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Reverend Rex Humbard

In the late 1960’s, Time Magazine came to Akron, Ohio, to meet with Reverend Rex Humbard in preparation for a feature story. The magazine’s editor-in-chief himself flew to Akron, Ohio to write the story. After meeting with Rex and his family for many days, he explained to Rex that he did not know what to call Rex Humbard and his ministry. As the editor understood things, Rex was a pastor, evangelist and a television preacher. When the article came out in print, the editor had chosen a unique phrase to describe Rex, referring to him as simply “the Tele-Evangelist”.
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Host Art Fleming on Jeopardy

This was a totally new phrase, never before used to describe a television pastor. Several times in the past, on the popular gameshow Jeopardy, host Art Fleming asked the question, “What famous TV preacher was the term ‘televangelist” created for?’ The answer to the Jeopardy question: “Who is Rex Humbard?”

By 1970, Humbard's syndicated program appeared on more TV stations in America than any other program and eventually reached more than 600 stations, according to the 1999 reference work Religious Leaders of America: A Biographical Guide to Founders and Leaders of Religious Bodies, Churches, and Spiritual Groups in North America by J. Gordon Melton.

In September 1970 at the height of Reverend Rex Humbard’s popularity, I had the good fortune to spend time with my favorite television pastor and his family at a remote hunting camp in the Canadian Province of Newfoundland. A few years after our initial meeting, Rex and I corresponded by mail about our mutual love of the great outdoors. The last letter that I received from Rex (shown below) was written in September 1977 (just one month after he officiated the funeral service for my cousin Elvis Presley).
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Just a few years later in December 1976, Reverend Rex Humbard and his wife Maude Aimee met backstage with my cousin Elvis Presley in Las Vegas where the ‘King of Rock and Roll’ was performing. 
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Elvis Presley performing last show in Las Vegas in December 1976

Feeling bored and dissatisfied with his work, Elvis turned to his favorite televangelist for guidance. Elvis asked Reverend Humbard if he should “give up singing and devote himself to the Lord.” Reverend Humbard told him that he was doing the Lord’s work by bringing his music to people. While this seemed to comfort Elvis, he still seemed concerned. That’s when Reverend Humbard took both of Elvis’ hands [and] said, “Elvis, right now I want to pray for you.” Elvis responded, “Please do,” and started weeping. Then, at the end of the meeting, Presley said, “You and Maude Aimee coming here today and praying with me is the most wonderful Christmas present that Elvis Presley has ever received, and I want to thank you.”
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Elvis got emotional during visit with Rex and Maude Aimee Humbard

The relationship between the televangelist and the late music icon is explained in Reverend Rex Humbard’s book, The Soul Winning Century, The Humbard Family Legacy... 100 Years of Ministry 1906-2006, published in 2006. Elvis grew up in a religious household, so he turned to religious leaders like Reverend Rex Humbard when he felt lost. He searched for meaning through spirituality all through his life.
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Reverend Rex Humbard
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My Favorite Televangelist
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Rex Humbard

Alpha Rex Emmanuel Humbard (son of Alpha Humbard and Martha Childers) was born on 13August 1919 in Little Rock, Arkansas. The son of evangelists, Rex Humbard evolved his ministry from tent revivals across the country to a permanent home in Akron, Ohio, and television.
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Reverend Rex Humbard started out with tent revivals

Rex Humbard began his career in broadcasting at age 13, singing gospel songs on KTHS radio in Hot Springs, Arkansas and inviting listeners to come hear his father preach at the local church. In the early 1940s, Rex began a daily radio program carried nationwide on Mutual Network and the NBC Blue Network.

From Arkansas, Humbard moved with his family to Dallas, Texas, where his father was invited to become the associate pastor under Albert Ott at Bethel Temple Assembly of God. While assisting his father at this church, Humbard became acquainted with Maude Aimee Jones, one of the church members, and they were married on 2 August 1942, in the Cadle Tabernacle in downtown Indianapolis, Indiana. In 1949 Rex began airing his sermons from a CBS-TV affiliate in Indianapolis, when the visual medium was largely untapped by evangelists.
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Rex and Maude Aimee Humbard

Reverend Humbard realized the potential of the new medium in the early 1950s. As with his contemporaries Billy Graham and Oral Roberts, Humbard's ministry began to flourish in the post-World War II era. "The vast majority of people do not go to church and the only way we can reach them is through TV," he said in his autobiographical book, Miracles in My Life. "We must go into their homes - into their hearts - to bring them the gospel of Jesus Christ," Humbard said.

Humbard’s Sunday services were televised by 1953. He began with a renovated theater and eventually built the $4 million domed, 5,000-seat nondenominational ‘Cathedral of Tomorrow’ (shown below) near Akron, Ohio, which included velvet drapes, a hydraulic stage and a cross covered with thousands of red, white and blue light bulbs.
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Cathedral of Tomorrow

His ministry eventually expanded to include a Mackinaw, Michigan, campus used for religious education and a 23-story Akron office tower. The broadcast, also called ‘Cathedral of Tomorrow’, developed into a mixture of preaching and music, with Humbard's wife, Maude Aimee, an accomplished gospel singer, and the Cathedral Quartet as regular performers. The Humbard children (pictured below) also performed.
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Singers included Maude Aimee and the Humbard children

By 1970, Reverend Humbard's syndicated program appeared on more TV stations in America than any other program and eventually reached more than 600 stations, according to the 1999 reference work Religious Leaders of America. As previously stated, it was in September 1970 at the height of Reverend Rex Humbard’s popularity that I had the good fortune to spend a week with my favorite television pastor and his family at a remote hunting camp (shown below) in Newfoundland, Canada. I later learned that Rex Humbard was also my cousin Elvis Presley’s favorite television pastor.
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Raymond Wilson met Reverend Rex Humbard at Beaver Mountain Camp in Newfoundland

In December 1976, just eight months before Elvis Presley died, he asked television evangelist Rex Humbard and his wife Maude Aimee to meet him backstage in between sets. Elvis said, “Jesus is coming back really soon, isn’t he, Rex?” Elvis quoted various Scripture about the Second Coming. Hubbard was surprised.

“It really shocked me that Elvis knew all of those Scriptures from the Old and New Testaments about the Lord’s return,” Reverend Rex Humbard said later in an interview. The three of them spoke about spiritual things and prayed in a quiet room. “I could see he was reaching back to his childhood when he used to play his guitar and go to church and sing church songs,” Reverend Humbard said. “And I could see he was reaching back to the past—that spirituality, that feeling that he had years and years before that had been planted in his heart.”

But when Maude Aimee told Elvis she was praying that he would become a “bell sheep” for God, it seemed to really shock Elvis. She explained to him: “In the Holy Land, they put a bell on one sheep and when it moves all the rest of the flock moves with him. I have been praying for years for you, Elvis, that you would become a bell sheep. If you fully dedicated your life to God you could lead millions of people into the kingdom of the Lord.” Reverend Humbard said that Elvis ‘went all to pieces’. He began to weep. Maybe he realized that he was missing the real point of his stardom.
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Reverend Rex Humbard prayed for Elvis

Reverend Humbard added that as they held hands and prayed, “Elvis rededicated his heart to the Lord. I asked God to bless him and to send His Spirit into his heart and meet his every need.”  After their prayer time, Maude Aimee went to the hotel gift shop and bought Elvis a symbolic bell with a little diamond in it. During the evening’s second show, Elvis held up the little bell and smiled to as he dedicated ‘How Great Thou Art’ to the couple.

Elvis’ stepbrother Rick Stanley confirmed Reverend Rex Humbard’s words by saying, “Elvis recommitted his life to Jesus Christ on that night. Elvis knew the Lord. He was a modern day King David.”

Elvis was an inspiration to his young stepbrother Rick Stanley, who gave his life to Christ shortly after Elvis died in August 1977. Rick then became an influential evangelist himself.

By 1979, the Reverend Humbard’s show was broadcast in the United States, Canada, Europe, the Middle East, Far East, Australia and Latin America, giving it a worldwide reach greater than any of his competitors, the reference book said. Reverend Humbard’s simple storytelling style, combined with gospel music, appealed to a large audience.

The ‘Cathedral of Tomorrow’ was one of the first mega-ministries based on the idea of a church service being a “really big show” (in Ed Sullivan’s
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