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The death of Billy Graham 
has taken me back to the 1950s when as a 
teenager I first heard him preach in Min-
neapolis.  My father was a minister and 
church administrator whose travels took 
him around the country.  One summer I 
went with him to New York City, where we 
attended the famous 1957 Madison Square 
Garden Crusade. Graham’s early fiery 
preaching in this packed New York arena 
made quite an impression on me. My father 
ended his active career as the director of 
planned giving for the Graham organization, 
and I had further opportunities to attend 
Graham events and learn more of the details 
of his ministry.  

Much has been written these past days 
about the impact of Graham, and there is not 
much I can add other than my own obser-
vations from an interfaith perspective. My 
upbringing was very much in the same com-
munity as Graham’s, generally described as 
fundamentalist.  

He graduated from Wheaton College ,and 
I graduated from Houghton College in New 
York State, a very similar religiously conser-
vative school.  Dancing was clearly forbid-
den and even attending movies was frowned 
upon.  Women were not permitted to wear 
sleeveless blouses, and contact between the 
sexes was carefully regulated through cur-
fews and the watchful eye of the dean of 
women in the lounges of the women’s dorms. 

Following graduation, my world theolog-
ically was greatly expanded by attending 
the University of Chicago, and politically 
enlightened by attending talks by Martin 
Luther King and getting involved in south 

Chicago politics. Meanwhile, the southern 
preacher, Billy Graham, already had refused 
to segregate his revival meetings in the 
South and was opening ecumenical doors by 
working closely with Catholics as he brought 
his crusades to cities all over America.  

DEFYING BOUNDARIES
William Martin is professor emeritus at 

Rice University and author of what is con-
sidered the defi nitive biography of Graham, 
“A Prophet with Honor: The Billy Graham 
Story.” He writes: “As early as 1953, Graham 
told a Chattanooga, Tennessee, crusade that 
he would not accept the usual practice of 
segregated seating and personally removed 
the ropes marking the section for blacks. He 
declared in a newspaper column that the 
Bible did not teach racial superiority. He pri-
vately urged segregationist Southern gover-
nors to ‘consider the racial problem from a 
spiritual point of view.’”  

While Graham was never out in front of 
the segregation struggle, he was clearly sup-
portive and in communication with King, 
inviting him to pray at his Madison Square 
Garden Crusade.  Graham said that racism 
was “a heart problem” that could be solved 
by converting people to Christianity, clearly 
ignoring the longstanding racism of many 
Christians.

When his 1957 New York City campaign 
was announced, more than 1,500 churches 
were sponsors. Fundamentalists were 
incensed that liberal Protestants and Catho-
lics would be involved. Recall that this was at 
a time when in a few years the Catholic faith 
of presidential candidate John F. Kennedy 
was feared by many conservative Christians. 

Richard John Neuhaus, prominent Chris-
tian cleric and author, wrote about the spe-
cial friendship between Graham and Pope 

John Paul II. He recounts an extraordinary 
personal meeting the two of them had in 
1989.  Graham reported: “There was a pause 
in the conversation; suddenly the pope’s 
arm shot out and he grabbed the lapels of 
my coat, he pulled me forward within inches 
of his own face. He fi xed his eyes on me and 
said, ‘Listen Graham, we are brothers.’”  Gra-
ham’s comments about John Paul II, Mother 
Teresa and the Catholic Church led many 
evangelicals to judge him as having gone 
overboard or even heretical. 

BUILT RELATIONSHIP WITH 
JEWISH COMMUNITY

Graham also had a warm relationship 
with the Jewish community and developed 
a special friendship with Rabbi Marc Tanen-
baum, who was the director of the Syna-
gogue Council of America. Graham was 
recognized for his key role in developing 
interfaith relations and in 1977 received the 
American Jewish Committee’s first inter-
religious award. Tanenbaum gave him credit 
for much of the progress in Protestant-Jew-
ish relations over the past quarter century.  

David Neff, former editor of Christian-
ity Today and co-convener of an ongoing 
national Jewish-evangelical dialogue, writes 
that Graham had distanced himself from 
attempts to target Jews and explained his 
strategy of not trying to recruit people from 
their religious communities.  Graham said, 
“Anyone who makes a decision at our meet-
ings is seen later and referred to a local cler-
gyman, Protestant, Catholic or Jewish.”

When the Nixon tapes revealed some 
anti-Semitic statements that Graham had 
made but did not recall, he apologized 
immediately.  Neff continues, “Tanen-
baum’s widow defended his character in 
The New York Times, and the Anti-Defama-

tion League’s ever-vigilant Abraham Fox-
man accepted the apology on the behalf of 
all Jews. The controversy blew over quickly, 
but it left an indelible asterisk on Graham’s 
legacy.”

Graham’s efforts expanded as he con-
ducted major campaigns in England, Africa, 
Russia and Asia.  He preached in 185 coun-
tries but refused to preach in South Africa 
because of its apartheid policies. When in 
Asia, he was asked by reporters whether the 
Hindus and Buddhists would be in heaven.  
His response was that God had called him to 
preach, but he was not called to judge.  Those 
were God’s decisions. 

As he was ending his active minis-
try, Graham was interviewed in 2006 for a 
cover story in Newsweek magazine. Asked 
whether he believes heaven will be closed 
to good Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus 
or secular people, Graham said: “Those are 
decisions only the Lord will make. It would 
be foolish for me to speculate on who will be 
there and who won’t. ... I don’t want to spec-
ulate about all that. I believe the love of God 
is absolute. He said he gave his son for the 
whole world, and I think he loves everybody 
regardless of what label they have.”

As Graham’s ministry expanded and his 
insights matured, his faith deepened and 
affirmed the essential value of love and 
respect for all. His humility enabled him to 
recognize and admit his mistakes, but also 
led him to withdraw from judging others.  
He experienced and sought to live out the 
deep love that he recognized as the essence 
of God.  

He was deep in his faith but open to all 
persons created in God’s image.  It is an 
example for each of us. 
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While driving through southwest Geor-
gia last fall, I drove past a cotton fi eld, a crop 
so loaded with historical signifi cance that I 
couldn’t help but stop the car and gape at the 
scraggly plants. Evocative as they were, they 
weren’t the day’s main agricultural attrac-
tion. That honor went to the peanut, a crop 
that symbolizes a diff erent period in Ameri-
can history — a four-year period, to be exact.

I am, of course, referring to the adminis-
tration of President Jimmy Carter, the erst-
while peanut farmer from Plains, Georgia, 
who burst onto the national political stage in 
1976, wooing the electorate with born-again, 
can-do spirit.

Perhaps it was because of my grandpar-
ents — Texans whose lives hew closely to the 
edicts of their Baptist faith — that I felt com-
pelled to attend Carter’s Sunday school class 
last October while in the state for work. (Or 
because I’m a fan of presidential history who 
couldn’t imagine passing up the chance to 
see an ex-president in such close quarters.)

Plains is a paean to the 39th president: 
Visitors can tour Carter’s childhood farm, 
see the old train depot that he used as a 
campaign headquarters and stop by his 
high school, which is now the Jimmy Carter 
National Historic Site’s museum and visitor 
center. In a convenience store parking lot, 
there’s even a 13-foot grinning peanut that 
vaguely resembles the president and rivals 
Carter as Plains’ best prop for group shots 
and selfi es.

I arrived at Carter’s childhood farm in 
the evening after the close of business and 
before dusk, when a rural stillness per-
meated the place. The farm was not actu-
ally in Plains, but in what was once a small 
and impoverished African-American com-
munity called Archery, where Carter, who 
came from a relatively progressive family, 
formed friendships with black playmates 
and where abandoned buildings stand 
empty today.

During the same era, young Carter sold 
boiled peanuts — soft like chickpeas, with 
a salty fl avor similar to that of canned green 
beans — in town for 5 cents a bag. I was 
reminded of my own grandmother, who 
grew up working on her family’s peanut and 

cotton farm. Like Carter, she sold crops in 
town. The data points that defi ned her life 
— Baptist faith, rural Southern upbringing 
— were part of a shared heritage that came 
to life among the site’s outbuildings, in bet-
ter-preserved versions of her own long-de-
serted farm.

ARRIVE EARLY TO GET A SEAT
Journalists covering the Democrat during 

his candidacy often stayed in nearby Amer-
icus, Georgia; I followed their lead. Plains’ 
only hotel was full, no doubt due to Car-
ter’s class, which is attended largely by out-
siders who begin arriving at an uncivilized 
hour to get a seat. I pulled into the Marana-
tha Baptist Church parking lot at 5:45 a.m. 
and received a scrap of paper indicating that 
I was the 13th car. 

We pilgrims were hours out from Car-
ter’s 10 a.m. lecture, and there was little to 
do except doze and gaze at a sky of brilliant 
countryside stars. Faint Southern voices 
murmured in the dark as a member of the 
Secret Service walked a dog beneath a row 
of pecan trees. Soon after daybreak, we lined 
up on the church lawn based on our num-
bers.

We would all have an opportunity to take 
a photograph with the former president and 
fi rst lady after church, and a steward named 
Jan drilled us on protocol. No touching! No 
hugging! No talking to the president! We fi l-
tered past a Secret Service checkpoint, found 
our spots in the pews, and after church offi  -
cials gave an orientation Carter finally 
emerged with a cheerful “Good morning, 
everybody.”

Framed against the church’s mint-green 
walls and treading its moss-colored carpet-
ing, Carter, who wore a sport jacket and bolo 
tie with a turquoise medallion, began by ask-
ing the assembled where we were from.

Minnesota. Peru. Texas. Russia.
“D.C.!” I called out.
“Washington, D.C., I used to live there,” 

Carter stated matter-of-factly, and the room 
roared with laughter. We hung on his every 
word, still amazed at our luck at having an 
audience with a man of such power and pal-
pable goodwill. The mood was amplifi ed by 
the fact that it was his 93rd birthday.

While Sunday school lessons generally 

focus on ancient happenings in the Middle 
East, Carter’s opened in North Korea — spe-
cifically on his hope for peace. His lesson, 
derived in part from Paul’s Epistle to the 
Galatians, centered on free will and God’s 
unconditional love, regardless of the good or 
bad decisions people make.

‘ALL THE SAME IN GOD’S EYE’
Carter also touched on the parable from 

Matthew that tells of the crowd of laborers 
who began work at varying hours but all 
received the same wage. “That parable has 
a lot of connotations — one connotation in 
it is that it treats everybody the same. We’re 
all the same in God’s eye,” Carter said. It was 
a powerful message coming from a man who 
has spent his post-presidency carrying out 
humanitarian work around the globe.

The folks at Maranatha Baptist Church 
recommended one of the town’s main eat-
eries, the Cafeteria, which has since closed 
but represents a type of restaurant found 
throughout small towns in the region. Most 
of the congregation arrived before me and 
raided the place of its fried chicken, leav-

ing me with meatloaf. It was snuggled onto 
my plate next to a great Southern trifecta: 
black-eyed peas, collards and macaroni and 
cheese. This was accompanied by a towering 
Styrofoam cup of sweet tea, a potion so sac-
charine I was forced to go back and sheep-
ishly ask for water.

I was, after all, trying to save a little room 
for some peanut butter ice cream, which is 
sold at Carter’s former peanut warehouse. 
Today, it houses a tourist shop where visitors 
can buy T-shirts in every color, featuring a 
goofy-looking goober and the saying: “Went 
nuts in Plains, Georgia.” I didn’t get one, but 
I did buy ice cream and, inexplicably, a cup 
of boiled peanuts ladled from a simmering 
pot, then left the store double-fisting my 
snacks.

As Carter had said in Sunday school, we 
are free to make choices, good and bad. 
Certainly, my choice to come to Plains had 
been a good one. That said, the weekend’s 
gold standard for good seemed to rest with 
the calm and simple decency of a man who 
spends his Sunday mornings spreading a 
message of love and kindness.

Sunday school with Jimmy Carter

Former President Jimmy Carter greets the class ahead of his Sunday school lesson at 
Maranatha Baptist Church in Plains, Georgia.   Photos by Becca Milfeld, Washington Post

Former president’s class draws crowds to Baptist church in Georgia

We hung on his every word, still amazed 
at our luck at having an audience with a 
man of such power and palpable goodwill.


