregants in their pews as well as more money in their offering plates, developed 

numerous targeted ministries for a variety of demographic groups, including specific 

ministries directed at and led by women, such as Bible studies, retreats, luncheons, and 

more. Moreover, the interdenominational character of neo-evangelicalism enabled the 

 

2 Gail Bederman, “‘The Women Have Had Charge of the Church Work Long Enough’: The Men 

and Religion Forward Movement of 1911-1912 and the Masculinization of Middle-Class Protestantism,” 

American Quarterly 41, no. 3 (1989): 432–65; Putney, Muscular Christianity, 198–207; Kristin Kobes Du 

Mez, Jesus and John Wayne: How White Evangelicals Corrupted a Faith and Fractured a Nation (New 

York: Liveright, 2020 [forthcoming]). Sunday and Graham both quoted in Du Mez, Jesus and John Wayne.  

3 Bendroth, Fundamentalism and Gender.... This conclusion illustrates what the scholar Ann 

Braude has famously claimed about American religious history writ large. See Ann Braude, “Women’s 

History Is American Religious History,” in Retelling U.S. Religious History, ed. Thomas A. Tweed 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 88–89. 
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flourishing of parachurch organizations that operated outside of established 

congregations, and among the many such parachurch organizations that proliferated 

during these decades were women’s groups. Simultaneously, savvy evangelical marketers 

benefitted from this burgeoning network of women-specific ministries and institutions by 

fashioning products specifically for women, including books, periodicals, radio 

programs, and more.4 As the historian R. Marie Griffith has argued, these new sites and 

products provided evangelical women with a conservative alternative to the growing 

women’s movement and offered opportunities for imbibing traditionalist gender norms 

while at the same time, also creating spaces in which women without formal 

ecclesiastical power built leadership skills, aired grievances, created solidarities, and 

tested the boundaries of their received norms.5 In some of these new venues, evangelical 

women even began to demand equal standing with their male co-religionists, as 

represented by the so-called evangelical feminist movement and its network of 

periodicals and publications that roiled neo-evangelical denominations and organizations 

in the late 1960s and 1970s.6 During this same time, neo-evangelical women soared to 

public prominence as celebrities, winning accolades for their popular books, 

 

4 Brenda E. Brasher, Godly Women: Fundamentalism and Female Power (New Brunswick, NJ: 

Rutgers University Press, 1989); R. Marie Griffith, God’s Daughters: Evangelical Women and the Power 

of Submission (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000); Emily S. Johnson, This Is Our Message: 

Women’s Leadership in the New Christian Right (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 6–7. 

5 Griffith, God’s Daughters. 

6 On evangelical feminism, see Pamela D. H. Cochran, Evangelical Feminism: A History (New 

York: NYU Press, 2005); David Harrington Watt, A Transforming Faith: Explorations of Twentieth-

Century American Evangelicalism (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1991), 93–117; David 

R. Swartz, Moral Minority: The Evangelical Left in an Age of Conservatism (Philadelphia: University of 
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performances, and conferences. Among the earliest was Marabel Morgan, a middle-class 

Florida housewife and Bible college graduate whose 1973 book, The Total Woman, and 

related seminars offered a conservative counterargument to Betty Friedan’s The Feminist 

Mystique by urging women to find happiness by nagging less, submitting more, and 

following the biblical injunction to “respect and honor [her] husband.”7 Thus, by the time 

that Graham hired Ferm to aid him in preserving his legacy, a movement once premised 

on masculine authority had become increasingly and publicly associated with women—a 

development that left many of the coalition’s male leaders anxious and alarmed. 

Of course, conflict over the place and status of women was not unique to 

evangelical communities and institutions in the 1960s and 1970s. During these decades, 

women throughout the United States campaigned for a realignment of their citizenship 

and economic rights. After World War II, gender roles began to change across American 

society, transforming the relationship between the sexes, gradually incorporating women 

into the workforce, and raising the rates of divorce, premarital cohabitation, contraceptive 

use, and abortion. Building on this momentum, many activists—especially middle-class 

white women—pushed for legal liberation from what Friedan famously called “the 

problem that has no name.” These activists sought an end to forced domesticity and 

greater access to market work. Many other working- and middle-class women wanted 

exactly the opposite. They sought freedom from their entrapment within the “double 

day,” the forced market work they endured for a paycheck and the domestic work they 

 

7 On Morgan as an early evangelical woman celebrity, see Johnson, This Is Our Message, 11–37, 

and Du Mez, Jesus and John Wayne. 
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faced after their shift ended. These women aspired to a purely domestic motherhood, and 

they demanded government aid to this end. The burst of women’s activism, often known 

as second-wave feminism, found some successes in the late 1960s and 1970s, especially 

the inclusion of “sex” in Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, guaranteeing 

protection from discrimination for women on the job, and the 1972 Congressional 

passage of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), which promised that “equality of rights 

under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or any State on 

account of sex.” At the same time, the movement also encountered many roadblocks, and 

activists ended the era without victories in their campaigns for wage equity, government-

supported childcare, and more.8  

In part, the movement’s defeats stemmed from the opposition it encountered 

among neo-evangelicals, fundamentalists, and their political allies, who opposed 

feminists’ proposed legal and economic changes as a challenge to Christian America and 

its “traditional values,” including its supposed foundations in the patriarchal nuclear 

family. When the ERA passed Congress, many conservative Christians spoke out against 

the law as anti-family and pro-abortion, and some translated that animus into political 

action, none so successfully as the conservative Catholic activist Phyllis Schlafly, a 

darling among neo-evangelicals and fundamentalists and the leader of the STOP-ERA 

 

8 Robert O. Self, All in the Family: The Realignment of American Democracy since the 1960s 

(New York: Hill and Wang, 2012), 103–33. 
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political action committee. Schlafly led an ultimately triumphant campaign against the 

law in the state legislatures, and by the end of the decade, the ERA languished.9 

These conflicts set the context for Graham’s decision, in 1970, to recruit Lois 

Ferm as his aide in strategizing what to do with his personal archive. Ferm was certainly 

no stranger to Graham, his organization, or conservative Protestantism.10 Born Lois 

Rougham into a working-class family in urban Buffalo, she grew up in a fundamentalist 

Baptist church that she later described as “evangelical [but] very legalistic . . . [and] not 

very appealing.”11 She left the congregation when she graduated high school and moved 

seventy miles south to attend Houghton College, a small liberal arts school run by the 

Wesleyan Methodist Church, a denomination that would eventually cast its lot with the 

neo-evangelical coalition. An only child, she was encouraged and supported in her 

educational endeavors by her parents—they rented a room in their small home to help 

their daughter afford the $400-per-semester tuition bill—and she excelled in her studies 

as a music major. At Houghton, she met and started dating a fellow student, Bob Ferm, 

who paid his tuition by serving as pastor at a nearby church. In 1939, the couple 

graduated; in 1941, they married; within five years, they had four children. As Lois later 

 

9 Williams, God’s Own Party, 108–11, 143–46; Seth Dowland, Family Values and the Rise of the 

Christian Right (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), 142–50. On Schlafly, see Donald 

T. Critchlow, Phyllis Schlafly and Grassroots Conservatism: A Woman’s Crusade (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 2018); on her popularity among neo-evangelicals and fundamentalists, see 

Johnson, This Is Our Message, 85–89.  

10 Biographical details about Ferm come from Lois Ferm and Yvonne Lehman, “The Librarian 

Who Couldn’t Be Quiet about Billy Graham,” undated, unpublished memoir in the author’s possession; and 

Lois Ferm, “[Life Story],” undated, unpublished memoir in the author’s possession. Both documents 

supplied to the author by Paul Ferm. 

11 Ferm, “[Life Story],” 1. 
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recalled, “Birth control was not a possibility then and my health did deteriorate, but we 

survived.”12 Bob eventually left the pastorate and worked in Christian higher education. 

His career as a college administrator took the family across the country in the 1940s and 

1950s, from suburban Buffalo to rural Siloam Springs, Arkansas, to Minneapolis, and 

then back to Houghton College. In 1949, the Ferms encountered the preaching of Billy 

Graham and became involved professionally with the fledgling Billy Graham 

Evangelistic Association. Eventually, Bob joined the BGEA full time as a writer and 

researcher. He published several books, co-edited the organization’s popular Decision 

magazine, and travelled across the world in support of Graham’s evangelistic crusades. 

This work once again took them across the United States and, eventually, around the 

world before landing them near the BGEA field office in Atlanta, Georgia in the late 

1960s.13 

During this time, Ferm raised her four children. She also worked, usually as a 

librarian and sometimes as a faculty member at the schools where Bob served. Moreover, 

she continued her education. She earned a master’s degree in library science from the 

University of Michigan in 1955, and later enrolled in a PhD program in education and 

library science at the University of Minnesota, earning her degree in 1972 at the age of 

 

12 Ferm, 1. 

13 On Robert Ferm’s career, including his involvement with and work for the BGEA, see Ferm and 

Lehman, “The Librarian Who Couldn’t Be Quiet about Billy Graham,” 14–16, and Robert O. Ferm, 

interview by Lois Rougham Ferm, reel-to-reel recording, 1978–1979, T1 & T2, Collection 141, BGCA. 
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54. Meanwhile, she occasionally volunteered alongside her husband with the BGEA, 

organizing women’s groups and helping with crusade preparations.14 

In many ways, Ferm embodied the ambivalent status of women within postwar 

conservative Protestantism. As a wife and mother, she reflected the evangelical ideal of 

marriage, motherhood, and moral leadership of the nuclear family. All available evidence 

suggests that Ferm was conservative in her theology and politics. She may even have 

shared the convictions of Graham and other neo-evangelical male elites about the 

subordinate role of women in both the home and the church, although she left behind no 

direct statements about the topic.15 Moreover, she regularly volunteered her labor in 

religious institutions, an expectation of women in both fundamentalist and neo-

evangelical communities.16 At the same time, she defied evangelical assumptions about 

femininity in important ways. She performed market work and contributed to the 

household economy as a librarian, professor, and more—a career that set her apart from 

many other evangelical women at the time. She also pursued higher education and held 

advanced degrees during an era in which few evangelical women—and few women at 

all—did so. Additionally, her position as Graham’s aide placed her in a professional 

 

14 Ferm and Lehman, “The Librarian Who Couldn’t Be Quiet about Billy Graham,” 1–12; Ferm, 

“[Life Story],” 1–2. 

15 For example, in religious contexts Ferm only ever exercised authority over other women, never 

over men from her same or a superior social class--a general rule in many neo-evangelical communities 

regarding female religious influence. See Ferm, “[Life Story],” 2, and Ferm and Lehman, “The Librarian 

Who Couldn’t Be Quiet about Billy Graham,” 10–11. 

16 For evidence of such involvements, see Ferm and Lehman, “The Librarian Who Couldn’t Be 

Quiet about Billy Graham,” 10–11, 16, and Ferm, “[Life Story],” 2. 
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world dominated by men and suffused with a theology that entrenched male power. To 

exert her professional experience and expertise in this context meant that she defied the 

evangelical expectation that women submit to male authority. Importantly, though, Ferm 

did not shy away from asserting herself as a qualified professional. During a 1972 

planning meeting, for instance, one Graham staffer referred to her as “Mrs. Lois Ferm” 

and she curtly corrected him: “Doctor Lois Ferm.” The staffer feigned an apology—“I 

stand corrected. It makes a lot of difference”—and Ferm snapped back, “It really does!”17 

Later, when another staffer questioned her suitability for the job, she wrote pointedly to 

Graham that “[y]ou have my credentials and I am sure they speak for themselves. This is 

not boasting.”18 In this sense, Ferm embodied an ambitious, professional evangelical 

womanhood invisible in most sectors of neo-evangelical power during the postwar 

period—one that existed in sharp contrast to the movement’s gender ideology. In total, 

then, Ferm reflected the complexities of evangelical womanhood in this era. 

Whether Graham realized it or not when he enlisted her aid, Ferm’s very presence 

on the project set the stage for a dramatic—if often subtle and implicit—confrontation, 

one that reflected at a microcosmic level the broader conflicts over gender norms that 

consumed neo-evangelicalism and much of American society during the 1970s. The 

ensuing crisis of masculinity fundamentally shaped the direction and dynamics of 

Graham’s historical memory and of evangelical heritage more generally. 

 

17 “Graham Center Joint Committee Meeting, O’Hare, Part 1.” 

18 Lois Ferm to Billy Graham, November 19, 1974, Box 1, Folder 1, Collection 698, BGCA. 
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The Ferm Proposal: A Billy Graham Presidential Library  

 In part, Ferm’s work created tensions within the male-dominated world of the 

BGEA because of the breadth of the brief that Graham gave to her. Based on Ferm’s 

background and expertise, Graham initially tasked Ferm with determining the extent of 

his existing archive-worthy materials, assembling them in one location, and imposing 

order on them so that they could eventually be transferred to whatever entity would hold 

them.19 In addition to this work, however, Ferm had a broader sense of what she could 

contribute to the project. She not only wanted to help Graham sort and catalogue his 

materials. She also wanted to help him brainstorm the kind of center that could preserve 

these materials and bear his name.20 Graham supported and encouraged her in this work. 

He successfully lobbied the BGEA board to commission her to undertake a “six-month 

study of [the BGEA’s] needs, the possibility of where the site should be, [and] the type of 

library and museum we need.”21 He had high hopes for her in the assignment. “There is 

no doubt in my mind that she has the ability, the intellectual know-how, the energy, etc., 

to do this research job for us,” he wrote to several board members in October 1970, just 

after her appointment. “I believe we should give her our full attention.”22 

 

19 Lois Ferm to Billy Graham, August 1970, Box 1, Folder 1, Collection 698, BGCA; Lois Ferm to 

Billy Graham, October 23, 1970, Box 1, Folder 14, Collection 3, BGCA. 

20 Ferm to Graham, August 1970. 

21 Billy Graham to Lois Ferm, September 4, 1970, Box 1, Folder 1, Collection 698, BGCA. 

22 Billy Graham to Bill Mead et al., October 27, 1970, Box 1, Folder 17, Collection 3, BGCA. 
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To fulfill her mandate, Ferm embarked on an ambitious research campaign. She 

regularly made the almost 200-mile trip from her home outside Atlanta to Montreat, 

North Carolina, where Graham lived and maintained a home office, to evaluate his 

personal papers and catalogue his personal library. She corresponded frequently with 

BGEA staff at the organization’s headquarters in Minneapolis to determine the extent of 

materials housed there. She contacted key leaders in Graham’s national and international 

crusades and invited them to collect and donate materials related to the crusades. And she 

began a years-long oral history project to record the stories of Graham’s life and ministry, 

interviewing not only Billy and his wife, Ruth, but also fellow BGEA staffers, crusade 

supporters, and others.23 Moreover, in a bid to learn more about how other famous 

Americans preserved their material legacy, Ferm researched and visited several 

presidential libraries, including the sites dedicated to Franklin Roosevelt, Harry Truman, 

Dwight Eisenhower, and John F. Kennedy.24 She also maintained a correspondence with 

Daniel Reed, the assistant archivist for presidential libraries at the National Archives and 

Records Administration.25 Additionally, she joined the Society of American Archivists 

 

23 Ferm provided Graham with periodic updates on her work. See, for instance, Ferm to Graham, 

October 23, 1970; Lois Ferm to Billy Graham, March 28, 1971, Box 1, Folder 1, Collection 698, BGCA; 

and Lois Ferm to Billy Graham, July 20, 1971, Box 1, Folder 1, Collection 698, BGCA. On her work to 

solicit deposit of materials from non-BGEA sources, see Lois Ferm, “[Form Letter Regarding Collection of 

Materials for Billy Graham Center],” August 6, 1971, Box 1, Folder 14, Collection 3, BGCA. 

24 On Ferm’s trips to presidential libraries, see Ferm to Graham, August 1970, and research 

materials in Box 5, Folder 4, Collection 698, BGCA.  

25 On Ferm’s meetings with Reed and his involvement in the project, see Lois Ferm to Billy 

Graham, December 9, 1970, Box 1, Folder 14, Collection 3, BGCA; Lois Ferm to Daniel Reed, December 

12, 1970, Box 5, Folder 4, Collection 698, BGCA; Billy Graham to Daniel Reed, December 15, 1970, Box 

1, Folder 15, Collection 3, BGCA; and Daniel Reed to Billy Graham, January 22, 1971, Box 1, Folder 15, 

Collection 3, BGCA. 
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and subscribed to their publications, connecting her particular work with Graham’s 

materials to a wider intellectual network of heritage management.26  

For various reasons explored below, Ferm never delivered a formal proposal such 

as Graham may have initially envisioned in the fall of 1970. Nevertheless, as a result of 

her research and travel, Ferm developed four convictions about the shape that the 

proposed Graham Center should take. Cobbled together from a year’s worth of 

correspondence with Graham, several board members, and others, and understood 

together, these convictions constitute a definite proposal for how Graham and his 

organization could practice evangelical heritage. Even though the board never approved 

Ferm’s ideas and eventually sidelined her from the project, her convictions eventually, if 

unofficially, informed the Billy Graham Center as it took shape over the course of the 

1970s, long after her departure. 

First, Ferm proposed that any center named in Graham’s honor concern itself with 

promoting the evangelist’s legacy. Ferm urged Graham to take a strong hand in 

determining how he would be remembered by posterity. “How history is written about 

you will depend very greatly on how you are presented,” she contended in a March 1971 

letter. “I am concerned . . . that you not be shown as light and fluffy, the product of the 

mass communication age. But rather students [of history] should see you as a serious 

contemporary man, aware of the problems of the age and presenting God’s solutions for 

 

26 Ferm to Graham, October 23, 1970; Robert M. Warner to Lois Ferm, April 11, 1972, Box 5, 

Folder 4, Collection 698, BGCA. 
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them. This type of man has always held up well in history,” she concluded.27 Ferm 

believed that a center bearing Graham’s name could control the evangelist’s historical 

narrative, solidifying his status as “this type of man” and promoting his memory long 

after his career had ended. 

To that end, Ferm made a second proposal, urging Graham to create a center more 

ambitious than the mere archival repository he had initially imagined. Rather than only 

preserve the material record of Graham’s life and career, she envisioned a center that 

would interpret a coherent narrative about Graham’s significance and disseminate that 

narrative through exhibits, scholarly projects and programs, and more. “Good historians 

are not merely chroniclers of history, but interpreters, and so should we be,” Ferm told 

Graham pointedly in a December 1970 letter.28 To rightly steward his legacy, Ferm 

argued, Graham should create a center not only to record a chronological list of what had 

happened in his life and career, but—more importantly—to tell visitors why what 

happened mattered. A center that interpreted Graham, she concluded, could control the 

historical narrative of Graham’s legacy. 

To accomplish such interpretive work, Ferm urged Graham to model his center on 

the American presidential libraries. In 1970, such institutions were a relatively new 

development in the federal management of heritage. The first such site, honoring Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt and opened in 1939, set the pattern that would inform all others into 

 

27 Ferm to Graham, March 28, 1971. 

28 Ferm to Graham, December 9, 1970. 
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the 1970s. It was built using private funds in a locale of some special significance to the 

chief executive, then donated to and subsequently administered by the federal 

government under the aegis of the National Archives and Records Administration.29 In 

1955, nearly two decades after the first presidential library came into existence, Congress 

passed the Presidential Libraries Act officially establishing a governmental system of 

“preservation and administration” to house “the papers and other historical materials of 

any President or former President of the United States . . . and other papers relating to and 

contemporary with any President or former President of the United States.”30 Yet from 

the start, these institutions not only collected records but also presented them to and 

interpreted them for the public. As the historian Sharon Fawcett has observed, 

presidential libraries have always incorporated both archival and museum functions.31 

According to historians, such interpretation has, from the very start, tended to function as 

a materialized means by which to mythologize each American president. The scholar Jodi 

Kanter has argued that the libraries’ exhibits and public programs have “curated 

character” and transmitted civic virtues rather than holding former presidents accountable 

 

29 For an antiquarian overview of the genesis of these institutions, see Curt Smith, Windows on the 

White House: The Story of Presidential Libraries (South Bend, IN: Diamond Communications, Inc., 1997), 

1–6. 

30 Quoted in U.S. Library of Congress, Congressional Research Service, The Presidential 

Libraries Act and the Establishment of Presidential Libraries, by Wendy R. Ginsberg, Erika K. Lunder, 

and Daniel J. Richardson, R41513 (2015), 1. In 1964, when the total number of federally-managed 

presidential libraries had ballooned to four with a fifth in the planning stage, the National Archives 

established the Office of Presidential Libraries to provide more targeted oversight. On the history of 

presidential libraries, see The Presidential Libraries Act and the Establishment of Presidential Libraries, 6-

11, and Smith, Windows on the White House.  

31 Sharon K. Fawcett, “Presidential Libraries: A View from the Center,” The Public Historian 28, 

no. 3 (Winter 2003): 13. 
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to the people. Similarly, rather than offering balanced or critical assessments of each 

president’s life and career, the libraries have delivered a “whitewashed and glamorized 

portrait” of each former executive, according to the historian Benjamin Hufbauer.32 

If Ferm noted this kind of hagiographical interpretation of the presidents at the 

sites she visited in the early 1970s, she remained unbothered by it. In fact, she may have 

celebrated it. While she left behind no report detailing what she found at the sites she 

visited, her records do contain ephemera collected at or about each library. Ferm appears 

to have gathered newspaper clippings detailing the libraries’ planning and programming, 

including their museum exhibits; in-house memoranda describing collection and 

acquisition policies; and pamphlets on the libraries’ scholarly conferences and research 

programs. She may have intended for the center named in Graham’s honor to mirror 

these types of programs, many of which provided positive, consensus-style historical 

treatment of their subjects.33  

More importantly, Ferm drew from her research on and visits to the presidential 

libraries the very form she thought the proposed center should take in order to carry out 

its interpretive work. “This center should include a museum, archives [sic], and a 

library,” Ferm wrote to Graham in December 1970. “Each of the presidential libraries has 

 

32 Jodi Kanter, Presidential Libraries as Performance: Curating American Character from 

Herbert Hoover to George W. Bush (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 2016); Benjamin 

Hufbauer, Presidential Temples: How Memorials and Libraries Shape Public Memory (Lawrence, KS: 

University Press of Kansas, 2005), 140. 

33 These materials appear in Box 5, Folder 4, Collection 698, BGCA. 
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[them].”34 The archive and the library met Graham’s initial goal of preserving the 

material record of his work. Ferm stressed that these units should collect, arrange, and 

make accessible documents, books, periodicals, films, and other items by and about 

Graham.35 The purpose of the museum, as Ferm conceived it, was deliberately 

interpretive. It should draw on library and archival materials to craft exhibits that would 

explain Graham’s life and career not only to the general public but also to scholars, 

religious leaders, and other visitors. Specifically, Ferm argued that the museum should 

interpret Graham in three ways. First, it should “interpret the man” as a husband, father, 

son, and evangelist with a message and various creative means for communicating that 

message. Second, it should interpret “his place in contemporary society,” including his 

relationships with U.S. presidents, with celebrities and other figures of note, and with 

other religious groups. Third, it should interpret him within the broader context of 

“American evangelism,” by which Ferm meant the tradition of Protestant revivalism that 

had been part of the nation’s religious scene since the early eighteenth century.36 By 

framing him in these three distinct ways, Ferm seemed to indicate that interpreting 

Graham meant not only rightly immortalizing his personal legacy but also legitimizing 

 

34 Ferm to Graham, December 9, 1970. 

35 See Ferm’s suggested collections policy in Lois Ferm, “Tentative Objectives of a Billy Graham 

Center,” undated, 2–3, Box 5, Folder 4, Collection 698, BGCA. 

36 Ferm, “Tentative Objectives of a Billy Graham Center”. An earlier version of the proposal, 

featuring Ferm’s hand-written notes, corrections, and additions, also exists; see Lois Ferm, “Possible 

Objectives of a Billy Graham Center,” undated, Box 1, Folder 1, Collection 698, BGCA. The earlier 

“possible” version does not deviate substantively from the final “tentative” version. 
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the religious tradition he represented—Protestant evangelicalism—by showing that it had 

a long, distinguished heritage in the United States. 

In addition to proposing that the center steward Graham’s legacy by preserving 

his records and interpreting his life and ministry to the public, Ferm also proposed what 

she variously termed a “goal,” “focal point,” or mission for the center: “to stimulate 

evangelism.” She viewed the center as an extension of the preaching crusades that 

Graham held in cities around the world, and therefore she believed that its preservation of 

records and its interpretation of those materials should serve not some purely historical 

purpose but rather a conspicuously religious one.37 How would such evangelistic work 

occur within the context of the center? Ferm entertained a variety of ideas. In a December 

1970 letter to Graham, she suggested that the mission could be achieved through “the 

approach . . . of public relations,” by which she meant honoring Graham’s evangelistic 

ministry by placing his name onto a center already pursuing an evangelistic purpose. She 

claimed that such an approach would be “similar to the attempt to remember Billy 

Sunday . . . in Winona Lake” by adding his name to the campground building where he 

famously preached in the early twentieth century. Yet she ultimately rejected that 

approach. Referring to the Sunday Tabernacle, she claimed that “such a memory has very 

little meaning for today’s young people” and thus, if used to perpetuate Graham’s 

memory, would have little significance for future generations.38 

 

37 Ferm, “Possible Objectives of a Billy Graham Center”; Ferm to Graham, December 9, 1970. 

38 Ferm to Graham, December 9, 1970. 
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Ferm also entertained academic scholarship as a possible approach the center 

could take to achieve its evangelistic mission. In the same missive in which she 

considered a “public relations” approach, she also argued that the Center could become a 

resource for scholars and a hub for the generation of new knowledge about the best 

approaches for converting non-Christians to the faith.39 Elsewhere, she entertained 

specific examples of what kind of scholarly studies of evangelism could be produced 

from Graham’s records, including historical studies on “all evangelistic efforts,” 

especially those of Graham himself, and on the evolution of the “mass media of 

evangelism,” as well as sociological studies of the “impact [of evangelism] . . . through 

all phases of society.” She also anticipated that the Center could hold conferences, 

training seminars, and Bible studies that might draw on archival materials in order to 

promote further “evangelistic efforts.”40 Ferm saw this kind of work as necessary, even 

essential, but also limited to the academics, pastors, missionaries, and denominational 

leaders that would read it. Ultimately, it did not portend the kind of public impact that she 

hoped the center could have.41 

A third approach that Ferm entertained—and the one she personally preferred—

was to directly evangelize visitors during their trip to the center. Such an approach, she 

admitted, would need to be tailored to the context. Of course, the center could not mount 

a constant evangelistic crusade like the ones organized around the world by the BGEA, 

 

39 Ferm to Graham. 

40 Ferm, “Tentative Objectives of a Billy Graham Center.” 

41 Ferm to Graham, December 9, 1970. 



 

204 

and even if it could, that method would not mesh with the environment of an 

archive/library/museum. Instead, Ferm proposed something innovative. She urged 

Graham to use the museum to “simulate a Crusade,” adapting the medium of exhibition 

toward evangelistic ends much as Graham had previously adapted the mediums of radio, 

television, and film.42 This kind of museum, Ferm argued, would not just exhibit dusty 

artifacts and mount interpretive text panels. As she reflected in a 1978 interview about 

her work on the project, she hoped that the museum would be designed in such a way that 

“the people having come [there] would not just have looked at a bunch of curios.” Rather, 

she expected that they would be “really . . . challenged,” moved emotionally and stirred 

to action as a result of their visit, and that the experience would make “an impact” on 

them. “Mr. Graham’s ministry had been that of evangelism, and I thought the museum 

ought to be that [too],” she told her interviewer.43 In other words, Ferm hoped that the 

experience of the museum would lead visitors to a religious conversion. Her retrospective 

assessment matched what she told Graham in the midst of her initial work. As she stated 

in a December 1970 letter, “We would want people to make decisions”—an evangelical 

euphemism for conversion—while visiting the museum.44 Ferm’s suggestion that the 

museum function as a kind of evangelistic site—not as a purely educational or 

 

42 Ferm to Graham. 

43 [Transcription of conversation between Dr. Lois Ferm and Dr. David Johnston], July 1978, Box 

1, Folder 4, Collection 698, BGCA. 

44 Ferm to Graham, December 9, 1970. 
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pedagogical enterprise, but as an exercise in proselytizing through the past—represented 

an evolution in evangelical thinking about the uses of history. 

Importantly, Ferm’s musings on the use of the museum as an evangelistic tool 

employed the language of emotion and experience—language that reflected her keen 

analysis of the forces that had built Graham’s public appeal and popularity over the 

preceding two decades. As detailed in Chapter 2, what made Graham both popular and 

respected were his appeals to and his perception through emotion. Graham preached in a 

way that engaged his audience’s emotions, and in turn his audience (including his 

detractors) perceived him through the vernacular of emotion. This experiential religiosity 

helped to propel Graham to national and international prominence—and Ferm sought to 

employ it also in visitors’ encounters with the museum. Her choice of emotion- and 

experience-laden language—being “challenged” during their visit, making “decisions” 

amid the tour—reflected her perception that the museum should simulate the same kinds 

of feelings and encounters that people associated with Graham’s crusades.  

Taken together, Ferm’s proposals for a Billy Graham presidential library built 

upon and extended the experiments in evangelical heritage conducted by neo-

evangelicals in earlier decades. Though she never explicitly referenced either the Billy 

Sunday Home or Park Street Church in her research or reportage, Ferm operated from 

some of the same intellectual assumptions that had shaped those projects. Like the 

Sunday House, the presidential library that Ferm envisioned commemorated a single 

figure and enshrined his legacy. While less explicit about using history to shape 

collective identity, Ferm shared with the Sunday House commemorators the belief that 
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the past can serve an ideological purpose in the present. If Helen Sunday and the other 

leaders of the Winona Lake Christian Fellowship surmised that they could use Sunday’s 

memory to invent an historical identity for the neo-evangelical coalition, Ferm believed 

that Graham could interpret his life and career to grant legitimacy and respectability to 

himself and to the movement he symbolized. Moreover, like the experiments in historical 

commemoration carried out at Park Street Church, Ferm’s proposed presidential library 

sought to use the past as a means by which to secure religious conversions in the present. 

At the same time, Ferm’s proposed presidential library was decisively and decidedly 

more ambitious than those undertaken in rural Indiana and urban Boston. It had more 

direct connections to the intellectual networks and professional world of heritage 

management and public history. It was more expansive in scope, compromising archival 

and museum functions, and designed to operate independently of other previously 

existing institutions. And it had, presumably, greater access to capital to realize its lofty 

aims. In this sense, it advanced earlier experiments in evangelical heritage.  

In addition to evolving the performance of evangelical heritage, Ferm’s proposed 

presidential library also set off a crisis of masculinity within Graham’s organization. 

Because while Ferm collected and sorted voluminous records, conducted research, and 

sharpened her proposals, others within Graham’s orbit, including members of the all-

male Billy Graham Evangelistic Association board, began developing their own plans for 

commemorating the evangelist—plans that contrasted, sometimes sharply, with the center 

that Ferm envisioned. In the end, Ferm would disappear from the planning process, a 
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victim of evangelical masculinity’s fear of compromise, but her ideas would continue to 

inform the process well beyond her tenure. 

 

Challenges to the Ferm Proposal 

By 1970, when Ferm began her work, the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association 

board had become one of the most influential bodies in the neo-evangelical coalition and, 

indeed, in the world of American not-for-profit organizations. Its ranks included wealthy 

and powerful men who represented not only different sectors of neo-evangelicalism and 

fundamentalism—Baptists, Presbyterians, Methodsts, and others—but also an array of 

corporate and professional cultures, including politicians, banking executives and 

financiers, real estate investors and developers, business executives, lawyers, medical 

doctors, and more.45 The board was charged with all decision-making responsibilities for 

the organization, from budget approval to selecting new senior leadership, and thus 

exercised a great deal of influence both within the BGEA and, by extension, in the wider 

world of neo-evangelicalism.46 And even though they laid claim to an organization 

bearing Graham’s name, and even though Graham sat in their midst as an ex officio 

chairman, the board members often exercised their collective power in ways that 

diverged from Graham’s personal preferences—or so the evangelist claimed. As he wrote 

 

45 A list of board members who served the BGEA during the 1970s was provided by David Bruce 

of the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association and is in the author’s possession. Personal communication 

with the author, August 13, 2019. 

46 Graham’s biographer, William Martin, described the board, its composition, and its operation in 

A Prophet with Honor, 563–64. 
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to Lois Ferm early in her tenure on the project, “[T]he Board does not follow everything I 

suggest—but often has a mind of its own, as it should!”47  

These dynamics decisively informed the board’s foray into the planning process 

for what would become the Billy Graham Center. Graham himself shared his interest in 

establishing an archival repository with the BGEA board sometime before 1970.48 By the 

end of that year, the executives had already held “two rather lengthy discussions” on the 

topic.49 Although it approved, in September 1970, Graham’s recommendation that Ferm 

conduct an “objective study” of similar institutions and present her findings and 

proposals, the board did not sit on the sidelines waiting for her report.50 Around the same 

time, the full board voted to create a library Committee that would oversee all planning 

and brainstorming. The committee included five men: Leighton Ford, a BGEA evangelist 

and Graham’s brother-in-law; Allan C. Emery Jr., a Boston businessman and 

philanthropist; A. Harold Anderson, a Chicago-based real estate developer; David 

McConnell, a North Carolina lawyer and former U.S. ambassador to the United Nations; 

 

47 Billy Graham to Lois Ferm, October 15, 1970, Box 1, Folder 1, Collection 698, BGCA. A 

similar observation was made some years later by a BGEA board member, Ed Plowman: “That board has 

people on it . . . who are not accustomed to having someone walk in [as some well-known evangelists do] 

and say, ‘Here is the way we are going to go.’ They take what Billy says seriously, but not as a blank check 

they will sign without examination.” Quoted in Martin, A Prophet with Honor, 563. 

48 Unfortunately, the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association restricts researcher access to board 

materials, including meeting minutes and resolutions, under forty years old. As a result, it is difficult to 

determine an exact timeline for the board’s interest in the proposed Graham Center and to track its 

discussion and action on the matter; their process must be pieced together from various other accounts, as I 

attempt to do in the paragraphs that follow. 

49 Graham to Ferm, October 15, 1970. 

50 Graham to Ferm. 
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and Bill Mead, a Texas businessman and corporate executive.51 The board also requested 

that Ferm submit regular reports not only to Graham but also to them.52 Meanwhile, 

individual members did their own research. For instance, board chairman Robert Van 

Kampen, a wealthy investment banker, initiated a repatriation of materials Graham had 

previously donated to his graduate alma mater, the Southern Baptist Theological 

Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky.53 Similarly, subcommittee member Anderson made 

his own contacts with and visit to the National Archives to learn more about presidential 

libraries.54 As a result of these and other inquiries, board executives began to develop 

their own ideas about the form that a center in Graham’s honor should take, independent 

of Ferm’s own work. 

The most substantive idea came from George Wilson. A member of the so-called 

“band of brothers” that supported Graham before and during his career-making 1949 Los 

Angeles crusade and soon after formed the administrative nucleus of the BGEA, Wilson 

served as executive vice president of the organization from its inception in 1950. Unlike 

the BGEA’s other early leaders—all of whom, like Graham, held ministerial credentials 

 

51 These actions are recorded in “Genesis of the Original Archives-Library Project (1970-1973)” 

in Don Hoke, “Billy Graham Center Handbook,” June 1978, Box 2, Folder 13, Collection 3, BGCA. This 

document was compiled by resigning Center director Donald Hoke from materials in his personal 

collection. It does not contain copies of the original board minutes but rather summaries of the board 

actions. Its timeline generally matches the decisions described in contemporary accounts, such as 

correspondence between Ferm and Graham. 

52 Lois Ferm to Robert Van Kampen, November 11, 1970, Box 4, Folder 4, Collection 698, 

BGCA. 

53 Duke McCall to Robert Van Kampen, October 5, 1970, Box 1, Folder 17, Collection 3, BGCA. 

54 Herbert E. Angel to A. Harold Anderson, July 1, 1970, Box 5, Folder 4, Collection 698, BGCA. 
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or had a background in church leadership—Wilson came to the BGEA from the corporate 

world, and he brought his experience in business management to bear on an organization 

that grew increasingly larger and increasingly more complex during its first twenty years 

of existence. In his role, he developed a reputation for “hard-nosed efficiency and a 

brusque manner,” according to the historian Seth Dowland, and this demeanor contrasted 

with some of the more irenic personalities within the BGEA.55 Graham once described 

Wilson as “a dictator . . . He doesn’t mind telling somebody off if they need telling off.”56 

While it may have chafed some of his co-workers, Wilson’s personality reflected the 

ideal of postwar neo-evangelical masculinity. Just as evangelical men were told to claim 

their rightful and God-ordained position as the familial “breadwinner” and the “master of 

the house” in the domestic sphere, Wilson asserted himself within the professional world. 

Such control, self-confidence, and decisiveness coded masculine in the evangelical 

imaginary, in contrast to evangelicals’ vision of meek, submissive femininity. Moreover, 

Wilson projected evangelical manhood in his blending of religious faith and corporate 

culture. Far more than the Protestant mainline, whose adherents also thrived in corporate 

America, neo-evangelicals lauded executives, financiers, and other business leaders as 

prototypically masculine men, and Wilson fit right into this nexus of faith and free 

enterprise.57 He once claimed that the job of the BGEA was to “dispense the world’s 

 

55 Seth Dowland, “An Evangelistic Band of Brothers,” Christian History Magazine, no. 111 

(2014): 41. 

56 Quoted in Martin, A Prophet with Honor, 559. 

57 Conservative Protestants have long linked masculinity, capitalism, and the corporate world, but 

historians have only just begun to untangle these connections. The historian Darren Grem, for instance, 
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greatest product with the greatest economy to the greatest number of people as fast as 

possible”—an understanding of evangelism shaped by “a businessman’s idiom,” 

according to Dowland.58 Forgoing the feminine-coded sentimentality and emotionalism 

that could sometimes characterize evangelical revivalism—and often shaped Graham’s 

own brand of evangelistic endeavor—Wilson framed the work of the BGEA in decidedly 

muscular, no-nonsense, and consumer-oriented terms, ones genial to both American 

capitalism and neo-evangelical expectations of manhood. Thus Wilson fully embodied 

postwar evangelical masculinity.  

Wilson’s masculine mélange of evangelical faith, corporate efficiency, and 

consumer capitalism informed his vision for a center commemorating Graham. Unlike 

Ferm, he did not formalize his plan—or at least did not preserve it for posterity. In 

retrospect, his vision emerges secondhand, cobbled together from other accounts. What 

emerges from these accounts contrasts sharply with the scholarly, shrine-line presidential 

library envisioned by Ferm. Instead, Wilson hoped to create a center reminiscent of the 

Billy Graham Pavilion built by the BGEA for the 1964-65 World’s Fair in New York 

City.59 That production featured a prayer garden; a 117-foot, sunburst-topped, glittering 

 

treats the intermingling of manhood and corporate culture within the fundamentalist-run Christian Business 
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(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009), and Kevin M. Kruse, One Nation Under God: How 

Corporate America Invented Christian America (New York: Basic Books, 2015). 

58 Dowland, “An Evangelistic Band of Brothers,” 41. 

59 Ferm, who had heard Wilson’s plan firsthand, described it thusly in Ferm to Graham, October 
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golden tower; an octagonal exhibit hall, which displayed photographs from Graham’s 

national and international evangelistic crusades as well as a six-foot-tall, multi-colored 

globe marked to showcase the many locales in which Graham had held services; and a 

350-seat auditorium with a fifty-foot-tall, “wrap around” projection screen that played 

The Man in the Fifth Dimension, a BGEA-produced film that featured one of Graham’s 

crusade sermons, twelve times per day.60 The Pavilion blended world-class architecture, 

historical artifacts, and innovative technology, and its purposes were clear. Boosters 

explicitly stated its proselytizing goal. A BGEA-sponsored ad in The Christian Century 

magazine, for instance, described the Pavilion as “an evangelistic witness for Jesus Christ 

. . . designed to present a clear-cut gospel message to visitors.”61 At the same time, as the 

scholar Julie Nicoletta has argued, the Graham Pavilion was one of several religion-

themed sites at the World’s Fair that sought to sell “spirituality and spectacle,” mixing its 

stated religious purpose with a touristic appeal. In that regard, the Pavilion proved a 

success. It drew an estimated five million people into the simulated evangelistic crusade, 

making it the Fair’s third-most-visited religious site, after the Roman Catholic and 

Mormon pavilions.62 It was exactly this kind of popular destination that Wilson hoped to 

recreate in the proposed Billy Graham Center. His and Ferm’s proposals shared a 

 

60 Descriptions of the Billy Graham Pavilion can be found in Martin, A Prophet with Honor, 305–

6, and Graham, Just As I Am, 435. 

61 “The Billy Graham Pavilion at the New York World’s Fair 1964-1965,” The Christian Century, 

April 22, 1964, 521. 

62 Julie Nicoletta, “Selling Spirituality and Spectacle: Religious Pavilions at the New York 
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commitment to evangelism, but similarities ended there. He had no interest in impressing 

stuffed-shirt academics or enshrining some hazy memory of Graham. Instead, he 

intended to win the hearts and minds of the widest possible public while maximizing the 

distribution of the BGEA’s chief product, the Christian gospel. 

Wilson and Ferm disagreed not only about the nature and intended audience of 

the proposed center, but also about the best location for it. Wilson, again reflecting his 

penchant for efficiency and fiscal restraint, recommended Minneapolis, which had served 

as headquarters for the BGEA since its inception. In his mind, Minneapolis offered 

convenience and synergy. The BGEA already had space and staff in the city, and placing 

the center there could capitalize on those assets.63 Ferm, by contrast, preferred Graham’s 

hometown of Charlotte, North Carolina. She claimed that her proposed presidential 

library would work best in that city. As she wrote to Graham in 1970, “Every presidential 

library has either been in the hometown or at least in the home state of that particular 

president.”64 Moreover, she saw value in the city’s sentimental and nostalgic attachments 

to Graham. “[T]he logical location of such a library . . . [is] the place where the 

individual is most treasured and will continue to be so over time,” she opined. North 

Carolina already had such affection, she claimed, while Minnesota, by contrast, “would 

 

63 Ferm described Wilson’s preference for Minneapolis to Graham in Ferm to Graham, October 

23, 1970, and Ferm to Graham, December 9, 1970. 

64 Lois Ferm to Billy Graham, November 14, 1970, Box 1, Folder 1, Collection 698, BGCA. Ferm 

initially recommended that the proposed center be built adjacent to the farmhouse in which Graham grew 

up and where his aging mother still lived, thereby creating both a birthplace museum and a scholarly 

research center; when that plan became unfeasible, Ferm revised her idea: “In any event, your home should 

be preserved as a historical monument whether by the Billy Graham Association, the City of Charlotte, or 

the State of North Carolina.” See Ferm to Graham, December 9, 1970. 
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not be a state which would have this same feeling for you.”65 Unlike Wilson, Ferm saw 

not a utilitarian value in selecting Charlotte as the site. Rather, she valued its historical 

relevance and its potential emotional attachments. 

Perhaps inevitably, Wilson and Ferm clashed. They disagreed on specifics, as 

previously indicated, but their confrontation more fundamentally emerged from 

competing gender norms. Wilson resented Ferm’s assertive style and questioned the 

value and necessity of her work. She, in turn, accused him of seeking to protect his own 

power rather than pursue Graham’s best interests. The conflict emerged almost 

immediately. In early October 1970, only a few weeks after the board commissioned her 

six-month study, Ferm alerted Graham that “the plans [for her study] as they are set forth 

by George [Wilson] are not such that I could work with, and I do not think they are what 

you want.”66 She later elaborated on her concerns, writing that “George sees my task 

differently from the way I see it . . . [and the way it was] understood by all of us. I had 

thought my task was to inventory, assemble and even classify materials if necessary in 

order to place them in some kind of order,” in addition to strategizing and brainstorming 

ideas for their use, preservation, and access. “George does not look at it this way,” she 

concluded. “Therefore, we may at times be at variance with each other.”67 Graham 

 

65 Ferm to Graham, October 23, 1970. Other Graham colleagues also supported the idea of 

locating the proposed center in Charlotte; George Beverly Shea, Graham’s long-time song leader, opined 
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come.” See GBS [George Beverly Shea] to Billy Graham, October 23, 1970, Box 1, Folder 1, Collection 3, 
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66 Lois Ferm to Billy Graham, October 6, 1970, Box 1, Folder 1, Collection 698, BGCA. 

67 Ferm to Graham, October 23, 1970. 
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responded by taking Wilson’s side. “George [is] . . . following the directions of the 

Board,” he told her, urging her to cooperate with him in her work.68 Ferm tried to 

acquiesce. In late October, she delivered a much rosier report. Following her trip to 

assess the records stored at the BGEA’s Minneapolis headquarters, she indicated that 

“[f]or the most part George and I got along quite well.”69 Wilson, for his part, appeared to 

acquiesce as well, telling Ferm in a November 1970 letter that it was “a privilege to 

work” with her.70 

But such goodwill was short-lived. In February 1971, the simmering conflict burst 

into a conflagration during a meeting of the BGEA board. In a letter to Graham shortly 

after the meeting, Ferm described how she nearly had been excluded from the meeting 

altogether but for a last-minute invitation from Leighton Ford to provide an update on her 

work. She saw the near-oversight as deliberate and blamed it on Wilson. “George has told 

me repeatedly that I am not needed on the project,” she informed Graham. “I believe he 

has decided how the Library will be formed and where it will be located” and ignores any 

suggestions or proposals that differ from his own.71 She further suggested that Wilson 

“dominates the thinking” of the entire board, such that they “are not interested in the 

objectives, the original materials that are available, the oral history program [that I am 
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organizing], and the [library] of materials on American evangelism that [experts] 

consider . . . to be an important component of the Center.”72 Wilson’s criticism, as 

represented by Ferm, reflected a contest over power. Wilson perceived his authority 

challenged by an educated, professional woman and as a result seemingly exerted his 

influence to block her ongoing work. 

Ferm refused to accept Wilson’s mistreatment, and fired back. She indicted the 

executive vice president in a follow-up letter, telling Graham that “George is determined 

to retain power at all costs. He has many and varied harassments to accomplish this. As 

long as he controls such a large mass of material [the records of the BGEA stored at the 

Minneapolis headquarters] . . . and handles the finances, he will continue to control the 

project.”73 She also contended that Wilson sustained his influence through an alliance 

with other male board members, especially Robert Van Kampen and Harold Anderson, 

both of whom had been elected to the subcommittee overseeing the planning process. 

“Bob Van Kampen is committed to agreeing with George and seeing that he gets what he 

wants,” she told Graham. “As chairman, he speaks for George. There is never an 

opportunity to confront George and ask for the truth.” Moreover, Anderson “is a busy, 

preoccupied man. . . . If he has only one proposal, he doesn’t question, but acts upon it.”74 

She viewed this alliance as helping to power Wilson’s persistent opposition to her work. 

 

72 Ferm to Graham. 

73 Ferm to Graham, March 28, 1971. 

74 Ferm to Graham. 
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Ferm furthermore contended that her treatment at Wilson’s hand during the 

February 1971 board meeting was payback for her impromptu (and not board-authorized) 

trip in November 1970 to Charlotte to convince local civic and business leaders to back 

her proposed Graham presidential library and host it in the Queen City. Acting on a note 

from Leighton Ford that “[s]everal men here in Charlotte are very anxious to . . . [have] 

the library in this city,” Ferm claimed that she “prayed about it” and then made the 

several-hour trip from her home to Charlotte to meet with, among others, Mayor John 

Belk and Dean Colvard, chancellor of the newly opened Charlotte campus of the 

University of North Carolina. Both responded “enthusiastically” to her idea. Colvard was 

“so excited,” Ferm reported in a missive to Graham, “that he did not want to conclude the 

discussion . . . [so] he invited me to accompany him and his wife in a private plane [while 

they flew to a meeting in Kentucky] so that we could discuss it [further].”75 When she 

reported the meeting to Graham, he replied enthusiastically, telling Ferm that she was 

“doing a marvelous job.”76 But such enthusiasm did not extend to the members of the 

board, and certainly not to Wilson. “I know I antagonized the [board] . . . [with] my visits 

to Charlotte,” Ferm later admitted after the disastrous February 1971 meeting.77 Her 

conclusion signaled a realization that she had violated the implicit expectations of 

evangelical femininity through her assertive courting of Charlotte officials’ support.  

 

75 Ferm to Graham, November 14, 1970. 

76 Billy Graham to Lois Ferm, November 28, 1970, Box 1, Folder 1, Collection 698, BGCA. 
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In the aftermath, Ferm tried to resign. Graham asked her to stay on, albeit in a less 

public role. Rather than abandon the project altogether, he suggested that she “continue to 

work on your own directly under me—reporting directly to me—and in a few months 

when you have finished, then make a confidential point-by-point recommendation to me. 

I will evaluate it—rewrite it with your help—and then present it as my recommendation 

to the Board. . . . I am . . . convinced that the Board will pretty well follow my own 

personal recommendation.”78 Though Ferm ultimately accepted this new arrangement, 

Graham’s proposition represented another gendered devaluation of her work. Wilson had 

opposed it altogether because it came from a woman who refused to conform to 

patriarchal expectations about femininity, and Graham now seemed to indicate that it 

could have value and influence only insofar as it appeared to come from a powerful man. 

If Graham ever defended Ferm and her work to the board, there is no record of his 

remarks. Records do show, however, that his enthusiasm for her proposals had dimmed 

by mid-1971. “Lois, in many ways my mind is changing,” he wrote to her in April. “I . . . 

have doubts as to whether a Library such as we are envisioning will be of much value.  

. . . I am coming to believe that it is going to be a great deal easier, be less expensive, and 

we will get far less criticism by having a special building that will be part of our 

permanent office complex in Minneapolis.”79 Records also reveal Graham’s enthusiasm 

 

78 Billy Graham to Lois Ferm, March 8, 1971, Box 1, Folder 1, Collection 698, BGCA. 
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when, later that same year, the board appointed his brother-in-law Leighton Ford as 

chairman of a new subcommittee that would “spearhead the entire project.”80 

Ford’s takeover all but ended Ferm’s direct involvement in the planning process. 

Her departure seemed to resolve the crisis of masculinity that had confronted the BGEA 

board—a crisis no doubt shaped by fears within the wider neo-evangelical coalition about 

the rise of women’s right activism in the late 1960s and 1970s. Ferm did not vanish 

entirely or immediately, though. She remained in the BGEA’s employ as Graham’s 

personal librarian and archives coordinator. She participated, at Ford’s invitation, in a 

1972 consultation on the proposed Billy Graham Center, and she helped to recruit the 

renowned religious historian Timothy C. Smith—one of her former professors at the 

University of Minnesota, now at the Johns Hopkins University—as a major advisor on 

the project.81 Nevertheless, she played no direct role in any brainstorming or decision 

making after that point. Yet even as Ferm was sidelined and her contributions rendered 

invisible, however, her proposals—her vision of a presidential library that would interpret 

Graham’s memory and narrate a proud, respectable evangelical heritage—remained 

crucial to the project as it developed in subsequent years under the leadership of Leighton 

Ford. 
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The Ford Proposal: A Billy Graham Center 

By the time he took the reins of the planning process in late 1971, Ford was a 

thirteen-year veteran of the BGEA, having served as an associate evangelist, vice 

president, and a member of the board since the mid-1950s. Unlike many of his fellow 

board members, however, he had a deep connection to Graham. The evangelist had 

mentored Ford throughout his teen and early adult years, after the two met during 

Graham’s stint with Youth for Christ in the late 1940s, and since 1953, Ford had been 

married to the evangelist’s sister, Jean.82 These experiences gave Ford a unique vantage 

from which to direct the planning for the proposed center in Graham’s honor. 

Despite his close relationship with Graham, though, Ford’s plan was not 

especially original. In fact, it closely mirrored Ferm’s vision of a presidential library.83 

His first report to the board, for instance, delivered in December 1971, described the 

center as “a complex of related components,” including the archive, library, and museum 

proposed by Ferm.84 Like Ferm, he drew inspiration for his vision from the presidential 

libraries, especially the Johnson Library and the proposed Nixon Library. He also 

believed, like Ferm, that the center’s museum ought not only interpret Graham but rather 

tell “the Story of Evangelism in America,” placing the evangelist within the context of 
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American revivalist history.85 Moreover, and perhaps most importantly, he agreed with 

Ferm that the site should not just tell about Graham’s life and career but should perform 

that work: It should “promote World Evangelism” not just by providing researchers 

access to archival records and books but also through experiences that might lead visitors 

to convert to Christianity. “People would come, be presented with the Gospel, and many 

of them would find Christ,” Ford wrote to the board. “The center would thus have 

evangelism in action.”86  

In addition to affirming Ferm’s vision of the museum as an evangelistic tool, Ford 

also endorsed her notion that the museum should engage its visitors through experience 

and emotion. Echoing Ferm’s concerns from some years earlier, he worried that the 

museum not appear dusty, artifact-laden, and boring. “The classical concept of a museum 

is a quiet, hush-hush kind of place where people tip toe around” and we want to avoid 

that sort of appearance, he fretted in 1972.87 Instead, he envisioned a space that would 

immerse visitors in the past, engage their emotions, and provide them with tactile 

experiences—all devised with the intent of encouraging conversion to Christian faith. 

Ford made his perspective clear early in his tenure. In his first report to the board, for 

instance, he called for the use of experiential elements to immerse visitors in the past. He 

suggested using a theater-in-the-round to simulate “an actual [Billy Graham] crusade 
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meeting,” complete with singing and preaching. His goal was to make visitors “actually 

feel [they are] part of the meeting.” Similarly, in that same report he called for the use of 

wax figures and in-situ dioramas to replicate scenes from the history of evangelism in 

America to set the context for Graham’s ministry, such as “replicas of camp meetings 

[on] the frontier, [a diorama of] Whitefield preaching in the early colonies,” and more.88 

He and his planning assistant, John Dettoni, made a similar argument in an internal memo 

penned six months later. They proposed that the museum simulate “an experience” of the 

past and that it offer visitors “encounters with evangelists from Jesus to the Jesus 

People.” Such encounters should occur through “mediated experiences,” such as films 

and dioramas, rather than through “passive viewing of artifacts.”89 Here again, with his 

emphasis on providing visitor experiences and stimulating visitor emotions, Ford echoed 

and expanded on Ferm’s earlier proposals.90 

Ford did incorporate his own ideas into the project. For instance, as early as 

December 1971, he envisioned the center including “an institute-conference center” 

through which the BGEA could offer training programs and educational opportunities to 

ministers and laypeople interested in evangelistic work.91 His idea for this component 
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sharpened after May 1972, when he convened a consultation of BGEA staffers, project 

supporters, consultants, and experts in Birmingham, Alabama, to brainstorm ideas for the 

proposed center and to generate feedback on existing project proposals. In many ways, 

the consultation represented a deliberate effort to share authority over the planning 

process. Not only historians participated, but also evangelists, ministers, seminary 

professors and presidents, business leaders, education specialists, an economist, and 

more.92 While participants expressed general consensus about the three components of 

the center previously proposed by Ford and Ferm—a library/archive, a museum, and a 

training institute—they expressed the strongest interest in the training component.93 In a 

straw poll of participants’ priorities for the center, the training program received the most 

votes, followed by the library/archive, while the museum received the least number of 

votes by a considerable margin.94 The consultation thus boosted enthusiasm and support 

for Ford’s most unique contribution to the emerging center, carrying a vision for training 

and education forward into the planning process.95 
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In addition to preferring Ferm’s vision of a Billy Graham presidential library, 

Ford also preferred her proposed location of Charlotte, North Carolina. After taking on 

the chairmanship of the planning process in late 1971, Ford quickly and somewhat 

quietly scrapped plans to locate the center in Minneapolis.96 Instead, Ford—like Ferm 

before him—pursued plans to locate the center in the Queen City. Ford, a Charlotte 

resident, believed that the city had the best prospects for the long-term viability of a 

Graham presidential library and the best sources of grassroots support. In this regard, he 

benefitted from Ferm’s early efforts to drum up support for the project among Charlotte’s 

business and civic leaders—efforts that earned her the ire of the BGEA board, but which 

Ford now tapped to their advantage. After her initial visit to the city in November 1970, 

Ferm reported to Graham that “Charlotte is now appointing a committee consisting not 

only of prominent citizens but [also] of those interested in evangelism as well . . . [that 

will develop] specific offers for the placing of [your] Center in Charlotte.” Members of 

that committee included Mayor John Belk, the UNC Charlotte Chancellor Dean Colvard, 

the Carowinds amusement park mogul Pat Hall, and more.97 BGEA board members, 

including Ford, met repeatedly with these and other Charlotte boosters throughout 1971 

and 1972.98 By the end of that year, they had developed a plan for the BGEA to build its 
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center on a vast tract of land in University Research Park, an ambitious urban 

development corridor adjacent to the University of North Carolina at Charlotte campus, 

envisioned by the city’s Chamber of Commerce as a nexus of educational, business, and 

commercial interests that could further raise the city’s status as a modern, cosmopolitan 

buckle on the Sunbelt South.99 Elites hoped that Graham’s investment would not only 

bring tourist dollars to Charlotte but might also stimulate other development deals, and 

Ford, representing the BGEA board, eagerly agreed. 

At the same time, Ford courted a proposal to locate the center at Wheaton 

College, his and Graham’s undergraduate alma mater. By the 1970s, the college had 

earned a reputation among neo-evangelicals and more highbrow fundamentalists as a 

center for serious academic study and research, a rarity in a religious culture that often 

valued Bible schools more than liberal arts institutions.100 The Wheaton proposal gave 

the BGEA board wide latitude in determining the size, scope, and nature of the kind of 

center they wanted to build. In exchange, it offered the project land on campus, longevity 
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and sustainability (the 113-year-old institution had one of the largest endowments among 

neo-evangelical schools), and an air of intellectual respectability. Moreover, Wheaton 

could promise that Graham’s papers would exist within an evangelical research nexus. 

The college already held “the world’s foremost collection” of manuscripts by C. S. 

Lewis, the British Anglican writer and lay theologian beloved by conservative Protestants 

in the United States, and the records of two major neo-evangelical parachurch agencies, 

the Evangelical Foreign Missions Association and the Interdenominational Foreign 

Mission Association. Thus, when the college formally submitted its proposal to the 

BGEA board in October 1973, project planners had yet another viable option to 

consider.101  

 

The Evangelical Crises of Nation and Politics 

 As he perpetuated Ferm’s plans for a Billy Graham presidential library and 

weighed the merits of locating the proposed center in the New South or Chicagoland, 

Ford also guided the process through the effects of further controversy. Indeed, just as a 

crisis of masculinity had decisively shaped the direction of the project during Ferm’s 

tenure, crises of politics and nation influenced the project under Ford’s direction. During 

the late 1960s and early 1970s, neo-evangelicals and fundamentalists committed to 

Christian nationalism and concerned about the civil rights movements, the rise of the 
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counterculture, and the opposition to the Vietnam War rallied behind President Richard 

Nixon and his pro-war, “law and order” administration. This realignment of conservative 

Protestant political loyalty overlapped with the larger political shift of disaffected 

working- and middle-class Southern whites from the Democratic Party to the GOP. 

Evangelical political optimism quickly dimmed, however, in the aftermath of the United 

States’ hasty retreat from Southeast Asia and amid the Watergate scandal that abruptly 

ended Nixon’s presidency. Graham, a confidant and staunch supporter of Nixon and his 

policies, suffered publicly as a result, enduring criticism from both secular commentators 

and from his own coreligionists. These events influenced his subsequent public ministry 

and, more to the point, engendered new concerns about how to protect his legacy. The 

crises would ultimately affect the final decisions about the form and function of the 

proposed Billy Graham Center.  

By late 1971, when Ford took the reins of project planning, neo-evangelicals had 

suffered through a difficult decade. In addition to their fears about second-wave feminism 

and its challenge to “traditional values,” neo-evangelicals also worried about the civil 

rights movement. As previously indicated, although Southern evangelicals and 

fundamentalists had long supported Jim Crow segregation, many conservative Protestants 

in the North and West cautiously backed civil rights policy and gradualist efforts at 

integration. That support evaporated in the mid-1960s, however, as activists increasingly 

employed civil disobedience tactics and, following the 1968 assassination of Martin 

Luther King Jr., grew more militant. Even as neo-evangelical leaders sought to fashion a 

post-civil rights “colorblind” rhetoric around race, one that paralleled the moderate 
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“corporate civil rights” of Billy Graham in the 1950s, many evangelicals worried about 

the impact of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the management of federally mandated 

desegregation efforts, and the potential anarchism portended by race riots like the one 

that swept through Los Angeles’ Watts neighborhood in 1965.102 The threat to 

evangelical whiteness also manifested itself in neo-evangelicals’ and fundamentalists’ 

concerns about the 1965 Hart-Cellar Act, which ended the U.S. immigration system’s 

racial quota system and opened up the naturalization process to immigrants from Africa, 

Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East for the first time since the 1920s. The National 

Association of Evangelicals, for instance, opposed the legislation for fear that it would 

accelerate religious pluralism in Christian America.103  

Moreover, neo-evangelicals also brooded over American involvement in the 

Vietnam War. Most, Northerners and Southerners alike, supported the U.S. military 

incursion as a bulwark against “godless communism” and as evidence of the need for an 

aggressive American foreign policy. When faced with evidence of American atrocities, 
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especially after the 1968 My Lai massacre, coalition leaders often minimized the violence 

or advanced moral equivalencies.104 Graham himself spiritualized the incident in an effort 

to downplay criticism of the military. “We have all had our Mylais [sic] in one way or 

another,” he wrote in an op-ed in the New York Times, “perhaps not with guns, but we 

have hurt others with a thoughtless word, an arrogant act or a selfish deed.”105 Not all 

Americans shared neo-evangelicals’ enthusiasm for the war effort or their seemingly 

uncritical esteem for the military, however, and conservative Protestants looked on in 

outrage as antiwar protesters, including some mainline Protestant clergy, denounced the 

war as immoral and imperialist.106  

By the end of the 1960s, then, neo-evangelicals and fundamentalists were in 

search of a political savior. In 1968, they found that savior in the Republican presidential 

nominee, Richard M. Nixon. A lapsed Quaker and a not particularly religious person, 

Nixon was on one hand an unexpected subject of evangelical support.107 On the other 
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hand, as a shrewd tactician, Nixon recognized the potential power of the evangelical vote 

and accordingly learned to speak the language of conservative Christianity. While most 

Northern and Midwestern neo-evangelicals had been reliable Republican voters for 

generations, most Southern and Sunbelt evangelicals supported Democrats, a rift that, as 

explained in Chapter 1, had limited the success of evangelical politics as far back as early 

fundamentalism. That began to change with Nixon, as his campaign employed the so-

called “Southern Strategy” to lure working- and middle-class Southern and Sunbelt 

whites, including neo-evangelicals and fundamentalists, into the GOP. Key to the success 

of the Southern Strategy was Nixon’s rhetorical appeal to “law and order,” which found 

support among whites fearful of race riots and frustrated by pacifist activism, and his 

invocation of the “silent majority” of Americans figuratively left behind by the 

Democratic Party’s embrace of civil rights legislation and antiwar sentiment. Neo-

evangelicals and some fundamentalists were especially drawn to such rhetoric.108 

No neo-evangelical leader threw his support behind Nixon more thoroughly than 

Billy Graham. Graham had admired Nixon since his vice presidency in the Eisenhower 

White House, encouraging him—albeit from a distance—through his failed presidential 

bid in 1960 and his equally failed bid for the California governorship two years later. In 

the run up to the 1968 election, however, Graham showed less restraint. While he resisted 

making an official endorsement, he politicked on Nixon’s behalf both publicly and 
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privately. In public, Graham parroted the candidate’s concerns about law and order, 

spoke favorably of his friendship with Nixon, and appeared with him during several 

photo ops. As Graham told one crowd in 1968, “There is no American I admire more 

than Richard Nixon.” Privately, he remained in close contact with Nixon aides and even 

schemed with the nominee-elect’s campaign to select a running mate that might appeal to 

evangelical voters.109 After Nixon’s 1968 victory and his re-election four years later, 

Graham became a close advisor and, on more than one occasion, a partisan mouthpiece. 

In 1969, he prayed at Nixon’s inauguration and later helped plan and spoke at the 

inaugural White House worship service. A year later, he recorded TV and radio spots on 

Nixon’s behalf that broadcast across the South, urging support for voluntary public 

school integration. And throughout the early 1970s, he tacitly supported the president’s 

policy on Vietnam, preaching conservative patriotism and national unity and even 

encouraging a crusade audience in 1972 to “get behind the president’s goal and 

objectives of getting out of Vietnam.”110 As the historians Steven Miller and Daniel 

Williams have demonstrated, Graham’s support was key to Nixon’s appeal among white 

evangelical voters. Not only did he reassure Northern, GOP-leaning evangelicals that 

they could safely support their party’s nominee, he also helped to win skeptical, formerly 

Democratic Southern and Sunbelt evangelicals to Nixon’s cause—a move that Miller has 

dubbed “Graham’s Southern Strategy.” 
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Public pageantry cemented the alliance between these conservative Protestants 

and the president. In July 1970, for instance, Graham helped to plan the nominally 

bipartisan Honor America Day, held on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial and featuring 

performances by Bob Hope and Glenn Campbell as well as a sermon by Graham touting 

the greatness of American institutions and patriotism. While Nixon did not attend the 

event, observers recognized it as an overtly religious pro-Nixon celebration.111 A year 

later, Nixon and Graham did appear together at the Billy Graham Day celebration in 

Charlotte, an event that furthered the link between Republicanism and evangelicalism. 

Organized by Charlotte civic and business leaders as a way of both honoring their city’s 

favorite son and capitalizing on his close relationship with the chief executive, whom 

they hoped would support economically favorable policy in the South, the event was 

supported by the White House as a “contrived deal to the calm the So[uth]” during a time 

of heightened racial anxieties brought about by the forced integration of the public school 

system.112 The next year, in the summer of 1972, Graham convinced Nixon to send a 

telegram to be read during Explo ’72, a gathering of 80,000 Christian youth at Dallas’ 

Cotton Bowl arena orchestrated by the neo-evangelical parachurch organization Campus 

Crusade for Christ. Like Honor America Day, the event celebrated American nationalism 

with a parade of over 5,000 military personnel and a salute of the American flag. 

Importantly, organizers scheduled the event in the lead up to the election, hoping to 
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convince the newly minted voters in attendance to throw their support behind the 

incumbent.113 Such pageantry offered a public spectacle of evangelical politicization in 

favor of the GOP generally and Nixon specifically. 

By early 1972, Graham’s clear political admiration for Nixon and the friendship 

between the two men had become cemented within the public mind. But that association 

soon became a liability for the evangelist. In June 1972, police arrested several men for 

breaking into the Democratic National Committee headquarters at the Watergate office 

complex in Washington, D.C. Graham dismissed the earliest news of the break-in as 

unimportant “pettifoggery.” Later that year, after the arraignment of the burglars and the 

revelation by one of the defendants that Nixon reelection chairman John Mitchell knew 

about the cover up, Graham merely praised Nixon’s “aplomb” amid attacks by his 

detractors. By 1973, as evidence mounted against Nixon, Graham side-stepped questions 

about his friend’s guilt and instead critiqued Watergate as “a symptom of the deeper 

moral crisis” brought on by the nation’s “amoral permissiveness.” Even after Nixon 

refused to give up his taped recordings of Oval Office conversations and lost both his 

attorney general and deputy attorney general in what journalists would later label the 

“Saturday Night Massacre” of October 1973, Graham continued to defend and laud the 

president as an individual. Eventually, when Nixon resigned in August 1974, Graham 
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called the cover-up “not only unethical but criminal,” yet still refused to publicly criticize 

his friend. By that time, public opinion on Nixon had decisively shifted.114  

The historian Steven P. Miller has contended that the Watergate scandal was the 

“nadir of Graham’s public image.”115 Throughout 1974, numerous newspaper editorials 

took Graham to task for his closeness with the president and his refusal to decry the legal 

and ethical breach committed by the Nixon administration. Even fellow neo-evangelicals 

upbraided Graham.116 The image-conscious Graham was well aware of the damage done 

to his reputation by affiliation with the tarnished Nixon. In July 1974, Graham admitted 

as much when he told his audience at an evangelistic conference that preachers must 

avoid “identify[ing] the Gospel with any one political program,” adding that “this has 

been my own danger.”117 What began as an attempt to find a political savior amid 

tectonic changes in American political and social life ended with the bruised and battered 

reputation of evangelicalism’s leading public figure.  

Not all white neo-evangelicals had viewed Nixon as a political savior. In the late 

1960s and 1970s a small but vocal band of critics emerged from within the neo-

evangelical coalition. In 1972, several of these so-called progressive evangelicals threw 
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their support behind Nixon’s Democratic challenger, the deeply religious minister’s son 

George McGovern. A year later, they issued the Chicago Declaration of Evangelical 

Social Concern, which denounced racism, called for Christian concern for the poor and 

oppressed, and challenged “the misplaced trust of the nation in economic and military 

might—a proud trust that promotes a national pathology of war and violence which 

victimizes our neighbors at home and abroad.”118 In the midst of the evangelical-backed 

Vietnam War and amid early rumblings about Watergate, such concerns rang out not only 

as indictments of American society generally but as a challenge to neo-evangelicals’ 

uncritical racism, nationalism, and political partisanship in particular. 

Such trenchant criticism of the neo-evangelical mainstream was not confined to 

the United States. Progressive evangelical voices also called out from the Global South. 

Leaders in Africa, Asia, and Latin America embraced the conservative theology of the 

Euro-American missionaries who had brought Christianity to their countries, but at the 

same time these leaders also reflected the particular concerns and conditions of their local 

contexts. In Latin America, for instance, decades of U.S. interference in electoral politics, 

trade policy, and more had driven theologians to develop thoroughly evangelical critiques 

of economic and military imperialism, calls for liberation from spiritual and physical 
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poverty, and endorsements of Christian pacifism.119 These stinging challenges fell mostly 

on deaf ears among American Christians in the early 1970s, although they galvanized the 

nascent Evangelical Left and created what the historian David Swartz has termed a 

“global reflex” among culturally diverse and geographically dispersed progressive 

evangelicals.120 

Graham encountered these trenchant criticisms of evangelical complicity in 

American politics and nationalism firsthand when, amid the final days of the Watergate 

scandal and mere weeks before Nixon’s resignation in August 1974, he flew from the 

U.S. to Lausanne, Switzerland, to attend the International Congress on World 

Evangelization. Organized and funded by the BGEA, Lausanne’74 (as the gathering 

came to be known) drew together 2,500 evangelical leaders from 150 countries. Time 

magazine declared it the single largest gathering of Christian leaders in history and 

claimed that it represented “the vigor of conservative, resolutely biblical, fervently 

mission-minded Christianity” on a truly world scale.121 That characterization appealed to 
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Congress organizers, including Graham, who had designed the event to showcase the 

vitality of global evangelicalism and to challenge the presumed dominance of the liberal 

Protestant World Council of Churches, the ecumenical body that evangelicals had 

perceived as their chief antagonists since its founding in 1948. Graham made these 

intentions explicit in comments delivered prior to the event. “There is a vacuum 

developing the world church,” he argued. “Radical theology has had its heyday.”122  

But Graham and his fellow American leaders would be sorely disappointed in the 

outcome, for the Lausanne Congress proved anything but an uncritical celebration of 

their brand of evangelical theology and evangelism. Progressive evangelicals from the 

Global South came to Lausanne’74 to challenge the dominance of evangelism-only 

Christianity and advocate for the importance of social justice as a key component of 

Christian faith. As the historian Melani McAlister has put it, these leaders “had come to 

an event organized by Billy Graham’s people to challenge Graham’s model of 

Americanized mass evangelism . . . [and] determined to raise ‘social concern’ to an 

evangelical mantra.”123 Their concerns were not merely theological. In the midst of the 

Vietnam War, such criticism reflected widespread concern about the nation’s aggressive 

foreign policy and American evangelicals’ unfettered support for the system that made it 

possible. Instead of signaling the death knell of “radical theology,” then, Lausanne’74 
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revealed the extent to which global evangelicalism had developed its own variety of 

social Christianity—one that challenged the dominance of American evangelicalism. 

The Congress’s most outspoken activists were the Ecuadorian theologian René 

Padilla and the Peruvian theologian Samuel Escobar, both of whom delivered keynote 

talks in which they upbraided Global North evangelicalism. Padilla took a historical 

approach, criticizing the evangelical missionary movement—from its nineteenth-century 

British roots to its present Cold War-era endeavors—for blending evangelism and empire 

building, and called for a better way forward. Escobar spoke in stronger, more 

condemnatory terms. “Christians, evangelicals in particular,” he argued, “oppose the 

violence of revolution but not the violence of war; they condemn the totalitarianism of 

the left but not that of the right; . . . the condemn all the sins that well-behaved middle 

class people condemn but say nothing about exploitation, intrigue, and dirty political 

maneuvering done by great multinational corporations around the world.”124 Their 

provocative talks dominated the headlines in both the secular and religious press. Even 

Christianity Today, the evangelical periodical founded by Graham and his evangelism-

favoring neo-evangelicals, represented the Congress not as a resounding success for 
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Graham and the BGEA but as a tense confrontation between the evangelism-minded 

group and “the discipleship-demanding compassion and justice group.”125  

Graham, for his part, reacted ambivalently. Aware that his proximity to Nixon had 

sullied his reputation, Graham responded to the critiques of American politics and 

nationalism with his own statement of confession and contrition, promising never again 

to mix his religious calling with partisanship. “[T]o tie the Gospel to any political system, 

secular program, or society is dangerous,” he told the delegate assembly. “When I go to 

preach the Gospel, I go as an ambassador of the kingdom of God—not America.”126 Even 

so, he remained stubbornly convinced of the primacy of evangelism and worried about 

the left-leaning trajectory of the global evangelical movement. Privately, he enlisted a 

personal researcher to prepare a report of the reactions to Padilla and Escobar’s plenary 

speeches, a move that suggests his concerns.127 More publicly, he told the committee 

charged with shepherding the follow-up to the Lausanne Congress that they should “stick 

with reconciliation with God” and not emphasize social justice as equally important to 

converting new believers.128 

Other Congress participants shared Graham’s concern. Among them was the 

Congress executive director (and Graham’s former Wheaton College classmate) Donald 

Hoke. Like Graham, he disdained liberal theology and wanted to prevent the spread of it 
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into the global evangelical community. Moreover, as a long-time missionary to Japan, he 

remained convinced—contrary to some of the Global South leaders—that American 

Christians should continue to play an influential role in the wider world. During the 

Congress, Hoke approached Graham with the idea of “an evangelical . . . conference 

center” that would “give biblical, evangelical influence to Third World Christian leaders” 

and act as a theologically conservative counterpart to the World Council of Churches’ 

Ecumenical Institute at Bossey. As Hoke would later recall, Graham “embraced the idea” 

and urged Hoke to develop a plan for such a program.129 It is impossible to say with any 

degree of certainty whether or not Hoke’s idea emerged in direct reaction to Padilla and 

Escobar’s revolutionary calls. What is clear, however, was that Hoke stubbornly refused 

to give in to Global South leaders’ demands. Hoke, like Graham, was not yet ready to 

cede the American church’s power to the increasingly vocal and numerous evangelical 

churches of Latin America, Asia, and Africa. He not only remained adamant about the 

primacy of evangelism over social justice, but also refused to give up the Cold War 

consensus about America’s basic goodness and righteousness. 

Hoke’s stance makes sense when understood within the context of the early 

1970s. In these few short years, American evangelicals had experienced two dramatic and 

interrelated crises—crises that had challenged evangelical certainty about the potential of 

political action and about the character of and their place in the American national 

project. In the face of these crises, most American evangelicals clung to their convictions 
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about biblical truth, “traditional values,” and Christian America. Even so, the damage had 

been done. Divisions over civil rights, feminism, militarism, nationalism, and more rent 

the fragile unity of the postwar neo-evangelical coalition, fragmenting conservative 

Protestantism into factions and raising questions about the meaning of evangelical 

identity.130 In the coming years, these crises of nation and politics would pave the way for 

major realignments within conservative Protestantism, begetting new forms of 

evangelicalism. In the short term, the crises touched every sector of evangelicalism—

including the final stages of the planning for the proposed Billy Graham Center.  

 

The Final Planning Stages 

These evangelical crises of nation and politics impacted the final planning for the 

Billy Graham Center in numerous ways. First, some of the pro-Nixon pageantry in which 

Graham partook (and sometimes even planned) had direct ties to the planning of the 

center. The idea for Charlotte’s October 1971 Billy Graham Day, for instance, emerged 

as a result of Lois Ferm’s early courting of the city’s business and civic elite. The same 

leaders who met with Ferm—Belk, Colvard, and others—strategized and participated in 

the celebration of Charlotte’s favorite son as both a way to court Graham’s personal 

archive and to capitalize on his close relationship to Nixon.131 That the day featured the 
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unveiling of Charlotte’s own memorial to Graham—a large bronze plaque near Graham’s 

birthplace—indicates that planners saw much value in putting the past to work for 

present-day purposes.132 

Second, at a time when Graham increasingly preached about patriotism and 

national unity as a panacea for the country’s social ills, Ford repeatedly depicted the 

Center as a site for the performance of civil nationalism. In a 1971 report, for instance, he 

mused that many people see Christianity as a “little thing . . . with no relevance to life. 

They do not know the story of how God has used the preaching of the Gospel to help 

build a nation on solid spiritual and moral foundations.”133 He proposed that the Graham 

Center, and especially its museum, could serve as a corrective to this historical ignorance. 

Similarly, in an early 1973 report, Ford invited the board to “think what could happen” if 

the Center opened during the nation’s Bicentennial. Knowing that Americans would be 

hungry for history, he urged an explicitly evangelical interpretation of the nation’s past. 

“It would be a significant thing for America’s 200th birthday, [and] if it was done right it 

would attract national attention,” he prognosticated.134 Such statements anticipated the 

ways in which evangelical heritage could be put to use, at a time of national crisis, to 

reassure a restless nation of its Christian past. 

Finally, and most importantly, the fallout from the Watergate scandal and the 

unexpected challenge of Global South leaders during the Lausanne Congress markedly 

 

132 Miller, 143–44. 

133 Ford, “The Billy Graham Library.” 

134 “Public Display Report,” January 31, 1973, Box 2, Folder 10, Collection 3, BGCA. 
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shaped the final months of the planning process. By mid-1973, some members of the 

BGEA board, including Graham himself, had started to sour on the Charlotte plan, 

largely due to unexpectedly high costs and related issues with the proposed land in 

University Research Park.135 Additionally, by late 1973 Graham confessed to Ferm (now 

serving as his personal librarian and archives coordinator) that he now hesitated to 

support the Charlotte plan because it seemed too “egotistical,” too much like a proud 

monument to a single man.136 Such feelings undoubtedly grew in the spring and summer 

of 1974, as the Watergate scandal reached its pitched crescendo and Graham’s reputation 

took a beating in both the secular and religious press. Moreover, Donald Hoke’s 

suggestion during the Lausanne Congress that Graham launch a training center for “Third 

World leaders”—and Graham’s favorable reaction to that proposal—cast further doubt on 

the viability of the Charlotte plan. Hoke’s formal prospectus described an institution that 

would provide graduate training in biblical studies and theology, a “layman’s division” 

featuring structured courses on evangelism for non-ministers, a “seminar division” 

offering “practical training for Third World and western Christian leaders,” as well as an 

archive, a library, and a “center for displaying to Christian visitors the worldwide 

ministry of Billy Graham and the BGEA.” The proposed center, combining Hoke’s post-

Lausanne concerns with elements of the original Ford and Ferm proposals, required 

 

135 Leighton Ford to Lois Ferm, February 8, 1973, Box 2, Folder 6, Collection 698, BGCA; 

“Graham Dampens Plan for Evangelism Center,” The Charlotte Observer, April 11, 1973, Box 2, Folder 4, 

Collection 3, BGCA; T. W. Wilson to Lois Ferm, June 12, 1973, Box 4, Folder 5, Collection 698, BGCA. 

136 Ferm describes Graham’s concerns in Lois Ferm to Billy Graham, October 9, 1973, Box 1, 

Folder 1, Collection 698, BGCA. 
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Wheaton’s involvement. He noted that “all of the desirable features of the Charlotte 

[proposal] . . . could be incorporated here.”137 In this light, Wheaton College’s proposal—

which downplayed the tourism angle, emphasized academic credibility, and enlarged the 

possibilities for educational training—appeared increasingly attractive. Graham even 

noted that “99% of our Board” supported partnering with the school.138 

Thus, by the time the BGEA board gathered for their fall meeting in October 

1974, their approval of the Wheaton College proposal was all but decided. The formal 

announcement of the board decision listed several reasons for the partnership, including 

Wheaton’s long history as an established institution, its financial responsibility, its 

intellectual and theological bona fides, its plans to connect the Graham Center with its 

growing graduate programs, and more.139 Unmentioned, but likely present in board 

members’ minds, were Watergate and the Lausanne Congress—the two events that 

capped off evangelicals’ intense crises over nation and politics.  

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has argued that what became the Billy Graham Center emerged amid 

a series of intense crises over gender, nation, and politics. In the 1970s, neo-evangelicals 

and fundamentalists feared the rise of second-wave feminism, the impact of civil rights 

 

137 A copy of Hoke’s August 1974 prospectus appears in Appendix D of Hoke, “Billy Graham 

Center Handbook,” 2–3. 

138 Billy Graham to Lois Ferm, October 29, 1973, Box 1, Folder 1, Collection 698, BGCA. 

139 Terry Taylor, “Charlotte Loses to Illinois as Graham Library Home,” The Charlotte News, 

October 17, 1974, Box 1, Folder 28, Collection 3, BGCA. 
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legislation, and the challenge of the antiwar movement. As they had done throughout 

history, these conservative Protestants sought a political savior to defend Christian 

America and preserve its “traditional values.” They found such a savior in President 

Richard Nixon, who appealed to religious nationalism and promised “law and order.” His 

candidacy united Northern, Southern, and Sunbelt evangelicals—once divided by party 

loyalties—under the umbrella of the Republican Party via the so-called Southern 

Strategy, an electoral realignment that would reshape American politics in the decades to 

come. Nixon’s presidency also gave evangelicals unprecedented access to political 

influence, as the chief executive publicly cozied up to Graham and used the evangelist’s 

popularity to amplify administration policy among conservative Protestant supporters. 

Yet evangelicals’ political hopes quickly dissipated. The emergence of a politically 

progressive wing within neo-evangelicalism, both in the United States and in the Global 

South, challenged the fusion of conservative Protestantism with conservative politics and 

fractured the fragile unity of the coalition. Moreover, the deteriorating situation in 

Vietnam and the scandal ignited by the Nixon administration’s involvement in the 

Watergate cover-up left neo-evangelicals and fundamentalists chastened and chagrined. 

 These crises within the wider evangelical world left their mark on the planning for 

the proposed Billy Graham Center. Initially, they precipitated a conflict over gender 

roles. Lois Ferm, a librarian hired by Graham to help plan the proposed center, faced 

intense resistance from the all-male BGEA board. She defied evangelical expectations 

about femininity—and irritated board members—with her professional bona fides and her 

assertive style. Eventually, they forced her out of the project altogether, erasing many of 
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her contributions. Even so, her vision for the center—as a presidential library that not 

only archived the records of Graham’s ministry but also interpreted them to the public 

through museum exhibits—remained central to the planning process as it developed 

subsequently under the leadership of the BGEA staffer Leighton Ford. Later, after the 

failure of the war in Vietnam and the embarrassment of the Watergate scandal, the crises 

compelled planners to scuttle plans to place the presidential library in Graham’s 

hometown of Charlotte, North Carolina, and instead created the center at Wheaton 

College, one of neo-evangelicalism’s most venerable educational institutions.  

 Beset by conflict and controversy, the planning process that created the Billy 

Graham Center nevertheless revived neo-evangelical enthusiasm for historical 

commemoration. As described in the next chapter, the Center, and especially its museum, 

delivered to neo-evangelicals a new version of the same proud, respectable, and mythic 

evangelical heritage that had shaped coalition consensus about the past since Ma Sunday 

started giving tours of Mount Hood and the members of the Woman’s Benevolent 

Society began welcoming Freedom Trail Pilgrims to Park Street Church. What made 

evangelical heritage at the Billy Graham Center new was its investment in the 

experiential, immersive, and emotional production of historical knowledge—building 

visitors’ understanding of the past through tactile engagement and embodied encounters. 

This fresh approach to evangelical heritage had its roots in the heart religion of Billy 

Graham’s evangelistic ministry. Yet commemorators at the Billy Graham Center also 

contributed to and in fact helped to shape a major development in the secular world of 

public historymaking: an experiential turn in historical exhibition and interpretation. By 
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making evangelical heritage “come alive” at the Billy Graham Center, the museum’s 

curators and designers became early adopters of one of the most significant late twentieth 

century innovations in American commemoration.  
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CHAPTER 5 

EXPERIENCING EVANGELICAL HERITAGE: EMOTION, IMMERSION, AND 

THE PRODUCTION OF HISTORICAL KNOWLEDGE AT THE BILLY GRAHAM  

CENTER MUSEUM, 1974-1994 

 

On July 4, 1976, the United States celebrated its bicentennial anniversary. Cities 

and towns across the country hosted celebrations, complete with parades, picnics, and 

fireworks. Boston welcomed an estimated 400,000 people to the banks of the Charles 

River to hear a concert by the city’s Pops Orchestra. Philadelphia held a ceremony on 

Independence Mall featuring a reenactment of the signing of the Declaration of 

Independence as well as a gentle ringing of the Liberty Bell. In New York City, an 

armada of over 200 vessels, including sixteen of the world’s tallest ships, paraded along 

the Hudson River. These events and others were lauded by the editors of Time magazine 

as “an altogether fitting celebration . . . [that stirred up] good feelings about the U.S.”1 

Historians have interpreted the Bicentennial in different ways: as exemplifying 

Americans’ celebratory nationalism, as a contest between the dominance of consensus-

style history and the push for a broader and more inclusive telling of the nation’s story, 

and as an illustration of a seminal transformation in public engagement with the past 

toward a more emotional, immersive, and experiential production of historical 

 

1 “Oh, What a Lovely Party!” Time, July 19, 1976, 10. 
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knowledge.2 Scholars have been less likely to interpret the Bicentennial alongside another 

1976 development: Newsweek’s declaration of the “Year of the Evangelicals.”3 Based on 

the pollster George Gallup’s “discovery” that thirty-four percent of Americans claimed to 

have had a “born-again” religious experience common within conservative Protestantism, 

the Year of the Evangelicals exemplified postwar neo-evangelicalism’s “media event.” 

The extensive press coverage inaugurated by Newsweek’s October 1976 cover story gave 

popular resonance to a trend already evident to those who had paid attention to America’s 

churches over the preceding twenty years. Suddenly, pundits and other cultural 

commentators realized that conservative congregations were growing, numerically 

outpacing those of the declining mainline denominations that had previously dominated 

public life. They realized that the growth of these congregations had resulted from a 

postwar alignment of conservative Protestants, drawn together by an imagined collective 

identity shaped by organizational membership, media consumption, and visions of a 

shared past. And they realized that this national revival reflected not the religious fervor 

and political aspirations of a marginal minority, but rather a sizeable portion of the 

population.4 Yet there was an irony to this discovery of born-again religion. At the same 

 

2 On the Bicentennial as an example of celebratory nationalism, see Christopher Capozzola, “‘It 

Makes You Want to Believe in the Country’: Celebrating the Bicentennial in an Age of Limits,” in America 

in the 70s, ed. Beth Bailey and David Farber (Lawrence, KS: University of Kansas Press, 2004), 29–45. On 

the Bicentennial as a site of conflict over how to interpret the nation’s past, see Tammy S. Gordon, The 

Spirit of 1976: Commerce, Community, and the Politics of Commemoration (Amherst, MA: University of 

Massachusetts Press, 2013). On the Bicentennial and the experiential turn in America’s engagement with 

its past, see Rymsza-Pawlowska, History Comes Alive. 

3 Kenneth Woodward, “Born Again!” Newsweek, October 25, 1976, 68.  

4 On the Year of the Evangelicals, see Steven P. Miller, The Age of Evangelicalism: America’s 

Born-Again Years (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 9, 19–20, and Neil J. Young, We Gather 
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time that the nation’s media elites finally began paying attention to the size and scope of 

conservative Protestantism, neo-evangelicalism as a coherent movement was beginning 

to fall apart. As demonstrated in the previous chapter, divisions over civil rights, 

feminism, militarism, nationalism, and more had rent the fragile unity of the postwar 

coalition. The notion of “monolithic unity” within American neo-evangelicalism, noted 

the conservative Protestant theologian Donald Bloesch at the time, was nothing more 

than a convenient fiction.5 By the 1980s, new imaginings of evangelicalism competed 

with the postwar coalition over the representation of conservative Protestantism. 

Interpreting the Bicentennial and the Year of the Evangelicals together helps to 

make sense of the Billy Graham Center Museum. Developed and constructed over a six-

year period and finally opened to the public in 1980, the Museum demonstrated that what 

remained of the neo-evangelical coalition intended, like so many other Americans, to 

cash in on the enthusiasm for history generated by the nation’s birthday. Indeed, the 

museum offered its visitors a new version of evangelical heritage, one that built upon the 

proud, respectable narrative that some conservative Protestants had been putting to use 

since the 1940s and 1950s, and that simultaneously advanced that narrative in important 

ways. 

This chapter focuses on the deployment of this new version of evangelical 

heritage at the Billy Graham Center Museum. It argues that the Museum advanced 

 

Together: The Religious Right and the Problem of Interfaith Politics (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2015), 141–43. 

5 Donald G. Bloesch, The Evangelical Renaissance (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1976), 18, 

quoted in Young, We Gather Together, 143. 
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evangelical heritage by offering visitors an experience of the past through exhibits that 

used emotion and immersion to develop historical knowledge. Curators and designers 

derived this method of exhibition and interpretation partly from Billy Graham’s heart 

religion. Just as the people who listened to or wrote about Graham during his preaching 

ministry made sense of him through the framework of emotion, so too could visitors to 

his museum make sense of him—and of the evangelical heritage he represented—in such 

terms. In doing so, curators and designers helped to invent an experiential turn in the field 

of American public history, fashioning a new mode of presenting the past to audiences.  

At the Museum, curators’ goals were twofold. First, they hoped to map 

evangelical heritage onto a broader narrative of American history, demonstrating to 

visitors that major political and social events in the nation’s past were decisively 

influenced by evangelical ideas, people, and activities—and, thereby, proving that the 

evangelical story and the American story were profoundly imbricated. Second, they 

hoped to use the Museum as an evangelistic tool, believing that an encounter with 

evangelicalism’s long, proud history would inspire visitors to convert to Christian faith. 

The results were mixed. The museum did realize some successes, including the exhibition 

of evangelical heritage to a broader audience than any previous experiment in 

conservative Protestant commemoration, but not all visitors responded to the Museum in 

the ways that its curators and its boosters hoped. Moreover, and perhaps most 

importantly, the movement whose past the Museum sought to enshrine—postwar neo-

evangelicalism—fragmented after 1980. As new imaginings of “evangelicalism” 



 

252 

emerged to take its place, so too did new versions of evangelical heritage and new 

methods to convey it.  

Both the achievements and the limitations of the Billy Graham Center Museum 

explain the evolution of evangelical heritage after 1980. No longer satisfied with the 

museum model, would-be commemorators sought new ways to offer immersive, 

emotional experiences of evangelical heritage to their audiences. Their quest led them 

away from the mainstream of public history discourse toward the ideological authority 

offered by the theme park. By the turn of the twenty-first century, evangelical heritage 

had become entwined with that component of the experience economy, a development 

explored in the final two chapters of this dissertation.  

 

The Experiential Turn of 1970s Public History 

As demonstrated in Chapter Four, the neo-evangelical elites who strategized the 

creation of the Billy Graham Center and its museum in the early 1970s did not always 

agree on the nature of the proposed institution or the best location for it, but they did find 

common ground on at least one point. Almost all of the would-be commemorators agreed 

that visitors’ encounters with the story of Billy Graham and the religious movement he 

represented should be experiential, emotional, and immersive. Any effort to exhibit and 

interpret Graham’s memory or the heritage of American evangelicalism, they claimed, 

must avoid staid exhibitions of objects in class cases and instead convey historical 

knowledge through experience, immersion, and emotion. These ideas structured the 

proposals put forth by Lois Ferm and Leighton Ford. Their notions reflected a keen 
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understanding of Graham’s heart religion. Just as the evangelist had appealed to his 

audiences’ emotions, and just as the people who listened to or wrote about Graham 

during his ministry understood him through the framework of emotion, so too could 

visitors to the museum make sense of him—and the evangelicalism he represented—in 

such terms.  

As the planning process progressed after 1974, curators and exhibit designers 

worked out their exhibitionary strategy in other ways as well. They continued to draw on 

the logics of Graham’s heart religion, but they also sensed and acted within a broader 

experiential turn in American commemoration more generally. Throughout the 1970s, 

public historians embraced more experiential, immersive, and emotional techniques for 

building visitors’ historical knowledge, in response to audiences’ demand that the past 

“come alive” at museums and historical sites. Those responsible for creating the Billy 

Graham Center Museum were active participants in this experiential turn, early adopters 

of new exhibitionary and interpretive strategies that would continue to influence 

American commemoration for generations. 

The years before and after the Bicentennial witnessed significant changes in the 

ways in which Americans engaged with the past. For instance, throughout the 1970s 

many groups disenfranchised from the nation’s traditional, consensus-driven historical 

narratives demanded greater representation in accounts of the past. Buoyed by the various 

civil rights movements of the postwar period and by the rise of the new social history 

within the academy, African Americans, women, Native Americans, gays and lesbians, 

and others pushed museums and historic sites to diversify the stories told and the objects 
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displayed in their exhibits. Many of these communities, rebuffed by the historical 

establishment, created their own institutions to advance the visibility of their stories. By 

diversifying the stories told about the past, these activists and community organizers did 

at the grassroots level what social historians in the academy had been working at since 

the late 1960s: decentering the nation-state as the dominant subject of history.6  

In a much different way, the 1970s also witnessed the rise of history as a 

commercial product. In an ostensible bid to capitalize on the enthusiasm for the 

Bicentennial, marketers and retailers began to challenge the supposed sanctity of the 

American past by commercializing its symbols and myths. Ephemera featuring the Stars 

and Stripes, George Washington’s face, and more flooded supermarket shelves, tourist 

kiosks, and other commercial spaces. Though many Americans balked at this 

commercialization of the past as crass and opportunistic, corporations, by contrast, 

argued that capitalism and entrepreneurship are the essence of the American spirit.7 

Despite the controversies they sparked, these changes transformed the ways that many 

Americans encountered and engaged the past, making the Bicentennial decade 

revolutionary in more ways than one. 

 

6 On the role of rights movements in the undoing of historical consensus through public history, 

see Kelland, Clio’s Foot Soldiers. On the growth of African American history museums as an alternative to 

institutions dominated by patriotic, consensus-style narratives, see Andrea A. Burns, From Storefront to 

Monument: Tracing the Public History of the Black Museum Movement (Amherst, MA: University of 

Massachusetts Press, 2013). On the role of social history in this process and its impact in decentralizing the 

nation-state as history’s dominant subject, see Gordon, The Spirit of 1976, 69–89. 

7 On the commercialization of the past in the 1970s, and especially before and after the 

Bicentennial, see Gordon, The Spirit of 1976, 47–67. 
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As the historian Tammy Gordon has argued, these watershed changes in 

Americans’ engagements with the past also had a profound effect on how Americans 

perceived the past. Whereas the patriotic, consensus-style historical narratives 

promulgated during the Cold War era had stressed the collective over the individual, 

making the past seem proud and glorious but also distant and sacrosanct, Gordon 

observes that both commercialization and representation shifted that perception. 

“Consumerism and social history together had suddenly made the past seem closer, more 

individualized, more personal,” Gordon notes.8 This transformation of the past from 

something distant and dispassionate to something intimate and personal also changed the 

ways in which Americans expected to consume it. Increasingly throughout the 1970s and 

after, they demanded engagements with the past that were experiential, emotional, and 

immersive. They wanted to touch, see, and feel history. History, they believed, should 

come alive.  

According to the historian M. J. Rymsza-Pawlowska, Americans’ demand for a 

more experiential approach to the past took on many forms. They devoured historical 

miniseries such as Roots, propelled works of historical fiction onto bestsellers’ lists, and 

catapulted reenactment and other forms of embodied history into the cultural 

mainstream.9 By doing so, Rymsza-Pawlowska argues, Americans sought “to know and 

feel the experiences of historical individuals as well as to see them.”10 She calls this new 

 

8 Gordon, 3. 

9 Rymsza-Pawlowska, History Comes Alive, 12–38, 118–23. 

10 Rymsza-Pawlowska, 4. 
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form of engagement “the logic of reenactment,” a departure from the “logic of 

preservation” that had structured earlier cultural fascinations with the past. In the logic of 

preservation, Rymsza-Pawlowska claims, history was “underwritten by material evidence 

and expressed by a sense of the past as spectacular, monumental, and foundational to—

yet still distant from—the present.” By contrast, she contends, the logic of reenactment 

“privilege[d] an affective and experiential production of historic knowledge, placing the 

subject within the past and sometimes even between the past and the present.”11 This shift 

from the logic of preservation to the logic of reenactment demonstrated that many 

Americans now demanded encounters with the past that emphasized experience, emotion, 

and immersion. 

Many public historymakers responded enthusiastically to Americans’ new 

expectations about experiential encounters with the past. Indeed, as Rymsza-Pawlowska 

has argued, their response constituted an experiential turn in public history practice 

during the 1970s. These innovations built on decades of experimentation by museum 

curators and others with new ways to display the past in public. Indeed, museums’ 

embrace of this experiential turn was a natural step in the evolution of history museums 

as a particular kind of cultural institution distinct from natural history and art museums, 

an evolution that had been in process throughout the mid-twentieth century. In the 1960s, 

for instance, history museums pioneered the interpretive exhibit, which employed ideas 

and themes to develop an argument about the past. These exhibits used objects as 

 

11 Rymsza-Pawlowska, 6–7. 
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evidence to support their ideas and themes, rather than simply displaying artifacts 

taxonomically. Such interpretive exhibits demanded the expertise of trained historians 

and also of designers, who worked to arrange objects interpretively and to maximize the 

effect of light, color, and audiovisual programs within the exhibit space.12 The historian 

Gary Kulik notes that by the early 1970s a “recognizable aesthetic” emerged in 

interpretive exhibition. The aesthetic emphasized the “architectural use of space, the use 

of color, [and] the placement of objects outside cases” as well as “a dense overlay of 

objects, graphics, and text” and “the use of time lines” in order to communicate a 

historical argument to visitors. According to Kulik, the “principals behind this new form” 

were Charles and Ray Eames, the furniture designers turned exhibit developers, whose 

1975 exhibit “The World of Franklin and Jefferson,” created for the Grand Palais and 

other museums, set the standard for this new form. The Eameses personally mentored and 

influenced a generation of exhibit designers.13  

The experiential turn of the 1970s represented an extension and advancement of 

this interpretive mode of exhibition, amplifying its environmental techniques—its use of 

diorama, light, color, and audio-visual technologies, for example—while adjusting its 

reliance on an object-based epistemology and its emphasis on textual knowledge 

production. As the museums of the 1970s staged exhibits that encouraged hands-on 

engagement with objects alongside the use of video displays, or staged galleries that 

 

12 Gary Kulik, “Designing the Past: History-Museum Exhibitions from Peale to the Present,” in 

History Museums in the United States: A Critical Assessment, ed. Warren Leon and Roy Rosenzweig 

(Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1989), 23–24, 26–28. 

13 Kulik, 28. 
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dispensed with the use of objects altogether in favor of interactive elements, they were 

building on the advances of preceding decades. 

In her study of this experiential turn, Rymsza-Pawlowska profiles several 

institutions and examines how they reimagined museum exhibition and interpretation 

during the 1970s. For instance, in 1976 the Smithsonian’s National Museum of History 

and Technology (later National Museum of American History) replaced its aging 

“Growth of the United States” exhibit, which had used traditional exhibition of objects to 

tell the story of European Americans in the nation, with “A Nation of Nations.” Created 

by Ivan Chermayeff and Tom Geismar, designers directly influenced by the Eames 

brothers, the exhibit “highlighted the diverse groups that made up the American past and 

present” and “encourage[ed] audience members to look for themselves within these 

histories,” according to Rymsza-Pawlowska. Moreover, it “forge[d] different 

relationships between audience and artifact” by emphasizing experience, immersion, and 

emotion over observation and appreciation. It replaced the gated-off period rooms and 

glass-enclosed objects that had structured “Growth of the United States” with interactive 

elements. In one room, visitors could sit on a bench from Ellis Island, in a space designed 

to resemble a nineteenth-century immigrant inspection station, and “consider how it 

might have felt to be an immigrant.” In another room, visitors could pick up the receiver 

of a short-wave radio and “listen to transmissions from the past.”14 “A Nation of 

 

14 Rymsza-Pawlowska, History Comes Alive, 92; Kulik draws the connection between Chermayeff 

and Geismar and the Eames brothers in “Designing the Past: History-Museum Exhibitions from Peale to 

the Present,” 28. 
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Nations,” responding to the demand for a more experiential approach to the past, 

established emotional bonds between visitors and objects, inviting them to “see, hear, 

smell, and play games with” the past, according to one review of the exhibit.15 But the 

exhibit did more than entertain. As Rymsza-Pawlowska concludes, it “invited visitor 

knowledge production through interactivity.”16 In other words, like a traditional exhibit 

seeking to educate and inform through primarily cognitive modes, “A Nation of Nations” 

used emotion and immersion to teach visitors about history. 

The experiential turn also reshaped the interpretive programs at living history 

museums, including Plimoth Plantation in Massachusetts. In explaining seventeenth-

century life, customs, and artisanship to visitors, interpreters in the 1970s transitioned 

from lecturing about the past to dressing up as colonists, performing the daily chores 

these colonists would have carried out, and stopping to chat with visitors to explain their 

occupations and answer questions. Meanwhile, curatorial staff took a nothing-off-limits 

approach to the site, encouraging visitors to climb into beds, chase live chickens around 

the courtyard, and pick up and use the period tools in the houses.17 In these ways and 

others, major history institutions shifted their production of historical knowledge from an 

epistemology focused on artifacts in cases to an epistemology rooted in experiential, 

immersive, and emotional participation in the past.  

 

15 Quoted in Rymsza-Pawlowska, History Comes Alive, 92. 

16 Rymsza-Pawlowska, 93. 

17 Rymsza-Pawlowska, 113–15. 
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The experiential turn also influenced Bicentennial projects. In the early 1970s, 

Boston 200, the city’s Bicentennial planning organization, commissioned “The 

Revolution,” an exhibit at the city’s historic Quincy Market. The planning and execution 

highlighted the experiential turn within museum practice. By 1973, planners had decided 

on an approach that would dispense with the exhibition of objects and instead employ 

“interactive techniques” to “make audiences think about the 1770s in relation to the 

1970s, and vice versa.”18 Initially, Boston 200 hired Michael Sand, an exhibit designer 

who had worked for Charles and Ray Eames, to develop the project. When he left in 1974 

over a financial dispute, they recruited the New York–based design firm of DeMartin, 

Corona, Cranstoun, and Downes to finish the project. The firm used many of Sand’s 

original concepts, but also added elements of their own creation.19  

The final exhibit, opened in 1975, “invited emotional, as opposed to 

informational, knowledge production,” according to Rymsza-Pawlowska. Designers 

wanted “to make audiences sense the eighteenth century, not see it.”20 To that end, the 

exhibit took the form of a long, narrow tunnel meant to symbolize the “inevitable road to 

the Revolution,” and featured dioramas and new media technologies rather than 

traditional displays. It included a giant mirror maze intended to evoke the complexities of 

colonial bureaucracy, as well as a puppet-show reenactment of the Boston Massacre with 

text panels that explicitly connected the 1770 event with the 1970 killing of four Kent 

 

18 Rymsza-Pawlowska, 98–99. 

19 Rymsza-Pawlowska, 99, 195n35. 

20 Rymsza-Pawlowska, 100. 
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State University students by U.S. National Guard troops. Each section of the exhibit 

invited visitors to answer a multiple-choice question about how they personally would 

have responded to each incident or circumstance. Then, at the end of the tour, visitors 

could input their ballots into a computer that matched their responses to the opinions of a 

historical figure, designating them as either a “Patriot” or a “Tory.” In the gift shop, 

visitors could buy memorabilia stamped with each term as a souvenir of their 

experience.21 In this sense, “The Revolution” sought to build visitors’ knowledge about 

the past by “evok[ing] affective response” and immersing visitors in the sights, sounds, 

and feelings of the 1770s. 

Rymsza-Pawlowska contends that the museums and historic sites that shifted 

from cognitive and informational knowledge production to experiential, immersive, and 

emotional forms of historical understanding did so in response to a perceived public 

demand, but also for educational and ideological purposes. They hoped that by 

experiencing the past visitors would also engage with history’s contemporary 

implications. For curators at the Smithsonian, sitting on a bench from Ellis Island not 

only encouraged identification with the experiences of nineteenth-century immigrants, 

but also invited reflection on the travails of contemporary migrants, refugees, and other 

border-crossers. The planners and designers of “The Revolution” exhibit were even more 

explicit in what Rymsza-Pawlowska calls their “ideological charge.” They hoped that 

visitors would leave the experience asking questions “about political power and self-

 

21 Rymsza-Pawlowska, 101–2. 
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determination, political action and the admissibility of revolutionary violence, the rights 

of property, and so on.”22 In the midst of the patriotic fervor surrounding the 

Bicentennial, the exhibit asked visitors to think critically and carefully about their own 

nationalistic sentiments and attachments. As Rymsza-Pawlowska argues, through these 

exhibits and reenactments “the historical” became “a potential space for consciousness 

and contemplation of [present-day] issues.”23 Moreover, to the extent that such 

contemplation challenged visitors’ previously-held views, the past could become “a site 

for negotiating contemporary identities and ideologies.”24 In other words, according to 

Rymsza-Pawlowska, embodied engagement with the past could produce a kind of 

present-day historical conversion—from unquestioned acceptance to determined inquiry, 

from flag-waving loyalty to critical citizenship, from apathy to activism.  

The Smithsonian Museum of History, Plimoth Plantation, and Technology and 

Boston 200’s “The Revolution” were prominent examples of the turn by many museums 

and historical sites toward emotional, immersive, and experiential ways of engaging the 

past. But they were hardly the only “early adopters” of this trend, to use Rymsza-

Pawlowska’s language.25 Indeed, the experiential turn also grew out of and came to 

characterize lesser-known projects. Around the same time that Smithsonian curators 

began encouraging visitors to immerse themselves in exhibits of historical objects, the 

 

22 Quoted in Rymsza-Pawlowska, 99. 

23 Rymsza-Pawlowska, 117. 

24 Rymsza-Pawlowska, 7. 

25 Rymsza-Pawlowska, 8. 
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neo-evangelical planners of the Billy Graham Center Museum set about strategizing ways 

to display memorabilia, construct dioramas, and employ new media to make history come 

alive for their visitors. Partly driven by the logics of Billy Graham’s heart religion—his 

appeal to and perception and reception through emotion—planners helped to invent this 

broader turn.  

 

“To Create America’s Most Personal Museum Experience”: The James Collier Plan  

Not long after the BGEA announced its decision to locate their proposed center at 

Wheaton College in September 1974, planners got busy laying the groundwork for its 

five main programs: an archive of Graham- and BGEA-related material; a library of 

books on evangelism and missions; an Institute of Evangelism, an intensive short-term 

training program for aspiring preachers; an Institute for Lay Training, another training 

program targeting laypeople; a “close collaboration” with the Wheaton College graduate 

school; and the museum.26 They quickly formed a planning committee and, at that body’s 

first meeting in April 1975, moved that “a tasteful display area be created within the 

Graham Center and that the director be authorized to appoint a study and planning 

committee to prepare an outline for such an area, together with a budget.”27 That same 

month, the Center’s executive director, Donald Hoke, convened an ad-hoc group to 

 

26 Hoke outlined his proposed programming for the Center in “Brief Prospectus for Billy Graham 

Center for World Evangelism (Confidential),” 1974, Box 2, Folder: “Correspondence 1975, BG Center,” 

Accession 14-42, Collection 3, BGCA. 

27 “Graham Center ‘Joint Committee’ Actions (1974-1975),” in Hoke, “Billy Graham Center 

Handbook,” 18, 21. 
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brainstorm a museum concept and outline. Among others, he invited Leighton Ford and 

Lois Ferm to participate.28 The group determined that that museum ought to occupy about 

24,000 square feet on the first floor of the Center and should employ a curator, an 

educator, and a graphic designer. Most importantly, perhaps due largely to Ferm’s and 

Ford’s input, the committee urged that the museum be oriented toward evangelistic 

purposes, emphasizing that it “should be designed to change people.” Moreover, they 

also contended that in order to compel visitors toward conversion the museum ought to 

engage in interactivity and immersion. It needed to “[i]nvolve all the senses” and 

“demand a response” from visitors, they concluded.29 Hoke held a second consultation in 

June, this time with consultants from major national museums and presidential libraries, 

including the Truman Library, the Chicago Historical Society, and the Field Museum of 

Natural History. According to Hoke’s own report, the consultants agreed about “the 

potential large appeal of . . . a museum centered around the ministry of Dr. Graham” and 

advised the board to engage the services of a skilled curator as well as capable 

designers.30 

 

28 Don Hoke to Lois Ferm and John Dettoni, March 20, 1975, Box 2, Folder 8, Collection 698, 

BGCA; Donald E. Hoke to Mr. John Dettoni et al., April 17, 1975, Box 2, Folder: “Correspondence 1975, 

BG Center,” Accession 14-42, Collection 3, BGCA. Ferm had already been serving on the joint board’s 

Library-Archives Committee, per Hoke’s invitation in December 1974. 

29 Lois Ferm, “Resume of a Special Subcommittee on Displays,” April 1, 1975, 1–3, Box 2, 

Folder: “Correspondence 1975, BG Center,” Accession 14-42, Collection 3, BGCA. 

30 [Donald E. Hoke], “Director’s Report to the Board of Directors of the Billy Graham Center,” 

September 8, 1975, 4–5, Box 2, Folder: “Correspondence 1975, BG Center,” Accession 14-42, Collection 

3, BGCA, and “Present Operating Status [of the Center]” in Hoke, “Billy Graham Center Handbook,” 6. 
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With the support of the joint board, Hoke hired James Collier to plan and design 

the museum in September 1975.31 At the time of his appointment, Collier was a seasoned 

filmmaker with longstanding ties to the Graham organization. In the late 1950s and 

1960s, he worked as a writer, producer’s assistant, and director for World Wide Pictures, 

the motion picture production company launched by the BGEA in 1951 to produce 

Hollywood-caliber feature films and documentaries with an evangelistic message. After 

striking out on his own as an independent filmmaker in 1970, he continued to work with 

World Wide Pictures, directing their popular 1975 film The Hiding Place, which starred 

the Oscar-nominated actress Julie Harris and dramatized the true story of Corrie Ten 

Boom, a Dutch Christian who sheltered Jews during the Nazi occupation and 

Holocaust.32 Board members felt that Collier had the vision and ability to create an 

attraction that would wow visitors and compellingly communicate the desired Christian 

message. According to Hoke, Collier embraced the assignment from the start, declaring 

that “he had never been so challenged by . . . a project.” After an initial October 1975 

planning session with Hoke and Cliff Barrows, a BGEA representative, at World Wide 

Pictures Studios in California, Collier recruited Richard Casey, a museum designer and 

creator, to join the team at Collier and Associates and work on the project. By February 

 

31 “Minutes of the Board of Directors Meeting for the Billy Graham Center, Wheaton College,” 

September 8, 1975, 2, Box 23, Folder: “Chronological Files -- October 1975,” Collection 3, BGCA, and 

“Present Operating Status [of the Center]” in Hoke, “Billy Graham Center Handbook,” 6. 

32 On Collier’s career and accomplishments, see Myrna Oliver, “James Collier: Writer, Director of 

Films with Religious Themes [Obituary],” Los Angeles Times, May 31, 1991, https://www.latimes.com/ 

archives/la-xpm-1991-05-31-mn-2822-story.html. For a brief history of World Wide Pictures, see Peter T. 

Chattaway, “Billy Graham Goes to the Movies,” blog, FilmChat (blog), August 23, 2005, 

https://www.patheos.com/blogs/filmchat/2005/08/billy-graham-goes-to-the-movies.html. 
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1976, Hoke had signed a $90,000 contract with Collier’s company for the first phase of 

the museum’s design.33  

After more than six months of research and planning, Collier unveiled his plan for 

the museum to the Center’s joint board, as well as to several Wheaton College trustees 

and members of the BGEA board, in August 1976. Using a detailed blueprint (See Figure 

7) and a scale model of the proposed museum as well as an audio-visual presentation to 

narrate the movement through the space, Collier described both the grand scope of the 

overall site and specific exhibits and galleries—all designed to tell the Graham story and 

to lead visitors to a Christian conversion experience.34 The plan outlined four major 

exhibitions: the Life and Career of Billy Graham, which described the evangelist’s 

childhood and early evangelistic campaigns; the Hall of Crusades, which featured 

displays about Graham’s wife and family, his ministry team partners, and various BGEA 

ministries, including the crusades, the Hour of Decision radio and television broadcasts, 

World Wide Pictures films, Decision magazine, and more; the Walk Through the 

Scriptures, an impressionistic retelling of Jesus Christ’s death, crucifixion, and 

resurrection that was still being conceptualized at the time of Collier’s presentation; and 

the Corridor of Witnesses and Names of Jesus galleries. The plans also included two  

 

33 “Display-Exhibit Project for Billy Graham Center,” October 1, 1975, 1–2, Box 23, Folder: 

“Chronological Files -- October 1975,” Collection 3, BGCA; “Present Operating Status [of the Center]” in 

Hoke, “Billy Graham Center Handbook,” 6. For the contract, see “Letter of Agreement Between the Billy 

Graham Center and James F. Collier and Associates,” February 19, 1976, Box 61, Folder: “Casey, Collier,” 

Collection 3, BGCA. 

34 Collier’s presentation was described in “Plans for Public Exhibition Area Unveiled,” The Billy 

Graham Center Newsletter, 1976, 1 edition, Box 1, Folder 29, Collection 3, BGCA. 
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Figure 7: Blueprint of Proposed Design of the Billy Graham Center Museum by James F. Collier and 

Associates. (Courtesy of Billy Graham Center Archives, Wheaton College) 
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large theaters that would play a short documentary-style film in which Graham invited 

visitors to convert to Christian faith, a “garden of meditation,” and a children’s area, 

complete with a large recreation of Noah’s ark that doubled as a playset.35  

Collier’s proposed museum fit well within the emerging experiential turn in 

public history. In a narrative produced around the same time as his presentation to the 

board, Collier declared his intention “to create America’s most personal museum 

experience,” language that reflected Americans’ growing desire for intimate, immediate 

encounters with the past. He intended to produce such experiences using “multimedia and 

experiential environments”—that is, by immersing visitors into the past, rather than 

telling them about it informationally or cognitively. For instance, he proposed a gallery 

that would tell visitors the story of Graham’s career-making 1949 crusade in Los Angeles 

by immersing them in the sights and sounds of those services. Visitors entering the 

gallery would pass by period billboards and advertisements for the crusade, as well as 

two full-size period automobiles parked outside the tent. Through sound effects projected 

from hidden speakers, they would be enveloped in the ambient noises of downtown L.A. 

in the late 1940s, including the hum and honk of traffic, the chiming of street cars, and 

more. Inside the tent, visitors would place themselves bodily in the position of crusade 

 

35 A comprehensive description of the plan no longer exists within the archives of the Billy 

Graham Center; this brief overview of each major area comes from a blueprint developed around the time 

of Collier’s August 1976 presentation. See Billy Graham Center Museum Layout with Plastic Overlay, 

undated, blueprint, undated, Oversize File 62, Folder: “Blueprints: Miscellaneous,” Collection 3, BGCA. 
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attendees, sitting in wooden chairs, facing a replica of the original crusade stage, and 

listening to recordings of Graham’s fiery preaching.36  

Other exhibits would rely less on embodied immersion and more on first-person, 

emotional encounters. In the Hall of Crusades exhibit, which Collier designed to 

communicate the history of Graham’s many revival services, visitors would encounter 

several listening booths. In these small, single-person spaces, visitors would come face-

to-face with many of the BGEA figures they had grown to known at a distance over the 

years, including Graham, his music director Cliff Barrows, and many more. As Collier 

explained in his narrative, visitors “would be genuinely pleased to have a few personal 

moments with team members that they’ve known about and often prayed for over the 

years. These listening booths . . . are just about as close as we could come to making that 

happen.” Such personal encounters, Collier believed, would activate visitors’ emotional 

connections and help them to learn more about the history of Graham and his 

organization.37 In this sense, the earliest design for the Center’s museum explicitly 

invoked experience, immersion, and emotion as means by which to introduce visitors to 

the past and produce historical knowledge. 

Collier intended for the emotions and immersive experiences conjured by the 

museum to culminate in the final exhibition space. This exhibit would feature theaters 

“designed to be as intimate as a living room” that would play a short documentary-style 

 

36 James Collier, [Narrative Regarding Plans for the Billy Graham Center Museum], Reel-to-reel 

recording (3-3/4 ips), 1976, T177, Audio Tape file, Collection 3, BGCA. 

37 Collier. 
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film featuring Graham and delivering an explicit invitation to Christian conversion. As 

Collier described it, the film would act as the culmination of the preceding emotional and 

immersive experiences. It would work “very personally, summoning up what [visitors] 

have seen [in the other exhibits], and challenging them to confront the reality of Jesus 

Christ as their personal savior.”38 Thus not only would the museum intentionally use 

experience to build historical knowledge, but it would also parlay those experiences into 

an explicit call for visitors to embrace the Christian faith.  

The board’s selection of Collier, a filmmaker with no previous experience in 

exhibit design, to develop the Center’s museum said a great deal about their intent for the 

project. First, it signaled that they had little desire to locate the site explicitly within the 

museum world. They wanted, as Hoke scribbled in his notes in 1975, an “evangelical 

tourist attraction.” Moreover, the decision reinforced the board’s desire for the museum 

to function as an evangelistic tool. They wanted someone who knew how to adapt a 

popular cultural form to evangelistic purposes. Collier had done that with feature films, 

and they hoped he could do it again with a museum. At the same time, Collier’s 

experience writing and directing movies gave him an aesthetic sensibility that lent itself 

to a more experiential and immersive mode of exhibition—a sensibility reflected in his 

framing of the project in 1976. As Rymsza-Pawlowska argues in her study of the 

experiential turn in America’s engagement with the past, many of those who developed 

this emotional, immersive, and experiential mode of presenting history in public came to 

 

38 Collier. 
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it from different avenues. Alex Haley, who popularized a personal past in his 1976 novel 

Roots, was a journalist, while television executives, such as ABC-TV’s Martin Starger, 

contributed to the phenomenon by pioneering historical miniseries, such as 1974-1976’s 

Lincoln and 1976’s Franklin and Eleanor, that “recast political events as personal 

dramas” and gave audiences intimate and emotionally effecting glimpses into the lives of 

famous figures from the past.39 Collier was yet another example of this trend. As a 

filmmaker, brought techniques from the industry to bear on the public presentation of the 

past—what twenty-first century public historians might call an interdisciplinary 

collaboration. Most importantly, Collier’s framing of the museum drew explicitly on his 

religious convictions. He wanted visitors to have “a personal spiritual experience—that is 

what we’re after most of all.”40 In other words, he sought to make the museum 

experiential not only because he saw immersion and emotion as means by which to 

produce historical knowledge, but also because he saw those techniques as means by 

which to compel visitors toward a conversion to Christian faith.  

A month after Collier’s August 1976 presentation, the Center’s joint board voted 

to expand the total square footage of the museum from 20,000 to 32,000—a sixty percent 

increase in the size of the space. Three months later, they approved a second contract 

 

39 Rymsza-Pawlowska, History Comes Alive, 28–38. 

40 Collier, [Narrative Regarding Plans for the Billy Graham Center Museum]. 
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with Collier and Associates, this time for phase two of the design project, at a cost of 

more than $70,000.41 Clearly, the board had been impressed with what they saw. 

Collier, still working with Richard Casey, continued to develop the design during 

the winter and spring of 1977. The Center board’s newly appointed design committee met 

in California in March and approved the work the designers had done. The next month, 

Hoke authorized the phase three contract with Collier and Associates, which called for 

the firm to produce “all necessary working drawings and detail specifications . . . for the 

entire Exhibit area,” at a cost of $76,600.42 Soon, however, complications arose. In May, 

Casey requested a modest, one-month extension of the phase three contract, from October 

1 to October 31. By early November, he still had not completed the work.43 He then 

announced to the joint board that he needed another four and a half months to finish 

designing and building the last thirty percent of the museum. Yet by February 1978, 

major elements of the design were still incomplete.44 Anxieties were mounting among 

staff and board members, and they were not alone. 

 

41 “Present Operating Status [of the Center]” in Hoke, “Billy Graham Center Handbook,” 7–8. For 

the contract, see Donald E. Hoke to Mr. James F. Collier, “[Contract for Billy Graham Center Museum -- 

Phase II],” November 26, 1976, Box 61, Folder: “Casey, Collier,” Collection 3, BGCA. 

42 “Present Operating Status [of the Center]” in Hoke, “Billy Graham Center Handbook,” 8. For 

the contract, see Donald E. Hoke to Mr. Richard L. Casey, “[Contract for Billy Graham Center Museum 

Design -- Phase III],” March 22, 1977, Box 61, Folder: “Casey, Collier,” Collection 3, BGCA. 

43 A. Harold Anderson to Mr. William Pollard, Dr. Donald Hoke, and Mr. Ronald Cronk, “Report 

on Meeting with Richard Casey and Christopher Ralph [Memo],” November 2, 1977, Box 61, Folder: 

“Casey, Collier,” Collection 3, BGCA; D. E. Hoke and J. Stambaugh, “Comments on Harold Anderson 

Letter Concerning Casey Contract (Confidential),” November 8, 1977, Box 61, Folder: “Casey, Collier,” 

Collection 3, BGCA. 

44 “Present Operating Status [of the Center]” in Hoke, “Billy Graham Center Handbook,” 8–9. 

Casey never completed all the contracted work; see Donald E. Hoke to Mr. Richard Casey, March 30, 
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In March 1978, Graham himself called an emergency meeting of the Center’s 

joint board. Unlike the trustees, who fretted about delays in the museum design, Graham 

worried that the expense of the Center was too high, with too few contributions coming in 

from private donors, and that the building itself was increasingly perceived as a shrine to 

him.45 He was especially disturbed by the museum, which he felt “aggrandized” him 

unnecessarily, according to a report in the Chicago Tribune.46 Driving these concerns was 

a larger controversy. In September 1977, the Charlotte Observer published an 

investigative report that accused the BGEA of hiding a twenty-three million dollar fund, 

the World Evangelism and Christian Education Fund, from public view. Though the 

report blew the situation out of proportion—the fund was unpublicized but hardly secret, 

since it was incorporated as a legal nonprofit corporation and filed annual 990 forms with 

the Internal Revenue Service—it nevertheless created a public relations nightmare for 

Graham’s organization. The fact that over a million dollars from the fund had been 

channeled into the Center between 1974 and 1977 did not help matters. Graham sought to 

tamp down the controversy by making major reductions to the project, especially 

reductions that made the Center seem less like a shrine or memorial to himself.47 

 

1978, Box 31, Folder: “Chronological File -- May 1978,” Collection 3, BGCA, and Donald E. Hoke to Dr. 

Cliff Barrows, May 22, 1978, Box 31, Folder: “Chronological File -- May 1978,” Collection 3, BGCA. 

45 On the lackluster fundraising, see “After 2 Years, a Design,” The Trib, November 5, 1976, Box 

1, Folder 28, Collection 3, BGCA, and Willmar Thorkelson, “Billy Graham Planning Large Evangelistic 

Center,” The Minneapolis Star, May 14, 1977, Box 1, Folder 29, Collection 3, BGCA. 

46 “Billy Graham Aide Quits,” Chicago Tribune, March 23, 1978, B1. 

47 On the World Evangelism and Christian Education Fund controversy, see Martin, A Prophet 

with Honor, 467–69. 



 

274 

At Graham’s urging, the Center’s board voted during its emergency meeting to 

reduce dramatically the cost and square footage of the museum, and to reconsider some 

of the Center’s more expensive programs, including the Institute of Evangelism and the 

lay training initiative. In response, Hoke resigned as executive director, claiming that 

there was no longer “an urgency for my leadership.”48 These tectonic shifts left the 

Center project in a state of jeopardy.49 The museum was in a particularly perilous state. 

For several months, Center staff and board members held informal meetings to try and 

salvage the Collier design through dramatic changes and reductions in both scale and 

expense. Casey in particular angled for an ongoing role in the project, despite his 

previous delays, but to no avail. In the summer of 1978, the board voted to redesign the 

entire museum.50 That responsibility fell to the Center’s museum director, James 

Stambaugh. 

 

 

 

48 Hoke quoted in “Billy Graham Aide Quits,” B1. See also “Center Cutback,” Christianity Today, 

April 7, 1978, Box 1, Folder 29, Collection 3, BGCA; “Graham Director Resigns,” The Christian Century, 

May 17, 1978, Box 1, Folder 29, Collection 3, BGCA; “Graham Center Director Quits After Museum 

Cuts,” Moody Monthly, May 1978, Box 1, Folder 29, Collection 3, BGCA; and “[News Item],” Eternity, 

June 1978, Box 1, Folder 29, Collection 3, BGCA. 

49 On concerns regarding the future of the project, see “Memorandum Re: Meeting of Senior Staff 

Wtih David Johnston,” April 28, 1978, Box 31, Folder: “Chronological File -- May 1978,” Collection 3, 

BGCA, and [Transcription of conversation between Dr. Lois Ferm and Dr. David Johnston], 14–15. 

50 James D. Stambaugh, “Report on Revised Museum Plans,” May 4, 1978, Box 60, Folder: 

“Correspondence -- Museum,” Collection 3, BGCA; Donald E. Hoke, “Executive Director’s Report - Billy 

Graham Center Board Meeting,” May 18, 1978, Box 31, Folder: “Chronological File -- May 1978,” 

Collection 3, BGCA; and [David E. Johnston], “Acting Director’s Report -- Billy Graham Center,” October 

19, 1978, Box 59, Folder: “Correspondence -- BGC Board,” Collection 3, BGCA. 
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Exhibiting Evangelical Heritage: The James Stambaugh Plan  

Stambaugh joined the Billy Graham Center staff in January 1976, at the same 

time that Collier and Casey began their design work. Hoke wanted a “trained museum 

person” at the Center, and Stambaugh fit that bill. As he told a member of the Center 

board in 1976, he considered himself the “token evangelical Christian in the museum 

world,” an oddity to many of his professional colleagues.51 Though hired as museum 

director, he had only limited involvement in the brainstorming and planning. Indeed, he 

was hired under the condition that he serve in a supervisory and consultative role during 

the design and construction and then assume day-to-day operational duties after the 

museum’s opening.52 That all changed after the board scrapped the original plan in early 

1978. Stambaugh was soon tasked with redesigning the entire museum, drawing on the 

original proposal but also making his own alterations, additions, and improvements.  

Born in York, Pennsylvania, in 1946, Stambaugh grew up in the Evangelical 

United Brethren Church, a denomination with deep roots in the Protestant revivalism of 

the late eighteenth century. Stambaugh’s father was a preacher, but he was also an 

amateur collector, and Stambaugh grew up going to auctions, antique shows, and flea 

markets. Later, as a student at Pennsylvania’s Franklin and Marshall College in the 

1960s, Stambaugh paid his tuition by dealing antiques. These experiences, he later 

 

51 James Stambaugh, email communication with author, March 6, 2019; Interview by BGC 

Museum Director James Stambaugh and Ken Hoglund of Sterling Huston at the BGEA Headquarters in 

Minneapolis, Minnesota, cassette tape, 1976, T174, Audio Tape file, Collection 3, BGCA.  

52 On the conditions of Stambaugh’s hiring, see Donald E. Hoke to James Stambaugh, November 

21, 1975, Box 23, Folder: “Chronological Files -- November 1975,” Collection 3, BGCA. 
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recalled, sparked an early and abiding interest in museums—one that influenced his 

eventual decision to pursue museum studies as a profession.53 

In 1974, Stambaugh enrolled in an intensive, one-year master’s program in 

museology at Cooperstown Graduate Program in upstate New York. By the 1970s, 

Cooperstown had earned a reputation as one of the most important—and most 

innovative—programs for training aspiring museum educators, curators, and 

administrators. Opened in 1964 as a collaborative effort between the State University of 

New York at Oneonta and the New York State Historical Association, Cooperstown was 

the nation’s only graduate-level program designed specifically to train professionals for 

work in history museums.54 Stambaugh later recalled that “all the great teachers” were 

still there during his time, including Minor Wine Thomas, who had come to Cooperstown 

from Colonial Williamsburg; Bruce Buckley, who had made his scholarly mark as a 

popular public interpreter of folk traditions and local history; and Louis C. Jones, the 

program’s founder and one of the most influential museum professionals in the United 

States at the time.55 According to the historians Gary Kulik and William S. Walker, Jones 

imbued the Cooperstown Graduate Program with its particular philosophical emphasis on 

 

53 Stambaugh, email communication to author, March 6, 2019. 

54 On the history of the Cooperstown Graduate Program, see Kulik, “Designing the Past: History-

Museum Exhibitions from Peale to the Present,” 21–26, and William S. Walker, “Cooperstown and the 

Radical Tradition of Folk History,” in The Radical Roots of Public History, ed. Denise D. Meringolo 

(Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, forthcoming). 

55 Stambaugh, email communication to author, March 6, 2019. On Thomas, see James M. Gaynor, 

“A History of Historic Trades,” Colonial Williamsburg Journal, Winter 2004–2005, 

http://www.history.org/Foundation/journal/Winter04-05/trades.cfm. On Buckley and Jones, see Walker, 

“Cooperstown and the Radical Tradition of Folk History”. 
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the study of folk and working-class cultures. A literary scholar and folklorist turned 

historian, Jones pioneered the collection of everyday objects and tools rather than 

decorative artifacts, emphasized the importance of “common man” narratives in the 

interpretation of the past, and extolled the virtue of making museums accessible to and 

inclusive of a range of people. Regarding the Farmers’ Museum, an institution operated 

by the New York State Historical Association and overseen by Cooperstown faculty, 

Jones once averred that he sought to give the museum’s primary audience of farmers and 

laborers a “new sense of the historic importance of the American working classes, a sense 

of the historic importance of the American farmer and the American craftsman.”56 This 

educational and curatorial philosophy shaped the training that Jones and his like-minded 

colleagues offered to their students. As Walker contends, the aspiring professionals who 

graduated from Cooperstown under Jones’ tutelage took with them into their professional 

work “an awareness . . . of the need to expand the boundaries of history and make it more 

relevant to public audiences.”57 

Looking back, Stambaugh mostly recalls the technical training he received at 

Cooperstown—the procedures for preserving material culture and using it to interpret the 

past, the skills required for installing an exhibit—rather than any major philosophical or 

theoretical orientation.58 Yet the approach to the past favored by Jones and his colleagues 

 

56 Kulik, “Designing the Past: History-Museum Exhibitions from Peale to the Present,” 22–23; 

Walker, “Cooperstown and the Radical Tradition of Folk History.” 

57 Walker, “Cooperstown and the Radical Tradition of Folk History.” 

58 Stambaugh, email communication with author, March 6, 2019; James D. Stambaugh, interview 

by the author, telephone, April 9, 2019.  
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clearly impacted Stambaugh’s thinking and shaped his approach to the Billy Graham 

Center Museum, even if subconsciously and even if in ways that Jones and his 

progressively-minded colleagues might not have intended. For instance, Stambaugh 

remembers that he chose Cooperstown over its major competitor, the Winterthur Program 

in American Material Culture, because the latter emphasized “high-style decorative arts” 

while the former emphasized “everyday life and folk culture.”59 Similarly, Stambaugh 

often deployed rhetoric similar to that of Jones in describing the Billy Graham Center 

Museum. As he told a Chicago radio reporter in a 1980 interview, Stambaugh believed 

that the history presented at the museum would give evangelical Christians “a context of 

what we’re working in today, [a reassurance that] we’re not starting out alone, that we’re 

not starting out with no models, no precedents, that there have been great men and 

women of God that have gone before and laid beautiful groundwork for us to continue” 

in the faith.60 Paralleling the rhetoric of Jones, who hoped to encourage and energize 

working-class visitors with narratives that emphasized the important role of farmers and 

laborers in American history, Stambaugh hoped to inspire his evangelical visitors with 

narratives that stressed the long history of faithful Protestant Christianity in the United 

States.  

As his eventual design would demonstrate, Stambaugh, like Collier before him, 

intended to make the Billy Graham Center Museum more than a space of cognitive or 

 

59 Stambaugh, email communication to author, March 6, 2019.  

60 Interview on Radio Station WMBI of BGC Museum Staff Members Ken Hoglund and James 

Stambaugh, cassette tape, 1980, T179, Audio Tape file, Collection 3, BGCA. 
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informational knowledge production. He too wanted the Museum’s exhibits to offer 

visitors an immersive and emotional experience. Once again, Stambaugh likely drew on 

his training at Cooperstown in developing this approach. Scholars have overlooked 

Cooperstown’s contributions to the experiential turn within museum and public history 

practice, likely because—as in Rymsza-Pawlowska’s telling—they locate this turn 

exclusively in the 1970s.61 But at Cooperstown, forms of experiential exhibition and 

interpretation emerged almost from the program’s start in the mid-1960s, and many of the 

same philosophical shifts that influenced the wider turn also shaped Cooperstown’s 

educational paradigm. For instance, faculty member Minor Wine Thomas came to 

Cooperstown from Colonial Williamsburg, where he had instituted the Craft Shop 

Program, which employed real-life artisans to interpret seventeenth- and eighteenth-

century trades to visitors. Thomas brought the experiential philosophy behind the Craft 

Shop Program not only to the Cooperstown classroom but also to the museums and 

historical sites associated with Cooperstown, including the Farmers’ Museum, which 

started to recruit live interpreters in the late 1960s or early 1970s, after Thomas’ arrival.62 

Similarly, Cooperstown’s emphasis on decentering elite narratives and showcasing the 

historical contributions of working-class people, inspired by Buckley and Jones, reflected 

the influence of the new social history paradigms on the immersive, emotional, and 

 

61 The term “Cooperstown Graduate Program” does not appear in Rymsza-Pawlowska's index, and 

a keyword search for the term within the book using Google Books yields no results. 

62 On Thomas and the initiation of the Craft Shop Program at Colonial Williamsburg, see Gaynor, 

“A History of Historic Trades”. On the evolution of the Farmers’ Museum into a living history site, see 

Garet D. Livermore, “Revisiting ‘The Cooperstown Idea’: The Evolution of the New York State Historical 

Association,” The Public Historian 33, no. 3 (Summer 2011): 71–76, 79. 
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experiential turn. Most importantly, Cooperstown’s desire to expand the historical 

horizons of its visitors—to change their minds by telling new stories about the past—

anticipated the “ideological charge” that motivated many of the museum professionals 

who embraced the experiential turn in the 1970s. Just as Jones hoped to transform the 

thinking of his white working-class visitors by revealing to them the important 

contributions of farmers and laborers to the history of the United States, so too did other 

early adopters of the experiential turn hope to challenge and change the minds of their 

visitors, to compel them to think more critically about the past and the present. Thus, by 

the time Stambaugh matriculated in the early 1970s, Cooperstown faculty and students 

had already begun sensing and acting within an experiential turn, employing immersion 

and emotion in exhibition and interpretation. Stambaugh undoubtedly took some of these 

lessons along with him to Wheaton.  

Yet Stambaugh was not only a museum professional shaped by his academic 

training. Like all of the other employees at the Billy Graham Center, he was also a neo-

evangelical, and he brought his religious convictions to bear on the project as well. Like 

other museum professionals of his generation, he sensed and acted within the larger-scale 

experiential turn, drawing on and advancing what he had learned in his graduate training. 

He also brought to bear on the project the neo-evangelical commitment to heart religion. 

In the wake of the March 1978 board meeting, Hoke’s abrupt resignation, and the 

collapse of the Collier/Casey plan, Stambaugh assumed primary responsibility for 

developing the proposed museum. The board gave him a clear, if challenging, mandate 

“to redesign the museum area in order to reduce the personal emphasis on Billy Graham, 
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to expand the emphasis on the history of evangelism in America, and to reduce the 

overall size and scope of some of the expensive technology.” They also gave him a 

revised budget of one million dollars.63 In the early spring he met with Collier, Center 

board representative Cliff Barrows, and acting Center director David Johnston to salvage 

elements of the original plan and develop a new conceptual sketch. By October, both the 

board and Graham himself had approved the new plan.64 In early 1979, the Center signed 

contracts with two firms to begin the design, construction, and installation of the 

Museum’s exhibits. General Exhibits and Displays Incorporated, a Chicago-based exhibit 

construction outfit, would fabricate the Museum elements and handle technical details 

related to installation. Their previous work included projects at the Chicago Museum of 

Science and Industry and the Smithsonian Museum of Air and Space. Meanwhile, the 

New York–based firm DeMartin, Corona, Cranstoun, and Downes would handle the 

development of exhibit design, translating the Museum’s major themes and the individual 

exhibit scripts into reality through the use of space and color, while also producing the 

various audio, video, and interactive elements.65 

 

63 [David E. Johnston], “Acting Director’s Report -- Billy Graham Center,” 2. Johnston is referring 

in these remarks to a decision made during the May 1978 Billy Graham Center board meeting, but I do not 

have a copy of those minutes. 

64 [Transcription of conversation between Dr. Lois Ferm and Dr. David Johnston]; [David E. 

Johnston], “Acting Director’s Report -- Billy Graham Center.” 

65 On the Center’s retention of these two firms, see “[Memorandum Re: Exhibits at the Billy 

Graham Center],” June 19, 1978, Box 60, Folder: “Correspondence -- Museum,” Collection 3, BGCA; 

David E. Johnston to Mr. Otto Stegmann, June 21, 1978, Box 60, Folder: “Correspondence -- Museum,” 

Collection 3, BGCA; Otto Stegmann to David E. Johnston, “[Memorandum Re: Redesign of the Exhibits 

for the Billy Graham Museum Display Area],” June 27, 1978, Box 60, Folder: “Correspondence -- 

Museum,” Collection 3, BGCA; General Exhibits and Displays, Inc., “Cost Proposal for Graham Center 

Museum,” November 13, 1978, Box 2, Folder: “Museum History and Layout,” Accession 08-44, 
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Designers from DeMartin, Corona, Cranstoun, and Downes had previously 

worked on Boston 200’s 1976 exhibit “The Revolution,” an early exemplar of public 

history’s turn toward the immersive, emotional, and experiential production of 

knowledge.66 That Stambaugh retained their services for the Graham Center Museum 

reflected a commitment that he shared with Collier of using experience as a way to 

activate visitors’ emotions and build their understanding of the past. Stambaugh likewise 

remained committed to the board’s earliest vision for the museum, which Collier’s plan 

had also sought to achieve. He would design the exhibits as an evangelistic tool, a means 

by which to compel non-Christians to convert to the faith. But much more than Collier, 

and in keeping with his mandate, Stambaugh also intended for the Museum to present the 

history of evangelical Christianity in the United States. He saw this history as 

inspirational and uplifting. He referred to it variously as “Christian” or “evangelical 

heritage,” a term that fit with his perception of its motivational quality. As he told a 

reporter in 1980, visitors to the Museum could “see what their heritage is as an American 

Christian, and it’s a rich heritage. . . . [P]eople will see . . . how they can be part of that 

[heritage], how they are part of a beautiful continuum that just goes on and on and on, as 

 

Collection 3, BGCA; General Exhibits and Displays, Inc., “[Memo Re: Reduction of Costs and Changes to 

Site Construction Work],” November 13, 1978, Box 2, Folder: “Museum History and Layout,” Accession 

08-44, Collection 3, BGCA; David E. Johnston to Board of Directors of the Billy Graham Center, January 

4, 1979, Box 2, Folder: “Museum History and Layout,” Accession 08-44, Collection 3, BGCA; and David 

E. Johnston to The Board of Directors of the Billy Graham Center, “Memorandum Re: Museum Contract 

with General Exhibits and Displays Incorporated,” January 4, 1979, Box 59, Folder: “Correspondence -- 

BGC Board,” Collection 3, BGCA. On General Exhibits and Display’s previous projects, see “Otto 

Stegmann [Obituary],” Chicago Tribune, July 6, 1998, https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/ct-xpm-

1998-07-06-9807060118-story.html. Stegmann was a long-time executive at the firm and worked directly 

on the Graham Center Museum project. 

66 Rymsza-Pawlowska, History Comes Alive, 195n35. 
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God’s word is preached openly and clearly through time.”67 These three goals of 

Stambaugh’s plan—exhibiting evangelical heritage, inspiring Christian faith, and 

employing experiential and immersive techniques to engage visitors’ emotions and 

minds—were reflected in the earliest mission statement he prepared. The Billy Graham 

Center Museum, he wrote, “provides a stirring history of our Christian heritage . . . that 

both increases awareness of an exciting past and stimulates faith and action today.”68 

The final version of the museum grew in size beyond its revised scale, ultimately 

occupying 10,000 square feet of the Center’s ground floor. It also exceeded its revised 

budget, eventually costing over two and a half million dollars to complete.69 Three main 

exhibits anchored the overall Museum: the History of Revival and Evangelism in 

America, the Life and Ministry of Billy Graham, and the Walk Through the Gospel (see 

Figure 8). Several included adapted elements of Collier’s original design. Only the first 

exhibit was completely new. The most significant holdover from the Collier plan was the 

Museum’s overall use of immersive and experiential environments to produce historical 

knowledge, an element that Stambaugh extended and amplified in the Museum’s final 

form. 

 

67 Interview . . . of BGC Museum Staff Members. 

68 “[Commemorative Booklet of the Billy Graham Center at Wheaton College],” September 13, 

1980, Box 1, Folder 22, Collection 3, BGCA. 

69 On the Museum’s size, see James D. Stambaugh, “Billy Graham Center Museum Self Study,” 

1985, 1, Accession 15-36, "Folder: “Original Self-Study,” Collection 3, BGCA. On the final cost, see Otto 

Stegmann to David E. Johnston, September 26, 1980, Box 60, Folder: “Correspondence -- Museum,” 

Collection 3, BGCA, and David E. Johnston to Otto Stegmann, October 20, 1980, Box 60, Folder: 

“Correspondence -- Museum,” Collection 3, BGCA. 
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Figure 8: Model of James Stambaugh's Final Museum Design. (Photograph courtesy of Billy Graham 

Center Archives, Wheaton College) 
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The first major exhibit was the History of Revival and Evangelism in America, 

which offered visitors a timeline-style overview of the history of evangelical Protestant 

ministry in the United States from the colonial era to the early twentieth century while 

also introducing them to “famous evangelists” and inviting them to step inside a replica 

of a canvas tent used during a nineteenth-century “camp meeting” revival service (see 

Figure 9). Its overall message, as one brochure from the late 1980s succinctly stated, was 

that “movements in evangelism have been a characteristic and integral part of  

American history.”70 Provocatively, the exhibit contended that many major events in 

American history—the arrival of English colonists to the New World, the Revolutionary 

War, the abolitionist movement, and more—all sprung at least in part from the 

evangelistic and revivalistic impulses central to evangelical theology and practice.  

The exhibit began with a short orientation video, titled Witnesses: Voices of 

Evangelism and produced by the BGEA’s World Wide Pictures. The video made the 

exhibit’s interpretation explicit. It argued that the religious activism of evangelicals, often 

in the form of revival and evangelism, had contributed to the flourishing of the United 

States since its origins. For example, its voice-over narrator contended that the 

seventeenth-century Puritans’ “desire to be guided by the Bible in both their personal and 

civic life provided moral and spiritual foundations” for America’s future. Similarly, it 

called the Great Awakening of the early eighteenth century a “spiritual revolution” that 

fanned the flames of personal liberty from sin that eventually ignited the civic pursuit of  

 

70 “The Museum at the Billy Graham Center [Brochure],” undated, Box 89, Folder “Museum -- 

Exhibits,” Collection 3, BGCA.  
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Figure 9: History of Revival and Evangelism in America Exhibit. Along the left-hand wall, visitors could 

enter a replica of a canvas revival tent (note the sign stating “Revival”) or stand before life-size cutouts of 

famous evangelists and listen to their biography and sermons through headphones. Along the right-hand 

wall, visitors could examine a timeline-style overview of the history of evangelical Protestant ministry in 

the United States from the colonial era to the early twentieth century. (Photograph courtesy of Billy 

Graham Center Archives, Wheaton College)  

 

freedom embodied in the Revolutionary War. Moreover, after explaining how mid-

nineteenth century evangelicals condemned slavery as sin and join the abolitionist cause, 

the film contended that “the flames of righteous indignation over the evils of slavery in 

America erupted in a bloody civil war,” implicitly suggesting that evangelicals had 

helped to stir the conflict into existence.71 In these ways and others, the film elaborated 

 

71 The orientation theater and video were not added to the Museum until 1986. For the video, see 

Witness: Voices of Evangelism, VHS, color (World Wide Pictures, 1985), V91, Video Tape files, 

Collection 3, BGCA. Regarding the addition, see Stambaugh, “Billy Graham Center Museum Self Study,” 

36.  
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the exhibit’s main argument that major ideas and events in American history sprung from 

evangelicals’ efforts in revival, evangelism, and social reform. 

The timeline area reinforced such claims, albeit with greater depth and nuance, 

and using text, artifacts, and photographs rather than text and moving image alone (see 

Figure 10). It expanded on the video’s content, for instance, by arguing that the mid-

nineteenth century revivals, popularly associated with the New York evangelist Charles 

Finney, inspired a spiritual concern for personal freedom and equality that contributed to 

the rise of the abolitionist movement. In a panel titled “Abolition: The Evangelical 

Crusade,” a text label argued, “The firm conviction that slavery was a willful 

disobedience of God aroused evangelicals to action.” The panel also included several 

examples of notable evangelical abolitionists, including Harriet Beecher Stowe, the 

novelist and daughter of the famous evangelist Lyman Beecher; Arthur and Lewis 

Tappan, New York merchants who donated their significant financial resources to the 

abolitionist cause after their conversions under Finney’s preaching; and Finney himself, 

who, according to the panel, “denounced slavery as a sin and denied communion to 

slaveholders.”72 In this panel and in others, the exhibit sought to demonstrate the 

centrality of the evangelical revivalist tradition to the history of the United States. 

In making its interpretive claims, the History of Evangelism and Revival in 

America exhibit relied on the standard scholarship in the field of American religious  

 

72 “Graham Center Museum Exhibit Script -- Main Title: ‘Mid-Century Developments’ -- Sub 

Heading: ‘Abolition: The Evangelical Crusade,’” undated, F1–5, Accession 15-36, Folder: “Scripts,” 

Collection 3, BGCA. 
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Figure 10: Panels from the History of Revival and Evangelism in America Exhibit. Note the use of text, 

artifacts (the inset books), and photographs in telling the story of evangelical heritage. (Photograph 

courtesy of Wheaton College) 
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history in the 1970s. Among other texts, its arguments evidently drew upon the Harvard 

University scholar Perry Miller’s Errand to the Wilderness, in which he argued for the 

Puritans as the quintessential American religious archetype, a community that viewed 

themselves not merely as colonists but rather as God’s chosen people on a divinely 

appointed mission to re-create a Christian kingdom in the New World through revival 

and moral reform, and the Johns Hopkins University historian Timothy Smith’s 

Revivalism and Social Reform, which countered the historical consensus of revival as a 

conservative force by showing how the nineteenth-century camp meetings and urban 

preaching campaigns inspired abolitionist, feminist, and social reform sentiment across 

the young United States.73 In addition to drawing on respected scholarship of the time, 

curators also engaged noted evangelical church historians as consultants on the exhibit 

script.74 As Stambaugh told a reporter shortly before the Center’s opening, “We strived 

for academic credibility.”75 The exhibit’s designers argued that they had paid scrupulous 

attention to historical accuracy.  

At the same time, however, the evangelical heritage on exhibit relied—as all 

heritage does—on selective and partial interpretations of the past. Evangelical heritage 

intentionally ignored, obscured, or simplified the past in order to make its ideological 

 

73 Perry Miller, Errand into the Wilderness (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press, 1956); Timothy 

L. Smith, Revivalism and Social Reform: American Protestantism on the Eve of the Civil War (New York: 

Harper and Row, 1957). 

74 [James Stambaugh], “The Basic Concept, Process of Development, and Description of the 

Museum,” undated, 2, Box 60, Folder: “Correspondence -- Museum,” Collection 3, BGCA. 

75 Quoted in Alyce Bartlett, “Museum Created Without a ‘Script’; The Outcome, First Rate,” 

Wheaton Daily Journal, undated, Box 2, Folder 2, Collection 3, BGCA.  
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point more successfully in the present. For instance, the timeline ignored the 

contributions of Spanish and French Catholic missionaries in the colonies during the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and began its narrative with the Protestant Puritans 

arriving in New England in 1620. This telling erased non-Protestant contributions to the 

history of evangelism. The timeline also obscured the racial dynamics of the evangelical 

tradition. It ignored, for instance, the contributions of African-American evangelists such 

as Richard Allen, Amanda Berry Smith, and Jarena Lee, and while it lauded Northern 

evangelicals who pushed for abolition, it downplayed the Southern evangelicals who 

preached their slaves into submission and used the Bible to justify the institution.  

Evangelical heritage also erased the contributions of women to the story. An early 

version of the “famous evangelists” area included Aimee Semple McPherson, a well-

known if controversial California megachurch minister and evangelist from the early 

twentieth century. McPherson was a white supremacist and Ku Klux Klan sympathizer 

who once faked her own kidnapping as a publicity stunt. She was at the same time one of 

the most acclaimed Protestant preachers in the nation, renowned for her flamboyant 

costumes and dramatic style and widely recognized for her pioneering use of new media, 

especially radio, as a mode of evangelistic outreach.76 Despite her significance in 

American religious history, BGEA and Center board members, including Graham 

himself, objected to her inclusion. The acting director, David Johnson, worried that her 

 

76 Biographies of McPherson have existed since shortly after her death in 1944; the most recent 

and most scholarly examination of her life and influence is Matthew Avery Sutton, Aimee Semple 

McPherson and the Resurrection of Christian America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009). 
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inclusion “might  cause some significant controversy for the museum.” She was 

eventually cut from the exhibit save for a brief mention in the timeline section on “Media 

Evangelism.”77 Other women evangelists, including Amanda Berry Smith and the 

Salvation Army administrator Evangeline Booth, were also cut from earlier versions of 

the script. In the end, the famous evangelists profiled in the exhibit were all men.78 

Moreover, the timeline and associated elements told an upbeat, positive story about 

evangelism. It ignored criticisms of evangelical religion, such as the historian Richard 

Hofstadter’s claim that the tradition bred an dangerous anti-intellectualism.79 Such 

erasures and selective interpretations reflected the function of heritage: to inspire, uplift, 

and stimulate.  

Moreover, the evangelical heritage on display at the Museum concerned itself just 

as much with the present as with the past. The Museum’s historical narrative provided a 

sense of continuity with a proud past in order to inspire unity in the present and future. 

Moreover, at a time when neo-evangelicals were an increasingly conspicuous part of the 

national culture, the exhibit offered a narrative of historical respectability. It argued that 

neo-evangelicalism was not a kooky religious cult or a recent and soon-to-fade 

 

77 David E. Johnston to Mr. James Stambaugh, “[Memorandum Re: Aimee Semple McPherson],” 

August 24, 1979, Box 60, Folder: “Correspondence -- Museum,” Collection 3, BGCA; “Graham Center 

Museum Exhibit Script -- Main Title: Media Evangelism -- Sub Heading: The Gospel Takes to the Air,” 

undated, Accession 15-36, Folder: “Scripts,” Collection 3, BGCA. 

78 Several drafts of a capsule biography of Amanda Berry Smith were written; see Accession 15-

36, Folder: “AV Scripts,” Collection 3, BGCA. Berry did not appear in the final exhibit. Similarly, Booth’s 

name appears alongside other male evangelists on a list of potential biographees, but she did not appear in 

the final exhibit. See “Biography Unit,” undated, Accession 15-36, Folder: “Scripts,” Collection 3, BGCA.  

79 Hofstadter’s influential study is Anti-Intellectualism in American Life (New York: Vintage, 

1964). 
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phenomenon, but a longstanding contributor to the nation’s development. In this sense, 

evangelical heritage performed the work that all heritage performs, using a selective and 

partial version of the past to perform cultural work in the present.  

Though the exhibit’s text panels communicated evangelical heritage through text 

and objects, curators also wanted to build visitors’ historical knowledge with more than 

words and artifacts. To that end, several areas of the exhibit offered visitors opportunities 

for engagement and interaction, rather than simply observation and reverence. For 

instance, the replica of the canvas tent used during nineteenth-century “camp meeting” 

revivals in the U.S. South offered visitors the opportunity for bodily immersion in the 

past. The scale diorama included the tent, filled with long wooden benches and a pulpit, 

situated within a forest setting resembling the kind of rural locales in which such frontier 

services would have been held. The diorama not only gave visitors a chance to put 

themselves in the place of a camp meeting attendee but also immersed them in the sights 

and sounds of the service. Hidden speakers played audio of a preacher delivering his 

sermon, of a crowd singing the hymn “What Wonderous Love is This,” and of ambient 

noises such as the murmuring voices of a crowd, the hum of crickets, and the chirping of 

birds.80 In this way, it invited visitors to imagine what might have happened at the service 

and to identify with the people who might have attended it.  

 

80 For a description of the “camp meeting” tent area, see Alyce Bartlett, “The Museum: Visitors 

Can Expect to Experience a Spiritual Enlivening Throughout,” Wheaton Daily Journal, undated, Box 2, 

Folder 2, Collection 3, BGCA, and “Segment of the Chicago Channel 38 Program, A Closer Look, 

Focusing on the Billy Graham Center Museum, Including Comments by Museum Guide Ann Glenn", VHS 

(Chicago, Ill.: TV-38, 1982). For the area’s scripts, see “Billy Graham Center Museum A/V Software 

Program Description,” undated, Accession 15-36, "Folder: “AV Scripts,” Collection 3, BGCA, and “Camp 



 

293 

Similarly, the famous evangelists area offered visitors an intimate, immersive experience 

of the past (see Figure 11). Located in the grove of trees surrounding the tent replica, the 

famous evangelists area featured several life-sized cutouts of historically significant 

Protestant religious leaders, including George Whitefield and Jonathan Edwards, 

eighteenth-century Anglo-American clerics credited with fanning the flames of revival in 

the years leading up to the Revolutionary War; Dwight L. Moody, who toured the 

industrialized urban centers of the post-Civil War United States preaching about revival 

and moral reform; and Billy Sunday, the baseball player turned revival preacher of the 

early twentieth century. Three stands located in front of the cutouts held headphones that, 

activated by a touch-panel display, played a “capsule biography” describing each figure’s 

historical context and major accomplishments. Each recording also featured a dramatic 

reading or period recording of his preaching.81 The cutouts brought visitors face-to-

face—literally—with historical figures that evangelicals revered and that curators 

deemed important to the exhibit narrative. The capsule biographies provided a more 

relational, more personal take on the history of revival. In contrast to the chronological 

sweep of the timeline, the biographies were intimate and emotional. Curators hoped that 

this kind of immersive and experiential approach to historical knowledge production 

 

Meeting Tent Audio Program Script,” undated, Accession 15-36, "Folder: “AV Scripts,” Collection 3, 

BGCA.  

81 For a description of the famous evangelists area, see Bartlett, “The Museum: Visitors Can 

Expect to Experience a Spiritual Enlivening Throughout”; Randy Mink, “Evangelism Builds a Museum,” 

San Jose Mercury-News, September 13, 1981, Box 2, Folder 1, Collection 3, BGCA; Cecilia Klexton, “The 

Museum at the Billy Graham Center: Dedicated to 350 Years of Evangelism,” Chicago’s Suburbia, Spring-

Summer 1981, Box 2, Folder 1, Collection 3, BGCA; Stambaugh, “Billy Graham Center Museum Self 

Study,” 21. A complete script for the Famous Evangelists area has not been preserved; for a sample, see 

“Graham Center Museum Exhibit Script -- Main Title: ‘Major Evangelists - Jonathan Edwards’ -- Sub 

Heading: ‘Hearphone Script,’” 1980, Accession 15-36, Folder: “Scripts,” Collection 3, BGCA. 
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Figure 11: Famous Evangelists Area of the History of Revival and Evangelism in America Exhibit. Note the cutouts of 

the evangelists and, in the foreground, the stand containing headphones. (Photograph courtesy of Wheaton College) 

 

would better convince visitors to accept their argument about the historical significance 

of evangelicals in America. 
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The Museum’s second major exhibit, the Life and Ministry of Billy Graham, 

likewise engaged visitors in immersive experiences designed to foster knowledge of the 

past. The exhibit advanced the argument of the preceding gallery by positioning Billy 

Graham and the BGEA as the culmination of evangelicals’ revivalistic impact on 

American culture and society. More than making that historical connection, though, the 

exhibit also sought to forge emotional links between present-day visitors and Graham as 

a source of religious wisdom, wise counsel, and spiritual insight. Curators hoped that, by 

perceiving Graham as a source of religious authority through immersive and interactive 

experiences, visitors would be prepared for the final exhibit area—the one in which they 

might be inspired to convert to Christianity.  

Several areas of the Life and Ministry of Billy Graham exhibit featured immersive 

and experiential elements. One area, on the BGEA’s postal mail ministries, sampled the 

“over four million letters a year” received by Graham and the BGEA and displayed 

several full-color facsimilies. One envelope featured a young girl’s handwriting with the 

message, “Dear Mr. Postman, I don’t know the address of Rev. Billy Graham, but please 

try to get this letter to him. It is really important. Thank you. Love, Linda.”82 By 

showcasing this and other pieces of correspondence, curators hoped that visitors reading 

in the present would find a connection between themselves and the letter writers from the 

past. The exhibit area personalized, even individualized, the impact of Graham’s world-

wide evangelistic ministry by inviting visitors to feel alongside the correspondents. The 

 

82 Exhibit area described and quoted in Susan Laity Price, “Billy Graham Museum,” unpublished 

manuscript, undated, Vertical File: “Billy Graham Center -- Museum,” WCSC.  
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display of these letters, selected out of millions, encouraged those touring the museum to 

enter into the writers’ life stories, experiences, and emotions, including their hope that 

Graham might aid them in their spiritual struggles. In other words, curators hoped visitors 

would believe what the erstwhile Linda told her mail carrier—that “it really is important” 

to get in touch with Graham—and thus create an experiential link between visitors’ 

present lives and Graham’s long career as a source of spiritual guidance and insight.  

Curators also sought to forge similarly emotional bonds between past and present 

in the area on Graham’s media ministries, including his syndicated newspaper advice 

column, “My Answer” (see Figure 12). At this area visitors could use pick-up telephones 

to request Graham’s advice or counsel on a set list of spiritual questions and problems, 

such as “In your estimation, what is the most important Christian virtue?” and “Please 

explain what you mean when you say ‘give yourself to Christ?’” Graham’s voice 

responded via a pre-recorded audio track.83 Curators hoped that visitors would seek 

Graham’s advice on spiritual matters, as numerous others had done in prior years of 

Graham’s ministry, and thereby forge an emotional connection to the past. They also 

hoped that visitors would come to recognize Graham as a source of religious wisdom, a 

connection that would facilitate their experiences in the final section of the Museum.  

A third area that sought to build emotional affinities between past and present was 

the Hour of Decision recording booth. An adjunct to the area on Graham’s longstanding 

weekly radio broadcast, The Hour of Decision, which told the history of that ministry  

 

83 For a description of the “My Answer” area, see Laity Price. For the list of questions, see “My 

Answer,” undated, Accession 15-36, Folder: “Scripts,” Collection 3, BGCA. 
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Figure 12: The “My Answer” Area in the Life and Ministry of Billy Graham Exhibit. The pick-up telephones are not 

visible in this photograph. The image does, however, capture the immersive nature of the area. (Photograph courtesy 

of Wheaton College) 

 

through text, images, and artifacts, the recording booth offered visitors an opportunity to, 

in the words of curators, “participate [in the radio ministry] . . . by sharing their own 

beliefs.” Visitors stepped into the booth and donned a set of headphones. A nearby text 

panel instructed them to push a button, wait for the thirty-second countdown, and then 

share their personal religious testimony for two minutes. Another text panel advised 

visitors that their recordings would be forwarded to the BGEA for potential future use on 
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the radio broadcast.84 The participatory exhibit, which immersed visitors in a space that 

replicated the BGEA’s own recording studio at their Minneapolis headquarters, offered 

visitors an opportunity to embody Graham, a man who had shared his own beliefs on the 

airwaves for more than thirty years. Curators anticipated that by acting as Graham 

through the articulation of their spiritual testimony, visitors would come to trust, admire, 

and respect Graham as a spiritual authority. 

Perhaps the most immersive experience of the entire exhibit occurred in the area 

curators called Crusade Theater. In this seventy-five-seat auditorium, visitors could watch 

a short film that virtually recreated a Graham crusade. Presented on three wraparound 

screens, shot from nine separate projectors suspended from the ceiling, the documentary 

literally enveloped viewers into every aspect of the crusade, including its planning and 

preparation, its execution, and its follow-up. It showed actual clips of Graham preaching 

and of crusade participants describing the impact the service had on their spiritual lives. 

The theater experience relied on the power of immersion. As one newspaper reporter 

wrote after sitting through the production, “A visitor feels he is a part of the [crusade] 

crowd as they fill the stadium, hear the message, and respond to the invitation.”85 In part, 

 

84 On the Hour of Decision recording booth area, see Mink, “Evangelism Builds a Museum”, and 

Laity Price, “Billy Graham Museum”. For the scripts used in the recording booth area, see “Description of 

Operation of the Hour of Decision Recording Booth,” undated, Accession 15-36, "Folder: “AV Scripts,” 

Collection 3, BGCA; “Instruction Tape Script -- Hour of Decision Recording Booth,” undated, Accession 

15-36, "Folder: “AV Scripts,” Collection 3, BGCA; “The Hour of Decision Recording Booth -- Instruction 

Tape,” undated, Accession 15-36, "Folder: “AV Scripts,” Collection 3, BGCA; and “Graham Center 

Museum Exhibit Script -- Main Title: ‘The Hour of Decision Recording Booth,’” undated, Accession 15-

36, "Folder: “AV Scripts,” Collection 3, BGCA. 

85 The Crusade Theater production is described in Bartlett, “The Museum: Visitors Can Expect to 

Experience a Spiritual Enlivening Throughout”; Mink, “Evangelism Builds a Museum”; “Segment of the 

Chicago Channel 38 Program, A Closer Look, Focusing on the Billy Graham Center Museum, Including 
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this immersion was intended to stimulate historical knowledge about the power of 

Graham’s preaching and the responses to Graham’s words by thousands of erstwhile 

listeners. In addition, the immersive experience encouraged viewers to identify with 

crusade attendees—to feel what they felt, to respond as they responded. Curators hoped 

that, in combination with visitors’ knowledge about Graham’s trustworthiness gleaned in 

previous exhibit areas, the experience in the Crusade Theater might perhaps prompt them 

to become “seekers” during the documentary’s replicated altar call. 

 The push toward conversion continued at an even more fevered pitch in the 

museum’s final exhibition, the Walk Through the Gospel. Though it also used emotion 

and immersion, this section neither looked nor felt like a traditional museum exhibit. It 

featured no artifacts, no replicas or dioramas, no interpretive guides, and little text. 

Indeed, the section relied almost entirely on sensory experience and the emotions it 

conjured. But for the curators and other staff members, the section was no less historical 

than the others. As evangelicals, they believed in the literal, historical death and 

miraculous, bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ—a sequence of events they hoped to 

evoke for visitors in the exhibit. Thus, perhaps more than any other part of the museum, 

the Walk Through the Gospel sought to use immersion and emotion to forge historical 

knowledge in the present—all in service of provoking greater ideological change.  

The exhibit began as visitors entered a hallway shaped like a cross (see Figures 13 and 

14) then wound their way through a series of labyrinthine, dimly-lit, spartan corridors,  

 

Comments by Museum Guide Ann Glenn"; and Laity Price, “Billy Graham Museum”. Quotation from Laity 

Price. 
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Figure 13: Entrance to the Walk Through the Gospel Exhibit. Photograph by the author.  
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Figure 14: Entering the Walk Through the Gospel Exhibit Through a Cross-Shaped Hallway. Photograph 

by the author. 
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decorated only with Bible verses written in white lettering on black walls. Curators 

intended these spaces to symbolize the crucifixion and death of Jesus Christ, and they 

hoped that as visitors traversed them they would identify with the sufferings of the 

Savior. At the end of the galleries, visitors turned a corner and found themselves in a 

blindingly bright room, painted in hues of cerulean and white to resemble cumulous 

clouds, reverberating with the joyous strains of “The Credo” from Johann Sebastian 

Bach’s B-minor mass (see Figure 15). Designed to symbolize the Christian understanding 

of Heaven, the room celebrated the Christian belief that on the third day after his 

crucifixion Christ miraculously rose from the dead, a notion that anchored evangelicals’ 

theology of salvation and conversion. As visitors stepped into the glory of a simulated 

Heaven, curators hoped they would identify with Christ’s resurrection—a spiritual 

version of which they also could experience, through conversion to Christian faith.86 

In this final room, curators expected that the disparate strands of visitors’ 

recently-accumulated knowledge—about evangelicals’ long history of inviting 

nonbelievers into the faith and influencing the nation, about Graham’s important place in 

that long history, and about the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ—would come 

together and provoke in visitors an ideological change, comnpelling them to convert to 

Christianity. In fact, upon exiting the final room, visitors encountered staff members 

trained to provide “spiritual counseling” as well as a chapel in which they could  

 

86 Bartlett, “The Museum: Visitors Can Expect to Experience a Spiritual Enlivening Throughout”; 

Klexton, “The Museum at the Billy Graham Center: Dedicated to 350 Years of Evangelism”; John 

Rebchook, “The Billy Graham Center Is Built on the Good Word,” Suburban Trib, January 16, 1981, Box 

2, Folder 2, Collection 3, BGCA; Mink, “Evangelism Builds a Museum”; Laity Price, “Billy Graham 

Museum.” 
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Figure 15: Entering the “Heaven Room.” Note the black walls leading up to the room, designed to 

symbolize the crucifixion and death of Jesus Christ. Photograph by the author. 
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“meditate” on what they had just experienced.87 For staffers, the entire museum pointed 

toward this moment, a chance for visitors to “examine and reflect on Christ’s eternal 

message for mankind,” as their promotional literature stated.88 

The Billy Graham Center was officially opened to the public during a dedication 

ceremony in September 1980, an event that garnered national press coverage.89 The 

approximately four thousand people in attendance heard talks from Wheaton College’s 

president, Hudson Armerding, as well as Charles Malik, a theologian and former 

president of the U.N. General Assembly popular among neo-evangelicals, and Graham 

himself, who framed the Center and its purposes much as he and others had done 

consistently since Ferm’s 1970 proposal. “Our desire is that this building will not be 

interpreted as a monument to a man or to an organization,” Graham stated, but rather as 

“an instrument which [God] can use to further His Kingdom throughout the world.”90 

Afterward, staff and volunteer docents led attendees on inaugural tours of the Museum, 

 

87 Bartlett, “The Museum: Visitors Can Expect to Experience a Spiritual Enlivening Throughout”; 

Klexton, “The Museum at the Billy Graham Center: Dedicated to 350 Years of Evangelism”; “Museum 

Prompts Visitor Comments,” InForm: Bulletin of Wheaton College, July 1981, Box 2, Folder 1, Collection 

3, BGCA. 

88 “The Museum at the Billy Graham Center [Brochure].” 

89 Major reports included Kenneth A. Briggs, “New Evangelism Center Mixes History and 

Folklore,” The New York Times, September 11, 1980, Box 2, Folder 2, Collection 3, BGCA; Bruce 

Buursma, “Graham Site Stirs Rift at Wheaton,” Chicago Tribune, September 14, 1980, Box 2, Folder 2, 

Collection 3, BGCA; “Graham Blesses Campus with Center,” Los Angeles Times, September 15, 1980, 

Box 2, Folder 2, Collection 3, BGCA; Richard N. Ostling, “All That and Billy Graham Too,” TIME, 

September 22, 1980, Box 2, Folder 1, Collection 3, BGCA; and John Maust, “Graham Center Provides 

Evangelism Focal Point,” Christianity Today, October 10, 1980, Box 2, Folder 2, Collection 3, BGCA. 

90 Quoted in “Graham Proclaims Center’s Role,” InForm: Bulletin of Wheaton College, October 

1980, 3, Box 2, Folder 2, Collection 3, BGCA. 
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where visitors for the first time strolled past the timeline of the History of Evangelism 

and Revival in America and experienced the Walk Through the Gospel. 

Stambaugh’s plan had finally been realized. Through its exhibits, the Museum 

articulated a “Christian heritage” usable for neo-evangelicals in the present. It gave them 

a sense of historical grounding amid the competing visions of what it meant to be 

“evangelical,” while also reassuring outsiders that neo-evangelicals were not religious 

fanatics but rather devoted patriots who had advanced American democracy through 

revival and moral reform. Moreover, it followed previous plans for the Museum by using 

the past to provoke ideological change in the present by converting visitors to Christian 

faith. Finally, it did all this work—advancing “evangelical heritage” and inviting 

Christian conversion—through a mode of exhibition that stressed emotion and immersion 

as means of historical knowledge production. Alongside other museums and historic sites 

in the 1970s, the Billy Graham Center Museum helped to invent this experiential turn in 

public history.   

 

The Success of Evangelical Heritage? 

In the months and years after the Center’s opening, comments by Museum staff in 

religious and secular media, as well as promotional materials published by Wheaton 

College, told a particular story about the Museum that stressed its positive reception 

among visitors and among museum professionals. While that story had some truth to it, it 

ignored the reality that not all visitors reacted to the Museum in a favorable manner. The 

positive story told by Museum boosters also ignored the Museum’s faltering reputation 
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within the BGEA by the early 1990s. In other words, the Museum’s “success” was 

always partial and contested. 

The story of positive reception told by staffers and boosters, first and foremost, 

centered on the Museum’s success in converting visitors to Christianity. For instance, an 

article published in Wheaton’s alumni magazine less than a year after the Museum 

opened highlighted visitor stories that emphasized the Museum’s role in facilitating 

religious experiences. The article described “a young boy, accepting Christ in the 

museum,” who “returned later with other family members,” as well as “a 

businesswoman, new in her faith, secured books from the Museum store to build her 

Christian library.”91 Such figures served to showcase the Museum’s success as an 

evangelistic endeavor. Similarly, in an interview that aired on a local Chicagoland TV 

station around 1982, a museum docent emphasized the Museum’s evangelistic purpose as 

she excitedly described its ineffable ability to change the hearts of its visitors. “The 

people—they don’t even know what they’re coming to see sometimes,” she told the 

interviewer. “But once they’re here . . . God just moves on them. It’s exciting. . . . [T]hey 

feel God’s presence here.”92 Even more explicitly, a brochure designed to solicit funds 

for the Museum’s ongoing operation claimed that “hundreds of visitors have rededicated 

their lives to God during their Museum experience” while “others have come to know 

 

91 “Museum Prompts Visitor Comments,” 2. 

92 Quoted in “Segment of the Chicago Channel 38 Program, A Closer Look, Focusing on the Billy 

Graham Center Museum, Including Comments by Museum Guide Ann Glenn". 
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God personally for the first time.”93 As these examples indicate, museum staff and 

marketers sought to emphasize the Museum’s success as an evangelistic outreach. 

Second, the story of positive reception also emphasized visitors’ enthusiastic 

reaction to the Museum’s pioneering exhibition of evangelical history. Stambaugh, for 

instance, emphasized in several interviews the Museum’s uniqueness in exhibiting and 

interpreting evangelical history. “This is the first time a coherent narrative about 

evangelism, which has a significant thread in American history, has been done,” he told 

the Wheaton Daily Journal.94 Hoglund made the same case more explicitly while 

speaking with the Evangelical Press Association just prior to the museum’s opening. 

“There is really nothing else like the [Graham Center] museum,” he contended. “The 

Smithsonian has some [material] on camp meetings, but very little because of concerns 

about separation of church and state. . . . Other museums have bits an[d] pieces on 

evangelism, but the Graham Center Museum is exclusively devoted to evangelism in the 

Christian church.”95 Subtly skewering “secular” interpreters of the nation’s past for their 

reticence toward acknowledging what he saw as evangelicalism’s important role in 

American history, Hoglund’s comments enshrined the Museum as a pioneer in the 

exhibition and interpretation of the history of evangelicalism. To judge by the ways in 

 

93 “Billy Graham Center Museum: A Heritage Worth Sharing [Brochure],” undated, Box 89, 

Folder “Museum -- Miscellaneous,” Collection 3, BGCA. The brochure, while undated, was likely 

produced within five years of the Museum’s opening, according to archivists at the Center. 

94 Quoted in Bartlett, “The Museum: Visitors Can Expect to Experience a Spiritual Enlivening 

Throughout.” 

95 Quoted in “Graham Center Museum Stresses Evangelism,” EP News Service, August 30, 1980, 

Box 2, Folder 2, Collection 3, BGCA.  
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which Museum staff and Wheaton College marketers talked about the Museum’s 

exhibition of evangelical heritage, it was a resounding success. As Center director 

Shoemaker put it in a 1980 interview with the Wheaton Daily Journal, the Museum had 

“achieved the purposes we desired. People are finding it very satisfying.”96 

Internal documents also contributed to this story of positive reception. 

Stambaugh’s annual reports to Wheaton College administrators and the BGEA provided 

statistics intended to show the Museum’s popularity with visitors as well as its success in 

converting them to Christian faith. After the Museum’s first full year of operation, which 

drew almost 60,000 visitors between September 1980 and December 1981, attendance 

leveled off just under 30,000 visitors each year, with a gradual slide downward in the 

early 1990s. Stambaugh offered commentary that interpreted the figures in a positive 

light. Reflecting on the first five years of attendance numbers, he averred, “Given the 

size, location, and type of Museum [these are] very respectable figure[s] and [are] 

competitive with other similar Museums and far superior to many history museums 

whose attendance can range from 2,000 to 5,000 a year.”97 He also explained or justified 

years wherein attendance seemed lower. When just over 24,000 people visited the 

Museum during the 1986-1987 academic year, Stambaugh explained, “The Museum was 

 

96 Quoted in Marylea B. Carr, “Director Eases Center into the Wheaton Lifestyle,” Wheaton Daily 

Journal, September 7, 1980, Box 2, Folder 2, Collection 3, BGCA. 

97 [James Stambaugh], “Billy Graham Center Museum Operations Summary,” ca 1984, 1, Box 2, 

Folder: “BGC Museum—Annual Reports,” Accession 08-44, Collection 3, BGCA. 
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closed for approximately six weeks which is reflected in this year’s attendance.”98 

Stambaugh’s use of attendance statistics, and his justifications of those numbers, served 

to further the story that both personnel and boosters told about the Museum. 

Not only attendance figures but statistics regarding religious experiences at the 

Museum appeared in Stambaugh’s reports. For instance, each year he documented how 

many visitors filled out a “decision card” after their visit. These cards had been used for 

decades at Graham revival crusades, primarily as a way for new converts to Christian 

faith to indicate their religious experience and also as a means by which the BGEA added 

new names to its mailing and donor appeal lists. In a five-year review of the Museum’s 

activities, Stambaugh reported that more than 450 decision cards had been collected at 

the Museum between September 1980 and December 1985. He also indicated that, in 

addition to the information provided on the cards, more than 12,000 names had been 

forwarded to the BGEA for inclusion on their mailing list.99 Following a minor redesign 

of some Museum exhibits in 1994, Stambaugh joyfully reported “an increase of 100 

[percent] in the number of Decision Cards turned into the staff,” rising from 175 during 

the 1993-1994 academic year to 473 the following year.100 By showcasing these numbers, 

 

98 James Stambaugh, “Billy Graham Center Museum Annual Report 1986-1987,” 1986–1987, [1], 

Box 2, Folder: “BGC Museum—Annual Reports,” Accession 08-44, Collection 3, BGCA. 

99 Stambaugh, “Billy Graham Center Museum Self Study,” 3. 

100 James Stambaugh, “Billy Graham Center Museum Annual Report 1993-1994,” 1993–1994, 

[2], Box 2, Folder: “BGC Museum—Annual Reports,” Accession 08-44, Collection 3, BGCA; James 

Stambaugh, “Billy Graham Center Museum Annual Report 1994-1995,” 1994–1995, 1, 2, Box 2, Folder: 

“BGC Museum—Annual Reports,” Accession 08-44, Collection 3, BGCA. Note that the real percent 

increase was just over 63 percent, not 100 percent as Stambaugh indicated in his report.  
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Stambaugh intended to bolster the message that ran through all of his annual reports, a 

claim that the Museum was a great success as both a religious and historical endeavor.  

Stambaugh’s reports also used visitor comments as evidence of the Museum’s 

success in achieving its goals. Each of his yearly reports included multiple quotations, 

often abstracted from their original context. Many of the comments he included 

emphasized visitors’ positive reception of the museums’ interpretation of evangelical 

heritage and its emphasis on conversion. One visitor commented that he “love[s] church 

history and enjoyed the history of evangelism in America.”101 Another indicated that the 

Museum provided him with “a great reminder of our rich heritage in Christ.” Stated 

another, “It is an inspiration to walk through this place and be challenged again to keep 

on doing the work of an evangelist.”102 

Stambaugh also highlighted comments that linked historical knowledge and 

religious experience. One visitor expressed gratitude for “an educational, thought-

provoking[,] and worshipful experience” at the Museum.103 Still another made clear that 

historical knowledge about Graham had moved him toward a deeper experience of his 

faith. “All I ever knew about Billy Graham was that he was a T.V. evangelist,” the visitor 

commented. “Now I know more about him and I’ve been inspired to make my walk with 

 

101 James Stambaugh, “Billy Graham Center Museum Annual Report 1992-1993,” 1992–1993, 

Box 2, Folder: “BGC Museum—Annual Reports,” Accession 08-44, Collection 3, BGCA. 

102 Stambaugh. 

103 Stambaugh, “Annual Report 1993-1994.” 
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the Lord stronger.”104 Still another called the Museum “a wonderful way of bringing 

historical facts together . . . and also providing the way of salvation and God’s love.”105 

Other comments highlighted by Stambaugh emphasized the emotions experienced by 

visitors in the Museum’s immersive exhibits. “This is one of the most moving 

experiences I have ever [had] in a display of this kind,” explained one visitor.”106 Noted 

another, “I couldn’t stop crying all through [the] tour of [the] museum.”107 Stambaugh 

used all these comments to underscore his belief that the Museum was a resounding 

success.  

At the same time, Stambaugh used the voluminous comments to downplay 

criticism. In a 1985 document he prepared for fellow staffers and the Billy Graham 

Center director, Stambaugh claimed, “Visitor’s comments have verified that people are 

genuinely inspired by the Museum. . . . It has been warmly received by its general 

audience and criticism has been little and far between. . . . There is not much more that 

can be said in terms of successfully meeting our public trust.”108 For Stambaugh, the 

story of the Billy Graham Center Museum was a story of rousing success in articulating 

evangelical heritage and inspiring conversions to Christianity. 

 

104 James Stambaugh, “Billy Graham Center Museum Annual Report 1990-1991,” 1990–1991, 

Box 2, Folder: “BGC Museum—Annual Reports,” Accession 08-44, Collection 3, BGCA. 

105 James Stambaugh, “Billy Graham Center Museum Annual Report 1987-1988,” 1987–1988, 

Box 2, Folder: “BGC Museum—Annual Reports,” Accession 08-44, Collection 3, BGCA. 

106 Stambaugh, “Annual Report 1992-1993.” 

107 Stambaugh. 

108 Stambaugh, “Billy Graham Center Museum Self Study,” 34. 
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In addition to telling the story of the Museum’s positive reception among visitors, 

boosters also heralded the Museum’s success as a model for some more modest efforts at 

conservative Protestant commemoration. In 1981, for instance, representatives of the 

Salvation Army, a denomination with roots in the urban revivalism of nineteenth-century 

England and the United States, visited the Museum to consult with Stambaugh and 

Hoglund about a small museum they hoped to create at the denomination’s headquarters 

in Suffern, New York. Over a yearlong period, Museum staff helped Army 

representatives to design, fabricate, and prepare copy for the 2,000-square-foot museum 

that opened in October 1982.109 Another project that drew inspiration from the Museum 

was the Flower Pentecostal Heritage Center, a scholarly research center and museum 

operated by the three-million-member Assemblies of God denomination at their 

headquarters in Springfield, Missouri. In 1997, they announced that they had hired “the 

designers of the Billy Graham Center Museum in Wheaton, Illinois,” to create the 3,000-

square-foot “world-class interactive museum” that would be part of their new building.110 

In this sense, the Museum acted as an exemplar and model for other experiments in 

religious commemoration.  

To judge by the story of positive reception told by Museum staffers and boosters, 

the Museum not only succeeded at its two-pronged mission—to provide “a stirring 

history of our Christian heritage . . . that both increases awareness of an exciting past and 

 

109 Stambaugh, 30. 

110 “Under Construction: New Heritage Center Honors Flowers Family,” Assemblies of God 

Heritage, Winter 1997-1998, 16. 
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stimulates faith and action today”—but also influenced and inspired other efforts in neo-

evangelical and conservative Protestant commemoration. There was much truth to this 

story. Evidence beyond the publicity pieces and annual reports bears out some of the 

claims of Museum staffers and boosters. For instance, recordings made in the Hour of 

Decision recording booth in the Life and Ministry of Billy Graham exhibit often included 

claims of the Museum’s spiritual significance. Many of the recordings featured visitors 

telling their stories of Christian conversion, often at Graham crusades—some as far back 

as 1949.111 Other recordings indicated that the Museum offered a source of inspiration for 

Christians new to the faith. In one, a young woman described taking a friend, a recent 

convert, on a tour of the Museum. “I brought her to the Billy Graham Center and I took 

her around the museum and I showed her all the neat pictures, and she’s really grown 

from it,” the woman reported in her recording. “She’s just had a really great 

experience.”112 Still others stressed the importance of the Museum’s articulation of 

evangelical heritage. One woman, a parent of several children, contrasted the Museum’s 

explicitly religious narrative with the nationalistic history at museums in Washington, 

D.C. “We were just in Washington DC this summer, and we saw what man has done in 

America,” she reported, presumably referring to the Smithsonian museums. “But it’s just 

 

111 T1. Tape from the Billy Graham Center Museum Intended for People to Give Their Christian 

Testimony for Two Minutes, 1980, T1, Accession 12-23, Collection 3, BGCA; T2. Tape from the Billy 

Graham Center Museum Intended for People to Give Their Christian Testimony for Two Minutes, 1980, 

T2, Accession 12-23, Collection 3, BGCA; T181. Tape from the Billy Graham Center Museum Intended for 

People to Give Their Christian Testimony for Two Minutes, 1983, T181, Audio Tape file, Collection 3, 

BGCA. 

112 T5. Tape from the Billy Graham Center Museum Intended for People to Give Their Christian 

Testimony for Two Minutes, 1980, T5, Accession 12-23, Collection 3, BGCA. 
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neat to [come to the Museum] . . . to see what the Lord has done . . . in America.”113 

Another visitor, who identified himself as a Presbyterian minister from Ohio, claimed 

that while walking through the History of Revival and Evangelism in America exhibit he 

was “inspired by what God’s been doing through evangelists through the years [in] our 

country, and [given] a broader vision of what might be done for the future.”114 Such 

comments fit with the story offered by staffers and boosters, one in which visitors almost 

universally found religious inspiration or historical knowledge as a result of touring the 

Museum. 

However, the reality was more complicated that the story told by the Museum. 

For instance, not all visitors used the Museum in the ways suggested by the comments 

Stambaugh selected for his annual reports. Other recordings made in the Hour of 

Decision booth illustrate the varied ways in which visitors engaged the site’s experiential 

and immersive spaces. One recording captured a group of people, presumably children or 

teenagers on a school trip to the Museum, goofing off in the booth. One voice shout-sings 

the lyrics to the 1978 song “You Really Got Me” by Van Halen, while other voices laugh 

in the background. Near the end of the recording, the singer shouts “Van Halen!” before 

collapsing into peals of laughter.115 While humorous, the recording indicates that not all 

 

113 T2. Tape from the Billy Graham Center Museum Intended for People to Give Their Christian 

Testimony for Two Minutes. 

114 T3. Tape from the Billy Graham Center Museum Intended for People to Give Their Christian 
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315 

visitors approached the Museum with the reverence, emotion, and spiritual awe that 

Stambaugh portrayed in his annual reports. Similarly, some recordings captured visitors 

questioning or even challenging Graham and his ministries. In one recording, a male 

visitor challenged Billy Graham for using outdated music in his revival services. “I think 

Billy Graham’s alright. He needs to use more music in the ministries, though,” the man 

opined. “He could use more contemporary Christian music.”116 In another, a young 

woman used the booth to air her confusion and questions about the Christian faith, 

exclaiming at one point. “How can you prove Earth was created?” she asked in her 

recording. “How can you prove Adam and Eve were real?”117 Once again, these 

recordings indicate that not all visitors engaged with the Museum’s experiential exhibits 

and historical arguments in the positive ways claimed by both staffers and boosters. 

Some, far from converting as a result of their experience, actively challenged the faith 

and used the exhibits to push back against its religious claims. 

Moreover, the story of positive reception extolled by staffers and boosters glossed 

over the tensions that existed between Museum personnel, the Wheaton College 

community, and the BGEA regarding the site’s use, management, and overall value. For 

instance, when the Museum opened in 1980 it was met with skepticism and disinterest by 

college constituents. In an internal document for fellow staffers in 1985, Stambaugh 

expressed his frustration that “Wheaton College faculty, staff, and students rarely visit, 

 

116 T180. Tape from the Billy Graham Center Museum Intended for People to Give Their Christian 
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utilize, or support any Museum activities. It is our single greatest and most obvious 

failure in terms of audience despite many efforts toward the contrary.” He characterized 

the campus attitude toward the Museum as one of “benign neglect.”118  

Over time, the Museum’s reputation with the BGEA also seemed to falter. 

Internal documents from the early 1990s, for instance, suggest that the BGEA 

representatives to the Center’s board were increasingly concerned about the Museum’s 

goals, direction, and leadership. In 1992, for instance, the BGEA demanded the formation 

of a Museum Oversight Committee as part of the Center’s board, comprised of both 

Wheaton College and BGEA representatives. They also urged James Kraakevik, who 

succeeded Shoemaker as the Center’s director in 1984, to update Stambaugh’s job 

description to give “a higher level of priority and . . . greater emphasis” to activities such 

as advertising and marketing, audience surveys and analysis, fundraising, and volunteer 

recruitment and retention.119 The demands of the BGEA seemed to indicate a perception 

that Stambaugh, while successful in curation and collection development, had not done 

enough to promote the Museum, bring in a wider array of visitors, and generate revenues. 

Evidence suggests that the situation was tense. At one point, a minister in the Wheaton 

 

118 Stambaugh, “Billy Graham Center Museum Self Study,” 35. 

119 Sterling Huston to Dr. Richard Chase, September 14, 1992, Box 2, Folder: “Development,” 
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community and a friend of Stambaugh sent a letter to Kraakevik “in support of 

Stambaugh and his work at the Billy Graham Center Museum,” claiming that “distress 

and dismay”—and perhaps even a concern that Stambaugh’s job was in jeopardy—had 

led her to write on his behalf.120 Ultimately, Stambaugh remained in his post. 

In the midst of this administrative wrangling, the Center’s board also approved a 

“refurbishing” of the Museum. The renovation was overseen by a committee that 

included Museum staff, members of the Museum Oversight Committee, and contractors 

from the museum design firm Lynch Industries. It resulted in a complete revision of the 

History of Revival and Evangelism in America exhibit. Designers increased the exhibit’s 

total square footage and retooled its narrative using a new script written by a BGEA 

official. The renovation also resulted in significant changes to the Life and Career of 

Billy Graham exhibit.121 Nevertheless, the refurbished exhibits maintained the 

Stambaugh plan’s focus on articulating evangelical heritage and encouraging religious 

conversion, and they also continued the Museum’s experiential approach to exhibition. 

For instance, a significant addition to the Life and Career of Billy Graham exhibit was 

Graham’s crusade pulpit, used by the evangelist in numerous revival services throughout 

the years. Curators placed the pulpit on a raised dais, and on the surface of the pulpit they 

displayed a clock Graham used to time his messages as well as notes from his sermons. 

They situated the artifact to face a semi-circular diorama decorated with a large 

 

120 Frances Lattin Brocker to Dr. David E. Johnston, December 4, 1992, Box 2, Folder: “Museum 
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photograph of a crusade crowd as well as a bank of screens that played crusade footage 

on a loop. Signage invited visitors to stand behind the pulpit, figuratively placing 

themselves in Graham’s shoes, where they could imagine what he saw, heard, and felt as 

he preached to an audience of thousands.122 The pulpit and the exhibitionary strategies 

used to display it fit well with the experiential mode employed by the original Stambaugh 

plan. 

After dedicating the renovated Museum in 1994, staffers launched “an extensive 

campaign of publicity and advertising” in local and national media.123 The result was a 

sharp uptick in annual visitors in the mid-1990s. Still, the BGEA remained only partially 

satisfied with the success of the Museum. Stambaugh, who retired in 2002, claims that 

what the BGEA always wanted was a presidential library—the model that Ferm 

articulated as early as 1970. Yet he believes that the BGEA “never really got that. [All] 

the resources were . . . there: We had an archives that was very well done, we had a 

library that we had built, we had the museum. But it never really became what they 

envisioned.”124  

In other words, the “success” of the Billy Graham Center Museum was never as 

obvious or as uncontested as staffers and boosters sometimes made it seem. The Museum 

 

122 For descriptions of the pulpit on display after the renovation, see Casey Banas, “Graham’s 
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did achieve some successes. It proved popular among visitors, and it inspired and served 

as a model for similar experiments in commemoration among neo-evangelicals and other 

conservative Protestants. Even so, not all visitors reacted to the Museum in a favorable 

manner. Some joked about its exhibits, while others questioned the truth-claims of 

Christian theology presented therein. Moreover, the BGEA grew increasingly concerned 

about the Museum’s goals, direction, and leadership by the 1990s, resulting in tensions 

between the organization and Center staff and resulting in a major redesign. Thus, the 

Museum’s “success” was always partial and contested—never as complete as some 

within the institution made it out to be. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has argued that the Billy Graham Center Museum advanced 

evangelical heriage by offering visitors an experience of the past through exhibits that 

used emotion and immersion to develop visitors’ historical knowledge. Curators and 

designers derived this method of exhibition and interpretation partly from Billy Graham’s 

heart religion. Just as the people who listened to or wrote about Graham during his 

preaching ministry made sense of him through the framework of emotion, so too could 

visitors to his museum make sense of him—and of the evangelical heritage he 

represented—in such terms. In doing so, curators and designers helped to invent an 

experiential turn in the field of American public history, fashioning a new mode of 

presenting the past to audiences.  
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This chapter has also argued that Museum curators had two clear goals. First, they 

hoped to map evangelical heritage onto a broader narrative of American history, 

demonstrating to visitors that major political and social events in the nation’s past were 

decisively influenced by evangelical ideas, people, and activities—and, thereby, proving 

that the evangelical story and the American story were profoundly imbricated. Second, 

they hopted to use the Museum as an evangelistic tool, convinced that an encounter with 

evangelicalism’s long, proud history would inspire visitors to convert to Christian faith. 

Finally, this chapter has asserted that the results of this new neo-evangelical 

experiment in commemoration were mixed. The Museum did realize some successes, but 

not all visitors responded to the Museum in the way that curators and boosters hoped, and 

not all boosters were pleased with the Museum and its results. In this sense, the 

Museum’s “success” was always partial and contested, never as fully realized as some 

staffers made it out to be.  

As the Billy Graham Center Museum continued to exhibit and interpret 

evangelical heritage to a wide audience, a tectonic shift rocked the conservative 

Protestant world. Neo-evangelicalism fragmented. As detailed at the end of Chapter 4, 

the movement that had claimed to represent a united conservative Protestantism since the 

end of World War II divided in the 1970s and early 1980s, riven over matters both 

theological, cultural, and political. And as the next chapter will explain, amid the 

coalition’s collapse, new imaginings of evangelicalism burst onto the scene. Aging neo-

evangelical leaders and coalition builders, Graham included, were eclipsed by a 

generation of younger, ambitious spokespersons. Like the architects of neo-



 

321 

evangelicalism, these elites claimed to speak for a unified, coherent conservative 

Protestantism, even though—as with neo-evangelicalism—that unity was, at least behind 

the scenes, uncertain and unstable. Even the most powerful of these new varieties, the so-

called New Christian Right, struggled to organize varied, disconnected, and often 

discordant conservative Protestants under a shared vision. Even so, the New Christian 

Right’s most visible personalities marshalled their individual charisma, the power of 

mass media, and more to present a vision of evangelical solidarity. 

In their attempts to imagine a new variety of evangelicalism into existence, New 

Christian Right leaders—just like the architects of neo-evangelicalism a generation 

before—viewed history as one means by which to organize themselves. And also like 

their predecessors, these leaders wanted history to come alive. They sought immersive, 

emotional, and experiential means of producing knowledge about the past, not just 

cognitive or informational approaches. Yet unlike neo-evangelicals, who had turned to 

the field of public history for inspiration, these leaders uncovered a different—and 

unexpected—mode by which to promote their version of the past: the theme park. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE MAGIC KINGDOMS OF CHRISTIAN AMERICA: HOW THE RISE OF THE 

NEW CHRISTIAN RIGHT AND THE INVENTION OF CHRISTIAN THEME  

PARKS TRANSFORMED THE FUTURE OF EVANGELICAL  

HERITAGE, 1975-2005 

 

When Billy Graham visited Wheaton College in September of 1980 to help 

dedicate the center named in his honor, reporters covering the event wanted to talk about 

more than his memorialization. They also wanted to discuss what appeared to them as a 

striking new development in American Christianity: a movement among conservative 

Protestants to elect Republicans to political office. In comments made during the 

dedication celebrations, Graham ignored his own history of political involvement and 

dismissed the Republican mobilization of conservative Protestants as a passing fad, 

telling reporters that the movement represented “a very small segment of evangelicals.”1 

Graham was wrong. The movement he dismissed in September 1980 would, in 

two months’ time, help to usher Ronald Reagan into the White House and, in subsequent 

years, gain both electoral potency and cultural prominence. The ascendancy of what 

many scholars, journalists, and other cultural commentators labeled the Christian Right 

represented a new imagining of a united, cooperative conservative Protestantism.2 Like 

 

1 Quoted in “Billy Graham and Evangelical Leader Dismiss Potency of ‘Christian Right,’” EP 

News Service, September 27, 1980, Box 2, Folder 1, Collection 3, BGCA. 

2 At the time, many termed this movement the “Christian Right.” See previous footnote as 

example. Here, I use the phrase New Christian Right to demonstrate continuity with the politically right-
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neo-evangelicalism, this new evangelical imagining took shape via shared narratives, 

patterns of consumption, and networks of influence that tied together otherwise 

denominationally and doctrinally divided conservative Protestants. And like neo-

evangelicalism, the New Christian Right’s supposed unity was always partial, contested, 

and fabricated—more fiction than reality. Even so, the movement became enshrined in 

the American public imagination and in media cultures and, as the historian Steven Miller 

has contended, “defined public impressions of born-again Christianity” in the 1980s and 

1990s, eclipsing Graham and his neo-evangelical coreligionists.3  

Like the neo-evangelical coalition, the New Christian Right organized itself using 

the past. As we have seen, neo-evangelicals championed proud, respectable narratives of 

conservative Protestant contributions to the American story, narratives that buttressed the 

consensus history of the Cold War era. After the collapse of that consensus in the 1970s, 

New Christian Right leaders promoted a nostalgic vision of white Christian nationalism. 

Inspired by this nostalgic vision of the past, the New Christian Right waged pitched 

battles against numerous perceived threats, including old-guard concerns such as 

Communism, government overreach, and mandated racial integration, as well as newer 

concerns such as abortion access, gay rights, the Equal Rights Amendment, and the 

sovereignty of the state of Israel. In many respects, this brand of conservative Protestant 

political activism was nothing new. Interwar fundamentalists and neo-evangelicals had 

 

leaning conservative Protestant movements of the past, namely interwar fundamentalism (which the 

historian Leo Ribuffo termed the “Old Christian Right”) and neo-evangelicalism. 

3 Miller, The Age of Evangelicalism, 58.  
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fought similar culture wars since the early twentieth century. What distinguished the New 

Christian Right was that it waged these latest culture wars battles from within the GOP, 

reflecting a political realignment and consolidation set in motion by Richard Nixon and 

aided by Graham and other neo-evangelicals. Moreover, the New Christian Right 

engaged in these cultural skirmishes from a posture of restoring, not preserving, Christian 

America and its status in the world. Leaders in the movement believed that previous 

generations had failed to preserve the nation’s religious heritage amid the country’s slow 

decline into “secular humanism,” yet they held out hope that its white, Protestant moral 

underpinnings—in other words, its status as a Christian nation—could yet be restored, 

through religious revival and through political action. Nostalgia, New Christian Right 

leaders believed, could inspire believers to wake up and take action. 

New Christian Right leaders touted this nostalgic vision of a white, Christian 

nationalist past not only in their speeches, books, radio broadcasts, and TV shows. Like 

neo-evangelical elites before them, they also materialized evangelical heritage. But 

whereas neo-evangelical elites, as described in Chapter 5, had sensed and acted within an 

experiential turn within the museum profession, connecting the heart religion of 

conservative Protestantism with new forms of exhibition and interpretation that relied on 

emotion and immersion to produce historical knowledge, leaders of the New Christian 

Right instead embraced and adopted the theme park as their model for staging 

experiential encounters with the past. 

This chapter explains how the rise of the New Christian Right and the emergence 

of the Christian theme park industry influenced the future of evangelical heritage. It 
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argues that between 1975 and 2005—the same period in which neo-evangelical elites 

continued to pin their commemorative hopes on sites such as the Billy Graham Center 

Museum, which embodied trends in public history practice—leaders of the New Christian 

Right invested in the experience economy, and in particular in the theme park. On the one 

hand, these parks provided conservative Protestant consumers with new spaces in which 

to enjoy fun, family-centered entertainment. On the other, the helped to invent the New 

Christian Right by using their built environments and techniques of immersion, emotion, 

and experience to channel the ideas that gave structure and meaning to this new 

imagining of evangelical community, including a Christian nationalist nostalgia and a 

pro-Israel apocalypticism. Moreover, though designed for a specific subculture, these 

parks were never entirely sectarian. They consistently borrowed from, competed with, 

and sometimes even influenced the parks operated by the Walt Disney Company.  

The New Christian Right’s investment in the experience economy explains the 

transformation of evangelical history museums in the early twenty-first century. By the 

2000s, purveyors of evangelical heritage still sought to imbue their sites with the 

intellectual credibility of the museum, yet in form and in function they drew not on the 

latest trends in the museum field but rather from theme parks. The proliferation of 

evangelical museums and historical sites in the early twenty-first century relied 

significantly on the techniques and technologies of the theme park, from animatronics to 

digital media, immersive landscapes to integrated retail opportunities. They also 

increasingly functioned, like the theme parks that influenced them, as sites for the 
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dissemination of New Christian Right ideology, offering education and entertainment 

while also waging the culture wars. 

 

The (Re)Making of a New Evangelical Coalition 

While BGEA staffers and Wheaton College administrators worked in the late 

1970s to build and dedicate their shrine to America’s most beloved evangelist, other 

conservative Protestants busily constructed a network of political action committees, 

broadcasting companies, and book and magazine publishers. In doing so, they invented 

another variety of evangelicalism, the New Christian Right.  

The roots of this conservative Protestant self-reimagining lay in the same tectonic 

social and cultural transformations that had rent the fragile unity of the postwar neo-

evangelical coalition and, more broadly, had shattered many of the collective 

assumptions and ideals that had informed the midcentury Cold War consensus. This “age 

of fracture,” as the historian Daniel Rodgers has termed it, divided neo-evangelical elites. 

Pastors, missionaries, scholars, activists, and other religious leaders disagreed on how to 

respond to the civil rights movement, feminism, the Vietnam War, and more.4 The 

erosion of a perceived unity within the coalition created openings into which a new, 

younger generation of conservative Protestant elites could enter and assume leadership. 

For these leaders, the age of fracture meant especially a dissolution of the widespread 

understanding of the United States as a Christian nation. In their narrative, the gradual 

 

4 On “age of fracture,” see Daniel T. Rodgers, Age of Fracture (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of 

Harvard University Press, 2011). 
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erosion of what they considered the nation’s Christian moral center began in the early 

1960s, with the Supreme Court’s decisions to ban prayer and Bible reading in public 

schools. It accelerated in the next decade. The emergence of second-wave feminism and 

the gay rights movement, rising divorce rates, the proliferation of pornography, and the 

public acceptance of premarital sex all signaled the collapse of conservative Protestant 

dictums about marriage, gender, sexuality, and the nuclear family. Racial integration—

particularly as embodied in governmental efforts to enforce the 1964 Civil Rights Act in 

schools, businesses, and other public institutions—also portended the decline of 

America’s Christian heritage. If the federal government could tell Christians how to run 

their businesses and their educational institutions, these leaders argued, what would stop 

them from telling Christians how to run their churches?5  

Indeed, racial integration became the catalyst for the earliest collaboration of 

many of the conservative Protestant elite who would ultimately form the leadership 

backbone of the New Christian Right. In the early 1970s, in an effort to comply with 

federal civil rights legislation, the Nixon administration ordered the Internal Revenue 

Service to enact a new policy denying tax exemptions to educational institutions with 

racially discriminatory admissions policies. Such institutions, the White House claimed, 

were by definition not “charitable” organizations and therefore did not qualify for tax 

exemption. A year after the administration’s announcement, the Supreme Court ruled in 

Green v. Connally to uphold the policy, and the IRS, in conjunction with the Equal 

 

5 Williams, God’s Own Party, 105–64. 
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Opportunity Employment Commission, began to contact private schools throughout the 

United States, including religious institutions, to inquire about their race policies. So-

called “segregation academies,” schools and colleges started by conservative Protestants 

mostly in the U.S. South in response to the successes of the civil rights movement, 

became particular targets for government intervention. In 1976, after years of warnings to 

integrate or pay taxes, the IRS rescinded the tax exemption of Bob Jones University, the 

fundamentalist Bible school where Billy Graham had briefly matriculated in the late 

1930s, for refusing to admit African-American students.6  

This move frightened many conservative Protestants. Sensing an opportunity, 

Paul Weyrich—a Catholic-born conservative political strategist, founder of the Heritage 

Foundation, and New Right activist who had long hoped to mobilize conservative 

Protestants as a reliable voting bloc—convened a gathering of conservative Protestant 

leaders under the aegis of a political action committee, Christian School Action.7 

Participants included Jerry Falwell, a self-avowed fundamentalist Baptist minister from 

 

6 On federal efforts to mandate integration at Christian schools, including at Bob Jones University, 

see William Martin, With God on Our Side: The Rise of the Religious Right in America (New York: 

Broadway Books, 1996), 168–69; Randall Balmer, Thy Kingdom Come: How the Religious Right Distorts 

the Faith and Threatens America (New York: Basic Books, 2006), 13–15, and Randall Balmer, “The Real 

Origins of the Religious Right,” POLITICO, May 27, 2014, 

https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2014/05/religious-right-real-origins-107133. 

7 Scholars have typically understood the New Right as a late twentieth century phenomenon that 

rejected the “country club” Republicanism of Dwight Eisenhower by marrying the laissez-faire economic 

conservatism of Barry Goldwater with the anti-elitist, working-class cultural conservatism of Richard 

Nixon. On its rise see Kim Phillips-Fein, Invisible Hands: The Businessmen’s Crusade Against the New 

Deal (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2009); Lisa McGirr, Suburban Warriors: The Origins of the 

New American Right (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001); Kevin M. Kruse, White Flight: 

Atlanta and the Making of Modern Conservatism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005); and 

Self, All in the Family: The Realignment of American Democracy since the 1960s. 
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Lynchburg, Virginia, already known across the country for his radio and TV programs 

and for his moral crusades against pornography, feminism, and homosexuality, and James 

Dobson, a Church of the Nazarene minister and psychologist from California whose 

Focus on the Family ministry and its panoply of books, films, and radio programs on 

child-rearing techniques were becoming staples in many conservative Protestant homes. 

While Falwell and Dobson amplified fears of the IRS threat through their broadcasts and 

publications, other conservative Protestants, including the Pentecostal media personality 

Pat Robertson spread the word through their magazines, radio broadcasts, and TV shows. 

In short time, the White House, the IRS, and Congress received “half a million pieces of 

mail protesting the new regulations,” according to the historian William Martin. The 

outcry forced the IRS to abandon its policy and drummed up support for the North 

Carolina Senator Jesse Helms’ amendment to prohibit further federal funding of 

investigations into the violation of IRS regulations by Christian schools.8 The insipient 

movement had won its first victory—a clearer political triumph than anything that the 

neo-evangelical coalition had managed to achieve.9 

 

8 On Weyrich’s mobilization of these conservative Protestant leaders and the end to the IRS 

crusade against segregation academies, see Martin, With God on Our Side, 169–73, and Williams, God’s 

Own Party, 163–64. Williams acknowledges other efforts at federal regulation that worried conservative 

Protestants in the early 1970s, but claims that the IRS debacle galvanized them to action in a decisive way. 

Key studies of Falwell and Dobson, respectively, are Susan Friend Harding, The Book of Jerry Falwell: 

Fundamentalist Language and Politics., reprint ed. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), and 

Hilde Løvdal Stephens, Family Matters: James Dobson and Focus on the Family’s Crusade for the 

Christian Home (Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama Press, 2019). 

9 Bob Jones University sued to recover its tax exemption after 1976, and the case made its way to 

the Supreme Court in 1983. In an eight-to-one decision, the Court ruled against the school. The lone 

dissenter, William Rehnquist, was later elevated by President Ronald Reagan, whose electoral victory in 

1980 was achieved, in no small part, through the mobilization of the New Christian Right, to the position of 

chief justice. See Balmer, “The Real Origins of the Religious Right.” 
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Though initially successful as a means of galvanizing conservative Protestants 

into action, resisting racial integration became a less potent issue by the end of the 

decade. After 1979, Weyrich and other elites seeking to shepherd the nascent movement 

seized on new issues. For instance, the growing rates of abortion in the United States, 

made legal by the Supreme Court’s 1973 decision in Roe v. Wade, were used by leaders 

as further evidence of their claims about the decline of Christian America. Once viewed 

by Protestants largely as a “Catholic issue,” abortion became an increasingly important 

“family values” issue for conservative Protestants in the 1980s. Calls for a Congressional 

ban on abortion, and for the election of “born again” senators and representatives who 

would enact such legislation, rang out among leaders of the nascent movement.10  

Elites in the New Christian Right did not confine themselves to domestic politics. 

At a time of political détente between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, when the global 

specter of Communism was not as haunting as it had been at midcentury, many New 

Christian Right leaders redirected their concern away from Eastern Europe to the Middle 

East and, specifically, to Israel, and urged an aggressively pro-Israel foreign policy. Israel 

had long played a central role in many conservative Protestants’ beliefs about the 

impending end of the world and the return of Jesus Christ to set up a kingdom on earth. 

Many, including neo-evangelical elites such as Billy Graham, expected that these “end 

times” would be presaged by the restoration of the state of Israel, the Jewish occupation 

 

10 On the transformation of abortion from a “Catholic issue” into a factor in the mobilization of the 

New Christian Right, see Daniel K. Williams, Defenders of the Unborn: The Pro-Life Movement before 

Roe v. Wade (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016). 
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of Jerusalem, and the reconstruction of the Jewish Temple on the Temple Mount. By the 

1970s, many neo-evangelicals, fundamentalists, and other conservative Protestants were 

paying increased attention to Israel as a result of global events—the 1948 creation of the 

Jewish state, the 1967 repossession of Jerusalem by Israel, and more—and as a result of a 

revival of biblical prophecy. First popularized by fundamentalist millennialism in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, biblical prophecy, which interpreted the sacred 

text in terms of current events in an effort to understand the future, was repackaged for 

contemporary audiences by books such as the evangelist Hal Lindsay’s 1970 bestseller 

The Late Great Planet Earth, by popular radio and TV “prophets” such as Jack Van 

Impe, and by neo-evangelical–backed prophecy conferences such as the 1971 Jerusalem 

Conference on Biblical Prophecy, which Billy Graham and Harold Ockenga both 

attended. Elites in the New Christian Right seized upon these fascinations. Given the 

centrality of Israel to conservative Protestants’ end-times prognostications, they believed 

that, at a time when the nation’s moral fabric seemed to be coming apart at the seams, 

America could restore her Christian heritage by increasing foreign policy and military 

support for Israel. “I believe that if we fail to protect Israel, we will cease to be important 

to God,” Jerry Falwell told reporters during a tour of Israel in 1978. “We can and must be 

involved in guiding America towards a biblical position regarding her stand on Israel.” 

Translating that “biblical position” into a political campaign became a central concern of 
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the New Christian Right in the late 1970s and 1980s, a common cause that galvanized 

conservative Protestants otherwise divided by denomination and doctrine.11  

In pursuit of their goal of restoring America’s Christian heritage and its status as a 

global power, elites within the New Christian Right founded a network of grassroots 

organizations to mobilize conservative Protestant laypeople to elect “born-again” 

politicians to federal and state office. The first was Christian Voice, formed just a few 

months after the New Christian Right’s initial battle against the IRS, in January 1979. 

Other groups included the Texas minister James Robinson’s Religious Roundtable, which 

linked conservative Protestants with right-wing factions within Catholicism, Judaism, and 

black Protestantism; the Southern California pastor’s wife Beverly LaHaye’s Concerned 

Women for America, which mobilized conservative Protestants in opposition to the Equal 

Rights Amendment; and, perhaps most importantly, the Moral Majority, formed in 

September 1979 by Jerry Falwell. Within a few years of its formation, the group claimed 

to represent more than seven million people committed to conservative moral and 

theological causes.12  

What differentiated these organizations from neo-evangelical lobbying groups, 

such as the NAE, was their lockstep allegiance to the GOP. As indicated in previous 

 

11 On the intertwining of Middle Eastern cultural fascination with the revival of biblical prophecy 

in the politics of the early New Christian Right, see Paul Boyer, When Time Shall Be No More: Prophecy 

Belief in Modern American Culture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), 126–30, 203–8; 

Melani McAlister, Epic Encounters: Culture, Media, and U.S. Interests in the Middle East Since 1945, 

updated ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 165–78; Sutton, American Apocalypse, 345–

55; and McAlister, The Kingdom of God Has No Borders, 70–84. 

12 Williams, God’s Own Party, 164–84; Dochuk, From Bible Belt to Sunbelt, 383–87; Sutton, 

American Apocalypse, 353–54. 
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chapters, regional differences and divided party loyalties had kept earlier generations of 

conservative Protestants from experiencing political victories. Neither the Democrats nor 

the Republicans had taken interwar fundamentalists’ moral crusades that seriously, and 

the divides between Northern and Midwestern neo-evangelicals (who favored 

Republicans) and Southern neo-evangelicals and fundamentalists (who favored 

Democrats) during the midcentury years had further squandered conservative 

Protestantism’s legislative success. The late 1960s and early 1970s changed all that. As 

the Democratic Party embraced the civil rights movement and, more cautiously, second-

wave feminism, Nixon courted discontented white, working-class cultural conservatives 

in the Old South and the Sunbelt as an ignored yet powerful “silent majority,” and 

enjoined them to vote GOP. Graham, as indicated in Chapter 4, abetted Nixon’s so-called 

“Southern strategy.” That political realignment enabled the New Christian Right to force 

Republican Party leaders to pay attention to their demands. The allure of a mobilized, 

reliable voting bloc within conservative Protestantism convinced the GOP to add the New 

Christian Right’s anti-abortion, anti–Equal Rights Amendment, pro-Israel, and pro-

school prayer stances to the party platform in 1980. Months later, the New Christian 

Right delivered on their promise. Millions of conservative Protestant voters turned out at 

the polls, sweeping Ronald Reagan into the White House.13  

The architects of the New Christian Right received mixed support for their efforts 

among neo-evangelical elites. Graham, as already indicated, dismissed the movement and 

 

13 Williams, God’s Own Party, 187–202; Dochuk, From Bible Belt to Sunbelt, 387–96. 
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distanced himself from it.14 Progressive neo-evangelicals, such as the Sojourners founder 

Jim Wallis and the Anabaptist theologian and college professor Ronald J. Sider, offered a 

more thoroughgoing critique. In the late 1970s, for instance, Wallis warned the readears 

of his magazine that the “alarming political initiative of the evangelical far right” would 

have a significant and deleterious effect on conservative Protestantism’s stature and 

legitimacy in the United States.15 Other neo-evangelical leaders offered mixed messages. 

For instance, the theologian Carl F. H. Henry, who with Graham and Harold Ockenga 

had functioned as one of the coalition’s most prominent figures, had long sympathized 

with the GOP but refused to link the coalition to a single party, and he warned New 

Christian Right leaders not to “expect from political engagement more than it can 

deliver.” Even so, he publicly claimed that the “evangelical return to politics poses no 

threat to democratic civility” and welcomed the New Christian Right’s influence on 

America’s rapidly secularizing culture.16  

Still other neo-evangelical leaders had a less ambivalent take on the New 

Christian Right. Bill Bright, founder of Campus Crusade for Christ, a neo-evangelical 

para-church organization designed to convert students at secular colleges and universities 

 

14 Miller, Billy Graham..., 205–8; Williams, God’s Own Party, 198–99. Miller rightly points out, 

however, that Graham “helped to construct the political and religious culture that made the [New] Christian 

Right possible,” possessed ties to many of the movement’s founding leaders, and sometimes publicly 

supported some of the antiabortion, anti-gay, and anti-feminist stances that animated early movement 

leaders. See Miller, Billy Graham..., 204–5. 

15 Wallis quoted in Miller, The Age of Evangelicalism, 56. For more on the relationship between 

the New Christian Right and evangelical progressives, see Swartz, Moral Minority, 224–54, and Gasaway, 

Progressive Evangelicals and the Pursuit of Social Justice, 10–18. 

16 Carl F. H. Henry, Confessions of a Theologian (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1986), 394, 396–97. 
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to Christian faith, became a political partisan in the 1970s and aided in the new 

coalition’s gestation.17 Perhaps the movement’s most significant neo-evangelical booster 

was Francis Schaeffer. Raised in a working-class, agnostic home, as a teenager Schaeffer 

converted to fundamentalism during a tent revival service and, after college, settled in 

Europe, where he established himself as a conservative Protestant theologian and cultural 

commentator and shaped a generation of neo-evangelical young people through L’Abri, a 

religious retreat center and intellectual hub that Schaeffer operated in the Swiss Alps. 

Popular among neo-evangelicals in the United States for his intellectual bona fides and 

his unapologetically conservative faith—a symbol, in their minds, of a culturally 

respectable Protestantism that nevertheless maintained fundamentalist truth—Schaeffer 

further distinguished himself in the 1970s by publishing a series of books in which he 

declared the ballast of Western civilization in jeopardy due to the unrelenting forces of 

“secular humanism,” a dangerous ideology, Schaeffer argued, that sought to discredit and 

defeat Christianity as a force in the public square. Schaeffer’s conspiratorial rhetoric 

about forces allied against conservative Protestantism in the West fit well with New 

Christian Right leaders’ narrative of the decline of Christian America. Indeed, as the 

historian Molly Worthen has argued, the neo-evangelical Schaeffer provided Falwell, 

Robertson, and other conservative Protestant activists with the intellectual and 

ideological legitimation they needed to wage a new round of culture wars.18  

 

17 On Bright and his politicization in the 1970s, see Turner, Bill Bright and Campus Crusade for 

Christ, 147–236, and Williams, God’s Own Party, 120–22. 

18 On Schaeffer, his popularity among neo-evangelicals, and his influence in legitimizing the 

political activism of the New Christian Right, see Barry Hankins, Francis Schaeffer and the Shaping of 
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The New Christian Right relied on more than just the vestiges of neo-

evangelicalism, though. It also drew support from networks that had existed since the 

1940s and 1950s, crafted by mostly Southern and Sunbelt fundamentalists who felt left 

behind by the culturally savvy conservatives that rebranded the old-time religion after 

World War II. As the historian Daniel Williams has observed, these fundamentalists 

“viewed themselves as an embattled minority” and became “keenly interested in politics” 

in order to establish a bulwark between their communities and the federal government, 

which they viewed skeptically as a bastion of integrationist hawks, Communist 

sympathizers, and anti-American world-government advocates. While Billy Graham 

popularized neo-evangelical religion and conservative Protestant Americanism by 

drawing hundreds of thousands to his crusade services, these fundamentalists used their 

educational institutions, radio broadcasts, and direct-mail campaigns to build a regional 

political network that defended segregation and battled Communism. While old-guard 

fundamentalists such as John R. Rice, Bob Jones Jr., and Carl McIntire formed the 

leadership backbone of this fundamentalist coalition, Falwell—with his million-member 

Thomas Road Baptist Church and his national evangelism ministry—was a rising star 

within the movement during the 1950s. As he linked arms with conservative Protestants 

across the country in the 1970s, he grafted this longstanding, regional fundamentalist 

 

Evangelical America (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008), and Worthen, Apostles of Reason, 209–19, 

220–22. 
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network onto the new coalition, further fueling the New Christian Right’s power and 

potency.19 

Even though it tapped into existing conservative Protestant networks, the New 

Christian Right did not coalesce organically. Like the architects of the postwar neo-

evangelical coalition, elites seeking to build a new unified conservative Protestant 

movement in the 1970s and 1980s recognized that many laypeople shared the same moral 

inclinations, but were otherwise divided by doctrine, denominational affiliation, and 

geographic region. Weyrich himself described the problem in an interview in the 1990s. 

During his earliest efforts to galvanize conservative Protestant activism, he recalled, he 

came to realize that he had “to get these people who really have the same morals, who 

have the same ideals, but who came at it from different traditions to work together. I 

thought to myself, ‘Why are these people going in different directions . . . ? This doesn’t 

make any sense. The country is falling apart, and they’re going in opposite directions. 

They ought to be working together because they agree on essential things.’”20 So how did 

architects such as Weyrich and others recruit such an array of conservative Protestants to 

join their cause? How did they manage to get these otherwise divided Christians to see 

themselves as evangelicals? Grassroots organizations played a critical role. All of the 

major groups, from the Christian Voice to the Moral Majority, developed and maintained 

extensive donor databases and mailing lists, and employed these indices through direct-

 

19 Williams, God’s Own Party, 33–48, 171–74. 

20 Quoted in Martin, With God on Our Side, 170. 
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mail campaigns, robocalls, and mass gatherings. Such activities linked together disparate 

corners of the conservative Protestant world and enabled individual believers to see 

themselves as part of something bigger than their personal devotional exercises, their 

church worship services, and even their denominational memberships.21  

Mass media also provided a bridge between denomination, doctrine, and region in 

order to fashion a new, national evangelical imaginary. Book and magazine publishers, 

music producers, radio and TV broadcasters, and apparel wholesalers operated outside 

established denominational networks and, through circulation and distribution chains, 

spanned regional boundaries, enabling them to reach a wider array of conservative 

Protestants.22 Over time, this popular culture industry became big business. By the turn of 

the twenty-first century, the Christian Bookseller’s Association reported sales exceeding 

over four billion dollars, while Christian music accounted for seven percent of overall 

sales in the U.S. music industry—approximately 747 million dollars.23 Such commodities 

did more than bring in money, though. They also disseminated ideas and, in the process, 

 

21 While historians have observed the important role of direct-mail campaigns in mobilizing 

grassroots support among conservative Protestants, and have shown that New Christian Right organizations 

adopted this strategy from New Right operatives such as Richard Vinguerie, they have paid insufficient 

attention to the ways in which these campaigns bridged denominational, doctrinal, and regional divisions. 

For the common approach, see Williams, God’s Own Party, 168–69. 

22 The scholar Daniel Silliman has argued that the marketplace of consumer goods, including mass 

media, has played a pivotal role in shaping multiple evangelical imaginaries over time. While Silliman’s 

analysis focuses broadly on the category of “evangelicalism,” and not specifically on the invention of the 

New Christian Right, his argument is germane to my contention here. See Silliman, “Sex-and-Marriage 

Manuals and the Making of an Evangelical Market” (paper presentation, Annual Meeting of the American 

Historical Association, Chicago, IL, January 3, 2019).   

23 The scholar Heather Hendershot reports these sales figures in Shaking the World for Jesus: 

Media and Conservative Evangelical Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 21, 56. 
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forged identity. New Christian Right leaders tapped into or in some cases pioneered these 

media-based approaches to building audiences and generating imagined community. 

Some elites published their books with leading fundamentalist and neo-evangelical 

publishers, such as the Fleming H. Revell Company, in order to enter existing markets. 

Others created their own publishing ventures, such as Third Century Publishers, with an 

eye toward new opportunities and audiences.24 Many elites built broadcast empires. 

Falwell’s The Old-Time Gospel Hour boasted 1.5 million weekly viewers across 373 

stations by the late 1970s, and Robertson’s Christian Broadcasting Network, which aired 

his popular The 700 Club program, included 150 affiliate stations by 1980.25 Other elites 

designed organizations that could do everything. James Dobson, for instance, founded 

Focus on the Family as a kind of think tank to disseminate conservative Protestant 

teaching on marriage and parenting methods, employing a variety of media, from books 

and magazines to radio broadcasts, in pursuit of that agenda.26 Scholars have shown that 

this often overtly activistic media both espoused moral arguments and endorsed policy 

positions, thus abetting the political mobilization of conservative Protestants by 

communicating New Christian Right ideology.27 Moreover, by tapping into existing 

networks or building new ones, such media transcended the dividing lines of 

 

24 Daniel Vaca, Evangelicals Incorporated: Books and the Business of Religion in America 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2019). 

25 Williams, God’s Own Party, 171, 179, 180. 

26 Stephens, Family Matters. 

27 See, for instance, the essays in Linda Kintz and Julia Lesage, eds., Media, Culture, and the 

Religious Right (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998). 
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denomination, doctrine, and region. Conservative Protestants from different churches and 

different parts of the country thought of themselves as “evangelical” because of the books 

and magazines they read, the radio programs they listened to, the movies and TV shows 

they watched, the mailing lists they subscribed to, the organizations they belonged to, and 

the preachers and evangelists they listened to.  

Popular historymaking also played a role in helping conservative Protestants to 

imagine themselves as part of a larger, unified movement. In their public speeches, their 

bestselling books, and their widely-heard and -viewed radio broadcasts and television 

programs, elites who allied themselves with the New Christian Right transmitted a vision 

of the past constructed to appeal to their audiences’ present fears and future hopes. 

According to the scholar Lauren Kerby, elites deployed these usable pasts to galvanize 

conservative Protestants at the grassroots level to political action. They operated from the 

conviction that the past performed work in the present. It served to reset America on the 

right path, to redirect the nation back to its original purpose, and more.28 Thus, 

throughout the 1970s and 1980s, these leaders devoted considerable time and money to 

disseminating their vision of America’s Christian heritage. During the Bicentennial, for 

instance, Falwell celebrated the nation’s birthday with a traveling “I Love America” tour, 

in which he and the choir from Lynchburg (Virginia) Baptist College, which Falwell 

founded and served as president, visited numerous state capitols. After the choir 

 

28 Lauren Kerby, “White Christian Saviors: The Politics of White American Evangelicals in the 

21st Century” (paper presentation, Annual Meeting of the American Historical Association, Chicago, IL, 

January 5, 2019). See also Kerby, Saving History: How White Evangelicals Tour the Nation’s Capital and 

Redeem a Christian America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, forthcoming).  
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performed feel-good patriotic tunes, Falwell extolled the assembled crowds on America’s 

past greatness and present need to repent from its sins and seek God’s forgiveness and 

favor.29 Shortly thereafter, Falwell published Listen, America!, in which he reiterated the 

same themes that had suffused his bicentennial sermons. “Any diligent student of 

American history finds that our great nation was founded by godly men upon godly 

principles to be a Christian nation,” he argued. “God promoted America to a greatness no 

other nation has ever enjoyed because her heritage is one of a republic governed by laws 

predicated on the Bible.” And yet, he mused, the United States in the mid-twentieth 

century abandoned its God-given status and fell into the grip of sin. He concluded that 

only collective penitence and political mobilization around the restoration of America’s 

heritage could save the nation from collapse. “In light of our present moral condition,” he 

asserted, “we as a nation are quickly approaching a point of no return. The time for a 

national repentance of God’s people has now come to America.” He urged conservative 

Protestants to repent of America’s five deadliest sins—abortion, homosexuality, 

pornography, humanism, and “the fractured family”—and to lead a moral revolution to 

return the United States to its founding belief in God and in the moral principles of the 

Bible. “America was born in her churches,” Falwell asserted, “and she must be reborn 

there as well.”30 

 

29 Williams, God’s Own Party, 171–72. 

30 Jerry Falwell, Listen, America! (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1980), 247–48, 

252–54, 263. 
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Falwell’s narrative of American greatness, decline, and revival was echoed in the 

work of other New Christian Right leaders, including that of the Southern California 

megachurch pastor and author Tim LaHaye.31 In 1987, LaHaye published The Faith of 

Our Founding Fathers. Like Falwell, he interpreted American history as the story of a 

line of faithful, devout Protestant Christians leading the nation according to God’s 

dictates and, in turn, receiving the blessings of God—at least until the mid-twentieth 

century, when the nation seemed to turn its back on its godly heritage. To legitimize this 

secular turn, LaHaye further contended, “history revisionists” had sought to cover up this 

true vision of the American past and to erase the “evangelical Protestants who founded 

this nation.” He termed this erasure the “Deliberate Rape of History.” Moreover, LaHaye 

linked the anti-evangelical historical revisionism to larger changes within American 

society. The “left-wing scholars” that had erased conservative Protestants from the 

narratives of the nation’s founding, he argued, were collaborators with the “secular 

humanists . . . who have expelled traditional American moral values that were an integral 

part of our school curriculum for the first 150 years of our nation’s history” as well as 

with the liberal politicians and judges, radical activists, and others threatening the 

nation’s Christian heritage.32 Like Falwell, LaHaye concluded his recounting of the past 

with a political call to arms. “If we sit back and let the secularizers continue to dominate 

the government, the courts, the media, and education,” he wrote, the “guarantees [of our 

 

31 On LaHaye as a leader in the New Christian Right, see Williams, God’s Own Party, 73, 162–63. 

32 Tim LaHaye, The Faith of Our Founding Fathers (Brentwood, TN: Wolgemuth and Hyatt, 

1987), 4–5, 10–11, 16–29. 
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heritage] will be lost.” Fortunately, conservative Protestants were not letting this happen. 

These Christians, he concluded, “are becoming so informed that they will wrest control 

of this nation from the hands of the secularizers and place it back into the hands of those 

who founded this nation, citizens who had a personal and abiding faith in the God of the 

Bible.”33 For LaHaye, as for Falwell, the revival of Christian America required the 

political mobilization of hundreds of thousands of concerned conservative Protestants 

across the nation. 

What Falwell, LaHaye, and other New Christian Right leaders championed was 

not history but nostalgia. As the sociologist Fred Davis has defined it, nostalgia is “a 

painful yearning to return home,” a deeply felt desire to to back to a time or place of 

comfort, satisfaction, or security. Accordingly, Davis adds, nostalgia is a “largely 

unexamined belief that things were better . . . then than now.” In this sense, then, 

nostalgia yearns to return to or recover a past that may never have existed—at least not in 

reality. As Davis concludes, nostalgia compares an idealized, imagined past to the present 

and finds the present lacking.34 Yet as the scholar Svetlana Boym has argued, nostalgia is 

not merely a Pollyannaish romanticization of some fabricated past. It is also, and more 

fundamentally, a weaponized “defense mechanism” during times of uncertainty, crisis, 

and change. Nostalgia, she asserts, is a “sentiment of loss and displacement” that 

“inevitably reappears . . . at a time of accelerated rhythms of life and historical 

 

33 LaHaye, 15. 

34 Fred Davis, Yearning for Yesterday: A Sociology of Nostalgia (New York: The Free Press, 

1979), 1, 18. 
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upheavals.”35 For Falwell, LaHaye, and others, then, the idealization of the founding era 

represented a nostalgic defensive maneuver against unsettling and disorienting cultural 

and social change. As they felt white conservative Protestantism’s privileged position 

slipping away during the age of fracture, they mobilized an interpretation of the founders 

and their embrace of “laws predicated on the Bible” in an attempt to stem change and 

restore a fabled Christian America. It also served as a means of unifying a wide array of 

conservative Protestants. Though divided by doctrine, denomination, and geographic 

region, those who heard Falwell’s sermons or read LaHaye’s book could gain a common 

understanding of America’s Christian heritage and a common urgency to repent and 

restore that heritage. In other words, conservative Protestants from different churches and 

different parts of the country could think of themselves as part of something bigger than 

their congregation or denomination. They could think of themselves as “evangelicals,” 

because of their shared vision of reclaiming and restoring America’s Christian past. 

The elites who forged the New Christian Right through this nostalgic vision of 

America’s religious heritage did not merely appeal to history in their spoken rhetoric or 

in their printed words. They also materialized their nostalgia. Unlike neo-evangelicals, 

however, who materialized evangelical heritage via museums and other historical sites, 

elites in the New Christian Right built theme parks. These sites played an important role 

in the reconfiguration of conservative Protestant politics and culture from the 1980s to 

the turn of the twenty-first century. On the surface, they offered fun, family-focused 

 

35 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2002), xiii, xiv. 
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leisure with a religious sheen. Their recreational appeal borrowed from the popularity of 

secular sites such as Walt Disney World, while their faith-based appeal enabled them to 

compete with those more popular parks. At the same time, these religious theme parks 

channeled the ideologies of the New Christian Right. Though seemingly apolitical, they 

inculcated in many of their visitors the ideas that grounded the movement’s political 

activism, especially nostalgia for a white, Christian America and enthusiastic expectation 

of a pro-Israel apocalypticism. In addition to reconfiguring conservative Protestant 

politics and culture, though, these sites also influenced the future of evangelical 

museums, transforming the manner in which would-be commemorators communicated 

historical knowledge to their visitors.  

 

The Invention of Modern Theme Parks and the  

Rise of the Magic Kingdom 

In order to understand the invention of conservative Protestant theme parks and 

their influence on evangelical heritage, we must first examine the invention of modern 

theme parks after World War II, paying particular attention to Disneyland and Walt 

Disney World, the most conspicuous examples of this new cultural form. The modern 

theme park emerged as part of the twentieth century’s larger trend of vacationing. This 

“new leisure” was made accessible to millions of white- and blue-collar Americans as a 

result of a booming postwar economy, a growing corporate commitment to paid leave 

periods, the marketing of mass recreation, and the creation of a vast transportation 

network both domestically and internationally. It spurred spurred a renaissance in 
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heritage production and performance, popularizing such historical sites as Colonial 

Williamsburg, Knott’s Berry Farm, and Old Sturbridge Village. It also produced the 

theme park.36 According to the scholars Cross and Walton, the theme park was a 

deliberate reaction against the “grimy disorder” of America’s “urban amusement parks 

and seaside resorts,” popular in the first half of the twentieth century and largely 

populated by “working-class and minority crowds” by the 1940s and 1950s. Theme 

parks, by contrast, met middle-class vacationers’ demands for “clean, orderly, and 

family-oriented fun.” Moreover, like the historical sites that also proliferated before and 

after World War II, theme parks also inculcated civic nationalism in their visitors, 

projected images of global power to intimidate the Soviet Union, and provided patriotic 

Americans with much-desired nostalgia for a halcyon past.37  

The most conspicuous and most popular examples of this new theme park model 

were the sites built by the Walt Disney Company, including Disneyland, opened in 

Anaheim, California, in 1955, and Walt Disney World, opened in Orlando, Florida, in 

1971. In 1960, Disneyland drew 5.9 million visitors; by 1966, it drew 6.7 million; by 

1970, that number had jumped to 10.3 million. Such rapid growth encouraged the 

creation of Disney World, and by the end of the 1970s the two parks together drew more 

 

36 Richard K. Popp, The Holiday Makers: Magazines, Advertising, and Mass Tourism in Postwar 

America (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2012). 

37 Gary Cross and John Walton, The Playful Crowd: Pleasure Places in the Twentieth Century 

(New York: Columbia University Press, 2005). Quotations from 117. 
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annual visitors than Washington, D.C.38 Why did these sites become so popular and so 

profitable so quickly? Scholars have given numerous answers. For instance, some 

scholars have identified and explored the parks’ promotion of white, middle-class leisure 

as the key to their acclaim. What distinguished Disney’s efforts in this regard, scholars 

argue, is that the corporation rejected the model offered by “the conventional amusement 

park,” such as New York’s Coney Island, which relied upon “mechanical rides and 

sideshow attractions.” Rather, Disney drew upon West Coast architectural and 

recreational spaces, such as the international exhibitions in San Francisco (1915) and San 

Diego (1915-1917), and developed its first park as a “themed environment.” In this 

immersive and experiential space, Disney hoped, visitors would engage in “family-

focused play” and experienced a “positive and vital form of wonder,” according to the 

historians Cross and Walton. Disney also intended that such play and wonder occur 

within tightly regulated space. In contrast to the seedy, dirty amusement parks patronized 

by working-class immigrants and African Americans, Disneyland (and, later, Disney 

World) would be peaceful, tidy, and safe. As Cross and Walton conclude, by “reaffirming 

middle-class values through numerous clues . . . Disney made people comfortable, even 

in crowds of thousands.”39 This desire for physically safe, racially and socioeconomically 

 

38 Cross and Walton, 190; Margaret J. King, “Disneyland and Walt Disney World: Traditional 

Values in Futuristic Form,” The Journal of Popular Culture 15, no. 1 (Summer 1981): 116–17. 

39 Cross and Walton, The Playful Crowd, 170–79. Quotations from 171, 175. See also Karal Ann 

Marling, Designing Disney’s Theme Parks: The Architecture of Reassurance (Paris and New York: 

Flammarion, 1997). 



 

348 

homogeneous, and morally edifying and familially unifying forms of leisure was 

reflected in Disneyland’s original tagline: the “happiest place in the world.” 

In addition to framing these parks as spaces for the promotion of white, middle-

class leisure, scholars have also analyzed Disneyland and Walt Disney World as spaces 

of “cultural inversion, a counter-world to everyday experience.” They argue that Disney’s 

counter-world employed leisure to divert middle-class Americans away from the daily 

grind of workplace and home obligations.40 It also diverted them from the social, cultural, 

and political upheavals of the mid-twentieth century through its performance and 

maintenance of consumeristic nationalism and nostalgia. As the religion scholar Aaron 

Ketchell has argued, the counter-world of the Disney parks intentionally offered visitors 

spaces in which they could escape from the dislocations of mid-twentieth-century 

American life through immersion into romanticized recreations of American history and 

encounters with beloved Disney Corporation characters and stories. They could wander 

through Main Street USA, an avenue of gift-store shops built to resemble a mythic 

middle-American downtown commercial corridor circa the 1950s; they could stroll 

through the Hall of Presidents, an attraction featuring animatronic recreations of past U.S. 

leaders; and they could explore Frontierland, with its whimsical imagining of the rugged 

individualism of the American West. These spaces offered a means, according to 

Ketchell, of participating in both nationalism and nostalgia. They provided visitors with 

“a nostalgic portrait of what once was” and a chance to “reembrace . . . a fabled public 

 

40 Cross and Walton, The Playful Crowd, 168–69. 
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square prior to civil rights battles, ethnic divisiveness, or the muddling of conventional 

gender roles.”41 Cross and Walton have made a similar point. From the start, they assert, 

the Disney parks offered visitors a counter-world that used the past “to teach a patriotic 

and moral lesson just as fifth grade social studies classes were intended to do,” but with 

means far more imaginative and awe-inspiring, resulting in “a storybook version of 

history.”42 Moreover, as the religion scholar Annabel Wharton has observed, the parks 

mixed this nostalgic portrait of the past with an emphasis on dutiful, even patriotic, 

consumption by populating their rides, avenues, and gift shops with images of historical 

figures, historical landscapes, and beloved cartoon characters from yesteryear, such as 

Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck, and Snow White.43 Disney’s construction of counter-

worlds, and its structuring of those worlds through reassuring experiences of nostalgia, 

nationalism, and consumption, contributed to its parks’ popularity. 

Most importantly, scholars have observed that the Disney parks accomplished 

their goals, from the promotion of white, middle-class leisure to the production and 

maintenance of nostalgia and civic nationalism, by providing visitors with experiences 

that stressed emotion and immersion. According to Wharton, Disney parks have long 

been “about visual and aural excitation; [they produced] pleasurable experience through 

sight and sound rather than touch and feel.” Wharton has extended this observation not 

 

41 Aaron K. Ketchell, Holy Hills of the Ozarks: Religion and Tourism in Branson, Missouri 

(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2007), 67. 

42 Cross and Walton, The Playful Crowd, 173. 

43 Annabel Jane Wharton, Selling Jerusalem: Relics, Replicas, Theme Parks (Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 2006), 195–96. 
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only to specific rides—“Splash Mountain,” she has written, was “less about the physical, 

bodily thrill of the drop than about singing along with B’rer Rabbit and his automata-

buddies playing ‘Zippity-Doo-Dah’”—but also to the overtly historical spaces, such as 

the Hall of Presidents, Main Street USA, and more.44 In other words, for Wharton, the 

Disney parks effectively used emotion, immersion, and experience not only to promote 

their brand and reinforce consumer loyalty, but also as means by which to inculcate a 

particular version of American patriotism and a particular vision of the American past in 

its visitors. 

By the 1970s, the massive success of the Disney parks had inspired a number of 

competitors, including Six Flags, Great America, Universal Studios, and Busch Gardens. 

As with the Disney parks, each of these new destinations received financial backing from 

major corporations, such as Marriott, Anheuser-Busch, MCA Universal, and others. The 

influence of the Disney parks’ style and purpose of these sites was obvious. At Six Flags, 

opened near Fort Worth, Texas, in 1961, visitors could stroll through six themed regions, 

each one associated with one of the park’s titular flags, which represented the nations and 

cultures under which Texans had lived. As at Disneyland and Disney World, the thematic 

organization of the park operated under a particular kind of nostalgia, sometimes for a 

past that existed only in the imagination of the park’s designers, and under a particular 

kind of white, American nationalism.45 But Disney’s model inspired more than just the 

 

44 Wharton, 196. 

45 On the rise of these themed “corporate parks” after 1960, see Cross and Walton, The Playful 

Crowd, 252–53, and Gary Cross, “Knott’s Berry Farm: The Improbable Amusement Park in the Shadow of 
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executives at the Fortune 500 companies who invested in theme parks as a new form of 

product advertising and market diversification. Leaders in the New Christian Right also 

saw the value in these sites. For these cultural entrepreneurs, too, Disney’s approach to 

leisure, nationalism, and nostalgia offered an appealing model. As they developed their 

own parks, they borrowed from the Disney model and, as with so much other popular 

culture, adapted it to their particular religious ends.46 

 

Religious Theme Parks and the Formation of the New Christian Right 

As conservative Protestants scaled the socioeconomic and cultural ladders in the 

1960s and early 1970s, on the way to 1976’s Year of the Evangelical, they—like so many 

other Americans—participated in this new leisure culture of vacationing. They played 

roles as both consumers and creators. Conservative Protestants flocked to Disneyland, 

Disney World, and similar parks, and they also built their own attractions and 

entertainment venues. Indeed, between 1970 and 2000, the number of leisure sites owned 

and operated by Christian individuals, churches, and religious organizations ballooned. 

These sites spanned the financial, cultural, and technological gamut. They ranged from 

low-budget, rural, “roadside religious spectacles” such as the Holy Land USA scale 

replica of first-century Palestine in Bedford County, Virginia, founded in 1973; to the 

tourist-drawing, kitschy consumerism of the Precious Moments Chapel in Branson, 

 

Disneyland,” in The Amusement Park: History, Culture, and the Heritage of Pleasure, ed. Jason Wood 

(New York: Routledge, 2017), 134–35. 

46 For a discussion of the Disney parks’ own use of religious imagery and language, see King, 

“Disneyland and Walt Disney World”, and Virginia A. Salamone and Frank A. Salamone, “Images of Main 

Street: Disney World and the American Adventure,” Journal of American Culture 22, no. 1 (1999): 85–92. 
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Missouri, a pilgrimage site for devotees of the big-eyed, cherub-like porcelain figurines 

popular among conservative Protestants, opened in 1989; to the multi-million-dollar, 

technologically sophisticated parks designed to compete with Disney.47 These sites 

provided conservative Protestant consumers with new spaces in which to enjoy fun, 

family-centered entertainment. They also, in different ways and often with varying levels 

of style and significance, helped to invent the New Christian Right, using built 

environments and the techniques of immersion, emotion, and experience to communicate 

the ideas that gave structure and meaning to this new variety of evangelical 

Protestantism. 

Of the many such sites that proliferated after 1970, two stand out as particularly 

significant: Heritage USA, opened in Fort Mill, South Carolina, in 1978, and the Holy 

Land Experience, opened in Orlando, Florida, in 2001. 

Heritage USA was the world’s “first modern religious theme park,” according to 

the scholar Crispin Paine.48 It was the brainchild of Jim Bakker, who was at the time of 

 

47 As explained below, this section explores two of the most nationally prominent, commercially 

successful, and technologically sophisticated of these many sites. But these two parks were by no means 

the only evangelical or conservative Protestant theme parks, religious attractions, or entertainment venues 

during the last quarter of the twentieth century. While no comprehensive scholarly study yet exists, a good 

source for understanding their pervasiveness and complexity is Timothy Beal, Roadside Religion: In 

Search of the Sacred, the Strange, and the Substance of Faith (Boston: Beacon Press, 2005). Other 

important studies focused on specific sites include Ketchell, Holy Hills of the Ozarks, on Silver Dollar City 

theme park outside Branson, Missouri; Aaron K. Ketchell, “The Precious Moments Chapel: Suffering, 

Salvation, and the World’s Most Popular Collectible,” Journal of American Culture 22, no. 3 (Fall 1999): 

27–33, on the Precious Moments Chapel, also in Branson; and Amir Shani, Manuel Antonio Rivera, and 

Severt Denver, “‘To Bring God’s Word to All People’: The Case of a Religious Theme Site,” Tourism 55, 

no. 1 (2007): 39–50, on Wycliffe Discovery Center, in Orlando, Florida. 

48 Crispin Paine, Gods and Rollercoasters: Religion in Theme Parks Worldwide (London: 

Bloomsbury Academic, 2019), 43. 
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the park’s opening perhaps the most well-known television evangelist in the United 

States. Raised in the charismatic Assemblies of God denomination, one of the first 

Pentecostal denominations to join the neo-evangelical coalition’s flagship agency, the 

National Association of Evangelicals, Bakker cut his teeth as a preacher and TV 

personality in the late 1960s and early 1970s, appearing regularly on the New Christian 

Right architect Pat Robertson’s Christian Broadcasting Network. In 1972, Bakker and his 

wife, Tammy Faye, an increasingly popular Christian celebrity in her own right, struck 

out on their own. After a brief stint in California, they moved to Charlotte, North 

Carolina, and launched the PTL Network, their own television production company, 

which soon began airing their popular talk show, The PTL Club. The new ministries grew 

rapidly. The network expanded from half-a-dozen staffers in 1974 to seven hundred by 

the end of 1979. By that same year, the show was airing on 218 stations across the 

country, with an audience of millions. The ministry, meanwhile, was pulling in over $1.5 

million in tax-exempt contributions a week during that same year. As a result, the 

Bakkers had become household names, famous for their informal style, folksy charm, and 

lavish costumes.49  

Bakker’s popularity derived, at least in part, from his religious rhetoric, which 

emphasized the “signs and wonders” associated with Pentecostalism, including divine 

healing, and the material blessings that accompanied obedience to God. Bakker’s 

“prosperity gospel,” as this strand of conservative Protestant theology has been termed, 

 

49 For a biography of the Bakkers, see John Wigger, PTL: The Rise and Fall of Jim and Tammy 

Faye Bakker’s Evangelical Empire (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017). 
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mirrored that of his fellow television evangelists and matched the optimistic and 

materialistic ethos of the “me decade” of the 1970s and the “greed is good” decade of the 

1980s.50 Though this theology distinguished him from many neo-evangelical elites and 

other conservative Protestant leaders, Bakker shared with most of his co-religionists a 

concern about the cultural and political fragmentation of American society. As his 

biographer, the historian John Wigger, has observed, Bakker was less overtly political 

than some of his contemporaries, such as Falwell and Robertson, but he was no less 

nationalistic nor nostalgic. He believed that the United States was a Christian nation and 

he romanticized the pre-civil rights, pre-Vietnam cultural consensus and economic 

prosperity of the postwar era. These beliefs suffused his television program, which often 

featured patriotic displays and appeals to a halcyon America of yesteryear. In this sense, 

though he remained “relatively uninvolved in formulating the . . . agenda” of the New 

Christian Right, Bakker nevertheless played a central role in imagining into existence a 

new variety of evangelicalism. His celebrity status and his media empire aided in 

galvanizing this new movement. In the lead up to the 1980 election, for instance, Bakker 

appeared alongside Robertson at the TV mogul’s “Washington for Jesus” rally, which 

drew an estimated half-million attendees in an overt effort to get out the vote for GOP 

candidates, and he welcomed the Republican presidential candidate, Ronald Reagan, onto 

 

50 On the Bakkers’ prosperity gospel, see Kate Bowler, Blessed: A History of the American 

Prosperity Gospel (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 77–138, and Wigger, PTL, 66–74. 
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his talk show.51 Of similar importance in establishing the New Christian Right was 

Heritage USA, the massive theme park that he and Tammy Faye developed and operated.  

Although recognized as a theme park, Heritage USA was never only a theme 

park. In fact, when it opened to visitors in 1978 on a 1,200-acre wooded tract of land 

straddling the North and South Carolina border, the site functioned primarily as the new 

corporate headquarters for the PTL Network and its related ministries, and as a retreat 

center for conservative Protestants, featuring a four-hundred-acre campground, called 

Fort Heritage, and the Barn, a large, 3,000-seat indoor auditorium suitable for mass 

rallies and evangelistic preaching services.52 Over time, the Bakkers added new land, 

expanding the total acreage to a whopping 2,300, and incorporated new features and 

attractions, building the site’s reputation as a theme park. Indeed, at the peak of Heritage 

USA’s popularity in 1986, it operated as a kind of patchwork quilt of attractions, themed 

regions, residential areas, corporate offices, and explicitly religious spaces (see Figure 

16). The park included an indoor shopping mall called Main Street USA; Recreation 

Village, another shopping complex; Heritage Island water park, which featured the 

Raging Canyon Rapids tube ride, a 300-foot-long wave pool, and a 52-foot water slide; 

the Heritage Grand Hotel, a 501-room luxury hotel; a miniature model train running the 

perimeter of Heritage Island; several residential communities, including Mulberry Village  

 

51 Wigger, PTL, 143–48; Johnson, This Is Our Message, 106–7. Quotation from Wigger, PTL, 

148. On the Washington for Jesus rally, see Williams, God’s Own Party, 179–82. 

52 On the early development of Heritage USA, see Wigger, PTL, 90–91, 126–29. 
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Figure 16: Map of Heritage USA. The red lines illustrate one method of navigating the park grounds, presumably in an 

automobile. The map is undated, but based on the sites depicted on it, it was likely produced around 1986. (Image 

courtesy of the Remembering PTL & Heritage USA Facebook group) 
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and Dogwood Hills; the World Outreach Center, which housed the PTL Network and its 

various ministries; the childhood home of neo-evangelical icon Billy Graham, 

painstakingly moved from its original location in Charlotte, North Carolina, and re-built 

on the Heritage USA grounds; and several other spaces.53 

Previous studies of Heritage USA have interpreted the theme park as a gaudy, 

materialized expression of prosperity gospel theology.54 Less attention has been paid to 

the park as a site for creating and consolidating the New Christian Right. Despite this 

oversight, it is clear that Heritage USA materialized the ideas that gave rise to the 

movement, and that it enabled visitors to experience these ideas through immersion and 

emotion. Though framed as entertainment and recreation, Heritage USA nevertheless 

helped to imagine a new variety of evangelicalism—the New Christian Right—into 

existence. 

In particular, Heritage USA used its landscape, built environments, and 

technological systems to channel two themes that suffused much of the New Christian 

Right’s public rhetoric. First, it channeled a deep, nostalgic yearning for the restoration of 

a simpler, whiter, and especially more Protestant America. Second, it portrayed 

 

53 On these and other spaces at Heritage USA, see Wigger, 129–38, 166–72; Thomas C. O’Guinn 

and Russell W. Belk, “Heaven on Earth: Consumption at Heritage Village, USA,” Journal of Consumer 

Research 16, no. 2 (September 1989): 227–38; Darren E. Grem, “Selling a ‘Disneyland for the Devout’: 

Religious Marketing at Jim Bakker’s Heritage USA,” in Shopping for Jesus: Faith in Marketing in the 

USA, ed. Dominic Janes (Washington, DC: New Academia Publishing, 2008), 137–58; and Emily Johnson, 

“A Theme Park, a Scandal, and the Faded Ruins of a Televangelism Empire,” Religion & Politics (blog), 

October 28, 2014, https://religionandpolitics.org/2014/10/28/a-theme-park-a-scandal-and-the-faded-ruins-

of-a-televangelism-empire/. 

54 Bowler, Blessed, 77–138; Paine, Gods and Rollercoasters, 42–44. 
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conservative Protestants as an embattled and marginalized people in what it characterized 

as an increasingly secular nation, and it offered them a much-needed respite from the 

challenges and struggles of daily life. The park employed immersive environments and 

emotional experiences to communicate these ideas to its visitors. By doing so, it helped to 

invent the New Christian Right as yet another variety of evangelicalism, and aided in the 

movement’s effort to recover a fabled Christian America.  

Heritage USA’s appeal to a deep, nostalgic yearning for the restoration of a 

simpler, whiter, and especially more Protestant America was explicit and deliberate, at 

play from the moment that visitors drove onto the campus. Visitors accessed the park by 

exiting Interstate 21 just past the South Carolina border and winding their way down the 

wooded Regent Parkway. At the entrance, they were welcomed by a tall, rustic wooden 

sign bearing the park’s name (see Figure 17). That very name conjured nostalgia. The 

word heritage implied a romanticized version of the past, one consonant with Protestant 

values, while the acronym USA conjured patriotic sentiments consonant with the 

religious nationalism of many conservative Protestants. From the sign, visitors drove 

deeper into the park, first past a promenade of flags depicting each of the countries in 

which The PTL Club was broadcast, and then into a wooded area which housed two of 

the park’s two residential communities: Mulberry Village, a neighborhood of single- 

family homes, and Dogwood Hills, a condominium development. According to Bakker, 

these communities evoked “a quieter time in history”—specifically, the Victorian era of  
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Figure 17: Sign at the Entrance to Heritage USA. (Image courtesy of the Remebering PTL & Heritage USA Facebook 

group) 

 

the late nineteenth century, and the pastoral suburban neighborhoods it produced.55 

Mulberry Village particularly embodied this nostalgia in its architecture and community 

planning. As the ethnographers Thomas O’Guinn and Russell Belk, who conducted 

 

55 Quoted in Wigger, PTL, 168. 
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research at the park in 1986, have observed, the village was “carefully landscaped and 

centered around a white, wooden gazebo. The houses . . . [had] white picket fences 

outside, and inside, brick fireplaces and pseudo-antique oak furnishings.” In the 

imaginations of Bakker and those planners who helped to design the neighborhood, these 

homes harkened back to Victorian-era suburbs, which featured all the amenities of  

industrial life but were geographically separate from the dense, squalid, and crime-ridden 

urban centers where such industry actually occurred. Such homes were structured by 

patriarchal standards. Here, husbands could provide for and preside over obedient, well-

groomed children who had been taught Protestant virtues by their doting, domestic 

mothers. Moreover, though racially integrated in the 1980s and colorblind in its explicit 

racial rhetoric, the village nevertheless reflected a suburban style associated with white, 

middle-class families prior to the Great Migration of Southern blacks into the North.56 

Non-residential spaces at Heritage USA also functioned to transport visitors to the 

romanticized simplicity and peacefulness of a halcyon America. After passing through 

the residential communities, visitors drove past the World Outreach Center, a three-story, 

pyramid-shaped building that stuck out as an anachronistic anomaly in the park’s 

primarily Victorian aesthetic, and then made a hard right turn, along an expansive avenue 

fronting three imposing buildings: the Heritage Grand Towers Hotel, an ambitious, 

twenty-one-story, 500-room luxury hotel that remained incomplete at the time of the 

park’s closing; the Heritage Grand Hotel, a 504-room resort hotel decorated with ornate 

 

56 O’Guinn and Belk, “Heaven on Earth,” 232. For more on the neighborhoods, see Wigger, PTL, 

136. 
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grillwork, embossed metal, and an array of balconies, columns, and porticoes that one 

reporter described as “a high-grade Holiday Inn with an overlay of Tara”; and the park’s 

indoor mall, Main Street USA.57 At Main Street, site planners utilized both architecture 

and environment to place visitors in a “stereotyped, turn-of-the- century, small-town 

main street” rather than the impersonal, big-box shopping malls of the 1980s (See Figure 

18). As O’Guinn and Belk observed during their research, Main Street stores were “gaily 

colored, Victorian façades rising three stories [high].” They featured names intended to 

evoke earlier periods of time, such as Susie’s Ice Cream Parlor, Noah’s Toy Store, Ye 

Olde Bookstore, and the Heavenly Fudge Shoppe.58 Moreover, various atmospheric 

elements, including graphic design and lighting, contributed to what O’Guinn and Belk 

have called the space’s “‘other world’ quality.” Specifically, site planners painted Main 

Street’s vaulted ceiling to resemble fluffy cumulous clouds and employed soft, artificial 

blue light to imbue a feeling of “perpetual twilight, erasing any hard edges or clear 

definitions of the shops, the street, or those in it.” As O’Guinn and Belk noted, dramatists 

“use such lighting when they are attempting to convey . . . dream and fantasy states, and 

heaven.”59 In the context of Heritage USA’s experiential nostalgia, the lighting and 

graphic design of Main Street sought to transport visitors to an ethereal, almost  

 

 

57 On these buildings see Wigger, PTL, 168–69, and Grem, “Selling a ‘Disneyland for the 

Devout,’” 144–47. Quotation from Megan Rosenfeld, “Heritage USA and the Heavenly Vacation,” 

Washington Post, June 15, 1986, quoted in Grem, 147. 

58 O’Guinn and Belk, “Heaven on Earth,” 232. 

59 O’Guinn and Belk, 230. 
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Figure 18: Visitors Stroll Through Main Street USA. Note the brightly colored storefronts and the dramatic lighting. 

(Heritage USA publicity materials, courtesy of the Remembering PTL & Heritage USA Facebook group) 

 

heavenly Victorian era associated with Protestant morality and free from the taint of 

contemporary life.  

Heritage USA not only immersed its visitors in recreations of this fabled Christian 

America. They also performed it. After passing Main Street USA, and circumnavigating 

Lake Heritage, with its island water park, visitors arrived at the Jerusalem Amphitheater, 

a 3,000-seat venue that staged a variety of elaborate theatrical productions. Among the 

most popular was “Musical Heritage,” performed weekly during the summer months. 

According to the historian Darren Grem, the production “depicted American history 

through song, dialogue, and costume, all while forwarding a patriotic, city-on-a-hill thesis 

about the nation’s God-blessed past.”60 This triumphalist retelling of the nation’s past fit 

 

60 Grem, “Selling a ‘Disneyland for the Devout,’” 146. 
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well with the park’s nostalgic simulation of a simpler, whiter, and more Protestant 

America, as it allowed visitors to retreat temporarily into an imagined version of the 

United States before overt racial strife, identity politics, and moral permisiveness, and 

reminded them of America’s decidedly Christian religious heritage.  

Other aspects of the park’s programming also channeled this nostalgia for a 

simpler, whiter, and more Protestant past. For instance, both the Heritage Grand Hotel 

and the Heritage Inn, a 96-room mid-range hotel located adjacent to the residential 

communities near the entrance to the park, featured architectural elements, amenities, and 

activities designed to immerse visitors in a decidedly Christian environment, harkening 

back to an imagined time in which the Bible and Protestant faith occupied a more 

prominent place in everyday public life. At the Heritage Grand, for instance, large golden 

letters behind the check-in desk proclaimed, “Jesus Christ is Lord!” Similarly, at both 

hotels, guests could request a wake-up call featuring an upbeat, inspirational song derived 

from a passage in the Book of Proverbs: “This is the day that the Lord hath made!” Even 

the doormen in the hotel lobbies trafficked in explicitly religious language. Rather than 

greeting guests with common salutations, they exclaimed, “Jesus loves you!” For park 

designers, such elements served to remind visitors of an earlier period of American 

history in which Christian faith was a more conspicuous part of public culture.61 

Similarly, park rules prohibited smoking or drinking alcoholic beverages in hotel rooms, 

restaurants, or at the mall—regulations that reflected the strict social mores of many 

 

61 These elements of the park’s programming are described in Grem, 146–47. 
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conservative Protestants, to be sure, but that also popularized a nostalgic yearning for 

certain moral virtues—temperance, modesty, propriety—that many conservative 

Protestants associated with a bygone America.62 

Heritage USA did not just evoke nostalgia for a bygone America. It also reminded 

its visitors of their status as an embattled and marginalized people within a present-day 

America deformed by an increasingly “secular culture,” and offered them an oasis of 

security and hope in the midst of that moral desert. The park functioned for many 

conservative Protestants as a retreat from their sense of being persecuted and ostracized. 

What visitors experienced inside the park’s walls did not exist in the “outside world,” 

with its hostility toward religious faith. That sense of retreat from an antagonistic culture 

was captured well in one of the park’s many mottos: “A Special Place for God’s 

People.”63 It can also be discerned from the claims of many park visitors. During their 

research at the park in the late 1980s, O’Guinn and Belk observed the ways in which 

visitors embraced the park’s manufactured persecution complex.64 For example, one 

interviewee told them, “In the real world [people] put you down. Here you are free. When 

you are here you can talk with Him [God] and walk with Him. . . . If you were out in the 

real world praying on a park bench, they would think you were crazy.”65 Another 

 

62 John Dart, “Park That PTL Built Rides Roller-Coaster of Success, Scandal,” LA Times, March 

30, 1987, https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1987-03-30-mn-594-story.html. 

63 The motto is mentioned in Johnson, “A Theme Park, a Scandal, and the Faded Ruins of a 

Televangelism Empire.” 

64 O’Guinn and Belk, “Heaven on Earth,” 230. 

65 Quoted in O’Guinn and Belk, 231. 
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interviewee claimed that Heritage USA was “a whole different world. . . . You can talk to 

people here about anything, but not in the ‘real’ world because you are a Christian. 

Everybody makes fun of [our beliefs]. Here it is like one big family. It’s like a whole 

different world with spiritual people.”66 As these examples show, the park manufactured 

a sense among visitors and employees that conservative Protestants and their values, 

including their hope for the restoration of a fabled, nostalgic Christian America, existed 

in tension with the “outside world.” This invented reality served to impress upon visitors 

a common identity—an identity that built upon and extended their shared hope for 

recovering America’s Christian heritage, and that enabled visitors otherwise divided by 

denominational tradition and doctrinal commitments to imagine themselves as part of the 

same evangelicalism. 

By the mid-1980s, Heritage USA had become one of the most popular theme 

parks in the United States. Over six million visitors passed through its gates in 1986, 

making it the third most visited theme park in the United States, after Disneyland and 

Walt Disney World. 67 That success, in part, derived from Bakker’s own seemingly 

endless capacity for self-promotion. As Grem has argued, Bakker used his television 

program and his print publications to sell Heritage USA “as the vacation destination for 

evangelical Christians, a theme park that outshined the rest because, from entrance to 

exit, it presented Christian values to the fullest.”68 As this analysis has shown, though, 

 

66 Quoted in O’Guinn and Belk, 231. 

67 O’Guinn and Belk, 227; Grem, “Selling a ‘Disneyland for the Devout,’” 137; Wigger, PTL, 1. 

68 Grem, “Selling a ‘Disneyland for the Devout,’” 138. 
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those “values” were not universally Christian but rather rooted very much in the cultural 

and political location of conservative Protestantism in the late 1970s and early 1980s. 

Heritage USA embodied and produced a yearning nostalgia for a simpler, whiter, and 

more Protestant America, and it manufactured a perception of conservative Protestants as 

an embattled and marginalized people who needed a safe, peaceful retreat from an 

increasingly secular nation. Importantly, the park employed immersive environments and 

emotional experiences to communicate these ideas to its visitors. By doing so, it helped to 

invent the New Christian Right as yet another variety of evangelicalism, and it aided in 

the movement’s effort to recover a fabled Christian America.  

The park’s wild success did not last long, though. In 1987, attendance dropped 

precipitously after the revelation that Bakker had raped a church worker, Jessica Hahn, 

and had paid thousands of dollars in hush money to cover up the crime. Soon afterward, 

Bakker was indicted in federal court on charges of accounting fraud and conspiracy, 

including claims that he had defrauded donors during fundraising campaigns to pay for 

various Heritage USA building projects. In 1989, he was convicted and sentenced to 45 

years in prison, though he served for only five. While many supporters remained faithful 

to the Bakkers and refused to believe the charges of both sexual and financial 

impropriety, the damage was done. The Bakkers’ show went off the air in 1987, and the 

park closed its gates two years later.69 

 

69 Wigger, PTL, 247–328. 



 

367 

The failure of Heritage USA did not permanently deter other conservative 

Protestant entrepreneurs. Indeed, in 1999—a mere decade after Bakker’s park folded—

another Christian ministry announced its plan to develop a major theme park, this time in 

the tourist mecca of Orlando, Florida. The Holy Land Experience was billed as a “living 

biblical history museum” that would authentically recreate important Hebrew sites and 

tell the story of Israel from antiquity through the life of Jesus Christ. It was the brainchild 

of Marvin J. Rosenthal, the founder and CEO of Zion’s Hope, a nonprofit Christian 

ministry. Born in Philadelphia, Rosenthal was raised in a conservative Russian Orthodox 

Jewish home and converted to Christianity as a teenager. After years of working as a U.S. 

Marine Corps sergeant, shoe salesman, and dancing instructor, he eventually enrolled as a 

student at Dallas Theological Seminary, a fundamentalist school in Texas, and in 1968 

received his ministerial ordination from the Southern Baptist Convention. For a time, 

Rosenthal pastored a large Baptist congregation in Texas but eventually left amid a 

theological disagreement. He resettled to southern New Jersey, where he served as 

executive director of Friends of Israel Gospel Ministry, Inc., which in Rosenthal’s own 

words sought “to share the Gospel of Jesus Christ with Jewish people, and the Jewishness 

of the Gospel with Christian people.” In 1989, after leaving Friends of Israel, Rosenthal 

relocated to Orlando and launched Zion’s Hope, a ministry with similar goals.70 

 

70 Beal, Roadside Religion, 51; Yorke M. Rowan, “Repackaging the Pilgrimage: Visiting the Holy 

Land in Orlando,” in Marketing Heritage: Archaeology and the Consumption of the Past, ed. Yorke M. 

Rowan and Uzi Baram (Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2004), 251; Paine, Gods and Rollercoasters, 22. 

Rosenthal narrates his own life story in Marvin J. Rosenthal, Not Without Design (West Collingswood, NJ: 

Friends of Israel Gospel Ministry, 1980). 
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Like Bakker, Rosenthal existed outside the formal authority structures of the New 

Christian Right. He played no central role in the movement’s key organizations nor did 

he help in formulating its policy agenda. Unlike Bakker, he seems also to have had no 

close connection to the movement’s chief architects nor the national name recognition to 

court their attention. Even so, he shared his co-religionists’ concern about the perceived 

decline of Christian America in an age of mounting secularism. “In America,” Rosenthal 

claimed in his 1980 book Not Without Design, “morality has lost its nobility and, worst of 

all . . . the expression of TRUE [sic] Christianity has lost its vitality. . . . [W]e cannot hide 

our faces from the clear and dramatic downward spiral of America at the present hour. 

Perhaps—just perhaps—God’s people, through fervent prayer and genuine repentance, 

can slow her descent.”71 Like others within the New Christian Right, Rosenthal viewed 

America as morally bankrupt and spiritually dead, but still capable of salvation. 

Moreover, Rosenthal shared with his New Christian Right co-religionists a 

preoccupation with America’s role in both global affairs and in the unfolding of world 

history. In particular, Rosenthal was a chief promoter of Christian prophecy about the 

coming apocalypse and, by extension, of the pro-Israel policy that he and many others 

viewed as a prerequisite to this biblical vision of the end of the world. In his writings, 

including his 1990 book The Pre-Wrath Rapture of the Church, Rosenthal proposed a 

theology of the end times that parroted the more popular work of Hal Lindsey, Jack Van 

Impe, and other conservative Protestant preachers. Like others, he argued that as 

 

71 Rosenthal, Not Without Design, 104, 111. 
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Armageddon neared, Christians would be rescued by God from a rapidly deteriorating 

and increasingly dangerous world in an instantaneous moment, known as a “rapture,” and 

kept safe in heaven throughout the seven-year reign of the Antichrist, after which Christ 

himself would return to earth for a final, victorious battle against the forces of evil.72 For 

Rosenthal, as for so many other conservative Protestants, including many neo-

evangelicals and many in the New Christian Right, the creation of the modern state of 

Israel and its repossession of Jerusalem signaled the imminence of this apocalypse.73  

Rosenthal’s reading of both the Bible and of current events decisively influenced 

his politics, like many others in the New Christian Right. “America has known 

unprecedented blessing because she has, as no other nation in history, opened her borders 

to the wandering Jew and from her shores sent missionaries to the far-flung corners of the 

earth,” he asserted in 1980. Yet as Armageddon approaches, he predicted, “she will begin 

to persecute the sons of Jacob and halt the Church’s worldwide missionary program.” He 

urged his fellow Christians to slow this slide by supporting politicians who would in turn 

support Israel.74 Similarly, in a 1978 advertisement sponsored by Rosenthal’s Friends of 

Israel organization and published in a number of conservative Protestant periodicals, 

including Moody Monthly, the minister equated a lack of support for Israel as tantamount 

to heresy. “[T]hose in opposition to Israel stand, in the larger sense, in opposition to God 

 

72 Marvin J. Rosenthal, The Pre-Wrath Rapture of the Church (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson 

Inc., 1990). 

73 Rosenthal, 278; Rosenthal, Not Without Design, 75–99. 

74 Rosenthal, Not Without Design, 104–5. 
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himself,” Rosenthal warned. America, he averred, “will feel the angry wrath of God in 

judgment” unless it redoubles its efforts to protect Israel from its enemies, including its 

neighboring Arab states.75  In other words, like other elites within the New Christian 

Right, Rosenthal believed that at at time when America’s moral fabric seemed to be 

coming apart at the seams, the nation could restore its Christian heritage by increasing its 

foreign policy and military support for Israel. Thus while Rosenthal himself remained 

disconnected from the policy-setting elites within the New Christian Right, he 

nevertheless helped to advance the movement’s cause, initially through his writings and 

his ministry work, and later through the massive theme park that he launched. 

The Holy Land Experience opened to the public in 2001, after a two-year-period 

of development and construction. It occupied a fifteen-acre tract just down the interstate 

from Walt Disney World and Universal Studios, and cost Zion’s Hope a whopping $16 

million. According to publicity material, the park recreated and represented “in elaborate 

and authentic detail the city of Jerusalem and its religious importance between the years 

1450 B.C. and A.D. 66 (through the Old and New Testaments, from Genesis through 

Revelation),” and strove to be “educational, historical, theatrical, inspirational, and 

evangelistic.”76 Despite its efforts at authentic recreation and evangelistic conversion, 

however, scholars have observed that in its earliest years the attraction anachronistically 

collapsed historical time and space, geographically linking places that existed thousands 

 

75 Marvin J. Rosenthal, “Who’s Next?,” Moody Monthly, October 1978, 1–2, quoted in Caitlin 

Carenen, The Fervent Embrace: Liberal Protestants, Evangelicals, and Israel (New York: New York 

University Press, 2012), 179–80. 

76 Holy Land Experience publicity material quoted in Beal, Roadside Religion, 50–51. 
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of years apart, and catered primarily to the already-saved rather than the religious 

seeker.77 In other words, despite its stated purposes, the park neither offered historical 

accuracy nor spiritual conversion.  

A more authentic statement of its mission came from a different publicity piece, 

which claimed that the Holy Land Experience provided “a wholesome, family-oriented, 

educational and entertainment facility, where people can come to be encouraged, 

instructed, and reinforced in their faith” through a “total immersion” experience 

“blending sights, sounds, and tastes.”78 In this sense, then, the Holy Land Experience 

functioned primarily as a vehicle for consolidating religious identity through experience, 

emotion, and immersion. Like Heritage USA, the park materialized ideas that structured 

the New Christian Right and invited visitors to engage with these ideas in embodied and 

affective ways. Though framed as entertainment and recreation, the Holy Land 

Experience in fact served to imagine a new variety of evangelicalism into existence.  

In particular, the Holy Land Experience used its built environments, theatrical 

performances, and technological innovations to convey a conservative Protestant end 

times theology rooted in the geopolitical importance and biblical centrality of the state of 

Israel. The park rendered these ideas not through cognitive propositions, but rather 

through immersive environments and emotionally potent performances. In so doing, it 

enabled visitors to imagine themselves as part of something larger than their home church 

 

77 Beal, 59–60; Burke O. Long, “Bringing the Holy Land to Orlando,” SBL Forum, June 2005, 

http://sbl-site.org/Article.aspx?ArticleID=410; Grem, “Selling a ‘Disneyland for the Devout,’” 156–57. 

78 Holy Land Experience publicity material quoted in Rowan, “Repackaging the Pilgrimage,” 251. 
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or their denomination—as “evangelicals,” and in particular as part of the New Christian 

Right. 

Understanding how the Holy Land Experience functioned at the time of its 

opening necessitates a brief tour through the park and its various attractions (see Figure 

19).79 After purchasing tickets at the Ticketing Center, visitors entered the park through 

the City Gate, a faux gray stone structure built to resemble the Jaffa Gate of the Old City 

of Jerusalem, and passed into the Jerusalem Street Market. Essentially a small courtyard 

scattered with a replica stone well, several tables, and a cart selling souvenir items, the 

“street” provided visitors access to several shops, including a souvenir shop called 

Methuselah’s Mosaics (a reference to the ancient Hebrew patriarch described in the Book 

of Genesis) and a bookstore called the Old Scroll Shop, among other venues.  

From the Jerusalem Street Market, visitors could follow one of several paths to 

tour any of the four major replicas of ancient Israelite or Judean sacred sites, with 

movement throughout the park relatively free and uncontrolled. Park staff typically 

encouraged visitors to move from attraction to attraction according to the daily schedule 

of documentary films and theatrical performances. To the right of the Market exit, 

visitors could file into the Wilderness Tabernacle, a stylized replica of the moveable tent 

in which ancient Hebrews performed priestly rituals during their forty years of wandering 

in the desert. Inside, seated on bleacher-style seats, visitors could view a multimedia  

 

79 In addition to the visual evidence provided in the 2004 map of the Holy Land Experience built 

environment, the description of the park is based on the ethnographic research presented in Rowan, 251–

56; Beal, Roadside Religion, 54–61; and Long, “Bringing the Holy Land to Orlando.” 
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Figure 19: Map of the Holy Land Experience Theme Park, 2004. Note that at this time the Qumran Caves “exhibit” 

was still under construction; it opened to visitors in 2005. (Credit: HolyLandExperience.com via WayBack Machine) 

 

presentation titled The Old Testament Ritual of Worship, presented every 25 minutes 

throughout the day. The presentation used a mix of video, audio, and live action 

reenactments to teach about the rites carried out by Hebrew priests in the ancient Near 

East. Visitors could then exit the Tabernacle into the Plaza of the Nations, an open-air 

courtyard surrounded by Roman columns. The courtyard opened onto the steps of the 

Temple of the Great King, described by Holy Land Experience publicity material as a 

“one-half scale representation of the holy Jerusalem Temple that stood on hallowed 
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Mount Moriah in the first century A.D.” and served as “God’s home on earth.”80 The 

Temple steps functioned as the stage for the first fully live-action theatrical performance 

of the day, “Today’s the Day,” described by one ethnographic researcher as “a musical 

drama in which a group of everyday Jerusalemites sing out on state-of-the-art wireless 

microphones about their hopes and longings for the coming of the Messiah.”81 After the 

performance on the Temple steps, visitors could enter the building to access the Theater 

of Life and to watch a film, The Seed of Life, which presented a brief overview of “God’s 

master plan for redeeming mankind,” according to Holy Land Experience publicity 

material, and concluded with dry ice being piped into the auditorium to simulate visitors’ 

virtual arrival in heaven.82 Exiting the theater back into the courtyard, visitors could turn 

left and arrive at the Qumran Cave. This orange-brown plastic mound, designed to 

resemble a rocky hill, served as yet another performance stage, in this case for “The 

Ministry of Jesus,” in which a fair-skinned, brown-haired actor portraying the would-be 

Christian savior preached selections from the Sermon on the Mount and performed 

miracles. 

Visitors’ final stop on their four-attraction, performance-guided tour was 

Calvary’s Garden Tomb. Visitors could access this attraction by walking north from the 

Qumran Cave down the Via Dolorosa Path, past imitations of a Roman road, an olive 

press, and selected indigenous plants imported from present-day Israel. The Tomb itself, 

 

80 Promotional material quoted in Rowan, “Repackaging the Pilgrimage,” 252. 

81 Beal, Roadside Religion, 56. 

82 Promotional material quoted in Rowan, “Repackaging the Pilgrimage,” 252. 



 

375 

surrounded by plant life, was another orange-plastic mound, this one featuring a faux 

stone entrance promoted by the park as “an authentic replication of the actual tomb of 

Jesus in Jerusalem.” 83 (Presumably, this description referred to the cave outside of 

Jerusalem’s Old City that Protestants claim as the site of Christ’s entombment, and not 

the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, which Catholics and Orthodox Christians regard as the 

site of the event.) Above the Tomb stood the typical three-cross arrangement associated 

with the site of Christ’s crucifixion. The Tomb functioned primarily as the stage for the 

park’s crucifixion and resurrection reenactment, although park staff also encouraged 

visitors to spend “some time resting, praying, or reflecting in the Garden.”84  

Having completed the procession through biblical history, visitors could wander 

northeast from Calvary’s Garden Tomb toward other areas of the park. For instance, they 

could stop at the Caravan Cabana or the Oasis Palms Café for a Goliath Burger, a Jaffa 

Hot Dog, or a Centurion Salad. They could also view traditional museum-style exhibits in 

either the Shofar Auditorium, which housed a massive scale replica of Jerusalem circa 66 

C.E., as well as the park’s administrative offices, or the Scriptorium, which displayed a 

collection of biblical manuscripts and artifacts donated to the park by the millionaire 

investment banker and fundamentalist layman Robert Van Kampen.85 To exit the park 

 

83 Promotional material quoted in Rowan, 254. 

84 Promotional material quoted in Rowan, 254. 

85 On the Scriptorium specifically, see Jana Mathews, “Theme Park Bibles: Trinity Broadcasting 

Network’s Holy Land Experience and the Evangelical Use of the Documentary Past,” Journal of Religion 

& Popular Culture 27, no. 2 (Summer 2015): 89–104. Mathews’ study was conducted after the takeover of 

the Holy Land Experience by Trinity Broadcasting Network in 2007, an event I describe in some detail in a 

paragraph above. 
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entirely, visitors could circle back through the main attraction area, passing through the 

Jerusalem Street Market and the City Gate and finally into the parking lot.  

As this brief overview indicates, the Holy Land Experience relied heavily on 

immersion. The park physically immersed visitors in an embodied, selective reimagining 

of both the ancient Near East and of first-century Jerusalem. Its spaces—despite the 

presence of twenty-first century elements, such as a security checkpoint at the City Gate 

and an ATM machine in the Jerusalem Street Market—strove for (though never fully 

achieved) a kind of presumed authenticity rooted in embodied experience rather than 

historical or archeological knowledge.86 Moreover, the park also relied upon emotion in 

its dramas and reenactments, seeking to provoke visitors’ feelings—joy, gratitude, 

euphoria—in order to lead them to spiritual knowledge and insight. According to the 

drama scholar Jill Stevenson, the park’s emphasis on emotional experience has been 

successful. In her careful analysis of TripAdvisor.com reviews of the park, Stevenson has 

observed the potency of the dramas and the highly emotional language employed by 

visitors to detail their experience. Stevenson cites several reviews that describe specific 

emotional reactions to the park, its attractions, or its performances. One visitor, for 

instance, described how she cried tears of joy in response to the Passion Play at Calvary’s 

Garden Tomb. “Watched passion twice. . . . [S]econd time was so anointed couldn’t stop 

the tears,” she wrote. “So many things opened up to me concerning Jesus . . . it is like I 

 

86 Beal has pointed out the park’s explicit appeal to authenticity, primarily in signs contextualizing 

its recreations, and contrasted these appeals with its collapsing of historical time and space, which he sees 

as undermining its textual appeals to authenticity. See Roadside Religion, 59–60. Rowan makes a similar 

point in “Repackaging the Pilgrimage,” 261–62. 
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became part of it.” Another visitor recounted the entirety of her visit in emotional terms, 

writing that “[m]y husband and I . . . felt the Holy Spirit stirring in us even before we 

purchased the extremely reasonable tickets. . . . I was on a spiritual high for weeks after 

spending the wonderful day there.” A third referred to the specific feeling of gratitude she 

felt after her visit. “[To] actually see Jesus and what he did for us, brought out feelings of 

thankfulness from my heart,” she remarked. “I felt the Holy Spirit in that moment, and 

will never forget it.”87 As Stevenson has pointed out in her analysis of these reviews, the 

park clearly sought to produce an emotional response in its visitors, and visitors 

responded in the intended manner. The park’s goal of spiritual inspiration was achieved 

through emotional and immersive experiences.  

The park relied upon experience, immersion, and emotion not only to entertain 

and inspire, but also to drive home more ideologically charged ideas as a means of 

enabling visitors to imagine themselves as part of a broader religious community. In 

particular, it used its built environment, its theatrical performances, and its technological 

innovations to convey a conservative Protestant end times theology rooted in the 

geopolitical importance and biblical centrality of the state of Israel. As the scholar 

Timothy Beal concluded after his ethnographic study of the park in 2002, the Holy Land 

Experience’s “retellings and reenactments . . . are forms of apocalyptic expectation. Here 

one is meant to experience the past in order to anticipate the future.”88 The park rendered 

 

87 TripAdvisor.com reviews quoted in Stevenson, Sensational Devotion, 57. 

88 Beal, Roadside Religion, 67. 
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this theological point in both explicit and implicit ways. For example, as the scholars 

Yorke Rowan and Ronald Lukens-Bull and Mark Fafard have pointed out, the park 

reproduced a “clean” Jerusalem that more easily mapped on to the version of the city 

depicted in conservative Protestant theology. This mythic version of the Holy Land 

erased certain groups and places that would have complicated the biblical narrative upon 

which park creators relied. Unmentioned in the park’s recreated geography, for instance, 

were contemporary sites such as the Dome of the Rock, an Islamic shrine located on the 

spot where the Jewish Temple once stood, and al-Aqsa Mosque, which stands nearby.89 

Similarly and relatedly, as Rowan has observed, at the Holy Land Experience “Judaism is 

virtually nonexistent except in its role as the essential roots of Christianity, and as a 

purchasing opportunity. Islam, of course, is absent.”90 These erasures resulted in a 

version of the Holy Land that was not only “decidedly and unabashedly Christian,” as 

Rowan has contended, but also conducive to Jerusalem as imagined by conservative 

Protestant end-times theology: freed from Muslim control (as demonstrated by the 

absence of the Dome of the Rock and the al-Aqsa Mosque) and restored to its ancient 

condition, ready for Christ’s imminent return. As Lukens-Bull and Fafard have 

concluded, the park chose “to replicate only those features [of Jerusalem] conducive to its 

mission” of conveying a specific apocalyptic theology.91 

 

89 Rowan, “Repackaging the Pilgrimage,” 261; Ronald Lukens-Bull and Mark Fafard, “Next Year 

in Orlando: (Re)Creating Israel in Christian Zionism,” Journal of Religion and Society 9 (2007): 11. 

90 Rowan, “Repackaging the Pilgrimage,” 261. 

91 Lukens-Bull and Fafard, “Next Year in Jerusalem,” 11. 
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Similarly, as Beal and several other scholars have observed, park designers 

implicitly conveyed their end-times theology through their chosen location of the Temple 

of the Great King. At the Holy Land Experience, the Temple occupied the Temple 

Mount. Absent was the Dome of the Rock Muslim shrine that stands on the Mount in 

present-day Jerusalem. Because the restoration of the Jewish Temple is, for many 

conservative Protestants including the leaders of the New Christian Right, “the necessary 

precursor to and sure sign of the imminent Second Coming” and the “fulfillment of God’s 

salvation history,” according to Beal, this imagined reconstruction of the Temple actually 

pointed visitors to the future—not backward to a first-century past, but forward to a 

eschatological reality soon to come.92 In this sense, park designers’ location of the 

Temple implicitly communicated to visitors an interpretation of the impending 

Armageddon and of Christ’s imminent return to earth.  

Beal’s ethnographic study also has pointed to another implicit channeling by the 

park of conservative Protestant end-times theology, specifically with regard to its 

fascination with and presentation of Jewish religious ritual practices. According to Beal, 

conservative Protestant purveyors of end-times theology, including many leaders in the 

New Christian Right, believed that Christ’s return would come not only after the 

restoration of the Jewish Temple but also after the reinstatement of the ancient sacrificial 

practices observed at the Temple. For this reason, he concluded, “learning about ancient 

 

92 Beal, Roadside Religion, 67. For a similar argument about the park’s materialized end times 

theology at the Temple, see Lukens-Bull and Fafard, “Next Year in Jerusalem,” 12–13, and Stevenson, 

Sensational Devotion, 53–54. 
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Israelite sacrificial practices,” as at the park’s The Old Testament Ritual of Worship 

presentation in the Wilderness Tabernacle, is not just a matter of “historical interest,” but 

rather a form of preparation for the impending end of time and return of Christ to his 

earthly reign.93 In other words, the park, by offering such lessons in their multimedia 

shows, implicitly communicated to their visitors a conservative Protestant end-times 

theology. 

While such implicit constructions of conservative Protestant theology may have 

escaped some visitors, the park also made explicit connections between its material 

landscape and its end-times theology. During his 2002 visit, for instance, Beal observed a 

“silver-haired man in an Indiana Jones outfit” delivering a visitor-friendly lecture about 

the scale model of Jerusalem on display in the Shofar Auditorium. After explaining some 

of the sites visible on the model, which replicated the city’s landscape in 66 C.E., the 

guide segued into what Beal described as a screed “detailing recent indications that we 

are witnessing the beginning of the end of days, the restoration of the Temple, and the 

Second Coming of the Messiah.” Beal also noted that the guide encouraged visitors to 

peruse the nearby gift shop, where they could pick up books, magazines, and videos that 

would further substantiate the imminent arrival of the biblical apocalypse.94 This lecture, 

and others like it, made explicit what the park’s built environment rendered implicitly: a 

conservative Protestant theology of the end times, one that gave a particularly important 

 

93 Beal, Roadside Religion, 67. 

94 Beal, 69. 
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role to Israel and thus undergirded the New Christian Right’s pro-Israel foreign policy 

stance.  

Importantly, as Beal has argued, many visitors may not have picked up on or been 

convinced by this materialized theology. In reporting on his visit to the park in 2002, he 

recalled a conversation he overheard between two older men, with one indicating that he 

was profoundly confused by “all those dates and signs, and all the Bible verses to back 

them up.” Beal used this conversation as evidence for his conclusion that most visitors 

“were baffled if not turned off by the prevalence of apocalyptic theology” in the park.95 

Nevertheless, the site proved exceedingly popular. The Holy Land Experience claimed 

that over 250,000 people annually traversed its paths and absorbed its theatrical 

performances during its first four years of operation.96 Even so, the park faced backlash. 

Prior to and throughout its first year of operation, Jewish groups in the Orlando area 

accused Rosenthal and Zion’s Hope of using the Holy Land Experience to promote 

antisemitic attitudes and to convert Jews to Christianity. Two years later, local 

government officials demanded that the park—which initially registered itself as a non-

profit ministry, rather than a business—pay one million dollars in back taxes.97 As a 

result, in 2005, the park’s board of directors forced Rosenthal to resign, severing the 

 

95 Beal, 70. 

96 Long, “Bringing the Holy Land to Orlando.” 

97 On these developments, see Dana Canedy, “A Biblical Theme Park in Florida Begets Ill Will,” 

The New York Times, February 3, 2001, https://www.nytimes.com/2001/02/03/us/a-biblical-theme-park-in-

florida-begets-ill-will.html; Mark I. Pinsky, “‘Six Flags Over Israel,’” Christianity Today, March 5, 2001; 

and Alexandra Alter, “Bibleland: Orlando’s Holy Land Experience And Other Religious Theme Parks Mix 

Faith and Entertainment -- But Not Without Controversy,” The Washington Post, September 23, 2006. 
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connection between the park and Zion’s Hope. Two years later, the board sold the park to 

the world’s largest conservative Protestant television production company, Trinity 

Broadcasting Network, owned Paul and Jan Crouch, Pentecostals with ties to many of the 

elites who directed the New Christian Right. In 2008, its first full year under new 

leadership, the park welcomed between 1,500 and 2,500 visitors daily—or roughly 

500,000 over the course of the year.98 

As the preceding paragraphs have indicated, Heritage USA and the Holy Land 

Experience were among the most significant early experiments in Christian theme parks. 

They functioned in at least two important ways. First, they provided conservative 

Protestant consumers with new spaces in which to enjoy fun, family-centered 

entertainment. Second, and perhaps most importantly, they helped to invent the New 

Christian Right. Though operationalized in different ways and with varying levels of 

style and substance, both parks used their built environments and the techniques of 

immersion, emotion, and experience to communicate ideas—including notions of 

Christian nationalist nostalgia and pro-Israel apocalypticism—that gave structure and 

meaning to this new imagining of evangelicalism. 

 

 

 

 

98 Stevenson, Sensational Devotion, 52; Paine, Gods and Rollercoasters, 62. Interestingly, the 

scholar Sara Callahan has painted a much more ambivalent portrait of the park’s prospects for success, 

noting the administrative, financial, and theological controversies that have plagued the park since TBN’s 

2007 takeover. See Sara B. Dykens Callahan, “Where Christ Dies Daily: Performances of Faith at 

Orlando’s Holy Land Experience” (PhD diss., University of South Florida, 2010), 12-18.  
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Creating Christian Disneylands  

As theme parks such as Heritage USA and the Holy Land Experience employed 

techniques of immersion, emotion, and experience to channel ideas that gave meaning 

and identity to a new variety of evangelicalism, they explicitly modeled themselves on at 

least one shared source: the Walt Disney Company. Both parks borrowed inspiration 

from and adapted design elements of Disneyland and Walt Disney World. Moreover, in 

at least one instance, an evangelical park in turn inspired Disney. This interaction 

between supposedly sacred and secular sites demonstrated the extent to which 

entrepreneurs within the New Christian Right invested in the experience economy. 

Journalists and scholars have often compared late twentieth and early twenty-first 

century Christian theme parks to the Disney parks as a way of explaining the explicitly 

religious sites to unfamiliar observers. For instance, in 1986 a Newsweek reporter 

described Heritage USA as a “Disneyland for the devout.”99 Similarly, in his 2005 book 

Roadside Religion, published with a popular trade press, Beal called the Holy Land 

Experience “a fundamentalist Magic Kingdom, a Disneyesque alternative to Disney 

World.”100 Unfortunately, such metaphors obscure the reality that conservative Protestant 

theme park creators intentionally borrowed from the Disney Company. For instance, the 

historian John Wigger has shown that Bakker “freely copied the look and feel of 

Disneyland and Disney World” in designing aspects of Heritage USA.101 According to 

 

99 Kenneth L. Woodward, “A Disneyland for the Devout,” Newsweek, August 11, 1986. 

100 Beal, Roadside Religion, 53. 

101 Wigger, PTL, 168. 
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Wigger, as early as the spring of 1978, the Bakkers began taking regular trips to Orlando, 

where they toured Disney World and developed ideas for their park.102 Disney’s own 

evocation of a nostalgic American past had a major impact on Bakker, who cribbed from 

the storefronts and residential areas at the Disney parks, including Disney’s own Main 

Street USA promenade, in designing Heritage’s heavenly Main Street USA and its 

romanticized Victorian neighborhood of Mulberry Village.103 Tammy Faye Bakker made 

the connection between Heritage USA and the Disney parks even more explicit, telling 

one interviewer that “if my Utopia [Heritage USA] could look any way I wanted it to 

look, I’d like it to look like Disneyland. . . . [There is no] place as wonderful as 

Disneyland: wonderful houses, architecture, and bright colors. It’s such a happy, 

sunshiny place.”104 Clearly, the Bakkers both drew inspiration from and adapted elements 

of the Disney parks in putting together their own attraction. 

In addition to borrowing inspiration from and refashioning elements of the Disney 

parks, conservative Protestant entrepreneurs also interacted with the Disney Company 

over elements of their parks. For example, in the 1980s, Bakker claimed to have sought 

advice from Disney regarding aspects of his Main Street. As Wigger has written, Bakker 

“originally wanted to put a glass roof over [the attraction], but when he consulted with 

‘the people at Disney’” he decided against the approach, allegedly because they told him 

that a glass ceiling would be too costly to heat and cool. In the end, he built a 

 

102 Wigger, 78. 

103 Wigger, 168–69. 

104 Quoted in O’Guinn and Belk, “Heaven on Earth,” 232–33. 
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conventional roof and painted it to simulate the sky.105 Bakker’s popularity in the early 

1980s meant that he was not merely an outsider looking in on a more profitable venture. 

Rather, his own celebrity enabled him to seek advice from the Disney Company that he 

could then apply to his own venture. 

Although Bakker turned to Disney for advice, the flow of influence did not occur 

only in that direction. In fact, the flow of influence reversed in the early 2000s, as the 

attractions at the Holy Land Experience inspired Disney designers. Unlike Bakker, who 

hired an architectural firm with experience building megachurches to develop Heritage 

USA, Rosenthal and the funders of the Holy Land Experience retained the Orlando-based 

ITEC Entertainment Corporation, a theme park design firm, to create their park. At the 

time, ITEC’s previous projects included work on the Kennedy Space Center’s 

informational exhibits and on Universal Studios’ Islands of Adventure ride, among 

others. The firm’s CEO, Bill Coan, claimed that his firm designed the Holy Land 

Experience “not to compete but to be compatible” with its theme park neighbors in 

Orlando. The Holy Land Experience, at least for ITEC, did not represent an alternative to 

Disney World, but rather another Disney World—a theme park that would stand on equal 

footing technologically and experientially with its neighbors. Indeed, in at least one 

respect, the two sites did function as peers. A few months before the Holy Land 

Experience’s February 2001 opening, Disney “Imagineers,” the in-house designers of the 

company’s parks, toured the Holy Land Experience site to learn about and experience its 

 

105 Wigger, PTL, 168–69. 



 

386 

attractions.106 Shortly thereafter, Disney retained ITEC to design the Disney Internet 

Zone, a new exhibit area at Epcot, and several other elements for its U.S.-based theme 

parks.107 These developments indicate not just borrowing by evangelical theme parks 

from Disney, but rather the influence of the evangelical parks on Disney, through the 

parks’ shared use of a theme park design firm. 

As these examples show, both Heritage USA and the Holy Land Experience 

borrowed inspiration from and adapted design elements of Disneyland and Walt Disney 

World. Moreover, in at least one instance, the Holy Land Experience inspired Disney, 

inviting a direct connection between the religious site’s design firm and Disney’s 

Imagineers. In borrowing from, consulting with, and sometimes even influencing the 

development of Disney parks from the 1970s to the 2000s, conservative Protestant theme 

park creators revealed their admiration for the Magic Kingdom. Such interaction between 

supposedly sacred and secular sites demonstrated the extent to which spiritual 

entrepreneurs within the New Christian Right invested in the experience economy. 

 

Museums and the Perils of “Disneyfication” 

As conservative Protestant entrepreneurs turned toward Disneyland and Walt 

Disney World as both sources of inspiration and partners in the commodification of 

 

106 Pinsky, “‘Six Flags Over Israel,’” 102. 

107 On these design projects, see “Disney Internet Zone,” ITEC Entertainment, accessed February 

19, 2019, http://www.itec.com/disney-internet-zone; “Disney Food Carts,” ITEC Entertainment, accessed 

February 19, 2019, http://www.itec.com/disney-food-carts; and “The Disney Store - Southeast Asia,” ITEC 

Entertainment, accessed February 19, 2019, http://www.itec.com/the-disney-store-southeast-asia. 
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immersive entertainment, other Americans began to critique the parks. To be sure, 

millions of Americans flocked to the attractions in the last quarter of the twentieth 

century. But during this same period, “Disneyfication” also became a vernacular 

shorthand among many journalists, intellectuals, and cultural commentators for anything 

fake, commercialized, or trivial in American life.108 The term also trickled down into 

particular discourses, including the discourse of the public history community. By the 

early twenty-first century, Disney—and especially its theme parks—had become for 

many public historians a symbol of both the dumbing down and the commodification of 

the past, functioning within the field’s discourse primarily as the foil for the meaningful 

interpretation and education that responsible practitioners sought to provide at their 

museums and historical sites. In particular, claims of Disneyfication became useful in a 

major debate roiling the profession over the relative merits of the use of experiential, 

immersive, and emotional approaches to historical knowledge production at public 

history sites. Thus, at the same time that conservative Protestants who had once 

pioneered the experiential turn within public history turned increasingly toward Disney 

and the experience economy that it represented, public historians turned away from it, 

critiquing its excesses as gross “Disneyfication.” 

 

108 See, for instance, E. Relph, Place and Placelessness (London: Pion Limited, 1976); Sharon 

Zukin, Landscapes of Power: From Detroit to Disney World (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1991); Alistair Reid, “Reflections: Waiting for Columbus,” The New Yorker, February 24, 1992, 57–75; 

Ada Louise Huxtable, “Inventing American Reality,” The New York Review of Books, December 3, 1992, 

24–29; Jonathan Franzen, “First City: Why Americans Should Have More New Yorks,” The New Yorker, 

February 19, 1996, 85–92; and Eleanor Heartney, “Lost at the Museum: We Shouldn’t Turn History Into a 

Trip to the Movies,” The Washington Post, August 24, 1997, sec. Outlook, C1. 
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As detailed in Chapter 5, some museums and historical sites, including the Billy 

Graham Center Museum, experimented in the 1970s with emotional and immersive 

approaches to interpreting the past in public. These new exhibition strategies and 

interpretive techniques sparked intense debate within the field in the 1980s. Some 

opposed these innovations. Even in the years before Disneyfication became a widespread 

shorthand for falseness and inauthenticity, these critics often compared experiential and 

immersive exhibits unfavorably to Disney and other theme parks. For instance, during the 

1974-1975 planning for Boston’s “The Revolution” exhibit, an early experiment in 

immersive and emotional exhibitry, some members of the planning team derided what 

they perceived as the “Disney” qualities of the proposed approach. They called the 

project “manipulative,” “carnivalesque,” and “worse than television.”109 Their rebukes 

reflected a perception of experiential, emotional, and immersive exhibitry as thoroughly 

commercialized, a critique underscored by their invocation of the theme park. Similarly, 

the preservationist Charles Hosmer Jr., wrote in 1976 that new exhibit techniques were 

mere “publicity approaches” that “could endanger the presentation of a sound and truthful 

picture of the past” in a well-intentioned quest to draw new visitors and tap into new 

revenue streams. He praised those “historians, archeologists, architects, and 

administrators” who had “resisted the temptation to turn America’s historical museums 

into an imitation of the amusement parks.”110 Such comments demonstrate the extent to 

 

109 Quoted in Rymsza-Pawlowska, History Comes Alive, 104. 

110 Charles B. Hosmer Jr., “Historical Preservation, Tourism, and Leisure,” Monumentum 13 
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which public history’s experiential turn troubled some members of the profession, and 

the ways in which these critics derided new exhibitionary and interpretive strategies by 

linking them pejoratively to Disney.  

By the 1990s, Disneyfication and another neologism, “Mickey Mouse History,” 

had become commonplace within public history discourse. The impetus for this adoption 

came in 1993, with the Disney Company’s announcement that it planned to build a new 

theme park, Disney’s America, on a 3,000-acre tract of rural farmland in Prince William 

County, Virginia, thirty-five miles west of Washington, D.C., and just a short distance 

from a Civil War battlefield at Manassas. The park “would evoke the history of the 

United States” through simulations of the nation’s past, Disney claimed, while also 

“impart[ing] substantial historical information” to visitors and offering a “‘serious fun’ 

celebration of U.S. history.” Plans called for a Lewis and Clark–themed raft ride, Civil 

War reenactments, an Industrial Revolution-themed ride through a steel mill, and a World 

War II airfield with flight simulators, among other attractions. Academic historians, 

public historians, and museum professionals all objected. They formed Protect Historic 

America and lobbied both a broad public as well as local and state officials to oppose the 

project. Public historians specifically moved to differentiate their sites from Disney’s 

proposed recreation. Leaders at Colonial Williamsburg and Monticello, for instance, 

called their approach to the past the “real thing,” in contradistinction to Disney’s fake 

take on U.S. history. All groups objected to Disney’s approach to the past—overly 

 

Mooney-Melvin, “Harnessing the Romance of the Past: Preservation, Tourism, and History,” The Public 

Historian 13, no. 2 (1991): 43. 



 

390 

nostalgic, whitewashed, and often commodified to fill gift shop shelves and movie theater 

seats—and to the company’s chosen site so near a “real” place of American history. 

Though Disney sought to assuage critics’ concerns by promising to “examine the 

conflicts and struggles that have marked the nation’s passage from colony to world 

power” and avoid “a Pollyanna view” of the past, the critics were unmoved. Disney 

fought back for a time but eventually relented, shuttering the project indefinitely.111 

In the aftermath of this showdown, the City University of New York public 

historian Michael Wallace published Mickey Mouse History and Other Essays on 

American Memory, the centerpiece of which was a multi-essay retrospective and analysis 

of the Disney’s America debacle. In his critique, Wallace particularly targeted what he 

perceived as museum professionals’ capitulation to the Disney style in their turn toward 

emotional, immersive, and experiential approaches to historical knowledge production. 

Wallace determined that public historians had nothing to learn from the parks. Although 

he admitted that he did “not find compelling the claims that there is an inherent 

contradiction between education and entertainment,” he nonetheless argued that Disney’s 

longstanding approach to the past involved “fashion[ing] mass cultural artifacts into self-

containable morsels” in order to “sate . . . the consumer’s appetite,” an approach that 

clashed with the “open-ended, question-raising nature of the historical enterprise.” 

Experience, immersion, and emotion were central to this commodification of the past. 
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While it might be possible, he claimed, to develop “exhibitions that evoke experience as 

well as offer explanation,” Disney had not managed to do so. Instead, they had fashioned 

“utopian spaces . . . where the social ills confronting Americans are held at bay, courtesy 

of corporate skillfulness.” In other words, they had whitewashed the past—and the 

experiential, immersive, and emotional production of knowledge about the past—for the 

sake of corporate gain. Wallace thus warned his fellow public historians to avoid what he 

termed “Mickey Mouse history.”112 

In the intervening years, Wallace’s book became a mainstay of public history 

courses in the United States, its ideas influencing the training of a generation of museum 

professionals and other practitioners of public exhibition and interpretation. Of course, 

not all public history professionals shared Wallace’s critique. The opening of the U.S. 

Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C., in 1993, for instance, was a 

watershed moment in the use of experiential, immersive, and emotional forms of 

exhibition and interpretation within the museum setting. The brainchild of Jeshajahu 

Weinberg, who would serve as the Museum’s first director, and the designers at Ralph 

Applebaum and Associates, the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum framed itself as a 

“story-telling museum” rather than a “collections-based museum” and, in Weinberg’s 

words, sought to use “meaningful arrangement of artifacts, photographs, audiovisual 

displays, and interactive information retrieval facilities . . . to tell the story of the 

Holocaust” in a way that would “trigger the visitor’s heart feelings of emotional 
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identification with the victims.”113 Though some stakeholders initially worried that 

Weinberg’s approach was too “Disneylike,” they ultimately relented.114 It subsequently 

became one of the most frequented museums on the National Mall, drawing a “relentless 

flood of visitors” during its first year of operation, according to the New York Times.115 

Scholars also disputed Wallace’s forthright rejection of experiential, immersive, 

and emotional exhibition techniques because of their potential for “Disneyfication.” As 

early as 1995, just a year after the conclusion of the Disney’s America debacle, the 

historical geographer Richard Francaviglia urged public historians to develop closer 

working relationships with Disney-type purveyors of history. Writing in the pages of The 

Public Historian, the field’s foremost journal, Francaviglia claimed that “theme parks 

educate the public in ways far beyond the understanding, or appreciation, of most 

traditional history educators.” As such, he concluded, “Historians can learn from theme 

park designers . . . for we both search for ways of identifying major themes, events, and 

symbols that define our culture.”116 Even so, fears of Disneyfication remained potent 

within the field, constraining practitioners’ willingness to adopt new methods and 

techniques, including immersion, emotion, and experience. As the journal Curator 
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concluded after surveying several museums and historical sites, “[a]dding interactive 

exhibition approaches to traditional museums . . . [is still] perceived as a violation of the 

traditional mission and/or a dumbing down or ‘Disneyfication’ of the museum 

experience.”117 As such findings indicate, Disneyfication continued to function into the 

twenty-first-century as a shibboleth within the field of public history, restraining 

innovation out of fear of dumbing down, commodifying, or oversimplifying the past for 

the sake of public consumption. 

Such criticisms of Disneyfication by public historians become particularly 

important when considered within the context of evangelical museum-making. As 

detailed in Chapter 5, during the 1970s neo-evangelical commemorators emerged out of 

and participated in the discourses and practices of the field of public history. Indeed, 

within this field they were innovators, helping to invent new modes of exhibition and 

interpretation that stressed emotion, immersion, and experience as ways of understanding 

the past. But the rise of Christian theme parks changed that. As these sites became 

increasingly conspicuous parts of the cultural landscape of conservative Protestantism in 

the last quarter of the twentieth century, they influenced the future of evangelical heritage 

and the museums devoted to its exhibition and interpretation. These sites borrowed from 

and at times even influenced the even more popular Disney theme parks, contributing to 

and perpetuating the phenomenon of Disneyfication. As mainstream public historians 

rejected this Disneyfication, conservative Protestant purveyors of public memory 

 

117 Robert “Mac” West, “The Economics of Interactivity,” Curator: The Museum Journal 47, no. 2 

(2004): 221. 
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embraced it. Beginning in the early 2000s, they turned toward theme parks—Disney, 

their own, and others—for inspiration. They drew ideas and design techniques from those 

sites that had proved so adept transmitting to visitors the ideas that structured the New 

Christian Right. In doing so, conservative Protestants turned their backs on the public 

history community.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has argued that the rise of the New Christian Right, a new imagining 

of evangelicalism brought to life amid the collapse of the postwar neo-evangelical 

coalition, and the emergence of the Christian theme park industry influenced the future of 

evangelical heritage. Between 1975 and 2005—the same period in which neo-evangelical 

elites continued to pin their commemorative hopes on sites such as the Billy Graham 

Center Museum, which embodied trends in public history practice—entrepreneurs within 

the New Christian Right invested in the theme park. On the one hand, these parks 

provided conservative Protestant consumers with new spaces in which to enjoy fun, 

family-centered entertainment. On the other, they also helped to invent the New Christian 

Right by using their built environments and techniques of immersion, emotion, and 

experience to channel the ideas that gave structure and meaning to this new imagining of 

evangelical community, including a Christian nationalist nostalgia and a pro-Israel 

apocalypticism. In other words, they provided a kind of ideological authority via fun, 

family-centered experiences. Moreover, though designed for a specific subculture, these 
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parks were never entirely sectarian. They consistently borrowed from, competed with, 

and sometimes even influenced the parks operated by the Walt Disney Company.  

In making this argument, this chapter offers a prelude to the transformation of 

evangelical history museums in the early twenty-first century. By the 2000s, purveyors of 

evangelical heritage still sought to imbue their sites with the intellectual credibility of the 

museum, yet in form and in function they drew not on the latest trends in the museum 

field but rather from theme parks. The proliferation of evangelical museums and 

historical sites in the early twenty-first century relied significantly on the techniques and 

technologies of the theme park, from animatronics to digital media, immersive 

landscapes to integrated retail opportunities. They also increasingly functioned, like the 

theme parks that influenced them, as sites for the dissemination of New Christian Right 

ideology, offering education and entertainment while also waging the culture wars.  
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CHAPTER 7 

MAKE BILLY GRAHAM GREAT AGAIN: EXHIBITING NOSTALGIA AND 

CHRISTIAN NATIONALISM AT THE BILLY GRAHAM LIBRARY, 2000-2017 

 

In May 2007, some 1,500 people gathered in Charlotte, North Carolina, to 

dedicate the Billy Graham Library—a 40,000-square-foot facility designed to honor the 

evangelist’s life and memory. The invitation-only guest list included three former U.S. 

presidents—Jimmy Carter, George H. W. Bush, and Bill Clinton—as well as members of 

the BGEA board, special “dignitaries,” and supporters of the project and the Graham 

organization. Two hundred and forty media outlets covered the event, including ABC-

TV’s World News Tonight, which held its live evening broadcast on site, and the 

Associated Press, which published a report on the dedication ceremony that ran in 

thousands of newspapers across the country. The latest shrine to America’s pastor 

quickly gained a national reputation.1 

This chapter argues that the Billy Graham Library represented the first effort to 

synthesize the evangelical museum with the evangelical theme park. During the 1980s 

 

1 On the dedication ceremony, see Chuck Burton, “Hundreds See Library Dedicated to Billy 

Graham,” MSNBC.Com, June 1, 2007, http://www.nbcnews.com/id/18954810/ns/us_news-life/t/hundreds-

see-library-dedicated-billy-graham/; Rachel Zoll, “Former Presidents Attend Opening of Graham Library,” 

The New York Sun, June 1, 2007, https://www.nysun.com/national/former-presidents-attend-opening-of-

graham-library/55670/; “Former Presidents Attend Opening of Billy Graham Library,” Morning Edition 

(NPR, June 1, 2007), https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=10613354; and Erin Roach, 

“Billy Graham Library Dedicated,” Christian Examiner, June 22, 2007, 

https://www.christianexaminer.com/article/billy-graham-library-dedicated/42558.htm. Reviews of the site 

appeared in major media outlets; see Edward Rothstein, “Museum Review: At Billy Graham Library, Man 

and Message Are One and the Same,” The New York Times, November 10, 2007, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2007/11/10/arts/design/10grah.html, and Tim Funk, “Billy Graham Library a Big 

Draw, Just as It Is,” The Charlotte Observer, June 9, 2008.  
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and 1990s, as detailed in Chapter 6, conservative Protestant entrepreneurs embraced the 

experience economy as a means by which both to entertain fellow believers and to 

channel their ideologies. By the 2000s, would-be commemorators, especially in the New 

Christian Right, also became attracted to this mode of cultural expression as a means of 

disseminating evangelical heritage. They turned away from public history and embraced 

the theme park model, though they refused to abandon the intellectual authority of the 

traditional museum altogether. The Billy Graham Library emerged out of this attempted 

fusion. The site embraced the theme park in style—designing immersive spaces, playing 

with light and color, even including animatronics in their exhibits—while simultaneously 

clinging to the museum in tone and image. The Library had been planned, developed, and 

built by the same design firm that brought the Holy Land Experience to life, and it 

featured many theme park-like elements, such as its barn-like architecture and an 

animatronic cow tour guide, but boosters refused to describe the site as a theme park. 

Instead, they described it as an intellectually respectable and credible museum in the 

mode of the federally managed presidential libraries—even though it employed no 

curators, no museum specialists, nor any public historians of any variety. The Library 

employed techniques aimed at building visitors’ historical knowledge through 

experience, immersion, and emotion—techniques similar to ones used at the Billy 

Graham Center Museum. But whereas the Museum had derived its use of these 

techniques via the public history profession, the Library did so via the mechanisms of the 

theme park. 
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This chapter further argues that recognizing the synthetic nature of the Billy 

Graham Library helps to understand how it deployed its version of evangelical heritage. 

Unlike the Billy Graham Center Museum, which presented a version of evangelical 

heritage that historicized Graham as the latest in a long line of conservative Protestant 

evangelists who had contributed meaningfully to the nation’s spiritual, cultural, and 

political development, the Library made Graham’s biography into evangelical heritage, 

and it deployed that evangelical heritage in two ways—one stated, the other unstated. In 

its publicity material, the Library expressed the goal of using evangelical heritage—the 

history of Billy Graham’s life, ministry, and message—to conduct an “ongoing crusade” 

that would convert visitors to Christianity. At the same time, the Library also pursued a 

less explicit goal of using evangelical heritage to inspire in visitors feelings of nostalgia. 

The yearning vision of America as a Christian nation presented across the Library’s 

galleries reflected the ideology of the New Christian Right, that imagined evangelical 

community with which Graham’s son and successor, Franklin, had come to be associated. 

Library designers and boosters hoped that such feelings of nostalgia might compel 

visitors to action in restoring the nation’s religious heritage.  

According to the BGEA, the Library was a resounding success, continually 

achieving its goal of securing Christian conversions. Yet other sources, such as reviews 

left by Library visitors, tell a more complicated story. While some visitors resisted the 

Library’s messaging, and while very few converted or contributed financially to the 

BGEA’s programs, still others clearly heard, felt, and often embraced the site’s overt 

messaging. Most importantly, the Library evidently succeeded in transmitting feelings of 
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nostalgia, as many visitors described ways in which the site conjured for them a deep 

yearning for a halcyon past. Some even expressed their nostalgia using the rhetoric of the 

New Christian Right. In this sense, the site accomplished its unstated but nonetheless 

evident goal of mobilizing visitors for participation in the New Christian Right’s battle 

against its perceived political and cultural enemies in order to restore the nation’s 

Christian heritage. Thus, this chapter concludes that the first effort to synthesize the 

evangelical museum with the evangelical theme park had mixed results, even as it 

continued to shape the commemorative vision of entrepreneurs and religious leaders 

within conservative Protestantism. 

 

A Resurgent New Christian Right? 

As detailed in Chapter 6, the New Christian Right emerged in the late 1970s and 

early 1980s as a new imagining of evangelical unity that sought to restore America’s 

supposedly Christian heritage and to strengthen its status in the world through political 

action, and pursued its agenda in lockstep with the Republican Party. Although the 

movement gained electoral potency and cultural prominence, it struggled to achieve 

major legislative victories. Despite its allegiance to the Republican Party, the coalition 

held a far-from-complete sway over the GOP, as evidenced by its failure to secure 

conservative social legislation under Ronald Reagan. This lack of success continued 

under President George H. W. Bush, whom New Christian Right elites supported despite 

reservations about his commitment to their agenda, and ultimately led to internal 

disagreement and fragmentation. Divided and in disarray, the coalition could not block 
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the election of Democrat Bill Clinton in 1992. Even though it aided in delivering the 

Republican Revolution of 1994, it could not mobilize sufficient support to block 

Clinton’s reelection bid in 1996 or stir up support for his impeachment in 1997.2 By the 

late 1990s, the New Christian Right seemed at its nadir.  

A fresh wind blew through the movement in the lead-up to the 2000 election, with 

the arrival of George W. Bush. As the historian Daniel Williams has argued, Bush did not 

just court conservative Protestant supporters or pander to their causes, because unlike his 

father or even Reagan, Bush himself was a born-again Christian, and he spoke about 

issues “with the conviction of a true believer.” Indeed, he championed legislation favored 

by the movement on abortion, sex education, stem-cell research, and more, and he 

promised to appoint more conservative Protestants to Cabinet-level positions than any 

previous president. As a result, New Christian Right voters turned out for him in droves. 

He won seventy-four percent of the vote in 2000, and four years later, he received 

support from seventy-eight percent of “born-again” voters. New Christian Right leaders 

ran victory laps after both elections. In 2000, Pat Robertson declared, “Without us, I do 

not believe that George Bush would be sitting in the White House.” Pundits christened 

these electoral victories as a “new beginning” for and “resurgence” of the New Christian 

Right within the GOP.3  

 

2 Williams, God’s Own Party, 198–200, 202–11, 220–44. 

3 Williams, 245-276. Quotations from 245, 251. 
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For a glorious moment, it seemed that the New Christian Right had achieved that 

which it had long sought. A conservative Protestant president had won the White House, 

and he would use his authority to restore the nation’s Christian heritage and reclaim its 

privileged position in world affairs. But the Bush presidency did not yield the public 

policy or judicial victories for which the New Christian Right had hoped and prayed. By 

2007, the movement had failed to secure even one of its legislative or legal demands, 

including a ban on gay marriage or the overturning of Roe v. Wade.4 Meanwhile, new 

cracks began to appear in the façade of unity joining the New Christian Right to the GOP. 

Pundits both inside and outside of the party and the coalition blamed this breakdown on a 

host of problems, including moral scandals besetting Republican congressmen in the mid-

2000s and President Bush’s drop in national approval polls due to his bungling of the Iraq 

War and the federal response to Hurricane Katrina. A generational divide also manifested 

itself within conservative Protestantism, with young adults abandoning the GOP in 

droves. In 2005, fifty-five percent of conservative Protestants under thirty said they were 

aligned with the Republican Party, but by 2007, that number had dropped to just forty 

percent.5 Younger conservative Protestants, though also concerned about abortion and 

mostly opposed to gay rights, lacked the Cold War-era mentality of older New Christian 

Right leaders. While an older generation had formed their political positions amid 

opposition to the Equal Rights Amendment and anxieties about the threat of 

 

4 Williams, 253–54, 263. 

5 Williams, 267–68. 
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Communism, a younger generation linked their faith to social justice causes, including 

poverty, human trafficking, environmentalism, and immigration.6 As Williams has 

argued, “Younger evangelicals [by the mid-2000s] had come to terms with the religious 

and cultural pluralism of their generation, and they viewed their religion not as a venue to 

protest against social trends, but as a means to show their culture the love of Christ 

through service.”7 As a result, fewer and fewer fell under the rhetorical calls of the New 

Christian Right’s most conspicuous leaders. This latest “crack up” within the New 

Christian Right, combined with vigorous efforts by Democrats to court socially 

conservative Christians in the lead-up to the 2008 election, allowed Barack Obama to 

seize the presidency.8  

The whimper of Bush’s final years in office and the beginnings of the Obama 

presidency coincided with another sea change within the New Christian Right. By the 

early twenty-first century, the first generation of movement leaders had begun to pass the 

torch. Jerry Falwell, who provided the most recognizable public face of the coalition, 

died suddenly in 2007, leaving the leadership of his university and his church to his sons, 

Jonathan and Jerry Falwell, Jr. Pat Robertson, though continuing to pull headlines with 

his often-outlandish public statements, lost relevancy in the early 2000s. His show, The 

 

6 On younger evangelicals and the generational tensions within evangelicalism, see Swartz, Moral 

Minority, 260–63; Gasaway, Progressive Evangelicals and the Pursuit of Social Justice, 270–77; and 

Marcia Pally, The New Evangelicals: Expanding the Vision of the Common Good (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Eerdmans, 2011). 

7 Williams, God’s Own Party, 270–71. 

8 Williams, 271–75. 
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700 Club, had drawn more than seven million viewers in 1985, but by 2005 that number 

had dwindled to 828,000. James Dobson of Focus on the Family retired as leader of that 

organization in 2009, though he remained active and vocal within the movement.9 

Younger leaders also fell from grace during these years. In 2006, for instance, a rising 

star named Ted Haggard—a Colorado Springs megachurch pastor, the president of the 

National Association of Evangelicals, and a friend to prominent New Christian Right 

leaders, including Dobson—resigned both from his church and the NAE after admitting 

to allegations that he had hired a male prostitute and engaged in acts of “sexual 

immorality.”10 This vacuum created opportunity for new leaders to emerge. One young 

figure in particular began to fashion himself as the heir apparent of the New Christian 

Right. His name was Franklin Graham—the bombastic, unapologetically divisive son of 

the famous midcentury evangelist. 

 

Franklin Graham 

Franklin Graham’s emergence as a rising star within the leadership ranks of the 

New Christian Right began in the late 1990s. At the time, he was president of 

Samaritan’s Purse, a 150-million dollar “Christian relief and evangelistic association” 

founded during the era of neo-evangelicalism. The organization, with outposts in more 

than 100 countries around the globe, blended revivalism with crisis aid distribution. The 

 

9 Williams, 271, and Frances FitzGerald, The Evangelicals: The Struggle to Shape America (New 

York: Simon & Schuster, 2017), 568, 587-588. 

10 Williams, God’s Own Party, 267–68. 
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younger Graham considered himself both an evangelist (like his famous father) and a 

humanitarian, merging the spiritual and the material.11 Franklin had not always wanted a 

career in the evangelical parachurch world. As a teenager, he had rebelled against his 

parents and their religious faith, and only in his twenties did he convert to Christianity 

and become interested in religious work. From there, he rose quickly to prominence. He 

took the helm of Samaritan’s Purse in 1979, joined the board of the BGEA in the same 

year, and received ministerial ordination from the Southern Baptist Convention four years 

later.12 Eventually, he also became heir apparent to his famous father. In 2000, the elder 

Graham stepped down from his role as the BGEA CEO, and five years later he held his 

final evangelistic service in New York City.13 To succeed Billy, the BGEA board 

appointed Franklin.14  

The decision represented a paradigm shift for the organization. In contrast to his 

father, whose early unpolished and apocalyptic style had mellowed with age and 

exposure to the wider world, Franklin Graham was bombastic and divisive. He 

represented himself as a defiant and unapologetically brash Christian leader—a “rebel 

 

11 On the history of Samaritan’s Purse, see David P. King, “Heartbroken for God’s World: The 

Story of Bob Pierce, Founder of World Vision and Samaritan’s Purse,” in Religion in Philanthropic 

Organizations: Family, Friend, Foe?, ed. Thomas J. Davis (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 

2013), 72, 85–86. 

12 Franklin told his life story in Franklin Graham, Rebel With A Cause: An Autobiography 

(Nashville: Thomas Nelson Inc., 1995). 

13 On Graham’s retirement and final crusade, see Wacker, America’s Pastor, 309–10, and Wacker, 

One Soul at a Time, 249–50, 263, 269. 

14 Franklin Graham became CEO of the BGEA in 2000, and president of the organization two 

years later. See Cathy Lynn Grossman, “Billy Graham’s Son Takes the Pulpit, His Own Way,” USA Today, 

March 7, 2006, https://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/nation/2006-03-07-franklin-graham-cover_x.htm. 
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with a cause,” as he titled his 1995 autobiography.15 “If I don’t speak out,” the younger 

Graham told the Charlotte Observer just over a year after succeeding his famous father, 

“I think God will judge me. . . . I would rather take the chance of offending you than to 

keep quiet when I have something to say that can help you.”16 For Franklin, “speaking 

out” often meant unrepentantly criticizing the “secular world,” even when his statements 

stirred controversy. Here again, Franklin distinguished himself from his father. If the 

elder Graham represented postwar neo-evangelicalism, a rebranded version of 

fundamentalism that projected irenic centrism amid its push for political power and 

cultural respectability, the younger Graham represented the combative, bullish, and 

overtly politicized evangelicalism of the New Christian Right. If the elder Graham had 

warned leaders like Falwell and Robertson against mixing religious faith and partisan 

politics, calling his own dalliances with power during the Nixon administration a mistake, 

the younger Graham seemed not to heed his father’s advice. 

Franklin’s politics were evident well before he took the helm of the BGEA. In 

1996 and in 2000, he offered prayers during the Republican National Conventions, and 

unlike his father, who prayed at the inaugurations of Republicans and Democrats alike, 

Franklin never graced the stage at a Democratic event.17 Moreover, in 1998, he wrote an 

 

15 Graham, Rebel with a Cause. 

16 Quoted in Adam Bell and Ken Garfield, “Charting Own Path, With No Apologies: An 

Unflinching Vision Becoming Hallmark of Famed Evangelist’s Son,” The Charlotte Observer, January 20, 

2002, 1A. 

17 Paula Zahn, “People in the News: Franklin Graham -- The Prodigal Son Comes Home,” CNN, 

2001, http://www.cnn.com/CNN/Programs/people/shows/graham/profile.html. 
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editorial in The Wall Street Journal condemning Bill Clinton for his affair with White 

House intern Monica Lewinsky and calling on him to resign—a message that echoed the 

anti-Clinton moral screeds of New Christian Right leaders such as James Dobson.18 

Franklin’s contributions to the culture wars accelerated after his succession to BGEA 

leadership. In the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, terror attacks in New York City 

and Washington, D.C., for instance, he appeared on NBC Nightly News and called Islam 

“a very evil and wicked religion,” a statement that drew rebuke from religious and civil 

liberties groups, including mainline Protestant and Muslim organizations as well as the 

National Association of Evangelicals. Graham refused to apologize or to retract his 

statement.19 He later claimed that “Arabs . . . all hate the Jews,” and pronounced abortion 

murder, homosexuality “sin in the eyes of God,” and the United Nations a “godless 

enterprise.”20 He also frequently represented conservative Protestants as an embattled and 

persecuted group in the United States. As he claimed at one press conference, “There is a 

core of the national left that has an agenda, a very secular position taking stands against 

 

18 Franklin Graham, “Clinton’s Sins Aren’t Private,” The Wall Street Journal, August 27, 1998, 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB904162265981632000. On Dobson’s criticisms of Clinton, see John Fea, 

Believe Me: The Evangelical Road to Donald Trump (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2018), 54-56. 

19 Quoted in Gustav Niebuhr, “THE EVANGELIST: Muslim Group Seeks to Meet Billy 

Graham’s Son,” The New York Times, November 20, 2001, B5, and Bell and Garfield, “Charting Own Path, 

With No Apologies,” 1A. On the NAE critique, see FitzGerald, The Evangelicals, 481. 

20 Quoted in Bell and Garfield, “Charting Own Path, With No Apologies,” 1A, and Peter J. Boyer, 

“The Big Tent: Billy Graham, Franklin Graham, and the Transformation of American Evangelicalism,” The 

New Yorker, August 22, 2005, https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2005/08/22/the-big-tent. 
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people of faith.”21 All such comments signaled his enlistment in the culture wars of the 

New Christian Right.  

The younger Graham also bolstered his conservative bona fides by cozying up to 

George W. Bush after the candidate’s electoral victory. Standing in for his then-ailing 

father, Franklin offered the opening prayer at the president’s January 2001 inauguration 

and closed his oration by invoking the name of Jesus Christ, a move that some viewed as 

religiously exclusive and inappropriate for an ecumenical setting.22 In 2003, when the 

President announced that more than 177,000 troops would be dispatched to Iraq to invade 

the country and unseat its leader, Saddam Hussein, as part of the United States’ “war on 

terror,” Graham endorsed the military incursion. He saw the U.S. presence in the country 

as an opportunity for both the BGEA and Samaritan’s Purse to provide humanitarian aid 

and to evangelize the majority-Muslim nation. “God will always give us an opportunity 

to tell others about his Son. We are there to love [Muslims] and save them,” he told the 

New York Times as his organizations’ workers hit the ground in Baghdad.23 During 

Bush’s 2004 reelection campaign, Graham contributed to efforts to mobilize “values 

 

21 Quoted in Ken Garfield and Jim Morrill, “Franklin Graham Minces Few Words on His Father’s 

Day,” The Charlotte Observer, April 24, 2005, 11A. 

22 For the prayer itself, see Franklin Graham, The Name (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Inc., 2002), 

28–29. On the controversy, see Cathy Lynn Grossman, “Some Call Inaugural Prayers to Jesus 

Exclusionary,” USA Today, January 24, 2001; Bell and Garfield, “Charting Own Path, With No 

Apologies,” 1A; and Marion Callahan, “Graham Steps Out of Father’s Shadow,” Orlando Sentinel, August 

24, 2002, https://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/os-xpm-2002-08-24-0208230411-story.html. 

23 Deborah Caldwell, “Should Christian Missionaries Heed the Call in Iraq?,” New York Times, 

April 6, 2003, WK14; Laurie Goodstein, “Groups Critical of Islam Are Now Waiting to Take Aid to Iraq,” 

New York Times, April 4, 2003, B12; and Steven Waldman, “Franklin Graham’s Foolish Mercy Mission,” 

Slate, April 11, 2003, https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2003/04/franklin-graham-s-foolish-mercy-

mission.html. 
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voters” by recording automated telephone messages.24 The evangelist made little effort to 

hide his partisanship. 

Nor did Graham do much to hide the inspiration behind his partisan politicking 

and his culture wars rhetoric. He was an ardent, convinced Christian nationalist. Like 

many New Christian Right leaders before him, Graham believed that the United States 

was a Christian nation. In his 2002 book, The Name, Graham made his Christian 

nationalism clear and unambiguous. “[I]n America, we have enjoyed more than two 

hundred years of freedom, abundance, and unprecedented progress because our system 

reflects the teaching of the greatest Book ever written and the greatest Teacher who ever 

lived,” he wrote. “Our democratic system did not spring from Hindu, Buddhist, Shinto, or 

Moslem [sic] traditions. The Bible—not the Koran, Vedas, Tripitika, or other so-called 

holy books—is the source of our nation’s philosophy on the value of mankind and how 

they should treat one another and be governed.”25 Moreover, like other New Christian 

Right leaders before him, Graham represented the nation’s Christian heritage as 

embattled, if not altogether lost. He argued that the nation had turned away from God and 

from its Bible-inspired democracy by embracing abortion, pornography, homosexuality, 

and—in the wake of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks—what Graham called 

“radical Islam.”26 In his book, Graham stopped short of endorsing political activism as 

the means by which to save America and restore its Christian moorings, instead merely 

 

24 FitzGerald, The Evangelicals, 504. 

25 Graham, The Name, 50–51. 

26 Graham, 52. 
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urging a spiritual revival as a way of turning the nation back to God.27 Yet his own 

activism on behalf of the Bush White House left little doubt that he viewed politics as a 

means by which conservative Protestants could translate their nostalgia into law.  

By adopting the rhetoric closely paralleled that of an earlier generation of 

Christian culture warriors who had urged conservative Protestants to embrace political 

activism, Graham positioned himself as a leader in the next generation of the New 

Christian Right. He had already succeeded his famous father, and now Graham was 

quickly becoming one of the heirs apparent to Falwell, Robertson, Dobson, and others. 

As these Cold-War-era culture warriors died or faded from public view, Graham became 

an increasingly conspicuous voice for conservative Protestants in the early twenty-first 

century—and a champion of their nostalgic vision of restoring a fabled Christian 

America, a goal he carried into his new work with the BGEA. 

 

Creating the Billy Graham Library  

Almost immediately after his appointment as BGEA chief, Franklin Graham 

made another abrupt change, this one more pragmatic than political. On November 15, 

2001, during a speech in Charlotte, North Carolina, he announced that the BGEA, 

headquartered in Minneapolis since its founding, would move its entire operation from 

the North Star State to his father’s hometown of Charlotte.28 Graham claimed a primarily 

 

27 Graham, 197–210. 

28 Ken Garfield and Doug Smith, “Billy Graham’s Ministry to Call Charlotte Home,” The 

Charlotte Observer, November 16, 2001, 1A. 
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financial rationale for the move. He claimed that many of the organization’s other offices, 

including its training center, called The Cove, were already in the Tar Heel State—

though he admitted that “the nostalgia of moving back to Charlotte” was “icing on the 

cake.”29  

The move occurred in two stages. In the first stage, the BGEA built a 200,000-

square-foot, three-story office building on a sixty-three-acre tract of land it had acquired 

on the Billy Graham Parkway, a four-lane highway at the south end of the city named in 

honor of the evangelist.30 While dedicating the new headquarters in April 2005, the 

BGEA launched its second stage of its move, announcing its plan to build “a 

library/museum filled with Graham memorabilia.”31 The site, Graham and other BGEA 

officials promised, would make a striking new addition to the city’s growing tourism 

industry that the BGEA estimated would draw more than 200,000 people to Charlotte 

annually.32  

 

29 Quoted in Garfield and Smith, 1A. 

30 On the planning and construction of the new headquarters building, see Ken Garfield, “Graham 

Breaks Ground for Center,” The Charlotte Observer, October 30, 2002, 1B, and Ken Garfield and Jim 

Morrill, “Homecoming Day: Billy Graham Returns for Office Dedication,” The Charlotte Observer, April 

24, 2005, 1A. 

31 On the dedication of the new headquarters building, see Garfield and Morrill, “Homecoming 

Day”. The “library/museum complex” was initially promised during the groundbreaking for the 

headquarters building, in October 2002; for that promise, see Garfield, “Graham Breaks Ground for 

Center,” 1B. 

32 On BGEA visitor estimates, see Garfield and Morrill, “Homecoming Day,” 1A; Ken Garfield, 

“Graham Shows Lighter Side at Event,” The Charlotte Observer, August 27, 2005, 1A; Laura Sessions 

Stepp, “A Family at Cross-Purposes: Billy Graham’s Sons Argue Over a Final Resting Place,” The 

Washington Post, December 13, 2006, A1; Tim Funk, “Grand, but with Graham at Its Heart,” The 

Charlotte Observer, May 27, 2007, 1A; and Stephanie Simon, “Billy Graham, Tourist Attraction,” Los 

Angeles Times, May 28, 2007, http://articles.latimes.com/2007/may/28/nation/na-billy28. 
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The site that Graham and the BGEA envisioned did not fit easily into the 

categories of early twenty-first century religious tourism. In part, it embodied the 

characteristics of a theme park. Designed by the same company that created the Holy 

Land Experience, it emphasized guest experience and employed innovative technologies. 

At the same time, the Library strove to exemplify the qualities of a respectable and 

credible museum. Boosters stressed its collection of Graham-related material and 

memorabilia and its exhibition of that material in well-curated galleries, and compared 

the site to the federally managed presidential libraries. Most importantly, regardless of its 

character, the site had a clear goal of using the story of Billy Graham and his ministry to 

convert visitors to Christianity.  

To create its Library, the BGEA turned not to curators, museum experts, historical 

consultants, or other public historians often engaged during the planning of libraries and 

museums. Instead, it recruited a theme park design firm. As detailed in Chapter 5, by the 

early 2000s evangelical theme parks had become big business. They had also 

demonstrated their power in disseminating the ideologies that gave structure and meaning 

to the New Christian Right. Evidently, the BGEA hoped to capitalize on both strengths, 

because they hired a firm familiar with the landscape of conservative Protestant tourism: 

ITEC Entertainment Corporation. Six years earlier, the firm had developed the Holy Land 

Experience in Orlando, designing a site that used experiential and immersive techniques 

to transport visitors back to an entertaining if historically inaccurate version of first-

century Palestine. It had also built rides, attractions, and similar amusements for the 
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Disney Company, Universal Studios, and more. Now, it brought its talents to bear on the 

story of Billy Graham.  

The BGEA gave ITEC a broad mandate of “comprehensive project design, 

development, and total exhibit production.” The firm would master plan the proposed 

site, craft its overall narrative, build and install its exhibits, and devise its retail elements, 

a café and a Christian bookstore.33 To be sure, ITEC did not have complete creative 

control. The site narrative, for instance, emerged out of an orchestrated collaboration, 

with Franklin Graham himself as well as members of his personal staff, offering input, 

identifying themes, selecting objects for display, and providing critical feedback.34 Even 

so, as ITEC’s publicity materials indicated, they played a critically important role. The 

firm’s creative team “extensively researched” Graham and his ministry, and they also 

“worked closely with key representatives of the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association to 

assure the accuracy of their concepts and designs.”35  

The influence of ITEC located the Library directly within the experience 

economy, and more specifically marked the site as a theme park. In part, this depiction of 

the site derived from the very language that ITEC used in promotional materials, 

including its claim that the Library promised a “compelling guest experience” for all who 

 

33 ITEC Entertainment Corporation, “Worldwide Entertainment Solutions Featuring The Billy 

Graham Library,” ITEC Entertainment, undated, https://www.itec.com/wp-

content/uploads/2017/10/2016_Solution_BillyGrahamLibrary_6_22_2016.pdf. 

34 This aspect of the Library’s creation was described to me by Melanie A. McIntyre, personal 

email to the author, February 22, 2019. McIntyre serves as the communications manager for the Library, in 

which role she and her team oversee the exhibits among other activities.  

35 ITEC Entertainment Corporation, “The Billy Graham Library.” 
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visited it.36 Moreover, the Library’s status as a theme park derived from ITEC’s use of 

the same experiential, immersive, and emotional techniques it employed while designing 

the Holy Land Experience. As the firm’s final report indicated, the Library offered a 

“compelling guest experience” of the Billy Graham story, “using immersive exhibits and 

environments” that enable “audiences to ‘walk in Billy’s shoes.’”37 In a way, these 

techniques were similar to those methods used at the Billy Graham Center Museum, 

which also sought to use immersion and emotion to provide visitors with an experience of 

the past and thereby to develop their historical knowledge. But whereas the Museum staff 

had drawn and developed these techniques from within the field of public history, helping 

to invent an experiential turn within that profession, the Library’s use of such techniques 

derived exclusively from ITEC Corporation and their expertise in designing user-friendly 

theme parks.   

Furthermore, the Library functioned as a kind of theme park because of its use of 

innovative technologies, including animatronics. For instance, early accounts of the 

Library pointed to Bessie, a life-sized animatronic cow that greeted visitors upon their 

arrival, as the site’s most theme-park-like element (see Figure 20). Singing and mooing, 

Bessie told visitors of Graham’s idyllic, Christ-centered childhood and how he went on to 

preach “the pure milk of God’s word for sixty years.” Then she sent visitors on their way  

 

36 ITEC Entertainment Corporation. 

37 ITEC Entertainment Corporation. 
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Figure 20: Bessie the Cow, an Animatronic Figure Designed by ITEC Corporation. The figure greeted visitors in the 

lobby of the Barn at the Billy Graham Library. (Photograph by the author) 

 

into the exhibits by urging them to “Get moo-ving!”38 Such technological features 

seemed to define the Library as a theme park. 

At the same time, the Library was never purely a theme park. Indeed, boosters 

dismissed the characterization. Mark DeMoss, a public relations guru retained by the 

BGEA, told The Charlotte Observer in 2007 that the Library explicitly was “not an 

 

38 Bessie the Cow featured prominently in coverage of the Library before and after its opening. 

See, for instance, Sessions Stepp, “A Family at Cross-Purposes,” A1; Funk, “Grand, but with Graham at Its 

Heart”; Simon, “Billy Graham, Tourist Attraction”; Zoll, “Former Presidents Attend Opening of Graham 

Library”; “Former Presidents Attend Opening of Billy Graham Library”; and Rothstein, “Museum Review: 

At Billy Graham Library, Man and Message Are One and the Same.” 
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amusement park.”39 Instead, BGEA leaders and other boosters promoted the Library as a 

respectable and credible museum on par with the federally managed presidential libraries. 

They described the site as a repository for Graham’s personal papers—his books, letters, 

preaching notebooks, memorabilia, and more, according to one account—and 

emphasized the use and prominent place of those materials in the Library’s many 

traditional exhibits.40 (See Figure 21.) Moreover, the name they gave to the site—the 

Billy Graham Library—evoked the historic sites devoted to interpreting presidents’ lives 

and preserving their papers. Franklin Graham himself touted the site as a kind of 

presidential library, claiming in interviews that he and other organizers looked to the 

libraries managed by the National Archives and Records Administration as models for 

their own work.41 DeMoss echoed his boss, arguing that the Library should “be viewed 

every bit as seriously as any presidential library in America.”42 Such claims sought to 

imbue the Library with a sense of intellectual credibility, professionalism, and historical 

authenticity—a sense that it functioned as a “serious museum” rather than a theme park 

or other cultural attraction. Even so, the BGEA never hired professional archivists to care 

for their collections or historians or curators to shape the exhibits or site narrative. After  

 

39 Quoted in Eric Frazier, “Ministry Defends Graham Library,” The Charlotte Observer, 

December 28, 2006. 

40 See, for instance, Funk, “Grand, but with Graham at Its Heart,” 1A; Rothstein, “Museum 

Review: At Billy Graham Library, Man and Message Are One and the Same”; and Zoll, “Former 

Presidents Attend Opening of Graham Library.” Franklin Graham always admitted, when pressed, that the 

bulk of his father’s papers still resided at the Billy Graham Center at Wheaton College, where they had 

been placed at the time of the site’s opening in 1980. 

41 Funk, “Grand, but with Graham at Its Heart.” 

42 Quoted in Frazier, “Ministry Defends Graham Library,” 1B. 



 

416 

 

Figure 21: A Display of Archival Documents, Photographs, and Memorabilia at the Billy Graham Library. Note the 

use of traditional museum exhibition techniques, such as a glass display case and text panels contextualizing and 

interpreting the artifacts. These areas of the Library were invoked by BGEA staffers and others to underscore the 

Library’s respectability and credibility as a museum. (Photograph by the author) 
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ITEC designers created and designed the site alongside BGEA officials, responsibility for 

the exhibits and collections was turned over to the Library’s two-person communications 

department. As Melanie McIntyre, the current communications manager, indicated in a 

recent interview, “No one on this team has any formal training in curation or museum 

studies. We are learning as we go.”43 Despite boosters’ best efforts, many critics at the 

time of the site’s opening bristled against boosters’ claims of intellectual respectability. 

An Associated Press report on the opening, carried in thousands of newspapers 

nationwide, called the Library “more heartfelt tribute than scholarly review.”44 

In addition to representing the Library as a respectable and credible museum, 

BGEA officials also sought to represent the Library as a ministry. From the moment they 

announced the site in 2005, multiple BGEA officials, including Franklin Graham himself, 

claimed that they only managed to convince the elder Graham to bless the project once 

they framed the Library as an “ongoing Crusade,” an opportunity to draw new believers 

to Christian faith long after the evangelist’s death.45 ITEC’s publicity materials echoed 

this message. The Library, they claimed, “is dedicated to the same mission that has 

driven its namesake throughout his long and illustrious career: ‘to help people find a 

 

43 Melanie A. McIntyre, personal communication to the author, February 22, 2019. 

44 Zoll, “Former Presidents Attend Opening of Graham Library.” 

45 The story appeared in multiple news accounts. See, for instance, Garfield and Morrill, 

“Homecoming Day,” 1A; Garfield, “Graham Shows Lighter Side at Event,” 1A; Sessions Stepp, “A Family 

at Cross-Purposes”; Frazier, “Ministry Defends Graham Library,” 1B; Funk, “Grand, but with Graham at 

Its Heart,” 1A; Simon, “Billy Graham, Tourist Attraction”; and Zoll, “Former Presidents Attend Opening 

of Graham Library.” 
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personal relationship with God . . . through knowing Jesus Christ.’”46 Similarly, the 

BGEA board member and Charlotte businessman Graeme Keith told The Charlotte 

Observer that the Library “is not a memorial to Billy Graham or a museum. It’s a 

ministry.”47 Such comments sought to lift the Library above temporal concerns—

memory, commemoration, preservation—and make its purposes cosmic. According to 

these boosters, the Library was much more than a museum, much more than a theme 

park. It was a ministry, a place where visitors could—and would—convert to the 

Christian faith. 

 

Exhibiting Nostalgia and Christian Nationalism 

The Billy Graham Library’s appeal to the intellectual authority of the museum 

and its use of theme park elements all contributed, according to the BGEA, to its putative 

goal of converting visitors to Christianity. But that was not the site’s only goal. The 

Library also sought to inspire in its visitors feelings of nostalgia. That nostalgia took 

many forms: nostalgia for the rural U.S. South that had nurtured Graham through 

childhood and adolescence; nostalgia for the middle-class, heteronormative, and 

patriarchal family life that Graham and his wife, Ruth, embodied; nostalgia for an era of 

racially white, culturally homogenous, and socially peaceable Americana that Graham 

encouraged; and nostalgia for global American power that Graham abetted. This yearning 

 

46 “Project: The Billy Graham Library and Visitor Center,” ITEC Entertainment, undated, 

https://www.itec.com/what-we-do/cultural-attractions/the-billy-graham-library/. 

47 Frazier, “Ministry Defends Graham Library,” 1B. 
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vision of America as a Christian nation materialized the ideology of the New Christian 

Right, and Library designers intended to transmit this sentiment to visitors. Those who 

felt compelled by their experience to join Graham’s cause—to fight to restore Christian 

American by becoming culture warriors themselves—could do so either by converting to 

Christianity, by offering financial support to the BGEA, or—ideally, for the Library’s 

benefactors—both.48  

After a three-year planning and construction process, the Library opened to the 

public in June 2007. Altogether it cost $27 million, fully funded through private donors.49 

It contained three distinct areas (see Figure 22). The first was Graham’s childhood home, 

referred to by the Library as the Graham Family Homeplace. Originally built four miles 

to the east, the Homeplace had been painstakingly moved and rebuilt on the Library 

grounds. The second area was the Memorial Prayer Garden, a landscaped walking path 

encircling the campus. The third area and largest building was the Barn, designed in part 

to resemble the large red dairy barn and silo that had flanked the Graham homestead at its 

original location. The building housed the 40,000-square-foot historical exhibit gallery as 

well as the café and bookstore. 

Visitors entered the Billy Graham Library by turning off the four-lane Billy 

Graham Parkway into a densely wooded area and driving up a long path, past a welcome 

sign and a guard gate, and arriving at the main parking lot. From the parking lot, they  

 

48 The description and analysis of the Billy Graham Library that follows is based on two visits to 

the institution by the author in March 2018.  

49 Funk, “Grand, but with Graham at Its Heart,” 1A. 



 

420 

 

Figure 22: The Ggrounds of the Billy Graham Library. Note the Graham Family Homeplace on the left and the Barn 

(with silo) in the middle. The Memorial Prayer Garden is out of the frame, to the far right. (Photograph by the author) 

 

could see both of the Library’s buildings, the Graham Family Homeplace and the Barn, 

as well as the prayer garden. Developers designed the Library campus to evoke a pastoral 

setting, one untainted by the detritus of modern life, both physical and psychological. It 

was meant as a place untouched by the hectic pace of work schedules and by the artifice 

of the suburban cul-de-sac and the anonymous city. The irony, of course, was that the site 

sat on acreage once used for farming. By developing the pastoral site, the BGEA actually 

ended its agrarian purpose. Moreover, the landscape functioned as a perceptual time 

machine. With the woods blocking out the noise of the nearby highway and obscuring the 

view of the city skyline, the site seemed to transport visitors out of twenty-first-century 

Charlotte and back into the 1930s. In effect, it conjured a rural nostalgia. In this simple, 

unrushed, pre-modern place, Billy Graham got his start. 
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Both the Homeplace and the Barn reinforced this rural nostalgia. The Homeplace 

(see Figures 23 and 24) invoked nostalgia through its claims of authenticity. Literature 

handed out at the site by docents stressed the elements of the home that a young Billy 

Graham might have held, used, or looked upon, including the Bible in the living room 

curio cabinet, the needlepoint picture crafted by Mother Graham, the placemats and 

napkins on the dining room table, and the framed family photographs on display 

throughout the house. Even many of the hardwood floor boards, most windows, and the 

stairwell were presented as “original artifacts” lending an air of authenticity to the 

reconstructed home.50 Through such claims to authenticity, the Homeplace reinforced the 

immersive nostalgia of the Library campus, seemingly transporting visitors back to a 

simple, unrushed, pre-modern age. 

Next door, the Barn conjured rural nostalgia through appeals to a mythical, early-

twentieth-century U.S. South. In the building’s lobby, visitors found themselves in a 

space designed to mimic the interior of a working dairy barn from the 1930s, complete 

with a vaulted ceiling held together by rough-cut beams (see Figure 25) and with walls 

hung with period ephemera—farm tools, straw bales, metal milk cans, wheelbarrows, 

wagons, and more—and black-and-white photographs (see Figure 26). The Barn 

presented Graham’s childhood as mythically pre-industrial. Ephemera erased such 

innovations as tractors and other mechanized farm equipment, which the Graham family 

undoubtedly used, to create a more pastoral setting. The only hint of technological  

 

50 “The Graham Family Homeplace at the Billy Graham Library [brochure],” 2017. Copy in 

author’s possession. 
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Figure 23: Exterior of the Graham Family Homeplace at the Billy Graham Library. (Photograph by the author) 

 

 

Figure 24: Interior of the Graham Family Homeplace Living Room. Materials distributed to visitors stressed the 

authenticity of many of the decorative elements in the building. (Photograph by the author) 
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Figure 25: The Lobby of the Barn. Note the vaulted ceiling supported with rough-cut beams. (Photograph by the 

author) 
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Figure 26: Wall of the Barn Lobby. Note the period artifacts, including milk bottles and farm crates, as well as 

photographs of the Homeplace and the Graham family. (Photograph by the author) 

 

modernity appeared in the form of a truck once used to deliver milk, but even this object 

signaled a rural, homey past by way of the name stenciled onto its side: the Graham 

Brothers Dairy. The Barn also conjured a pre-civil rights myth of Southern whiteness and 

Jeffersonian agrarianism. The photographs on the wall showed white men and women 

laboring in fields and caring for animals, but gave no sense of how they acquired this 

land. Both the images and the narration from Bessie the Cow extolled hard work and 

dedication as virtues born of rural Southern living. Bessie’s script told how Graham woke 

up at “five-thirty every morning” to attend to his chores, including milking her and the 

other cows on the farm. Her words functioned to underscore the hardworking nature of 



 

425 

Southern culture, with Graham as a paradigmatic example of that industrious spirit. No 

part of the in-situ setting mentioned Jim Crow segregation or the racial terrorism 

perpetuated against African Americans by the Ku Klux Klan during this era, as these 

historical realities had no place in the myth of rural, white individualistic agrarianism 

promoted by the Library. Similarly, people of color played a role in only one element of 

the Barn’s recreation. The voice of Bessie the Cow was unmistakably that of an African 

American woman.51 Thus even before entering the exhibit on Graham’s life and ministry, 

visitors to the Graham Family Homeplace and the Barn found themselves immersed in an 

environment engineered to evoke racially white and patriarchal rural nostalgia. 

The various galleries in the Barn’s main exhibit, “A Journey of Faith,” 

communicated other forms of nostalgia. (See Figure 27 for a map of the exhibit.) In 

addition to the rural nostalgia channeled by the Library’s landscape, the Homeplace, and 

the Barn lobby, the Library also stirred feelings of nostalgia for a particular variety of 

middle-class, heteronormative, patriarchal family life in its “Footprints of a Pilgrim” 

gallery. Focused on Ruth Bell Graham, Billy’s wife, and their family, the gallery was 

designed as an immersive diorama-like space. According to a text panel on the wall, it 

recreated the living room of the Grahams’ long-time home in Montreat, North Carolina. 

It featured a fireplace and mantle, sitting area, warm lighting, framed photos, and 

decorative knick-knacks. (See Figures 28 and 29.) As an exhibit, it used text, video, and  

 

51 In his essay on visiting the Billy Graham Library, published in 2010, the poet Michael McFee 

made a similar observation about Bessie: “[H]ere’s what really floors me: Bessie’s words are definitely 

spoken by an African American woman. Does this choice of voice strike anybody else as weird here in this 

mighty white shrine, especially given the South’s vexed racial past?” See Michael McFee, “Just As I Am 

Not: A Poet Visits the Billy Graham Library,” Southern Cultures 16, no. 2 (May 2010): 94. 
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Figure 27: “The Journey of Faith” Exhibit at the Barn of the Billy Graham Library. (Courtesy of the Billy Graham 

Evangelistic Association.) 
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Figure 28: The “Footprints of a Pilgrim” Gallery. It featured an in-situ recreation of the Grahams' living room at their 

home in Montreat, North Carolina. (Photograph by the author) 

 

 

Figure 29: Text Panel on the Wall of the “Footprints of a Pilgrim” Gallery. It indicates the inspiration for the in-situ 

replica. (Photograph by the author) 
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space to articulate a nostalgic moral vision of gender norms and so-called “family 

values.” The centerpiece of the gallery was a short, documentary-style film, about Ruth  

and her relationship with her evangelist-husband. Played from a screen mounted above 

the mantle, the film used archival footage, photographs, and narration to celebrate the 

Grahams’ marriage as divinely orchestrated and a model for Christians everywhere. It 

defined Christian marriage as exclusively heterosexual. In a clip from a 1980s television 

interview, Graham claimed that the institution “consists of three people: the man, the 

woman, and God.” It also depicted Ruth as an ideal Christian wife, who “gladly provided 

loving support” to Billy and happily tended to the domestic responsibilities of raising 

children. For such a wife, the film implied, domestic work was a Christian virtue. In 

another clip, this one from the 1950s, Ruth declared that “being a wife and mother is the 

happiest and most wonderful calling in the world.” Watching this celebration of Christian 

womanhood, domesticity, and heterosexual marriage in a replica of the space in which 

the Grahams lived out these virtues, visitors were meant to feel the goodness of the 

couple’s marriage; to feel Ruth’s achievements as a submissive woman, wife, and 

mother; and to feel that her work provided a model for all Christian women. This 

immersive, in-situ experience, combined with the text and images from the film, not only 

made a normative claim about gender, marriage, and family life, but also made the claim 

in such a way as to invite visitors implicitly to embrace the claim as their own. The 

gallery seemed to promise that the Grahams’ “family values,” while not common in 

today’s society, could be recovered and renewed by good Christians living rightly in the 

twenty-first century.  
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Other exhibit galleries activated a third kind of nostalgia—a yearning for a return 

to a simpler, safer, more peaceful, and more racially and culturally homogeneous time in 

American history. This nostalgic feeling was transmitted to visitors potently in the 

“Storm Warnings: Hope for Troubled Times” gallery. As in the “Footprints of a Pilgrim” 

gallery, the “Storm Warnings” gallery used text, video, and space to communicate its 

message. Designed to resemble an idyllic, small-town main street in middle America, 

circa 1950s, the gallery included visual, material, and textual elements intended to 

immerse visitors in this fictive time and place. Full-wall murals anchored the ends of the 

gallery, depicting aspects of idealized small-town life: cars slowly driving down a two-

lane street, under the watchful eye of a single traffic light; two white men chatting outside 

the local laundromat; a white child riding her bicycle down the sidewalk; a one-theater 

cinema with its bulb-ringed marquee announcing a 7:30 p.m. showing of the Billy 

Graham film, The Restless Ones. (See Figures 30 and 31.) Benches lined the walls, 

offering visitors safe spaces to sit. Most importantly, the main wall of the gallery 

replicated a mom-and-pop appliance store, featuring large glass display windows, topped 

by red awnings and draped in red, white, and blue bunting, which showcased various 

styles of television sets (see Figure 32). The sets all played another short, documentary-

style film. This film interspersed images and archival footage of twentieth-century social 

and political events—the nuclear bomb drop in Hiroshima, the American civil rights 

movement, the Vietnam War, hippies dancing at Woodstock, urban race riots, the 

September 11, 2001 attacks in New York City and Washington, D.C.—with clips of 

Graham at different periods of his career preaching at his crusades. Voice-over narration  



 

430 

 

Figure 30: Mural in the "Storm Warnings" Gallery, Depicting a Small-Town Movie Theater Playing a Billy Graham 

Evangelistic Association Film. (Photograph by the author) 

 

 

Figure 31: Mural in the "Storm Warnings" Gallery, Depicting Aspects of Small-Town Life. The small town depicted in 

the painting featured a single stop light, mom-and-pop small businesses (like the laundromat in the foreground), and 

neighbors talking on the sidewalk. Note the red and pink hues of the gallery lighting, suggesting twilight as well as 

imminent danger. (Photograph by the author) 
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Figure 32: Television Sets in the “Storm Warnings” Gallery. The sets, positioned in a replica of a small-town 

storefront, played a short documentary film. (Photograph by the author) 

 

connected the different clips and images by positing Graham’s message of Christian 

conversion, rather than political reform or protest, as the solution to these and other crises 

and cultural upheavals. America, the film suggested, could escape the chaos and 

turbulence of its recent history—and of its future—by accepting Graham’s message of 

religious faith. 

In addition to communicating through text and video, the gallery also 

communicated through space. The small-town in-situ setting linked Graham’s salvific 

gospel with a fictive middle America, implicitly suggesting that if every American 
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embraced Graham’s conversionist message, the nation as a whole could experience the 

warmth, simplicity, and peace of this imagined place. Moreover, the murals depicted the 

small town as bathed in red and pink hues suggesting twilight, but also danger—an 

almost apocalyptic luster. This interplay of space and lighting communicated that the sun 

was setting on the possibility of recovering this middle American lifestyle, and that 

Christians must fight hard, like Graham did, to recover it before it is lost forever. In this 

sense, both the interpretive text and images of the film and the immersive design of the 

gallery worked in tandem to transmit to visitors a nostalgia for a simpler, safer, more 

peaceful, and more racially and culturally homogeneous time in American history.  

Yet another gallery invoked a fourth kind of nostalgia—a yearning to return to a 

time of American strength and influence on the global stage, a time when the nation 

exported both democracy and Christianity abroad and sought to remake the world in its 

image. This halcyon Christian nationalism was activated in the “Piercing the Wall” 

gallery. Designed to resemble the zone between West and East Berlin circa 1980, the 

gallery featured a massive replica of the Berlin Wall, covered in graffiti, rimmed with 

razor wire, and surrounded by sand bags; a wood-walled U.S. Army checkpoint building; 

a sign hanging from the ceiling and declaring, in ominous lettering, “You Are Leaving 

the American Sector” in four different languages; and a roving spotlight that made 

constant passes above visitors’ heads. Two screens—one wall-length, the other smaller 

and embedded into the side of the guard house—played yet another short, documentary-

style film, this one focused on Graham’s exploits in evangelism behind the Iron Curtain. 

(See Figure 33.) It depicted the United States as a God-fearing, freedom-loving nation  
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Figure 33: The “Piercing the Wall” Gallery. It features a replica of the Berlin Wall, the U.S. Army guard station, and 

the warning sign (above). (Photograph by the author) 

 

and the Soviet Union as an “atheistic” and “repressive” regime. The film’s narrator, 

speaking in a thick Slavic accent, described how God used political and religious leaders 

from the United States to weaken Communism and ultimately tear down the Wall—

including Billy Graham, whom the narrator claimed “was at the forefront” of these 

efforts. When the Wall finally came down—a moment the film linked to the Old 

Testament story of the battle of Jericho, when Hebrew soldiers destroyed the walls 

around their enemy’s city and defeated its inhabitants—and the Soviet Union fell 

“crumbling into the dust of history,” Graham returned to preach again, opening “new 
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avenues of evangelism” for converting former Communists. The film concluded with a 

Russian military choir singing the “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” a Protestant song that 

declared: “Glory, glory hallelujah! / His truth is marching on!” The film’s text linked late 

Cold War American democracy with Graham’s variety of conservative Protestant faith, 

producing a nostalgic vision of Christian nationalism. The gallery’s in-situ setting 

amplified this nostalgia, making visitors feel both the oppressive nature of the Soviet 

Union and the liberating joy of the regime’s collapse. 

The exhibit’s final gallery offered a concluding nostalgic experience. “The Hour 

of Decision” gallery, titled after Graham’s once-popular radio and television show that 

echoed the familiar altar call of his revival meetings, immersed visitors in a virtual 

recreation of a Graham crusade. The gallery itself was designed to approximate, on a 

more modest scale, the many stadiums, amphitheaters, and sanctuaries in which Graham 

had preached, with about fifty theater-style seats positioned in cascading semi-circles in 

front of a large, wraparound screen. As another documentary-style film played on the 

screen, visitors were literally enveloped in the sights and sounds of more than sixty years 

of Graham’s crusades. Clips of work crews building the crusade stage, of attendees 

flocking to their seats, and of Graham ascending to the pulpit to preach his message were 

intercut with clips of Graham preaching at different stages in his career, the passage of 

time marked by Graham’s subtle changes in hair style, dress, and tone of voice. Just as 

the screen encircled visitors visually, the surround-sound system worked to cocoon 

visitors in the sounds of the crusades, mixing Graham’s stentorian voice with the thump 

of his fist on the pulpit and the applause and tearful cries of the crusade audience. The 
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film concluded with Graham’s obligatory altar call, inviting those who wished to convert 

to come to the front of the stadium and pray a prayer of salvation, as the dulcet tones of 

the Christian hymn, “Just as I Am,” played in the background. This altar call, delivered in 

the past, was clearly directed to the present, to those sitting in the theater. As the film 

concluded and the footage of Billy Graham faded to black, the voice of Franklin Graham 

filled the room, expressing his hope that some visitors had experienced conversion during 

the film and encouraging those visitors to seek out a Library staff member for prayer.  

On its face, the gallery and its immersive experience functioned as a historical 

recreation of a Graham crusade, and as a contemporary invitation to conversion. Yet 

when interpreted within the larger context of the Library, this recreation and call to 

conversion also served as a recruitment call into Franklin Graham’s version of the New 

Christian Right. Visitors had already wandered through a nostalgic take on the agrarian 

South of the 1930s, a white-washed version of the era in which Graham came of age. 

They had already felt a nostalgic draw to Graham and his wife as both products and 

models of a middle-class, heteronormative, patriarchal family. They had also experienced 

the imperative need for America to turn back to conservative Protestant Christianity as 

the only possible panacea for the nation’s social and cultural ills, the only possible means 

by which to recapture a fabled small-town lifestyle slowly disappearing from our national 

landscape. Moreover, they had basked in the halcyon glow of American global power, 

experiencing the collapse of the Soviet Union amid Graham’s evangelistic intertwining of 

democracy and Christianity. Finally, they had relived the glory days of Graham’s revival 

crusades. Now, Library designers hoped that visitors would respond to the evangelist’s 
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altar call and align themselves—both spiritually and politically—with the culture warrior 

version of Graham constructed, via emotion, in the Library’s exhibits. 

In exiting the “Hour of Decision” gallery, visitors came face to face with a visual 

representation of the link between the call to Christian conversion, the emotion of 

nostalgia, and the material culture of the New Christian Right: a wall-sized mural 

depicting Christ’s empty cross atop a rocky hill (see Figure 34). If the image itself was 

commonplace to much of Christianity, its source was not. The mural was painted by 

Thomas Kinkade, the self-styled “Painter of Light” whose multi-million-dollar artistic 

empire was forged primarily by conservative Protestant collectors. As the historian 

Randall Balmer has noted, Kinkade rose to popularity because of the way in which his 

“soft-focus landscapes evoke nostalgia and remind the viewer of traditional values such 

as faith and family.” He became, in effect, a kitschy embodiment of the New Christian 

Right’s culture wars.52 Kinkade’s appeals to faith, family, and to the nostalgia of an 

imagined, idyllic semi-rural lifestyle reflected the rhetoric of many New Christian Right 

leaders. At the Billy Graham Library, those same appeals evoked many of the emotions 

that exhibit creators had hoped to activate elsewhere at the site. When applied to the 

image of Christ’s empty cross, Kinkade’s signature style represented a blending mawkish 

sentimentality, New Christian Right ideology, and traditional Christian theology. For a  

 

52 Balmer is one of the few historians of American religion to take Kinkade seriously as both a 

product and symbol of the New Christian Right. The quotation above comes from Randall Balmer, 

“Kinkade, (William) Thomas,” in Encyclopedia of Evangelicalism (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 

2004), 385.; See also Balmer’s work on Kinkade in Randall Balmer, “The Kinkade Crusade,” Christianity 

Today, December 4, 2000, 48–55, and Randall Balmer, “Kinkade Crusade,” in Mine Eyes Have Seen the 

Glory: A Journey into the Evangelical Subculture in America, 4th ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2006), 310–21. 
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Figure 34: The Exit of the “Hour of Decision” Gallery. Note the Thomas Kinkade painting, “The Cross,” in the 

background; visitors filed out of the crusade theater through the crosses of light and into the area displaying Kinkade's 

painting. Photograph by the author. 
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site designed to wage the culture wars and recruit new soldiers to its cause, this mural 

offered the ideal culminating image.  

Past the Kinkade mural, visitors exited the Journey of Faith exhibit back into the 

barn-themed lobby. Volunteer docents lingered outside the doors, passing out credit-card-

sized tracts describing the plan of salvation and eagerly offering to pray with new 

converts in the nearby prayer room (see Figure 35) and to distribute BGEA literature, 

including a decision card on which to report a conversion, a guest survey requesting 

evaluation of different aspects of the Library experience, and a donation envelope 

inviting would-be donors to “become a Friend of the Billy Graham Library through a 

monthly gift of $20 or more.”53 They also encouraged visitors to browse the rows of 

books and souvenirs for sale in Ruth’s Attic Bookstore, named in honor of Billy’s wife, 

or enjoy a meal at the Graham Brothers Dairy Bar, both located near the exhibit exit (see 

Figures 36 and 37). In this concluding phase of the tour, the Library signaled its intent not 

only to secure religious conversions or rededications, but more tangibly to build a 

network of financial donors and to secure visitors’ personal information—mailing and 

email addresses, age, and more—to use in future solicitations. Here again the Library 

sought to cultivate new culture warriors. Whether you converted to the faith or made a 

financial contribution to the BGEA, you could have a part in the recovery of America’s  

 

53 I received copies of all three documents during my tours of the Library on March 5 and 6, 2018. 

According to Melanie McIntyre, versions of these documents have been distributed to visitors at the 

Library since its opening in 2007. Personal communication with the author, February 22, 2019.  
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Figure 35: The Prayer Room at the Billy Graham Library. Photograph by the author. 

 

 

Figure 36: The Graham Brothers Dairy Barn, the Restaurant at the Billy Graham Library. Photograph by the author. 

 



 

440 

 

Figure 37: Ruth's Attic Bookstore, the Souvenir and Book Shop at the Billy Graham Library. Photograph by the author. 

 

Christian heritage, joining an endeavor to which the beloved Billy Graham had dedicated 

his life and ministry.  

As this overview has sought to demonstrate, the Billy Graham Library used 

experiential, immersive, and emotional techniques to develop feelings of nostalgia in 

their visitors—a yearning vision of America as a Christian nation, a materialized version 

of the mythic history that suffused the public rhetoric of the New Christian Right. 

Specifically, the Library stirred several forms of nostalgia: nostalgia for an authentic yet 

mythical rural U.S. South; nostalgia for the halcyon days of Graham’s famed revivals; 

nostalgia for middle-class, heteronormative, patriarchal family life; nostalgia for an era of 

racially white, culturally homogeneous, and socially peaceable Americana; and nostalgia 

for global American power. Library designers used various experiential, immersive, and 



 

441 

emotional techniques to conjure these feelings out of their telling of Graham’s life story, 

and to transmit these feelings to visitors. Moreover, designers hoped that visitors’ 

feelings of nostalgia might lead them to join Graham’s cause—to fight to restore 

Christian America by becoming culture warriors themselves. This unstated goal fit well 

with the site’s stated goal of converting its visitors to Christian faith. 

 

“In This Troubled World…”: Visitor Responses to the Billy Graham Library  

How successfully did the Library achieve its twin goals—one stated, the other 

unstated? To judge only by the story told by the BGEA, it succeeded because many 

visitors converted to Christianity as a result of touring the site. But other sources tell a 

different and more complicated story.54 According to online reviews of the Library, 

visitors engaged with the site in multiple, sometimes conflicting, and not always positive 

ways—a much more complex set of responses than indicated by the stories and statistics 

offered by Library boosters. Importantly, to judge by these reviews, few converted to the 

faith or made financial contributions to the BGEA as a result of their visit. Yet at the 

same time, visitors clearly heard, felt, and often embraced the site’s overt messaging. 

 

54 Getting at visitor responses to the Billy Graham Library is not easy, primarily because the 

Library does not release visitor data to scholars, journalists, or others outside of the Billy Graham 

Evangelistic Association and I do not posess ethnographic training that would have enabled me to embed 

myself within tour groups and collect visitor interviews. Faced with this challenge, I created a new archive 

drawing on publicly posted reviews of the site on TripAdvisor.com, an independent online travel and 

restaurant review website. TripAdvisor.com offered a rich and ranging set of sources to trace the varied 

meanings that visitors projected onto the Library and its interpretive work. Because all TripAdvisor.com 

reviews require a username, they cannot be anonymous. The following visitor responses all come from that 

archive, which is stable and available on the TripAdvisor site. In in the notes I provide stable URLs directly 

to each individual quoted or referenced review. I also use the handles of each visitor to refer to them when 

analyzing their reviews. 
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Many visitors picked up on the site’s multiform identity, praising it as both a museum 

and as a theme park. Similarly, many embraced the site’s explicit evangelistic message, 

either by bringing non-Christian guests and hoping they would convert or by rekindling 

their own commitment to the duties of Christian faith. Moreover, many visitors described 

feelings of nostalgia as a result of their trip. Many noted in their reviews that the site 

conjured for them a deep yearning for a halcyon past, and some even expressed their 

nostalgia using the rhetoric of the New Christian Right. In other words, then, for a great 

many visitors, the medium was the message. Visitors to the Library and its immersive 

exhibits experienced nostalgia and embraced culture wars rhetoric. In this sense, the site 

accomplished its unstated but nonetheless evident goal of mobilizing visitors for 

participation in the New Christian Right’s battle against its perceived political and 

cultural enemies in order to restore the nation’s Christian heritage. 

When they dedicated the Library in May 2007, BGEA leaders expected that the 

new site would draw more than 200,000 visitors each year to Charlotte. The actual 

numbers for the Library’s first year of operation, then, must have been disappointing. 

According to a report in the Charlotte Observer, the 2007-2008 season drew only 

165,000. The BGEA tried to spin the dismal showing—“We’ve been extremely pleased 

with the numbers and response from visitors, especially since we had almost no 

advertising in our first year,” a BGEA spokesperson told the newspaper—but the site had 

clearly not met boosters’ expectations.55 Nor could they have been thrilled about the age 

 

55 Quoted in Funk, “Billy Graham Library a Big Draw, Just as It Is,” 1A. 
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demographic most drawn to the site. Though Franklin Graham and others involved in the 

Library design process anticipated that its theme park–style attractions might entice a 

younger audience to learn about Graham and his legacy, anecdotal evidence indicated 

that the Library attracted primarily older adults. A New York Times report published 

during the site’s second year of operation opened with a telling line. “With silver hair and 

vivid memories,” wrote the reporter, “the faithful are coming to the Billy Graham Library 

to relive the glory.” The report went on to describe “buses from churches and nursing 

homes” descending on the site, as visitors moved slowly through the Library’s exhibit, 

“some on canes, others using walkers.” A volunteer docent told the reporter, “We’re so 

thrilled when we see a group of kids on a school trip come through.” The article 

concluded on a somewhat somber note that “it is obvious that the library is attracting an 

older crowd.”56 

Despite its obvious disappointments, the BGEA kept its public reports positive 

and upbeat. Annual reports published during the Library’s first decade, for instance, 

included numerous accounts of visitors converting to Christianity as a result of their visit 

to the site. The 2007 report, recounting the first year of the Library’s existence, told the 

story of Jenny, a skeptic who accompanied her grandmother to the Library and, as a 

result, eventually converted to Christian faith.57 A year later, the BGEA reported that 

 

56 Ken Garfield, “Visitors Retrace Paths of Faith at Billy Graham Library,” New York Times, 

March 8, 2008, B5. 

57 “Billy Graham Evangelistic Association 2007 Ministry Report” (Charlotte, N.C.: Billy Graham 

Evangelistic Association, 2008), 27, https://bgcdn.s3.amazonaws.com/wp-

content/themes/billygraham/img/financialinfo/BGEA2007AnnualReport.pdf. 
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almost 6,900 people “made commitments for Christ” while touring the site in 2008.58 But 

during the site’s ten-year anniversary, in 2017, only 1,900 people “responded to the 

[Library’s exhibits] by making life-changing commitments to Jesus Christ.” The report 

did not comment on the declining numbers.59  

The BGEA’s own accounts, however, reveal little about the complex ways in 

which individual visitors responded to the Library, its experiential and immersive 

exhibits, and its culture wars messaging. Understanding how visitors perceived the 

Library’s use of theme-park-style attractions, and how they received or resisted the 

Library’s transmission of nostalgia, requires consideration of more than the publicity 

materials released by the BGEA. Consider, for instance, the various online reviews left 

by Library visitors. These reviews indicate that not all visitors liked what they 

experienced. An 2010 visitor commented, with disdain, that the “museum going 

experience” feels “a little [like] . . . going to Disneyland.”60 Another reviewer, writing in 

2013, said that the movement between different themed rooms made him and his wife 

 

58 “Billy Graham Evangelistic Association 2008 Ministry Report” (Charlotte, N.C.: Billy Graham 

Evangelistic Association, 2009), 13, https://bgcdn.s3.amazonaws.com/wp-

content/themes/billygraham/img/financialinfo/BGEA2008AnnualReport.pdf. 

59 “Billy Graham Evangelistic Association 2017 Annual Report” (Charlotte, N.C.: Billy Graham 

Evangelistic Association, 2018), 27, 

https://static.billygraham.org/sites/billygraham.org/uploads/pro/2018/04/BGEA-2017-Annual-Report-

Web.pdf?_ga=2.165576767.1040269575.1551797298-1278956467.1533662488. 

60 rockyhillgal, “Beautiful Library Presents and Continues Graham’s Ministry – Review of Billy 

Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, July 28, 2010, 

http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-r72690873-Billy_Graham_Library-

Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. Despite her invocation of Disney, this user still rate the site five stars, the 

highest possible rating on TripAdvisor.com. 
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feel “as though we were in an amusement park.”61 A review posted in 2013 accused the 

museum designers of sexism in their interpretation. “The men in the leadership of the 

Graham evangelistic organizations are highlighted in the museum displays,” wrote the 

user mba1225. “The women are only mentioned if they are married to one of the featured 

men. No mention of the great ministries of the women in Billy Graham’s own family.”62 

The most critical reviews centered on the site’s overt religious messaging and 

proselytizing. A 2013 reviewer, identifying himself as “not an evangelical Christian” who 

came to the Library only because “it was so highly rated” online, gave the site a middling 

review largely because he felt pressured by volunteer docents to convert during his visit. 

“I definitely felt like I was a rabbit being looked over by coyotes the whole time, ready to 

be pounced on as the next prey,” he concluded.63 Another reviewer summed up her 

experience more tersely, stating, “Don’t go if you’re not very Christian.”64 These reviews 

indicate that not all visitors to the Library simply agreed with or accepted the site’s overt 

and covert messaging. Some resisted or refused to accept what they were told. 

 

61 James M, “Not My Pace - Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, 

September 7, 2013, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-r176244704-

Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

62 mba1225, “Disappointing - Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, 

June 10, 2013, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-r163572421-

Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

63 Robert C, “Great If You Are an Evangelical Christian - Review of Billy Graham Library, 

Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, June 29, 2013, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-

d877925-r165706551-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

64 Mahdi N., “Religious - Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, 

May 28, 2013, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-r162122555-

Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 
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While some visitors balked at the site’s Disneyfication, depiction of women, and 

efforts at evangelization, others found ways to enjoy the site while engaging it in ways 

that defied creators’ expectations and demands. For example, none of the reviewers who 

posted four- or five-star ratings online between 2007 and 2017 reported a conversion 

experience.65 This finding could indicate a number of realities. It could indicate that the 

Library fails to convert any of its visitors to Christian faith. It could indicate that those 

visitors most likely to rate the Library highly were already Christians at the time of their 

visit. Or it could simply indicate that online reviewers were not willing to share such a 

personal spiritual experience in such a public venue. Whatever the reason, this finding 

challenges the claims of the BGEA publicity material. For many visitors, coming to the 

Library was about much more than experiencing personal spiritual transformation.  

Another similar finding also challenges the Library creators’ expectations and 

demands. Only a few reviewers claimed to have made financial contributions to the 

Library or to the BGEA during their visit. Instead, many reviewers celebrated the 

Library’s free admission and encouraged others to visit the site based at least partly on 

that reason.66 Once again, this finding indicates that at least some Library visitors did not 

 

65 I identified one review in which a visitor indicated that she or he had “rededicated my life to 

Jesus” as a result of visiting the Library; it was posted in 2018. See mcoman23, “Life Changing Experience 

- Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, September 27, 2018, 

https://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-r620092332-Billy_Graham_Library-

Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

66 See, for instance, Stephen W., “Bucket List Item - Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, 

NC,” TripAdvisor.com, December 21, 2017, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-

d877925-r548442478-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html; Kevin F, “Didn’t See That 

Coming... - Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, December 6, 2017, 

http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-r545659449-Billy_Graham_Library-

Charlotte_North_Carolina.html; esh1227, “Took My 81 Year Old There for Her Birthday - Review of Billy 
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engage the site’s explicit messaging—its invitation to support the ministries of the 

BGEA—in the ways that the site’s designers intended. 

Many visitors also demonstrated a wide range of understandings of the Library’s 

character. Some visitors, for instance, emphasized the site’s museum- or library-like 

qualities, often appealing to their perception of its historical accuracy, though few 

explained their basis for such a conclusion. One reviewer claimed that the Library offered 

“a great review of the history of mid to late 20th century America” but offered no 

evidence or examples to bolster that claim.67 Other reviewers favorably compared the 

Library to other historical sites. One, writing in 2013, described the Library as being “on 

 

Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, November 29, 2017, 81, 

http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-r544084525-Billy_Graham_Library-

Charlotte_North_Carolina.html; davemanbme, “Jua [Sic] An Amazing Place to Visit - Review of Billy 

Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, October 16, 2016, 

http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-r428515074-Billy_Graham_Library-

Charlotte_North_Carolina.html; watsons2016, “Billy Graham Library in Charlotte NC - Review of Billy 

Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, January 12, 2016, 

http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-r339347040-Billy_Graham_Library-

Charlotte_North_Carolina.html; wshinn, “Thoroughly Enjoyed the Visit. Great History! - Review of Billy 

Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, May 28, 2015, 

http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-r275353647-Billy_Graham_Library-

Charlotte_North_Carolina.html; Paul B, “EXCELLENT VIEW OF ONE THE GREATEST 

EVANGELISTS OF ALL TIME - Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, 

January 1, 2015, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-r246822250-

Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html; jannke, “Very Inspirational - Review of Billy 

Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, July 20, 2014, 

http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-r216404580-Billy_Graham_Library-

Charlotte_North_Carolina.html; filtex, “Excellent and Thoughtful Attraction! Worth a Visit - Review of 

Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, May 8, 2014, 

http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-r204594519-Billy_Graham_Library-

Charlotte_North_Carolina.html; pperin, “Inspirational - Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” 

TripAdvisor.com, April 22, 2012, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-

r128322795-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html; and ghight, “One of the Best 

Attractions in Charlotte - and It’s Free! – Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” 

TripAdvisor.com, July 27, 2010, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-

r72602027-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

67 packgirl77, “Everyone Should Go at Least Once! - Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, 

NC,” TripAdvisor.com, May 7, 2013, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-

r159925180-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 
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a par [sic] with presidential libraries I’ve visited.”68 In contrast to these visitors, other 

visitors stressed the site’s theme-park–style elements. Many favorably described the site 

as an “attraction” rather than a museum. For example, one reviewer began her 2012 post 

by positively contrasting the Library with federally-managed presidential libraries. 

“Having visited several presidential libraries I thought this would be similar,” she wrote. 

“I was wrong! . . . This was more like a Disneyland attraction than a boring library.”69 

These divergent reviews—with some users stressing the site’s perceived historicity, and 

others celebrating its theme park–style entertainment value—parallel the Library’s own 

conflicted self-descriptions. 

The vast majority of the visitors who reviewed their experience online responded 

to the site in positive ways, embracing with varying degrees of specificity the messages 

of the Library. For instance, many reviews emphasized the evangelistic purpose and 

impact of the site. As one reviewer plainly put it, “This is not just an attraction but an 

evangelistic tool to reach the lost.”70 Other reviewers stressed their use of the Library to 

try and convert friends and family to religious faith. One admitted that he and his wife 

had a “hidden agenda” in taking guests to the Library, and indicated that they hoped that 

 

68 Blessedman6, “Inspiring and Relaxing... - Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” 

TripAdvisor.com, January 6, 2013, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-

r148988069-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

69 sbaflyer, “Better than Expected - Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” 

TripAdvisor.com, October 4, 2012, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-

r141993872-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

70 tccan, “Highlight of Our Visit to Charlotte :-) - Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, 

NC,” TripAdvisor.com, June 15, 2012, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-

r132068527-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 
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the evangelistic message of the exhibits would “plant a seed” in their guests’ hearts that 

would bloom fully into a conversion “all in God’s timing.”71 Another reviewer advised 

potential visitors that the Library “could . . . be a tool to bring a non believer [sic] to 

come out of this place saved.”72 Others, already converts themselves, touted the site as a 

reminder of their religious obligation to convert others. One summed up her takeaway 

from the Library’s exhibits by writing, “Just like GOD [sic] chose Billy to spread the 

gospel, He has chosen us to do the same . . . just perhaps not on such a global scale.”73 

Another visitor noted that she and her husband “walked away wanting to be more and do 

more for Jesus.”74 Still another reviewer concluded that a “Christian can come away from 

a visit realizing that any of us can share the powerful simplicity of the Gospel with 

whoever we come in contact with.”75 Other reviewers linked Christian conversion to 

enlistment in the New Christian Right culture wars by describing the Library’s 

proselytizing approach as a form of recruitment or enlistment. For instance, in 2011, one 

 

71 Ken G, “Excellent Time for Christians and Non-Christians  - Review of Billy Graham Library, 

Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, April 23, 2018, https://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-

g49022-d877925-r575156430-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

72 Egie10, “Will Ignite Your Fire for Jesus  - Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” 

TripAdvisor.com, November 13, 2017, https://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-

r540769945-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

73 ryelcoates, “Awesome!! – Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, 

September 7, 2011, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-r117813653-

Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

74 mpwife09, “Truly God Honoring – Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” 

TripAdvisor.com, November 28, 2011, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-

r121133804-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

75 David B, “Great Witness to the Power of God - Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, 

NC,” TripAdvisor.com, November 6, 2013, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-

d877925-r183827904-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 
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visitor approvingly described the Library’s proselytizing intent as a recruitment effort. 

The Library “provided an avenue to evangelism without being overly pushy,” she wrote, 

and “if you felt you should join the cause you [could].”76 Similarly, in 2012, another 

visitor noted that those who tour the Library “will be enticed to sign up and join the faith 

but not pressurized [sic].”77 Other reviewers reflected favorably on the site’s blending of 

evangelism and the production of historical knowledge. As one noted, reflecting on a 

2010 visit, “If you haven’t accepted Christ into your life, don’t shy away from coming. 

It’s a history lesson in the making.”78 This review suggests that at least some guests 

experienced the Library’s efforts both to proselytize and to teach about the past as an 

effective and seamless mix, rather than feeling that one element distracted from or 

neutralized the other. Such reviews indicate that many visitors responded to the Library 

in positive ways, embracing with varying degrees of specificity the messages of site 

designers and boosters. 

Furthermore, several reviewers emphasized the emotional experience they had 

while visiting the Library. One visitor, reflecting on a 2011 trip, called the Library “a 

 

76 fozzie555, “A Fabulous Tribute to the Work of Evangelism – Review of Billy Graham Library, 

Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, July 27, 2011, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-

d877925-r115866070-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

77 Freestyledreams, “Disneyland for the Converted - Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, 

NC,” TripAdvisor.com, February 5, 2012, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-

d877925-r124164836-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

78 ghight, “One of the Best Attractions in Charlotte - and It’s Free! – Review of Billy Graham 

Library, Charlotte, NC.” 
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very moving attraction.”79 Another visitor summed up her 2013 experience by 

emphasizing its emotional toll. “Outside of my new birth [conversion] experience, this is 

the most moving thing I’ve ever experienced,” she reported. “I was completely broken up 

by the end of the tour.”80 Still another visitor confessed in her review, with no small 

amount of hyperbole, that her visit to the Library was “one of the happiest days of my life 

. . . and I’m 69 years old.”81 Yet another visitor stated that she “found tears running down 

my cheeks at several of the exhibits.”82 Another reviewer succinctly concluded that she 

“cried all the way through” the Library.83 

While some reviewers articulated a generalized emotional experience, several 

reviewers described feeling nostalgia specifically as a result of touring the site—an 

indication that the Library successfully transmitted that emotion to at least some of its 

visitors. One visitor, for instance, noted that the Library is “[m]ore than just an inside 

 

79 fozzie555, “A Fabulous Tribute to the Work of Evangelism – Review of Billy Graham Library, 

Charlotte, NC.” 

80 MichaelandJuree, “An Absolute Must For All Believers - Review of Billy Graham Library, 

Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, February 9, 2013, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-

g49022-d877925-r151774600-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

81 MomLois, “The Billy Graham Library Is a ‘Must See’ in Charlotte, NC - Review of Billy 

Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, April 23, 2012, 

http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-r128438092-Billy_Graham_Library-

Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

82 Johnson747, “Beyond What I Expected - Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” 

TripAdvisor.com, September 12, 2013, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-

r176909264-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

83 tinydiny, “Library? No, a Testimony of God’s Love. Must See! Don’t Miss It! – Review of Billy 

Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, October 13, 2011, 

http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-r119273490-Billy_Graham_Library-

Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 
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view to the life of Billy Graham. It is more of an experience of what life is supposed to be 

like!”84 Such a comment implied the reviewer’s desire for a nostalgic return to the 

halcyon Christian America that Graham championed. Another reviewer, writing in 2014 

and commenting specifically on the grounds of the Library, was quite explicit about her 

nostalgia for a simpler time, writing that the “atmosphere exudes peace and tranquility  

. . . [and will] make you forget the madness otherwise surrounding you in today’s hostile 

environment.”85 A similar nostalgic feeling seized another visitor, who commented in her 

2012 review that upon driving onto the grounds “you can feel the quietness of soul that is 

too often overlooked/hurried by in your day to day madness.”86 Still another reviewer 

commented that the Library’s built environment, and especially the Barn, made him 

“want to go back to the good ole days when life was much slower paced.”87 Similarly, a 

2018 visitor reacted to the “Footprints of a Pilgrim” gallery by stating that it made him 

“get really nostalgic about the simpler times when the nuclear family was more important 

 

84 domsis, “PEACE! TRUE PEACE! - Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” 

TripAdvisor.com, July 9, 2012, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-

r133876441-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

85 OnTheFunBus, “What a Testimony! – Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” 

TripAdvisor.com, September 3, 2016, https://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-

d877925-r414192399-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

86 406Kat, “Not Just for the Oldsters - Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” 

TripAdvisor.com, September 27, 2012, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-

r141392458-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

87 R S, “Beautiful Grounds; Welcoming and Inviting Staff – Review of the Billy Graham Library, 

Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, March 12, 2018, https://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-

g49022-d877925-r566168995-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 
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in our society.”88 Other reviewers suggested that the entire site, not just its landscape or 

its specific exhibits, stirred feelings of nostalgia. Writing in 2012, one visitor remarked 

that the Library itself “makes one long for the simpler times of days gone by.”89 Taken 

altogether, these reviews indicate that, at least among some of its visitors, the Library 

succeeded in activating or inspiring feelings of nostalgia for a past that the site implicitly 

associated with the cultural and political hegemony of white conservative Protestants. 

Still other reviewers refracted their nostalgic experience through the language of 

the culture wars—further evidence of the Library’s success. For instance, a 2011 visitor 

noted, “I thought it was very refreshing to be able to go into an establishment and see 

Christian symbols and Jesus references everywhere!,” a comment that echoed the New 

Christian Right lament regarding the perceived disappearance of Christian imagery and 

language from public discourse.90 Another visitor, writing in 2018, claimed that the 

“Storm Warnings” gallery made him feel that Graham was “one of the key men who kept 

God alive in an ever declining [sic] nation.”91 Still another visitor summed up her 2016 

 

88 mfreeze1958, “Nostalgic Environment – Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” 

TripAdvisor.com, June 25, 2018, https://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-
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89 Debbie A., “Stop at the Dairy Barn for a Slaw Dog - Review of Billy Graham Library, 

Charlotte, NC,” TripAdvisor.com, June 18, 2012, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-

d877925-r132219543-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

90 Crissiet1, “A Great Way to Spend a Few Hours! – Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, 

NC,” TripAdvisor.com, November 28, 2011, http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-
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experience at the Library by stating, “In this troubled world, one only needs to immerse 

oneself in Billy Graham’s love of God and our country to be reminded that God is the 

One we need to turn to in prayer and thanksgiving! You’ll leave feeling so much better 

than you arrived.”92 Similarly, in 2015, one visitor commented that the Library made him 

realize “[w]hat a wonderful life [Graham] led . . . He was a beacon of hope to many at 

times when our country needed leadership. Too bad he is too old to go to Washington 

again and counsel the mad man ruining our country today.”93 This visitor’s implicit 

critique of President Obama, via his experience at the Library, is telling. It suggests that 

the nostalgia transmitted at the Library prompted him to align his beliefs with the 

Christian nationalist nostalgia of the New Christian Right. Like other visitors’ comments 

about rekindling Christian faith in an “ever-declining nation” and escaping to a simpler, 

“better” time, this visitor’s desire for Graham to “go to Washington again” signaled his 

nostalgia for an America directed by godly men such as Graham and run according to 

conservative Protestant precepts. In other words, his review—like many others—not only 

reflected the Library’s successful transmission of nostalgic feelings, but also its 

successful immersion of its visitors into the rhetoric of the culture wars. For these 

visitors, and perhaps for many others who did not post their reactions online, the Library 

 

92 Susan J., “Uplifting Experience! - Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” 

TripAdvisor.com, October 17, 2016, https://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-

r428842349-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 

93 F3 129 Grobertd, “What a Surprise – Review of Billy Graham Library, Charlotte, NC,” 

TripAdvisor.com, November 1, 2015, https://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g49022-d877925-

r326119943-Billy_Graham_Library-Charlotte_North_Carolina.html. 
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was indeed a place where feelings of nostalgia for a bygone Christian America were 

channeled by expertly designed exhibits and received by eager visitors. 

As these reviews clearly show, the success of the Billy Graham Library was more 

contested and more complicated than the BGEA’s publicity materials let on. To judge 

only by those institutional pieces, the site succeeded because many visitors converted to 

Christianity during their tours. Yet as visitors’ experiences reveal, those who toured the 

Library engaged with the site in multiple, sometimes conflicting, and not always positive 

ways—a much more complex set of responses than indicated by the stories and statistics 

offered by Library boosters. Few converted to the faith or made financial contributions to 

the BGEA as a result of their visit. Some forthrightly rejected the site explicitly religious 

and evangelistic messaging. Yet at the same time, other visitors—perhaps the majority of 

visitors—clearly heard, felt, and often embraced the site’s overt messaging. Some picked 

up on the site’s multiform identity by labeling it a museum and comparing it to the 

federally run presidential libraries in terms of respectability and historical accuracy, while 

others praised its theme-park-like qualities. Similarly, many embraced the site’s explicit 

evangelistic message, either by bringing non-Christian guests and hoping they would 

convert or by rekindling their own commitment to the duties of Christian faith. Moreover, 

the Library evidently succeeded in transmitting feelings of nostalgia, as many visitors 

noted that the site conjured for them a deep yearning for a halcyon past. Some even 

expressed their nostalgia using the rhetoric of the New Christian Right. In other words, 

then, for a great many visitors, the medium was the message. Visitors to the Library and 

its immersive exhibits experienced nostalgia and embraced culture wars rhetoric. In this 



 

456 

sense, the site accomplished its unstated but nonetheless evident goal of mobilizing 

visitors for participation in the New Christian Right’s battle against its perceived political 

and cultural enemies in order to restore the nation’s Christian heritage.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has made three interrelated claims. First, it has argued that the Billy 

Graham Library, opened by the BGEA in Charlotte, North Carolina, in 2007, represented 

the first effort to synthesize the evangelical museum with the evangelical theme park. 

BGEA leaders who pushed for the Library’s creation turned away from public history, 

the profession whose ideas and practices had thoroughly shaped the Billy Graham Center 

Museum at Wheaton College, and embraced the experience economy, though they 

refused to abandon the intellectual authority of the traditional museum altogether. The 

Library was planned, developed, and built by the same design firm that brought the Holy 

Land Experience to life, and it featured many theme park-like elements, such as its barn-

like architecture and an animatronic cow tour guide, but boosters refused to describe the 

site as a theme park. Instead, they described it as an intellectually respectable and 

credible museum in the mode of the federally managed presidential libraries—even 

though it employed no curators, no museum specialists, nor any public historians of any 

variety. Moreover, the Library used techniques aimed at building visitors’ historical 

knowledge through experience, immersion, and emotion—techniques similar to ones 

used at the Billy Graham Center Museum. But whereas the Museum had derived its use 



 

457 

of these techniques via the public history profession, the Library did so via the 

mechanisms of the theme park. 

Recognizing this synthetic nature of the Library, this chapter has further argued 

that it deployed its version of evangelical heritage in two ways. First, the Library used 

evangelical heritage—which in its telling focused exclusively on the life, ministry, and 

message of Billy Graham, and not on the broader history of conservative Protestantism in 

the United States—to conduct an “ongoing crusade” that would convert visitors to 

Christianity. At the same time, it also used evangelical heritage to inspire in visitors 

feelings of nostalgia. The yearning vision of America as a Christian nation presented 

across the Library’s galleries reflected the ideology of the New Christian Right, that 

imagined evangelical community with which Graham’s son and successor, Franklin, had 

come to be associated. Library designers and boosters hoped that such feelings of 

nostalgia might compel visitors to action in restoring the nation’s religious heritage. 

Finally, this chapter has argued that, although the Library’s success was never as 

complete or as uncontested as the BGEA described it, the site did succeed in important 

ways. While some visitors resisted the Library’s messaging, and while very few 

converted or contributed financially to the BGEA’s programs, still others clearly heard, 

felt, and often embraced the site’s overt messaging. Most importantly, the Library 

succeeded in transmitting feelings of nostalgia. Many visitors described how the site 

conjured in them a deep yearning for a halcyon past, and some even expressed their 

nostalgia using the rhetoric of the New Christian Right. In this sense, the site achieved its 

unstated but nonetheless evident goal of mobilizing visitors for participation in the New 
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Christian Right’s battle against its perceived political and cultural enemies in order to 

restore the nation’s Christian heritage. Thus, in this sense, the first effort to synthesize the 

evangelical museum with the evangelical theme park set a standard for future institutions 

and continued to shape the commemorative vision of entrepreneurs and religious leaders 

within conservative Protestantism.
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CHAPTER 8 

CONCLUSION 

 

Observing the tenth birthday of the Billy Graham Library, in 2017, brings this 

story full circle, back to where we began. In the same year that the Library celebrated its 

first full decade of operation, the latest endeavor in conservative Protestant historical 

commemoration opened its doors: the Museum of the Bible. As previously indicated, the 

Museum of the Bible arrived to great anticipation. Nearly one million people visited the 

site during its first twelve months of operation, and it quickly became a go-to destination 

featured alongside standard D.C. museums, such as the Smithsonian’s National Museum 

of American History, in tourism guides published by Fodor’s and more. Scholars, 

journalists, and other cultural commentators have devoted considerable time and attention 

to making sense of the space, arguing that it combines elements of the museum as well as 

the theme park, and that it also functions as a religious ministry that seeks to mobilize 

visitors to wage the culture wars.  

Such arguments only make sense in the context of the long view—the history of 

evangelical historical museums in the United States. The Museum of the Bible is not a 

new type of institution. Rather, it embodies the most recent evolution of a set of practices 

for preserving and interpreting the past in public that has been deployed, since at least the 

1940s, by conservative Protestants toward varied theological, cultural, and political ends. 

This dissertation has sought to explain how the Museum of the Bible took the form that it 
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did, by narrating the story of conservative Protestants experimentation with evangelical 

heritage. 

Specifically, this dissertation has argued that, beginning in the 1940s, 

conservative Protestant Christians in the United States developed practices for preserving 

and interpreting the past in public and deployed those practices toward varying 

theological, cultural, and political ends—an approach I have termed “evangelical 

heritage.” This dissertation has further contended that evangelical heritage performed 

important work for its purveyors. Amid the boom in church attendance and religious 

affiliation after World War II, conservative Protestants deployed evangelical heritage to 

forge what they termed “neo-evangelicalism,” a rebranding of the old-time religion for 

postwar society. They also engaged evangelical heritage in their crusade to “win America 

for Christ,” convinced that an encounter with their tradition’s proud past could entice 

outsiders to convert to Christian faith. These elements never fully disappeared from the 

function of evangelical heritage. Even so, evangelical heritage did change over time. 

During the national bicentennial, for instance, evangelical heritage became a means by 

which neo-evangelicals, internally divided over matters of faith and politics, could 

project a united front by mapping their proud past onto the nation’s history. Such 

optimism did not last long. As the national consensus about the past shattered in the 

1970s and 1980s, evangelical heritage morphed yet again. By the twenty-first century it 

had become a vehicle for nostalgia, immersing visitors in a mythic past that offered an 

imagined sense of comfort and reassurance amid conservative Protestants’ perceived loss 

of political and social influence. 
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In addition, this dissertation has claimed that evangelical heritage did not develop 

and evolve in a vacuum. It always existed within and contributed to broader patterns of 

historical commemoration. In the postwar era, for instance, experiments in evangelical 

heritage intersected and overlapped with discourses and practices among bureaucrats, 

business leaders, social reformers, heritage professionals, and others regarding historic 

preservation, urban renewal, and the political purposes of civic memory. In the 1970s, 

neo-evangelical museum-makers helped to invent public history’s turn toward affect, 

immersion, and experience as techniques through which to build visitors’ historical 

knowledge. As that trend became subject to intense internecine debate among public 

history professionals in the 1980s and 1990s, some conservative Protestant 

commemorators turned away from mainstream of public history discourse. Instead, they 

embraced the theme park as a means of conveying ideological authority while retaining 

the trappings of the traditional museum as a way of courting intellectual authority—a 

trend that reached its apex at the turn of the twenty-first century, embodied in the Billy 

Graham Library and the Museum of the Bible. 

 

Embodying Evangelical Heritage at the Museum of the Bible 

How does the Museum of the Bible embody this latest evolution of evangelical 

heritage? To answer that question, some context is necessary. 

The Museum of the Bible is the brainchild of a conservative Protestant 

entrepreneur, Steve Green, whose religious views and political activism have made him a 

darling of the New Christian Right. Green, the CEO of the Hobby Lobby craft store 



 

462 

chain, entered the national spotlight in 2014 when he and his company sued the Obama 

administration over the contraception mandate within the Affordable Care Act, arguing 

that federal policy infringed on religious beliefs about the sanctity of human life. They 

eventually won their legal battle in a case that made its way to the U.S. Supreme Court.1 

But the Greens had been a potent force within conservative Protestantism long before 

they attacked Obamacare. Since 2006, Green has bankrolled an annual, Fourth-of-July 

advertisement in newspapers across the country, known as the “In God We Trust” ad, 

which declares America a “Christian nation” and uses nineteen decontextualized 

quotations from famous Americans as supposed evidence of this claim. First mounted 

because Green felt “concerned about where our country was going” and about liberals’ 

efforts to “change our history books so they wouldn’t include the faith of our Founding 

Fathers,” the ad’s message resonates with the Christian nationalism of the New Christian 

Right.2 Moreover, beginning in 2013, Green and Hobby Lobby tried, and ultimately 

failed, to introduce a Bible curriculum into public schools in Oklahoma City, where the 

company is headquartered. Green claimed that the curriculum was “nonsectarian” and 

that its goal was to “teach and educate students” about the narrative of the Protestant 

 

1 On the case and the Green family’s victory, see Adam Liptak, “Court Limits Birth Control 

Rule,” New York Times, July 1, 2014, A1, and Alan Rappeport, “Hobby Lobby Made Fight a Matter of 

Christian Principle,” New York Times, July 1, 2014, A13. For analysis of the case in terms of the Greens’ 

rise to prominence within the New Christian Right, see Moss and Baden, Bible Nation, 8–11. 

2 John Fea, “Letting the Bible Do Its Work on Behalf of Christian America: The Founding Era at 

the Museum of the Bible,” in The Museum of the Bible: A Critical Introduction, ed. Jill Hicks-Keeton and 

Cavan Concannon (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2019), 222–23. Fea quotes Steven Green’s impetus for 

the ad as captured in Steve Green, Faith in America: The Powerful Impact of One Company Speaking Out 

Boldly (Decatur, GA: Looking Glass Books, 2011), 18. 
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Bible and its impact on American culture, but critics alleged that it reflected a 

conservative Protestant bias, appealed to theological language and ideas (not just 

historical ones), and reflected a general “religious triumphalism.” Thus under pressure 

from the media, the American Civil Liberties Union, and other groups, the Oklahoma 

City school district dropped plans to use the curriculum.3 These salvos in the ongoing 

culture wars won Green the acclaim of his fellow New Christian Right activists.  

Amid Green’s ascendance to doyen of the New Christian Right, he announced in 

2010 the formation of a new non-profit entity, Museum of the Bible Inc., and its plan to 

create an institution in Dallas, Texas, that would “bring to life the living word of God, . . . 

tell its compelling story of preservation, and . . . inspire confidence in the absolute 

authority and reliability of the Bible.” Plenty of revision followed. The proposed museum 

was relocated from the Bible Belt to Washington, D.C., where funders bought and 

completely renovated a former refrigerated warehouse near the U.S. Capitol building. 

The initial mission was revised, with the help of a conservative Protestant public relations 

firm, toward a more generic and allegedly nonsectarian presentation of intent. And plans 

to evangelize visitors directly were scrapped.4 But Green remained a central figure, 

supplying much of the funding for the project and allowing his family’s collection of 

 

3 Moss and Baden, Bible Nation, 99–105. Quotations from Green from 102; quotation from critic 

Mark Chancey on 104. 

4 Moss and Baden, 15–18, 44–45, 138–40, 143–45. 
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more than 40,000 biblical antiquities to anchor the proposed museum’s exhibits. 

Moreover, he served (and continues to serve) as the chairman of the Museum’s board.5  

Criticism greeted the Museum of the Bible from its announcement through its 

opening, and has continued since that time. Scholars have been among the most vocal 

opponents of the project, and their critiques have taken two forms. First, scholars have 

accused the Green family of eliding professional standards for antiquities acquisition, and 

have criticized the Museum of the Bible for using material from the Green Collection 

even when the items do not come with sufficient artifact provenance.6 Second, scholars 

have argued that the Museum’s allegedly nonsectarian mission actually reflects and 

reproduces a conservative Protestant theological and political agenda. For example, they 

point to the Museum’s description of the Bible as a coherent and defined “book,” which 

elides contested canons, and its characterization of the text as essentially “good,” as 

evidence of a deeply rooted conservative Protestant theology of biblical authority and 

reliability. Moreover, they contend that the Museum’s allegedly neutral presentation of 

the Bible—its claim that the Bible “speaks for itself”—is further evidence of a “stealthy 

evangelicalism,” since many conservative Protestants hold to a view of the Bible that 

claims that the plain meaning of the text is available to all people, with no intermediary 

needed to interpret it and no special knowledge (such as training in biblical exegesis or 

 

5 “Museum of the Bible Board of Directors,” Museum of the Bible, accessed November 28, 2019, 

https://www.museumofthebible.org/leadership. 

6 Moss and Baden, Bible Nation, 22–61. 
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historical context) necessary to unlock its meaning.7 As the biblical scholar Jill Hicks-

Keeton has concluded, the Museum’s “very effort to perform neutrality” ironically 

“advances an idea about the Bible that is most at home in the evangelical Christianity of 

the Greens.”8 

Scholars are not the only critics, however. As the ethnographer James Bielo has 

observed, other conservative Protestants have expressed concerns about the Museum, 

mostly that the site “is not evangelical enough.” As evidence, Bielo has pointed to a 2017 

episode of the podcast “Wretched Radio,” in which conservative Protestant media 

personality Todd Friel presents a ten-minute review of the Museum that criticizes it for 

insufficiently glorifying the Good Book. Friel claims in the podcast that the Museum 

“undermines the authority of the Bible” by not using its exhibits to convert people to 

Christianity. At one point, Friel rants that the Bible “transforms people’s lives!” and not 

just cultural forms such as art and architecture.9 As this example makes clear, the 

Museum of the Bible has come under attack from multiple perspectives and for 

multiple—and sometimes conflicting—reasons.  

 

7 Moss and Baden, 145–59, 170–72; Hicks-Keeton, “Can Scripture ‘Speak for Itself’?”; Hicks-

Keeton, “The Museum of Whose Bible? On the Perils of Turning Theology into History”; Stephen L. 

Young, “The Museum of the Bible: Promoting Biblical Exceptionalism to Naturalize an Evangelical 

America,” in Christian Tourist Attractions, Mythmaking, and Identity Formation, ed. Erin Roberts and 

Jennifer Eyl (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2018), 25–41; and Jill Hicks-Keeton and Cavan Concannon, 

“‘Squint Against the Grandeur!’: Waiting for Jesus at the Museum of the Bible,” The Bible and Critical 

Theory 15, no. 1 (2019): 114–29.  

8 Hicks-Keeton, “The Museum of Whose Bible? On the Perils of Turning Theology into History.” 

9 Bielo describes this rightward critique of the Museum in James S. Bielo, “Experiential Design 

and Religious Publicity at D.C.’s Museum of the Bible,” The Senses and Society 15 (2020) [forthcoming]. 
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When the Museum opened in 2017, it encompassed seven floors (see Figures 38, 

39, and 40). Three floors contained permanent exhibitions. Floor Two, titled “The Impact 

of the Bible,” included three exhibits—The Bible in America, The Bible in the World, 

and The Bible Now—as well as a four-dimension, virtual reality ride, “Washington 

Revelations,” which simulates a flight around the nation’s capital to “discover biblical 

imagery and verses” located throughout the city. Floor Three, titled “The Stories of the 

Bible,” included three exhibits: two immersive environments, the Hebrew Bible 

Experience and the World of Jesus of Nazareth, and a movie theater, the New Testament 

Theater, which plays a panoramic film describing first-century Palestine during the life of 

Christ. Floor Four, titled “The History of the Bible,” featured yet another movie theater, 

the Drive Thru History, as well as a series of interlinked galleries that present a mostly 

chronological narrative of biblical canonization and translation, with primary emphasis 

on the Protestant canon and the translation of the English Bible. In addition to these 

permanent exhibits, the Museum included seven other galleries, including spaces for host 

exhibits (Floors One and Five) and for temporary exhibits (Floors B1 and Five); it also 

included other themed spaces, such as “Courageous Pages,” a Bible-themed game area on 

Floor One designed for children; a 3,500-square-foot gift shop, also on Floor One; and an 

Israeli cuisine restaurant, called Manna, and an outdoor biblical garden on Floor Six. 

In these spaces, the Museum of the Bible embodies and deploys the latest 

evolution of evangelical heritage. First and foremost, like the Billy Graham Library, the 

Museum of the Bible channels Christian nationalism. In ways more covert than overt, it 

presents the United States as a Christian nation, born of evangelical zeal and a  
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Figure 38: Map of the Basement, Floor One, and Floor Two of the Museum of the Bible. Visitors enter on Floor One. 
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Figure 39: Map of Floor Three, Floor Four, and Floor Five of the Museum of the Bible.  
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Figure 40: Map of Floor Six of the Museum of the Bible. 

 

commitment to the Bible as a guide to faith and public life, that has recently slipped away 

from its Christian moorings and its biblical foundations. According to the scholar 

Stephen L. Young, this narrative becomes most evident in the Bible in America exhibit 

on Floor Two (see Figure 41). Young argues that in this exhibit, which offers a relatively 

chronological recounting American history and the Bible’s impact on it, the curators at 

the Museum of the Bible advance a normative vision of Christian America. He notes the 

language with which curators describe the Bible’s impact on America—words such as 

“success,” “rise,” “development,” and “advances.” He also notes the selectivity with 

which curators recount their narrative, emphasizing the Bible’s positive influence on “the 

spread of Protestantism, abolition of slavery, basic gains in women’s rights, and the 

African American civil rights movement” while leaving out elements of the nation’s story 

where the Bible played a minor or even antagonistic role. Observing all these elements, 

Young concludes that the gallery forces visitors to accept a normative vision of  
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Figure 41: Entrance to the Bible in America Exhibit. Note the language used in the interpretive text at the entrance. As 

Young observes, it stresses positivity (e.g., “inspire” and “success”). (Photograph by the author) 

 

Christian (and especially conservative Protestant) influence in positively shaping the 

nation. Because the curators “relentlessly coordinate defining moments of moral capital 

in U.S. history . . . with the Bible, [with] images of Protestant (often evangelical) 

Christianity, and [with] the rhetoric of religious freedom,” he argues, the cumulative 
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interpretive result of the gallery is “a nationalist narrative of progress in which the Bible 

catalyzed religious freedom, which in turn define[d] all that is positive about the United 

States and its cultural heroes.”10 In this sense, like the Billy Graham Library, the Museum 

advances an historical claim, rooted in a selective reading of the past, that reinforces the 

Christian nationalism of the New Christian Right. 

Second, the Museum of the Bible embodies and deploys the latest evolution of 

evangelical heritage insofar as it produces historical knowledge about America’s Bible-

suffused Christian past by using experiential, immersive, and emotional means. For 

example, several of the galleries incorporate interactive technology, offering visitors 

experiences intended to reinforce the messages therein. At the end of the Bible in 

America exhibit, for instance, visitors can pause at a wraparound projection screen 

featuring a rotating array of polar and open-ended questions, and can respond to each 

question on one of several nearby touch-screen kiosks (see Figure 42). Questions such as 

“In a word, how would you describe what the Bible’s impact should be on America’s 

FUTURE?” further the Christian nationalist narrative already presented in the preceding 

exhibit, using experiential means rather than simply glass-cased artifacts and interpretive 

text panels. Visitors encounter a similar experiential opportunity in the Bible Now 

exhibit, also on Floor Two. The Joshua Machine, located in the middle of that exhibit, 

offers visitors the chance to “record [their] own personal experience” with the Bible and  

 

10 Stephen L. Young, “Religious Freedom for Christian America: ‘Don’t You Agree?,’” in The 

Museum of the Bible: A Critical Introduction, ed. Jill Hicks-Keeton and Cavan Concannon (Lanham, MD: 

Lexington Books, 2019), 235–54. Quotations from 239, 240, and 242. 
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Figure 42: Projection Screen and Touch-screen Kiosks at the End of the Bible in America Exhibit. (Photograph by the 

author.) 

 

answer questions such as “How has the Bible impacted you?” As with the interactive 

question screen in the Bible in America exhibit, the Joshua Machine advances the 

Museum’s overall message about the goodness and positive impact of the Bible on 

American culture, again using experiential rather than purely cognitive means. 

Similarly, the Museum contains numerous immersive spaces. Perhaps the most 

prominent is Floor Three’s World of Jesus of Nazareth exhibit (see Figure 43), a 

“completely immersive, themed environment” that “showcases the bustle of public 

village life,” according to the Museum of the Bible’s website. In addition to “authentic” 

architecture and plant life, the recreation also features a costumed docent who performs 

as a first-century Jew. The Museum contends that stepping into and walking through this 
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Figure 43: The World of Jesus of Nazareth Gallery. (Photograph by the author) 

 

space results in the development of new historical knowledge. One publicity piece 

encourages visitors to “immerse yourself in first-century Nazareth as you learn about the 

context of Jesus’ teachings and experience the culture and social dynamics of this village 

in Galilee” (emphasis mine).11 Another publicity piece offers a similar claim about 

education through immersion. The gallery, it declares, enables visitors to “gain a deeper 

appreciation for and understanding of the teachings and methods of Jesus.”12 The World 

 

11 “Attractions,” Museum of the Bible, accessed November 28, 2019, 

http://www.museumofthebible.org/visit/current-attractions. 

12 “Floor 3: Stories of the Bible - The World of Jesus of Nazareth,” Museum of the Bible, 3, 

accessed November 28, 2019, http://www.museumofthebible.org/press/background/floor-3-stories-of-the-

bible-the-world-of-jesus-of-nazareth. 
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of Jesus of Nazareth exhibit thus reflects curators’ emphasis on producing visitors’ 

historical knowledge through immersion. 

Finally, the Museum deploys emotion in many of its exhibits, seeking not only to 

engage visitors’ minds but also their hearts. Several of the galleries or interactive 

elements previously described rely on emotion for their potency. The Joshua Machine, 

for example, not only allows visitors to record their own stories but also offers the 

opportunity to view several pre-selected recordings by past visitors, most of them chosen 

for their inspirational and emotional content. Young concludes that the space “normalizes 

the idea of the Bible’s fundamental relevance for self-understanding”—as previously 

indicated, a major if implicit theme throughout the exhibits—and extends that relevance 

“even to the level of [visitors’] intimate emotions.”13 While the Billy Graham Library 

focused mostly on conjuring feelings of nostalgia, such sentiments are less present in the 

Museum of the Bible. Even so, curators and designers deliberately constructed the 

Museum’s exhibits to evoke emotional responses in visitors. As Cary Summers, former 

president of the Museum, wrote in his upbeat memoir about the institution’s origins, “The 

team members [curators and designers] felt that to truly do right by the project, they 

needed . . . to create . . . [an] atmosphere . . . through many of the exhibits” using “sights, 

smells, sounds, textures, and feelings” (emphasis mine).14 As Summers’ account 

indicates, those who developed the Museum saw emotional appeals as central to the 

 

13 Young, “Religious Freedom for Christian America: ‘Don’t You Agree?,’” 246–47. 

14 Cary Summers, Lifting Up the Bible: The Story Behind Museum of the Bible (Franklin, TN: 

Worthy Media, Inc., 2017), 81. 
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material rhetoric of their production of historical knowledge. Visitors should not just 

engage the exhibits and galleries cognitively, they believed, but also emotionally.  

These techniques of experience, immersion, and emotion in part reflect the heart 

religion of conservative Protestantism, best embodied in the ministry of Billy Graham, 

who sought to draw converts to the faith not through intellectual propositions but rather 

through emotional experiences. These techniques also reflect the priorities of the 

experience economy, which relies on immersive environments, the curation of tactile 

encounters and engagements, and the successful transmission of certain feelings to 

entertain and inspire visitors. 

 

Signs of Hope in Evangelical Heritage? 

Noting only the similarities between the Billy Graham Library and the Museum of 

the Bible, however, is unfair—an incomplete consideration of their relationship—because 

there are also significant differences between the two sites, differences that may offer 

hope for the future of conservative Protestant experiments with historical 

commemoration. The story I have told in this dissertation is a declension narrative. It 

began with conservative Protestant commemorators embracing, even originating, 

important innovations within the public history profession, and it ended with other 

conservative Protestant commemorators exchanging the mainstream discourses of public 

history for the ideologically authority of the theme park, even while maintaining the 

veneer of the museum in order to court intellectual authority. The Billy Graham Library, 

in particular, embodied this full-throated endorsement of the theme park insofar as it 
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hired no staff with curatorial, archival, or museum training, even as it postured itself, in 

the words of one booster, “as seriously as any presidential library in America.”15 But the 

Museum of the Bible is different, at least in some noticeable ways.  

First, most of the design firms contracted to create the Museum of the Bible are 

not primarily theme park creators, like the firm contracted to create the Billy Graham 

Library, but rather are among the most experienced and respected museum exhibit 

designers in the country. According to the anthropologist James Bielo, fourteen firms 

contributed to the project, but four developed the majority of the Museum’s environments 

and galleries.16 PRD Group, based in the D.C. area, created Floor Four’s “History of the 

Bible” exhibits and coordinated the work among all the other firms. Founded exclusively 

“to provide planning, research, and design services to museums,” the firm’s previous 

clients include the George W. Bush Presidential Center, the National Museum of African-

American History and Culture, and the Smithsonian American Art Museum, among 

many others.17 C&G Partners, based in New York City, created the Museum of the 

Bible’s “Impact of the Bible” exhibits on Floor Two. Their past work, more diverse in 

clientele than the PRD Group, included several museums, such as the Smithsonian 

 

15 Quoted in Frazier, “Ministry Defends Graham Library,” 1B. 

16 The anthropologist James Bielo has done extensive ethnographic research on the design firms 

that created the Museum of the Bible, arguing that their creative insights, and not just the ideologically 

charged intentions of the founders and funders, structured the Museum’s exhibits and contributed to the 

experience of its visitors; his work provides the backdrop for my own claims here. See Bielo, “Experiential 

Design and Religious Publicity at D.C.’s Museum of the Bible.” 

17 “About,” The PRD Group, accessed November 29, 2019, http://theprdgroup.com/about.html; 

“Portfolio,” The PRD Group, accessed November 29, 2019, http://theprdgroup.com/portfolio.html. 
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National Museum of American History and the National September 11 Memorial and 

Museum, as well as several “corporate heritage” projects for American Express and JP 

Morgan Chase Company, as well as projects for the Library of Congress, the Boston 

Public Library, the Bronx Zoo, and more.18 The Burbank, California–based BRC 

Imagination Arts, whose designers created Floor Three’s “Stories of the Bible” exhibits 

have a portfolio as extensive as C&G Partners. In addition to working for corporate 

clients such as the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, Guiness, and Heineken, they have also 

created exhibits for the Kennedy Space Center, the Henry Ford Museum of American 

Innovation, and—most famously—the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Museum, where 

they introduced experiential and immersive elements into that site’s telling of American 

history.19 Among the main firms, only one is an outlier. Jonathan Martin Creative, based 

near Nashville, Tennessee, has relatively little experience in museum design, as most of 

its past clients have been conservative Protestant megachurches and theme parks, 

including the Holy Land Experience, for which it created a new attraction in 2013. 

Accordingly, JMC’s contribution to the Museum of the Bible, the World of Jesus of 

 

18 “Museums,” C&G Partners, accessed November 29, 2019, 

https://www.cgpartnersllc.com/projects/sector/museums/; “Corporate Heritage,” C&G Partners, accessed 

November 29, 2019, https://www.cgpartnersllc.com/projects/sector/corporate-heritage/; “Government & 

Nonprofits,” C&G Partners, accessed November 29, 2019, 

https://www.cgpartnersllc.com/projects/sector/government-and-non-profits/. 

19 For a list of BRC’s museum clients, see “Cultural Attractions and Museums,” BRC Imagination 

Arts, accessed November 29, 2019, https://www.brcweb.com/cultural. On the significance of their work 

with the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Museum, see Anna Klingmann, Brandscapes: Architecture in the 

Experience Economy (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2010), 41. 
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Nazareth exhibit, is one of the most theme-park-like spaces in the Museum.20 JMC’s 

contribution notwithstanding, as this brief overview demonstrates, most of the firms 

contracted by the Museum of the Bible to develop and design its exhibits brought 

experience not from the theme park industry, as did the ITEC Corporation that created 

the Billy Graham Library, but rather from the museum world. In this sense, their work 

positions the Museum of the Bible more closely to the mainstream of museum practice, at 

least in terms of experiential exhibition.  

A second factor distinguishing the Museum of the Bible from the Billy Graham 

Library is the Museum’s curatorial staff, which includes both content experts and public 

historians with professional training and credentials as well as extensive museum 

experience—quite in contrast to the staff at the Library. At the time of this writing, three 

of the Museum’s leading curatorial staff members hold master’s degrees in museum 

studies. Rena Opert, the director of exhibits, earned her M.A. from George Washington 

University; Cathleen Pearl, director of outreach, earned hers from New York University; 

and Bethany Jensen, assistant curator and data specialist, earned hers from Johns Hopkins 

University. All three staff members also have past experience working for museums. 

Opert, for instance, spent ten years at the United States Holocaust Memorial leading their 

traveling exhibit program, while Pearl served for many years as deputy director of the 

National Guard Memorial Museum, Library, and Archives in Washington, D.C. A fourth 

 

20 Bielo discusses JMC’s work for the Museum of the Bible in Bielo, “Experiential Design and 

Religious Publicity at D.C.’s Museum of the Bible.” He mentions that the firm has also been contracted to 

create exhibits for the American Bible Society’s forthcoming Faith and Liberty Discovery Center, slated to 

open in Philadelphia in 2020. The firm’s website offers only brief info about its past clients. See 

“Spotlight,” Jonathan Martin Creative, 2013, http://jonathanmartincreative.com/spotlight/.  
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staff member—Amy Van Dyke, the Museum’s lead curator of exhibits—has professional 

training in museum studies from the Phoenix Art Museum, but no formal degree in that 

field.21 Once again, by hiring professional staff with training in museum studies and past 

experience in museum and archive settings, the Museum of the Bible has further 

positioned itself closer to the mainstream of public history in the United States, yet 

another contrast to the Billy Graham Library.  

What also sets the Museum of the Bible apart from the Billy Graham Library is its 

lack of direct proselytizing. In keeping with its allegedly nonsectarian mission, the 

Museum makes no explicit effort to convert its visitors to Christianity. The Library, as 

previously discussed, made a direct appeal for visitors to convert in its final gallery, and 

followed up on that experience with docents trained to provide spiritual counseling and to 

distribute evangelistic literature. The Museum does nothing of this sort. However, it was 

not always this way. Reflecting the Museum’s original, apologetics-oriented mission to 

inspire confidence in “the absolute authority and reliability of the Bible,” Steve Green 

initially intended to have staff distribute small cards outlining “God’s plan of salvation” 

to all visitors at the conclusion of their tour—an idea he proposed, interestingly enough, 

after visiting the Billy Graham Library. He hoped that the Museum’s exhibits, in concert 

with the more deliberately evangelistic cards, would persuade non-Christian visitors to 

join the faith. Staffers eventually convinced Green that the Museum could not 

 

21 “Collections Staff,” Museum of the Bible, n.d., 

https://www.museumofthebible.org/press/background/collections-staff.  
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deliberately evangelize visitors and still maintain its nonsectarian claim.22 And Green was 

not the only person that staff had to convince. Donors also initially expected the Museum 

to make an evangelistic appeal to visitors, too. David Trobisch, the Museum’s former 

director of collections, told Christianity Today magazine in 2017 that one donor who 

visited the under-construction Museum “asked to see where the design team was planning 

to put a ‘decision room’ where visitors might commit their lives to Christ,” and when told 

that no such room would exist at the Museum, the donor withdrew his contribution.23 In 

its current form, then, the Museum of the Bible makes no direct evangelistic appeal, a 

feature that distinguishes it not only from the Billy Graham Library, with its explicit 

emphasis on conversion, but also from all other previous experiments in evangelical 

heritage. 

It is worth noting, however, that while direct invitations for religious conversion 

are not openly offered at the Museum of the Bible, the site is certainly interested in 

converting visitors to a particular way of viewing and appreciating the Good Book. As 

previously indicated, the Museum articulates, albeit implicitly, a Christian nationalist 

view of the American past and of the Bible’s role in positively shaping the nation, its 

democracy, and its political and social institutions. Steve Green has made clear that he 

hopes the Museum will operationalize this Christian nationalism, particularly for those 

individuals who govern the nation just a few blocks from the Museum’s location. As he 

 

22 Moss and Baden, Bible Nation, 144–45. 

23 Jones, “The Museum of the Bible’s Balancing Act,” 44. 
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told The Atlantic in late 2016, just prior to the Museum’s opening, “I hope the museum 

becomes a beacon for all people to engage with the ideas and beauty of the Bible . . . 

[including] our legislators. . . . [They] ought to know the foundation of our government, 

they ought to know that that’s what their role is and they need to know that this book 

speaks to life and it . . . advises how a good government should be. . . . Our founding 

fathers unabashedly looked to the Bible in founding this nation, so why wouldn’t it be 

right for our legislators to know our history of our government?”24 Green’s comments 

indicate a desire for politicians to, in a sense, be “converted” through the Museum’s 

exhibits to an appreciation for and deliberate use of the Bible as a guiding document for 

contemporary governance. It is no small leap to assume that he, and likely other funders 

as well, would have similar hopes for all other visitors. Does this kind of implicit 

proselytizing through the past actually happen at the Museum? If so, how? And how do 

visitors engage with, respond to, or otherwise reshape such messaging? Future 

scholarship on the site will need to deal directly with these questions, likely through 

ethnographic work with Museum designers, curators, and visitors. It may be that the 

Museum’s refusal to call visitors to religious conversion represents a departure from past 

forms of evangelical heritage. It may also be that the Museum’s more covert forms of 

proselytizing, shrewdly disguised beneath a veneer of scholarly authority, actually 

represent an evolution in evangelical heritage—a “shady evangelism” more insidious 

 

24 Quoted in Moss and Baden, Bible Nation, 164, and Candida Moss and Joel Baden, “Can Hobby 

Lobby Buy the Bible?,” The Atlantic, January–February 2016, 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/01/can-hobby-lobby-buy-the-bible/419088/. 
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than the direct evangelism done at previous conservative Protestant experiments in 

historical commemoration.  

Taken altogether, these differences suggest that the trajectory of evangelical 

heritage may be changing. As conservative Protestant entrepreneurs and would-be 

commemorators seek to make their mark on the nation’s commemorative landscape, 

especially in places as memory- and monument-laden as Washington, D.C., they are 

forced to consider such matters as academic training, professional credentialing, and 

previous work experience. They must negotiate the demands of the experience economy 

against the expectations of professionalism and intellectual integrity. And they 

necessarily need to weigh the benefits and liabilities of proselytizing through the past. In 

other words, as evangelical heritage continues to grow and expand from the margins of 

the museum world toward its center, its purveyors need to rethink their full investment in 

the experience economy and to reconsider their relationship to the mainstream of public 

history discourse. The Museum of the Bible, for all its flaws and problems, can be read as 

an initial and partial recognition of the need for these kinds of professional 

considerations—and may even be a sign of hope for the future of evangelical heritage.  

 

Why This Study Matters 

The story I have told in this dissertation enables scholars, museum professionals, 

and other public history practitioners to better comprehend places like the Museum of the 

Bible—a site that cuts across established boundaries, that employs innovative technology 

within a museum setting, that blends ministry with museum work, and that both reflects 
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and shapes contemporary American society. In telling this story, I have sought to make 

three key interventions into existing scholarly conversations. First, I have shown that 

paying attention to the ways in which conservative Protestants interpreted and exhibited 

the past in public offers us a new way to understand how movement elites have crafted 

the meaning of the term “evangelical.” Rather than rely on external definitions that 

centralize theology, I have argued that we must instead consider how so-called 

“evangelicalism” constituted itself, examining the practices and processes by which 

movement elites set boundaries and delimited insiders from outsiders. In effect, I have 

shown that scholars ought not to consider evangelicalism as a coherent, specific, and 

naturalized religious tradition or movement organized around certain theological 

characteristics, but rather as a set of historically contingent imagined communities, given 

shape and meaning through a variety of factors, including theology but also social 

networks, patterns of consumption, and—most germane to my dissertation’s central 

narrative—genealogical narratives. As I have tried to show throughout this story, the 

materialization of evangelical heritage by different individuals, communities, and 

institutions throughout the twentieth century has offered different kinds of genealogical 

narratives around which different evangelical imaginaries were able to take form. Far 

from being a monolithic movement defined by a great deal of continuity over time, then, 

so-called American evangelicalism has in fact been an ever-shifting and sometimes 

overlapping set of communities imagined into existence, at least in part, according to the 

stories they have told about the past. 
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Second, this dissertation has shown that public historians and other practitioners 

concerned about popular historymaking and heritage need to pay more attention to 

religion generally and faith communities specifically. Rather than merely reducing 

religion to a metaphor for the way that people express devotion to different pasts, public 

historians need to consider how religion and heritage have long been intertwined and 

interrelated. One way to do so, I contend, is to look seriously at the ways that people of 

faith have performed heritage work. While religious studies scholars have been quick to 

examine such activity, public historians have not. 

This kind of analytical negligence, I further contend, has made public historians 

bad at talking about religion at their museums and historical sites. While good work is 

being done to improve the religious literacy of public historians, and to shed light on 

impressive examples of public historians tackling matters of American religious history, 

we still know relatively little about the ways in which faith communities treat the past. 

In particular, public historians need to pay attention to religion in order to better 

understand their audiences, who bring their religious convictions with them when they 

stroll through museum galleries, tour historic sites and battlefields, and engage with 

costumed interpreters at living history centers. Public historians also need to pay attention 

to sites such as the Museum of the Bible so that they can better the challenges they face 

in inviting visitors to engage the past in all its complexity. As previously noted, the 

Museum of the Bible welcomed almost a million visitors in its first year of operation—

more than some of its neighboring Smithsonian sites in the nation’s capital, and certainly 

more than many of the most innovative and progressive public historical institutions in 
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other parts of the country. This museum, and sites like it, are competitors—and 

successful ones. Public historians need to know more about what they are up against. 

They need to know what religious Americans care about, what they expect, and what 

openings curators, exhibit designers, and others might use to draw these publics into a 

deeper and more nuanced consideration of the American past and religion’s influence on 

it. 

Third, I have qualified the growing historiographical consensus that today’s 

public history discourses and practices have “radical roots” within progressive social 

movements for racial, sexual, and economic liberation. Evangelical heritage offers a 

different way of thinking about the origins of the field. By locating a key development in 

contemporary public history discourse and practice—the turn toward experiential, 

immersive, and emotional means of building visitors’ historical knowledge—within the 

commemorative work performed by conservative Protestants throughout the twentieth 

century, I show that public history’s roots are far less radical than some interpreters and 

contemporary practitioners would have us believe. 

Reckoning with these conservative roots of public history practice—and their 

present-day impact on commemorative spaces such as the Museum of the Bible—gives 

us insight into the health of public culture in the United States today. At many 

mainstream museums and historical sites across the United States, public historians work 

hard to help their audiences disambiguate the forces that have shaped the American past. 

They emphasize context, contingency, and change over time. They complicate 

comfortable, inherited narratives by drawing a multiplicity of historical actors and voices 
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into their interpretive work. And they insist that categories such as history, faith, and 

nation are discrete. Yet because of the ways in which emotion, immersion, and 

experience have been put to work in the spaces of evangelical heritage especially since 

the 1980s, visitors to these sites of commemoration do not conceive of history, faith, and 

nation as discrete categories, either before or after their visits. These sites thus become 

easy targets for mainstream public historians, who either roundly criticize or simply 

ignore the popularity of places like the Museum of the Bible. But doing so is a critical 

misstep, I argue, because failing to accommodate and/or to learn from those groups with 

different historical imaginaries dismisses what may be a majority of Americans. 

More than twenty years ago, Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen published their 

groundbreaking study of popular historymaking’s place in American society and 

revealed, albeit tentatively, the crucial role that religion plays in shaping many people’s 

engagement with the past. “Exhibiting Evangelicalism” has attempted to illustrate 

religion’s “presence of the past” within one of the nation’s most conspicuous faith 

communities. As we have seen, conservative Protestants throughout the twentieth century 

have been among America’s most prodigious purveyors and practitioners of historical 

commemoration. Their ever-evolving set of practices for interpreting and exhibiting the 

past in public—their so-called evangelical heritage—has enabled them to perform 

different kinds of cultural, political, and religious work over the years. Future studies 

ought to examine how other American religious traditions—Catholicism, Judaism, 

Mormonism, Islam, and many others—have used the past in public. Only as we scholars 
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seek to understand these and other traditions in all their historymaking diversity will we 

truly make sense of religion’s “presence of the past.” 
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