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Evangelising is an ugly thing. It assumes indisputable truths, and limits the field of
inquiry. Its very assertiveness lies in unquestioning rather than probing, a sheepish
acceptance of the truth. The tele-pastor and media choked evangelists, of which the United
States became famed, had a figure who was, for much of his time, without peer.

The late Billy Graham, who died on Wednesday at his home in Montreat, NC, received
packed audiences in gatherings of orgiastic religiosity. His was a crusader beamed via
satellite, a religious demagogue attuned to mass media.

Like other religious super figures, including Mother Theresa, he also had the ear of leaders
who cared to listen to him. To receive Graham in the White House was to court and
entertain power itself. Presidents duly took note, even, it might be said, in dereliction of
their office. The Bible was consumed with Dwight Eisenhower; company was kept with
Gerald Ford. A very flawed George W. Bush supposedly received a spiritual rebirth under
his eye. With one exception, he told the New York Times, “l never asked to meet
them. They always asked to meet with me.”

The enormity of his reputation was belied by his lack of ostentation. He dressed simply; he
eschewed scandal. Admirers pondered about his appeal, his ability to traverse partisanship
and avoid the stain of naked populism.

“Evangelists cannot be closely identified with any particular party or
person. We have to stand in the middle in order to preach to all people, right
and left. | haven’t been faithful to my own advice in the past. | will be in the
future.”

Such a lack of faith lay in the slip-up of associating American life with the divine, a sort of
moral exemplar perfected on earth. Could it be that God was American, a point alluded to by
the foot soldiers of the Christian Right? “Then | realized that God had called me to a higher
kingdom than America. | have tried to be faithful to my calling as a minister of the Gospel.”

One grand stumble in his calling (or was it a step up?) in the lower reaches of this kingdom
in associating with that most morally challenged of US politicians. With an element of the
night about him, President Richard Nixon formed something of a duo with Graham,
tantalising him, flirting and encouraging. Nixon even suggested the possibility that Graham
take up the post of ambassador to Israel.

This is all the more fascinating given the insistence by the preacher that pornographic Jews
were dominating the media and would ultimately send the United States “down the
drain”. “They’re ones putting out the pornographic stuff,” huffed Graham to Nixon, insisting
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that the “Jewish stranglehold” had to be “broken”. To each audience, the appropriate fable.

For Graham, Jews were friends, attempting to cultivate him with a certain relish, encouraged
by what they perceived to be his friendship with Israel. But discomfort
reigned. Disappointment with their power could be contrasted with his own lack. Having “no
power, no way to handle them” he would wait to “stand up if under proper
circumstances.” Such is the nature of the preacher; the demagogue can turn.

Invariably, Graham’s use of God as crutch and spear sat uncomfortably with the rational
fundamentalists. Invoking God was tantamount to grand charlatanism in the pursuit of
earthly powers. In 2007, while promoting his polemically charged God Is Not Great: How
Religion Poisons Everything, Christopher Hitchens found little to commend Graham. He
was “a disgustingly evil man” and “self-conscious fraud”. His career had been marked by
“spouting lies to young people. What a horrible career. | gather it’s soon to be over. |
certainly hope so.”

For Hitchens, Graham'’s sermon at the National Cathedral after the attacks of September 11,
2001, “made the claim that all the dead were now in paradise and would not return to us if
they could. | say absurd because it is impossible... to believe that a good number of sinful
citizens had not been murdered that day”. Such is the economy of sin.

The approach from those who assess his legacy in US politics and religion with a softer hand
prefer the virtue of the flaw over the insistence on perfection. For Nancy Gibbs and Michael
Duffy, authors of The Preacher and the Presidents, Graham was admirable. Finding fault
was easy for him; self-examination was constant. But that was the penitent showman,
aware of playing up to his role. A flawed religious leader is bound to be more appealing
than the rabid perfectionist. As an insurance policy, it is unmatched.

What is ignored in the assessments of Graham is the modern dilemma of US politics, its
proximity to the same God that the Founding Fathers pondered over with mixed
affection. The secular keeps company, if not hugs, the religious in an at times disturbing
embrace. Depending on the presidency of the time, prayer breakfasts will intrude upon
more earthy deliberation. Advocates for Darwinism must battle fervent creationists. To that
end, Graham’s mighty influence simply affirmed the US republic in its more idiosyncratic
guise: the enlightenment keeping company with the divine.
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