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About This Book

For more than five decades, Billy Graham has occupied a special place in the hearts and minds of millions of people everywhere. He consistently ranks as one of the world’s most admired individuals—a man of vision and rectitude, integrity, and principle. True to his calling, Billy Graham’s unshakable commitment to preaching the Word “in season and out of season” has offered hope and inspiration to countless individuals worldwide.

It is my good fortune to have known Mr. Graham for more than thirty years. We first met when I served as a liaison to the evangelical Christian community. And since then, we have shared a number of private correspondences. I have visited with him at his home in Montreat, North Carolina, and have attended several of his crusades and missions.

In my earlier works on Billy Graham, I focused on the history of his ministry and of his impact on society. In this book, I wanted to give the reader greater insight into his personal, everyday life. For this endeavor, I have had the professional privilege, as well as the personal pleasure, of being joined by author Deborah Hart Strober, my beloved wife.

To give the reader a unique comprehensive view of the evangelist’s complex life, this book is based on actual events that took place over several days and spanned a period of many years. We accompany Mr. Graham on two crusades; travel with him to Israel, where he tours Jerusalem and meets with some of its residents and leaders; and visit with him at his home, where he conducts business, but somehow finds time to relax with his wife and true helpmate, Ruth Bell Graham. A Day in the Life of Billy Graham transports the reader through time and over great distances to see the evangelist during his childhood and formative years, watch the incredible growth of his ministry, and witness his personal relationships with people of all creeds and from all walks of life. At its core, this work consistently shows Billy Graham’s unyielding belief that the power of God can and does transform people’s lives.

Every crusade and mission led by Billy Graham and his evangelical organization has been inspirational; each has made an impact on the lives of those individuals who were either in attendance or who watched from their televisions. This book focuses on two. The first took place in Jackson, Mississippi, in 1975; during this crusade, I had the unique opportunity of accompanying Graham and his team, witnessing them as they met the inherent challenges of each day’s grueling schedule. Being at Billy’s side over the course of this crusade allowed me a view of this incredible man that was truly unique. And it is these first-hand experiences that make up the lion’s share of this book. Over the years, Billy and I have remained in touch, and during the 2002 mission in Cincinnati, Ohio, Deborah and I were pleased to have the opportunity to greet him again. Deborah and I found it especially meaningful to focus on the services in these two cities for our book. Both cities have suffered from intense racial tension, and Mr. Graham—in addition to conveying his basic message of salvation through faith in Christ—sought to defuse this strife through reconciliation.

Today, although he no longer keeps up the hectic pace and exhausting schedule he once did, Billy Graham continues to live the message that is the heart of his life’s work. As he has done since accepting Christ as a teenager, he remains a faithful steward, using his remarkable personality, intelligence, and communication skills to preach, to chair his widespread organization, and to counsel people from all walks of life as they seek to find peace with God. We expect that one day, Billy Graham will be told, “Well done, my good and faithful servant.”





Introduction

It always comes as a surprise to me when a gifted writer and interpreter of our faith wishes to tell something about me. The “days” in this book are similar to many others. If anything has been omitted, it is the larger scope of the activities of members of my team, members of local mission committees, and, most of all, of the sacrifice my own wife and children have made because of my ministry.

I could wish that no one reading this record would fail to see the beautiful manifestation of the power and sovereignty of God in this ministry. As for me, I can claim no supernatural power of my own. There are many godly and talented men, but God has chosen me in his sovereign right to proclaim the message of salvation through faith in his son, Jesus Christ. Now this is a humbling truth. Therefore I find myself in the position of John and Charles Wesley, who took as a guiding passage from the Psalms, “Not unto us, O Lord, not unto us, but unto thy name give glory, for thy mercy and for thy truth’s sake [Psalm 115:1].

—Billy Graham






[image: image]

At the 2002 Cincinnati Mission, a crowd of 63,000 listens to Billy Graham.
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The Cincinnati Mission

IT WAS 6:30 ON THE STIFLINGLY HOT and humid evening of Thursday, June 27, 2002. As attendees filed into Paul Brown Stadium for the opening service of Billy Graham’s Greater Cincinnati and Northern Kentucky Mission, the skies suddenly opened. Those who were not already beyond the entryway dashed back under its protective cover as the rainstorm ran its course.

A few hours earlier, Billy Graham sat quietly in his hotel room in the downtown area of the “Queen City,” going over his notes for the evening’s sermon. It had been a day of study, prayer, and rest. On the days he preached, Billy always anticipated the physical and, more importantly, spiritual stress of speaking to thousands of people. Sometimes he felt as if the devil himself was perched on his shoulder.

The evangelist’s sense of responsibility has always been enormous. It was the mission’s opening night, and Graham’s first public speaking appearance in nine months. As always, he was very much aware that the weight of the eternal destiny of a stadium full of people could depend on the words he would utter in the next three hours. Having recently dealt with a number of medical issues, including eye surgery and a serious case of sinusitis that also required surgery, he knew that he had to summon uncommon energy to preach that evening.

As Billy reviewed the Biblical passages that were at the core of his evening’s message, he recalled the last time he was in Cincinnati. It was during a 1977 crusade, as his multi-day missions were then called. Five years in the making, it had gone on for four weeks. Now in 2002, he had returned. He thought about why he had accepted the invitation to come to this particular city. After all, he had received many similar invitations in the past year, beckoning him and his organization to hold missions in cities throughout the United States. The decision to hold this mission in Cincinnati resulted from the evangelist’s concern over the city’s serious racial problems, which had intensified over the previous two years. Cincinnati’s turbulent, often-violent situation first came to Graham’s attention during the spring of 2001, when he had been holding a series of meetings in Louisville, Kentucky. Louisville was only 100 miles from Cincinnati, and its newspapers and other media outlets were filled with reports of the growing unrest.

Coincidentally, at that time, some local pastors in the greater Cincinnati area had begun to organize an effort to invite the evangelist to town. In October 2001, they embarked on a mail campaign in which Billy received more than 200 letters, inviting him to hold a mission in their city. For Billy, receiving those letters confirmed his belief that God was leading him there—that the Holy Spirit was saying, “Cincinnati is the place you ought to go.”

VIEW OF THE CITY

A major metroplitan area, Cincinnati is the twenty-fourth largest city in the United States, encompassing thirteen counties and more than a hundred municipalities and townships. According to the 2000 census, almost 2 million people live there. In one major survey taken during the last decade of the twentieth century, Cincinnati was rated as the best place to live in North America. It has also been cited by Fortune magazine as one of the “top U.S. cities for work and family.”

The city and its suburbs are home to eight Fortune 500 companies, including Proctor and Gamble, Kroger, Fifth National Bank, and Cinergy Corporation. The International Air Transport Association rates the Greater Cincinnati International Airport as the number-one gateway in the United States. The area contains thirty hospitals, including the world-renowned Children’s Hospital Medical Center, and has numerous cultural institutions, including a symphony, ballet and opera companies, three major art museums, and a regional theater. It also sponsors the oldest musical festival in the Western Hemisphere. Just two weeks before the mission’s opening, in the presence of First Lady Laura Bush and boxing great Muhammad Ali, the groundbreaking was held for the National Underground Railroad Freedom Center. This major facility, expected to open in 2004, will commemorate the nation’s first human rights movement—the Underground Railroad, which provided networks to freedom for African-American slaves during the period of the antebellum South.

Despite these apparent achievements, a palpable sense of racial tension existed in the city. The African-American community regarded itself as the victim of both police brutality and official indifference. A series of shootings by police—the latest occurring less than three months prior to the mission’s opening-resulted in the deaths of fifteen young African-American men since 1995. It had polarized the city.

An organization calling itself “Boycott Cincinnati” actively sought to discourage Billy Graham from coming to the city, winning support from a number of black leaders, including the controversial Reverend Al Sharpton. Upon visiting the city, Sharpton stated, “He [Graham] can see what kind of controversy is going on here. He doesn’t need to get himself involved in that.” Taking a slightly different position, the Reverend Steven K. Wheeler endorsed the boycott in a column in the Cincinnati Herald, acknowledging that some individuals felt “the Billy Graham revival will bring racial harmony and healing to our city.” He cautioned, however, “Not every revival is of God.” Wheeler concluded his article by stating, “The Lord is in this boycott and this revival will not bring healing. It will bring the illusion of unity, and when the revival is over, the White folks will go their way and the Black folks will go their way.”

Although the organizers of the boycott had been successful in causing the cancellation of past events, such as the annual meeting of the Progressive National Baptist Association, they were not able to prevent the Graham Mission from taking place.

The Concerned Clergy, a group of twenty-four pastors that was formed following the April 2002 riots, took a more moderate stance regarding the validity of the mission. Reverend Clarence Wallace, pastor of Carmel Presbyterian Church and member of the Concerned Clergy, appreciated Graham’s motivation in coming to his city, but claimed “the problems that affect Cincinnati are much more severe than Billy Graham understood.” He conceded that the city’s 2002 mission was more inclusive than the 1977 crusade had been; however, it could not be considered a “cure-all for Cincinnati.” Wallace maintained that while the area’s white clergy believed Graham could make a difference, the fact remained that their churches were largely suburban and not engaged in many racial issues. On the other hand, black clergymen did not have the same level of expectation as their white counterparts, and, as Wallace said, “They did not believe this could be a turning point in the life of the city.”

Whatever the mission’s long-term impact, the black pastors who were involved in the meetings were generally pleased by the African-American turnout, comparing it to the attendance at the city’s 1977 crusade, at which, as the Reverend Rousseau O’Neal told the Cincinnati Enquirer, “There were almost no people of color in the audience.”

In the sermons Graham would deliver during the mission’s four evening services, he condemned racism and bigotry as sins and obstacles to a relationship with Christ. Noting their existence in various areas of the world, he specifically pointed to Cincinnati as being troubled by this plague, and stressed the importance of unity and reconciliation. During his Saturday night sermon, for example, which he delivered to an audience of mostly young people, he stated, “You may not like people of another race; you may not like people of another culture; but you can love them if you accept God in your heart.”

THE DAYS BEFORE THE MISSION

Typically, on the days before and during a mission, Billy has very little free time. The opportunities he has to venture from his hotel room are usually for mission-related appointments and other scheduled activities. However, a few days before the Cincinnati Mission began, Billy found himself with some downtime. Knowing that the evening services at the stadium would be just about the only moments he would be spending outdoors, he decided to enjoy these precious moments relaxing in one of the local parks.

It was a hot afternoon, and when his car stopped at a traffic light on the way to the park, Billy encountered a group of church members, who were busy distributing cold drinks to people on the streets and in cars. Representing 360 congregations, these volunteers had joined together to distribute over 300,000 cans of soft drinks, fruit juice, and bottles of water on that hot summer day as part of one of the Cincinnati Mission’s outreach programs. When one of the participants reached into the car to offer its occupants some juice, he was startled to discover that the person in the front passenger seat was none other than Billy Graham.

In earlier years, as part of his usual routine, Billy would have saturated a city. He would speak several times throughout the day, attend crusade-related events, and even hold full-court press conferences. Over the course of many decades, however, the aging evangelist had to curtail the weight of such activities, conserving his energy for the actual mission sessions. In the words of his press representative, Larry Ross, Billy Graham “is like Tiger Woods, who concentrates on the majors.”

Recognizing the power of the media, however, Billy did meet with reporters on the Tuesday before the mission began. Neatly attired in a sport coat and slacks, he spoke to the assembled group, which included correspondents from Washington, D.C., Dallas-Forth Worth, and the Associated Press, as well as a large local delegation from Ohio, Indiana, and Kentucky. “My goodness!” he began, “I’m not used to facing so many cameras. I haven’t given a talk or a speech in nine months, and I certainly haven’t met the press.” During the conference, he spoke of his basic message for the mission, stating, “I’ll talk about some of the issues that face this area, but my main message is going to be Christ and what He can do in the individual life, in the family life, and in the community life. And I hope you will pray for me as well. God bless you all.”

Billy also attended a reception for the board of directors of the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association (the BGEA), where he greeted old friends and briefed them on the Cincinnati venture. Graham’s son Franklin represented him at a reception for state and local dignitaries, during which Ohio Governor Bob Taft stated, “We are blessed that Billy Graham has decided to return to Cincinnati for his third Mission here. And we are grateful to God for giving him strength. We hope this Mission will strengthen our resolve to unite towards reconciliation of our families and our communities.”

As the week progressed, current and former team members and other mission participants arrived in the city. The sense of excitement swelled with the anticipation that the 2002 Cincinnati Mission was going to be a great success.

MONTHS OF PREPARATION

Back in his hotel room on the mission’s opening day, Billy continued to read his Bible and pray. Final touches were being added to what had been a ten-month period of preparation. And although his associates were thoroughly familiar with the drill-one that was formulated in Grand Rapids, Michigan, and Charlotte, North Carolina, in 1947—they painstakingly attended to every detail of their game plan. As with all past crusades and missions, Graham’s dedicated staff members considered the four days of this mission to be the centerpiece of the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association’s overall program. They did not believe they served Billy Graham but a higher power, and they must not fail in their efforts.

The Graham mission has two basic goals: to seek to evangelize the community with primary emphasis on personal evangelism; and to seek to strengthen the local church for its continuing witness and discipleship through renewal and training activities during the mission’s preparation period.

Every Graham mission is the result of a cooperative effort involving the evangelist, his team, local Christians and churches. Once the site and date of a mission have been confirmed, a BGEA staff member is assigned to that city to serve as mission director. The person in this position first sets up an office to serve as the mission’s headquarters, and then, along with a small number of associates, begins laying the groundwork for the anticipated event. Utilizing the methods, materials, and knowledge that have been gathered during decades of experience, the director organizes local committees to assist with the extensive preparations involved. As the liaison between the Graham organization and the local community, the director is also responsible for seeing that specific policies are established in the areas of organization, finance, and follow-up in order to maintain the mission’s integrity and fairness to all.

To be successful in performing the many functions involved in launching such a large-scale event, the mission director must rely on the involvement of a great number of volunteers. It has been estimated that without volunteers, thousands of professional staff members would be required to conduct a Graham mission.

The mission director works in close coordination with an executive committee, which is comprised of local clergy and laity. This committee is responsible for determining the budget of the mission, and then raising and disbursing the required funds. Its financial report, which is prepared by an independent auditing firm, is made public at the end of the mission.

In Cincinnati, the executive committee was chaired by former Bengals football star Anthony Muñoz. The officers and members of the committee represented a wide cross section of the area’s spiritual and business leadership. It also reflected the racial diversity of the Christian community. The Reverend Damon Lynch, Jr., pastor of one of Cincinnati’s largest African-American churches, served both as a vice chair and finance committee co-chair. Ironically, his son was active in the mission boycott movement. Before the mission began, Reverend Lynch said, “Never before in the history of our city have so many people come together, united in one common cause. Over the past year, we have built new and significant relationships as individuals, and, cooperatively, as churches.”

Those who are involved with a mission—committee members and volunteers—are aware of the theological beliefs of the Graham organization, which include the standard themes of evangelical faith concerning the Bible; the Trinity; the mediating work of Christ, His resurrection, and second coming; and the need for personal salvation.

Increasingly over the years, as the outreach of his ministry has broadened, Billy, while remaining thoroughly committed to the fundamentals of evangelical doctrine, has expressed greater concern for social justice. To some of Billy’s critics, his is an untenable juggling act. Those to his theological right attack him for compromising his message and insist that he stick to the old time religion of sin and salvation. Those to his theological left attack him for placing the Gospel first, at the expense of the social implications of the Christian faith.

In recent years, Graham crusades and missions have featured a new outreach program called “Love in Action: Showing God’s Love in a Practical Way.” It is an aspect of the Graham ministry based on Matthew 25:35: “For I was hungry and you gave me food; I was thirsty and you gave me drink; I was a stranger and you took me in.” The Graham organization believes that, in addition to the preaching ministry, all missions should seize the opportunity to “put feet and hands to the Gospel.” This is done through visible short-term and ongoing projects that encourage the development of caring relationships between Christians and their neighbors. The Love in Action Committee was engaged in three major programs in Cincinnati—Broad Impact, Deep Impact, and Tangible Impact.

In an effort to “provide a cup of water in God’s name,” those involved with the Broad Impact Program helped distribute cold drinks to over 300,000 people a few days before the start of the mission. It was the same group that had offered Billy a cold drink on his drive to the park that hot afternoon. Volunteers who participated in the Deep Impact Program worked with disadvantaged young people. They helped them with their homework, and served as mentors in after-school programs, artistic development projects, sports activities, and computer training programs. The Tangible Impact Program was a food drive, whose goal was to help provide some of the 33,000 meals that were required each week to feed the hungry of the Greater Cincinnati area. By the cut-off date of May 19th, more than 47,000 bags, containing a total of 750,000 pounds of food, had been picked up from the mission office. And during the mission itself, thousands of additional bags were distributed at the stadium following each evening’s service. The outreach of the Love in Action Program is an important facet of the Graham ministry; it helps to fulfill each mission’s basic purposes of bringing people to Christ and strengthening believers in their faith.

In a further effort to combine social action with evangelism during the mission experience, the Graham Team, led by Associate Evangelist Ralph Bell, conducts outreach programs in prisons, jails, and juvenile facilities within the mission’s geographic area. During the Cincinnati Mission, Reverend Bell preached at over ten correctional institutions. He worked closely with chaplains, correctional officers, and volunteers to win souls and strengthen and encourage Christian inmates in their witness to their peers.

And the Graham mission is unique in that its stated objectives include making disciples—linked to the local church—of all those who come forward to accept the evangelist’s invitation for personal salvation. Graham’s people believe that their goals can be achieved only through the commitment of participating churches and individual Christians to pray, work, and witness in a truly cooperative manner. To this end, the Graham organization, working in coordination with the local Christian community, initiates its preparation activities at least six months prior to the mission.

In Cincinnati, specific prayer groups, involving pastors as well as lay people—men, women, and students—were organized; counselors were recruited and trained; a 3,000-voice choir was formed; ushers and security personnel were given assignments; and public relations specialists were informed of their responsibilities. In addition, and just as important, a number of committees were formed to ensure accessibility and arrangements at the stadium for those with special needs, such as children, the deaf and hard of hearing, and those who required interpreters.

And while Billy Graham and his associates may view prayer as the essential element—the sine qua non—of any large-scale evangelistic effort, from a practical point of view, the Friend-to-Friend program may be the most important of all the mission’s undertakings. Previously called Operation Andrew, Friend-to-Friend is an effort to help ensure good turnouts at the mission services. In Cincinnati, for instance, the Paul Brown Stadium has a capacity for 63,000 people. That’s a huge number of seats to fill four nights running. During the city’s early planning stages of the mission, many months before the event itself, the Friend-to-Friend program went into effect. Through it, local Christians prayed for people whom they knew were in need of Christ. They cultivated friendships, and, ultimately, invited them to the mission meetings. According to the Graham organization, almost 80 percent of those who come forward at Billy’s invitation are at the service because of the Friend-to-Friend program. Many months prior to the mission date, the Graham organization encourages local pastors to hold special Friend-to-Friend Sundays, encouraging church member involvement. The organization also provides brochures and videos to facilitate this effort.

As the opening day of a mission approaches, the event is advertised in local newspapers and through broadcast media, as well as on billboards, posters, and flyers. Significant pre-mission coverage helps ensure that everyone—even those outside the church’s orbit—is aware that Billy Graham is coming. While the advertising campaign and media exposure help generate attendance, as do appearances by well-known musical artists, it is primarily the effectiveness of the Friend-to-Friend program that determines the number of people who show up each evening.

The sheer longevity of Graham’s ministry and its decades of coverage have brought Billy Graham himself worldwide fame. His constant presence on the Gallup Poll’s list of the world’s ten most admired men inspires many people to attend a mission service simply because they want to see him in person. Of course, most won’t be able to see him very well, especially if seated in the mid to upper reaches of a stadium. For most of those who attended the Cincinnati Mission, their best view of Billy was on one of the giant-sized screens that were mounted at each end of the field. When so viewed, Graham appeared both tanned and energetic. When seen from a closer vantage point, however, he appeared to be tired and more sedate.

Prior to one of the evening services, we met and spoke with Billy, who greeted us with warmth. It was obvious that he was clearly exhausted. We realized what a tremendous effort it must have taken for a man approaching his mid-eighties, and struggling with a variety of illnesses, to appear before tens of thousands of people on four consecutive evenings.

During these appearances, Billy’s effort would be further weighted by his own sense of responsibility. He knew that among the thousands of people who would be seated in the stadium each night, there would be individuals who might never hear his message again, and whose only opportunity to receive Christ might be on those particular evenings. Furthermore, he knew that he was speaking to more than those who attended services at the stadium. Both his image and the words he would speak during this mission would be taped and used for the production of a television special, which would be seen by an even greater audience. And unlike those in attendance at the stadium, those watching him on television would see him up close and personal, and he had to look his best.

No matter how he felt physically, that night in Cincinnati, Billy knew that he had to cogently and forcefully communicate the Gospel. Observing the evangelist as he stood on the platform and spoke to the crowd, one did not have to agree with his message to recognize his act of will and courage in continuing his mission ministry.

ARRIVAL AT THE STADIUM

After meeting with Billy just a short while earlier, we took our seats in the press area, just a few hundred feet from the platform on which the evangelist would be delivering his sermon. The rain had subsided, and, although the oppressive heat and humidity had returned, the air was charged with excitement in anticipation of the program. Just prior to Billy’s entering the stadium, a message flashed across the scoreboard: “Mike Williamson: call your sister at home.” In the infield area, directly in front of the platform, a young man had fainted and was being tended to by two police officers. Later, we would learn of several more people who had collapsed.

Cliff Barrows began the program by leading the choir, which was seated in the end zone directly behind the platform, in “All Hail the Power of Jesus’ Name.” At the conclusion of this opening hymn, Billy entered the stadium. He was driven to the stage on a golf cart and escorted up the steps by two security officers. As he walked toward his seat near the podium, he greeted the guests and members of the mission’s executive committee, who were already seated there. He sat down and listened intently as football greats Anthony Muñoz and Shaun Alexander offered their testimonies to the crowd before them. Then singer George Beverly Shea—Billy’s old friend and associate
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