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Douglas Kindschi   
Director, Kaufman 
Interfaith Institute

In 1963 I was a graduate 
student in mathematics at the University of 
Chicago when my theological interests drew 
me to what became a two-year detour into 
the divinity school at that university.  In that 
same year, Martin Marty was appointed to 
a faculty position in church history, and I 
enrolled in one of his classes.  I still remem-
ber some of the details of that class, and the 
paper I wrote on the famous ecumenical 
leader of the mid-20th century, Archbishop 
of Canterbury William Temple. 

I ended up back in mathematics and later 
came to Grand Valley State University, where 
I served as dean of science for more than 
20 years.  

Marty retired from the University of Chi-
cago in 1998, and the university created the 
Martin Marty Center to recognize the enor-
mous impact he had made not only on the 
university and its students but also on the 
religious world through his writing and 
speaking. His prodigious career includes 
more than 60 books, more than 1,000 arti-
cles and book chapters, numerous awards 
and honorary degrees, and over 100 doctoral 
students. Just to give you a fl avor, just since 
his retirement in 1998 he published eight 
books, 26 chapters in books, and 75 articles.  

This month is the 20th anniversary of 
the Martin Marty Center and also Mar-
ty’s 90th birthday.  Marty is important to 
the Kaufman Interfaith Institute because 
he was most helpful in advising Sylvia and 

Dick Kaufman as well as me in the insti-
tute’s early days.  He had also been one of the 
speakers in the early interfaith dialogues in 
Muskegon, the moderator of the 2006 and 
2009 Jewish-Christian-Muslim Dialogues 
and the featured speaker in the 2011 inter-
faith consortium conference.  

WEEKLY INSPIRATION
It has been a great joy to renew my rela-

tionship with him these past few years as the 
Kaufman Institute has developed. One of my 
regular weekly readings is the column sent 
out from the Martin Marty Center.  Titled 
“Sightings,” it comes each Monday and 
Thursday to my email account.  The Monday 
column is written by Martin Marty, and the 
Thursday column by someone else refl ecting 
on religion and public life. 

Another important infl uence for our inter-
faith work has been Eboo Patel, the founder 
and president of the Interfaith Youth Core , 
which is active on hundreds of college cam-
puses by inspiring students to be involved in 
interfaith service.  He recently has been in 
our area speaking at Aquinas College, Calvin 
College and Grand Valley State University 
and will be returning this year to participate 
in the triennial Jewish-Christian-Muslim 
Dialogue in November.  

Last week, Patel shared his relationship 
and admiration for Marty in one of the Sight-
ings columns.  He tells of his early encounter 
with Marty as he was formulating his ideas 
for the Interfaith Youth Core.  In 2002 he 
was fi nishing his doctoral thesis and strug-
gling to launch his new organization, which 
wasn’t going well.  He writes: 

“I heard that Martin Marty was speak-
ing at a benefi t dinner in Chicago. I bought 
a $65 ticket, a significant purchase for me 
at the time, and planted myself at the door-
way outside the banquet hall. When Marty 
approached, I about accosted him. My words 
tumbled out so fast — something about 
being inspired by his scholarship and want-
ing his advice — that I’m surprised he under-
stood anything I said. But he must have rec-
ognized the combination of eagerness and 
nervous energy and … said it sounded inter-
esting and sure, come on by to his offi  ce in 
Riverside.” 

The meeting led to Marty’s involvement 
in the early IFYC conferences where his 
name was a draw and brought recognition 
to the emerging organization. He partic-
ipated in a PBS interview and talked about 
the “importance of engaging young people 
on college campuses in interfaith work.”  

‘MOMENTS SPARKLE IN MY MEMORY’
Patel refl ects on how Marty talked to the 

staff, “offering encouragement for the dif-
ficult day-to-day work of building a non-
profit organization. Every once in a while, 
he would invite me to tag along when he was 
speaking at a public event in Chicago. ‘Why 
don’t you join me on stage, Eboo,’ he would 
say.

“Every one of those moments sparkle in 
my memory. I am as grateful for them now 
as I was then.”

Patel recalls the personal encounters with 
Marty. “He showed me pictures of his kids — 
he’d adopted several. ‘When I got home from 
the university or a college lecture, mostly 

I belonged to my kids,’ he would say. ‘You 
know, throwing the football around in the 
yard. As the kids got older and started going 
their separate ways with friends and the 
like, we decided on a Sabbath. Saturday eve-
nings to Sunday mornings we would spend 
together as a family.’ 

 “He wasn’t giving me advice directly, 
but I’m not dumb, I took note. After all, the 
subtext was clear: go ahead and accomplish 
things, kid, but know what matters and cen-
ter that.”

Patel goes on to acknowledge Marty’s 
incredibly productive career, which included 
some 3,000 public talks with rarely miss-
ing a class.  He comments that his resume 
“sounds superhuman. But when you meet 
Marty, it feels like you are in the presence of 
someone who is just very fully human.

 “I learned from Marty that you can be 
critical without being mean, that if you take 
the world apart in your writing, you have a 
responsibility to try to put it back together in 
improved form.

“There is a story in the Jewish tradition 
about a student going to see a great rabbi, 
not principally to study Torah or Talmud, 
but to watch how the rabbi ties his shoes. 
That’s how I came to regard my sessions with 
Marty.”  

I have been truly blessed to have men-
tors and friends like Martin Marty and Eboo 
Patel. They inspire me to continue the inter-
faith work of the Kaufman Institute and to 
do what I can to make my community and 
the world a better place. 

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Being inspired by teachers, mentors, friends
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The Rev. Billy Graham was anxious about his 1954 appear-
ance at the London School of Economics. The school was 
left-leaning and openly dismissive of religion, and Graham 
was insecure — he had no advanced theology degree.

After he was introduced, something happened that could 
have derailed the already nervous evangelist. A student leapt 
into the room through a window and started scratching him-
self like an ape, clearly mocking the fundamentalist rejec-
tion of evolution.

The preacher didn’t miss a beat. He laughed and joked, 
“He reminds me of my ancestors,” then paused and added, 
“Of course, all my ancestors came from Britain.” The crowd 
roared, then listened respectfully to his speech.

Graham, who died Wednesday at age 99, would be the 
fi rst to say that his message was not complex or unique. “The 
Bible says,” was his catch phrase. But he won over audiences 
worldwide with his friendliness, openness, humility and 
unyielding religious conviction.

Graham was a powerful presence at his crusades. He 
would make the altar call in his striking baritone, asking 
the multitudes to stand, come down the aisles and publicly 
make “decisions for Christ,” as a choir crooned the hymn 
“Just As I Am.”

By his final crusade in 2005 in New York City, he had 
preached in person to more than 210 million people world-
wide.

Graham wasn’t always so skilled. After World War II, as an 
evangelist in the U.S. and Europe with Youth for Christ, he 
was dubbed “the Preaching Windmill” for his sweeping ges-
tures and rapid-fi re speech.

His fi rst meeting with a U.S. president, Harry Truman, 
was a disaster. Wearing a pastel suit and loud tie that Gra-
ham would later say made him look like a vaudeville per-
former, the preacher, unfamiliar with protocol, told report-
ers what he had discussed with Truman .

STATURE RAPIDLY GREW
But these were early stumbles on his path to renown. A 

1949 Los Angeles revival in a tent dubbed the “Canvas Cathe-
dral” turned Graham into evangelism’s rising star. Legend-
ary publisher William Randolph Hearst  ordered his papers 
to hype Graham, though the evangelist said he never learned 
why. Expectation-defying crusades soon followed in Lon-
don and New York that made the preacher a global voice for 
Christianity.

 Graham became a confi dant to U.S. presidents from both 
parties. His fi rst White House visit with Democrat Lyndon 
Johnson, scheduled to last only minutes, stretched to several 
hours. He stayed at the White House with Republican George 
H.W. Bush on the eve of the fi rst Persian Gulf War.

Graham’s relationships with presidents were a source of 
pride for conservative Christians who were so often carica-
tured as backward, as well as a boon for Graham’s ministry.

But those ties proved problematic when his close friend 
Richard Nixon resigned in the Watergate scandal, leaving 
Graham devastated, embarrassed and baffl  ed. Tapes newly 
released in 2002 caught the preacher telling Nixon that Jews 
“don’t know how I really feel about what they’re doing to this 
country.” Graham apologized, saying he didn’t recall ever 
having such feelings. He asked the Jewish community to 

consider his actions above his words on that recording.
 Graham was ordained as a Southern Baptist and came 

from a fundamentalist background   that would have nothing 
to do with Christians over the most minor diff erences over 
Scripture. But as his crusades drew support from a widening 
array of Christian churches, he came to reject that view. He 
joined in a then-emerging movement called New Evangeli-
calism that abandoned the narrowness of fundamentalism 
to engage broader society.

 “The ecumenical movement has broadened my view-
point, and I recognize now that God has his people in all 
churches,” Graham said in the early 1950s.

  Beyond Graham’s public appearances, he reached mil-
lions through his pioneering use of prime-time telecasts, 
network radio including “The Hour of Decision,” newspaper 
columns, feature fi lms and satellite TV hookups.

One of Graham’s breakthrough fi lms was “The Restless 
Ones,” made in the 1960s, about morally adrift teens in 
Southern California who found the strength to withstand 
temptation after attending a Billy Graham crusade.

The preacher received so many requests for personal 

advice that in the 1950s he created a syndicated newspaper 
column, “My Answer,” which at its height reached tens of 
millions of readers.

As Graham’s public infl uence grew, the preacher’s stands 
on the social issues of his day were closely watched . He early 
on took up the cause of anti-Communism, making preach-
ing against the atheist regime part of his sermons for years.

He was much less robust in his support for civil rights, a 
position he later said he regretted.  

NEVER TOUCHED BY SCANDAL
Graham’s integrity lifted him through the dark days of the 

late 1980s, after scandals befell TV preachers Jimmy Swag-
gart and Jim Bakker. Graham had resolved early on never to 
be alone with a woman other than his wife. Instead of taking 
a share of the “love off erings” at his crusades, as was the cus-
tom, he earned a modest salary from the Billy Graham Evan-
gelistic Association, which was governed by an independent 
board, instead of by friends and relatives.

“Why, I could make a quarter of a million dollars a year in 
this fi eld or in Hollywood if I wanted to,” Graham once said. 
“The off ers I’ve had from Hollywood studios are amazing. 
But I just laughed. I told them I was staying with God.”

 Health problems gradually slowed Graham, but he did not 
cease preaching, and for years defl ected questions about a 
successor. Finally, in 1995 his Evangelistic Association des-
ignated his son, William Franklin Graham III, then 43, as the 
ministry’s leader — a position he still holds.

Graham’s wife, Ruth, died in June 2007 at age 87. Gra-
ham will be buried by her at the Billy Graham Museum and 
Library.

 Retired Associated Press Religion Writer Richard N. Ostling 
contributed to this report.
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His simple message  
won over millions

Billy Graham 
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The Rev. Billy Graham speaks at a 1954 crusade at Trafalgar Square in London.   Fred Ramage, Getty Images

The Rev. 
Billy Gra-
ham’s fi rst 
crusade was 
in Grand 
Rapids in 
1947. This ad 
ran in The 
Grand Rap-
ids Press.   
MLive.com 
fi les


