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A Mid-Twentieth-Century 
Awakening

From the earliest years of the NAE, its leaders had been praying for revival.1 
ÒThe one thing which impressed me,Ó wrote Harold John Ockenga follow-

ing his presidential travels in 1942 on behalf of the new organization, Ò[is] the 
hunger and longing for revivalÓ among the Òministers and leadersÓ with whom 
he met. These yearnings were further conÞrmed the following spring as those 
who had gathered in Chicago for the Constitutional Convention concluded 
their meetings Òwith all the delegates on their knees praying for revival.Ó2 Yet 
the ÒGreat RevivalÓ for which Ockenga and his colleagues were praying was 
not to come for another seven years.3 When it Þnally did arrive at the end of 
1949, it seemed to burst on the scene as a surprise to everyone.4

1. See, for example, ÒAssociation Plans Nation-Wide Revival,Ó United Evangelical Action, May 
4, 1943, 1.

2. Harold John Ockenga, ÒAmericaÕs Revival is Breaking,Ó sermon 1577, Ockenga Papers. Ock-
enga Þrst preached this sermon to the Park Street congregation on November 28, 1949, just a month 
before the start of the great Boston Revival. In slightly revised form, he preached it again on eleven 
occasions and in eleven locations during the subsequent months of 1950.

3. Harold John Ockenga, ÒThe Great Revival,Ó Bibliotheca Sacra, AprilÐJune 1947, 223Ð35. Com-
pare Harold John Ockenga, ÒAmericaÕs Revival is Breaking.Ó

4. For OckengaÕs account of the revival, see Harold John Ockenga, ÒThe Mid-Century Church,Ó 
sermon 1576, Ockenga Papers.
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128 The Surprising Work of God  

ÒThe last world-wide awakening,Ó observed historian J. Edwin Orr, 
Òbegan in the middle of the nineteenth century.Ó5 Lasting for more than 
Þfty years, from 1857 until the beginning of World War I, revival Þres con-
tinued to spread, touching Scandinavia, England, Scotland, Wales, Korea, 
Canada, and the United States through the ministry of faithful lay Chris-
tians and preachers such as Charles G. Finney, Dwight L. Moody, Hudson 
Taylor, Evan Roberts, W. J. Seymour, J. Wilbur Chapman, ÒGipsyÓ Smith, 
and Billy Sunday.6

Since the end of those revivals, the church had experienced nearly four 
decades of Òspiritual famine.Ó The Òrise of totalitarian dictatorships,Ó the 
Òdominance of theological compromise,Ó and the Òoutbreak of the World 
Wars,Ó during an era that Orr liked to call Òthe forty years of dearth,Ó con-
tinued to undermine the e!orts of Christians around the world to provide a 
Òspiritual witnessÓ within their communities. Yet Òwhen the enemy comes in 
like a ßood, the Spirit of the Lord raises up a standard against him.Ó Indeed, 
J. Edwin Orr was convinced, the beginnings of a ÒMid-Twentieth Century 
AwakeningÓ were increasingly apparent Òall over the world.Ó7 It is di"cult 
to argue with OrrÕs conclusion. Between 1940 and 1960 for example, church 
a"liation in America increased by an incredible twenty percentage points, 
from forty-nine percent to an unprecedented sixty-nine percent of the total 
population. Moreover, during roughly the same period the amount of money 
spent by churches and synagogues on construction of buildings skyrocketed 
from twenty-six million dollars annually in 1945 to well over a billion dol-
lars annually by 1960.8 Furthermore, as even a cursory review of evangelical 
publications will reveal, reports of religious revivals throughout America and 
around the world can be found in abundance.9

5. J. Edwin Orr, The Second Evangelical Awakening in America (London: Marshall, Morgan 
& Scott, 1952), 202. Orr dated its beginnings during the ÒPrayer RevivalsÓ of 1857Ð58.

6. For a discussion of these revivals, see Keith J. Hardman, Seasons of  Refreshing: Evangelism 
and Revivals in America (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1994); Earle E. Cairns, An Endless Line of  
Splendor: Revivals and Their Leaders from the Great Awakening to the Present (Wheaton: Tyndale, 
1986); Kevin Adams and Emyr Jones, A Diary of  Revival (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2004); 
Kathryn T. Long, The Revival of  1857Ð58: Interpreting an American Religious Awakening (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1998); and J. Edwin Orr, The Light of  the Nations: Evangelical Renewal and 
Advance in the Nineteenth Century (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965).

7. Orr, The Second Evangelical Awakening in America, 202.
8. Statistics are taken from Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of  the American People (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1972), 952Ð53. For a more detailed breakdown of statistical trends, see 
George Gallup Jr. and D. Michael Lindsay, Surveying the Religious Landscape: Trends in U.S. Beliefs 
(Harrisburg, PA: Morehouse, 1999), esp. 1Ð20.

9. See L. Nelson Bell, Ò1951, Year of Decision,Ó Northwestern Pilot, January 1951, 113; ÒThe 
Pilot News Section,Ó Northwestern Pilot, January 1951, 125Ð27; Moody Monthly , October 1954; 
ÒRevival Reports,Ó Youth for Christ magazine, special revival issue, October 1950, 34Ð79. See also 
Joel A. Carpenter, Revive Us Again: The Reawakening of  American Fundamentalism (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1997), 211Ð32.
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129A Mid-Twentieth-Century Awakening

Billy Graham became the best known of the revival leaders during the 
1950s, to be sure, but he was by no means alone. A Òmultitude of God-blessed 
ambassadors of the cross such as Merv Rosell, Jack Shuler, John R. Rice, Bob 
Jones, [and] Hyman Appelman,Ó declared the editor of United Evangelical 
Action, were being used by God to proclaim the glorious gospel of Jesus 
Christ around the globe.10 One might add the names of Percy Crawford, T. W. 
Wilson, Jack MacArthur, Guy Libbey, Gregorio Tingson, Floyd Ankerberg, 
Jack Wyrtzen, Borris Bessmertney, Bob Cook, Torrey Johnson, Charles E. 
Fuller, Grady Wilson, Robert Evans, Cli! Barrows, Jimmie Johnson, Oswald 
Smith, Pete Riggs, and others.

The Òmercy-dropsÓ of revival had been falling throughout the 1940s, largely 
as a result of the ministry of organizations such as Youth for Christ, but 1949 
and 1950 brought a veritable downpour of spiritual awakening.11 Reports of 
revival came from Africa, India, Indonesia, the Philippines, Korea, Japan, 
China, the Soviet Union, Europe, and Latin America.12 Similar reports of 
enormous crowds and thousands of conversions came from the provinces of 
Canada and from almost every state across America.13 ÒIt seems apparent,Ó 
wrote Bill Bright, Òthat the Lord is preparing His ministers in every denomina-
tion for the times of refreshing that lie ahead. Especially in the PaciÞc Coast 
States there are ever-increasing groups of ministers meeting quietly but faith-
fully for the simple purpose of intercession, interceding with God for a revival 
of religion.Ó14 Led by Armin Gesswein, a Lutheran pastor in the Los Angeles 
area, weekly prayer meetings for this purpose were launched in 1941. By 1945, 
nearly Þfty pastors had joined the meetings.

As a result of these prayer gatherings, about 120 Presbyterian, Baptist, 
Methodist, Holiness, Pentecostal, United Brethren, Lutheran, and independent 
ministers gathered at the PaciÞc Palisades Conference Grounds in September of 
1948 for a two-and-a-half-day Revival Conference. ÒIt was a time in the heaven-
lies,Ó wrote Norman Grubb, with Ònot a breath of controversy or theological 
argument.Ó15 A second PaciÞc Palisades Conference was held the following year. 
This time over four hundred pastors and many of their spouses gathered to hear 
the preaching of Harold John Ockenga and the revival teaching of J. Edwin 

10. James DeForest Murch, Ò1951ÐThe Evangelical YearÐ1951,Ó United Evangelical Action, Janu-
ary 1, 1952, 10Ð11.

11. The reference, of course, is to the well-known hymn based on Ezekiel 34:26, ÒThere Shall Be 
Showers of Blessing,Ó by Daniel W. Whittle (1840Ð1901).

12. See Orr, ÒWorld Survey of Spiritual Awakening,Ó in The Second Evangelical Awakening in 
America, 202Ð9.

13. See Carpenter, Revive Us Again, 315Ð16nn69Ð70; app. D, ÒThe Movement in Evangelism,Ó in 
Orr, The Second Evangelical Awakening in America, 188Ð201; and ÒRevival Reports,Ó 34Ð79.

14. Bill Bright, ÒThe Movement Among Ministers,Ó reprinted from the Awakening bulletin in app. 
A in Orr, The Second Evangelical Awakening in America, 160Ð65.

15. For a fuller discussion of these prayer initiatives, see Norman GrubbÕs report in Life of  Faith, Febru-
ary 16, 1949, and reprinted in app. A in Orr, The Second Evangelical Awakening in America, 161Ð63.
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130 The Surprising Work of God  

Orr and to pray together for a fresh touch 
of spiritual awakening. ÒThere was a great 
moving of the Spirit,Ó reported Claude Jen-
kins, the executive secretary of Christ for 
Greater Los Angeles, Òwith the spirit of 
Revival being carried out from the confer-
ence to many areas.Ó16

The prayers of those who had gathered 
at the PaciÞc Palisades Conference Grounds 
seemed to have been answered with the 
arrival of Billy Graham in September of 
1949.17 Having just come from the College 
BrieÞng Conference in the nearby San Ber-
nardino MountainsÑa gathering of Òsome 
500 students from colleges and universities 
all over the WestÓ that Billy Graham would 
later describe as Òone of the richest spiritual 
experiences of my lifeÓ and Òthe turning 
point of my ministryÓÑhe began his Los 
Angeles Crusade on September 25, 1949.18 
Only thirty years old when the meetings 

began, Graham was already a well-known speaker on the Youth for Christ 
circuit.19 But the six-thousand-seat Òcanvas cathedral with the steeple of light,Ó 
erected at the corner of Washington and Hill Streets in Los Angeles broadened 
his ministry to many new segments of the community.20 Christ for Greater  

16. Claude C. Jenkins, ÒFirst Signs of Revival: Unusual Stirrings in California,Ó Þrst published in 
Life of  Faith, May 25, 1949, and reprinted in Orr, The Second Evangelical Awakening in America, 
162Ð63. Additional prayer conferences for revival were held on the PaciÞc Palisades Conference grounds, 
and in Seattle, Tacoma, San Francisco, Minneapolis, Philadelphia, Chicago, and many other loca-
tions; see 163Ð65.

17. For an account of the meetings, see William Martin, A Prophet with Honor: The Billy Graham 
Story (New York: William Morrow, 1991), 106Ð20.

18. For a fuller description of the College BrieÞng Conference, held during September of 1949 at 
Forest Home, see Orr, The Second Evangelical Awakening in America, 188. In addition to Graham, 
the speakers at that conference included Henrietta Mears, Dave Cowie, Bob Munger, Dick Halverson, 
Louis Evans, J. Edwin Orr, and Dad Elliott.

19. As president of Northwestern Schools in Minneapolis and vice-president of Youth for Christ 
International, Billy Graham had preached at scores of YFC rallies in America and Europe and had 
(with his team of Cli! and Billie Barrows and George Beverly Shea) led citywide campaigns in Grand 
Rapids, Michigan; Des Moines, Iowa; Charlotte, North Carolina; Augusta, Georgia; Altoona, Pennsyl-
vania; and other locations prior to the Los Angeles meetings. In Los Angeles, as Mel Larson described 
it, Òthings Ôjust bubbled over.ÕÓ See Mel Larson, ÒTasting Revival in Los Angeles,Ó in Revival in Our 
Time (Wheaton: Van Kampen, 1950), 11.

20. A number of well-known Hollywood stars, for example, came to Christ as a result of his 
preaching and personal witness. See Orr, The Second Evangelical Awakening in America, 187.

Poster for the Billy Graham Los Angeles 
Crusade in 1949 (courtesy of Gordon-
Conwell Libraries)
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131A Mid-Twentieth-Century Awakening

Los Angeles, under 
the leadership of 
Claude Jenkins and 
Cli!ord Smith, pro-
vided the primary 
impetus for the 
crusade, and hun-
dreds of churches 
throughout South-
ern California were 
o"cial sponsors of 
the meetings.

Originally scheduled for twenty-two nights, from September 25 through 
October 17, the extended meetings continued for eight weeks, with services 
each evening at 7:30 and each Sunday at 3:00 and 8:30 p.m. By the close of 
the crusade, over three hundred and Þfty thousand people had attended the 
seventy-two meetings and three thousand individuals had professed Christ as 
personal savior.21 ÒMany of us have prayed and worked for years toward a real 
heaven-sent revival,Ó observed Charles E. Fuller at the close of the meetings, 
and they were now Òpermitted to see that revival in our midst. Reports are 
coming to us from other parts of the world of a similar working of the Holy 
Spirit in convicting and converting power. Let us praise God and pray on for 
revival to spread throughout the length and breadth of our land, for surely 
His coming draweth nigh.Ó22

The Boston Revival

Encouraged by friends like Charles Fuller, who spoke of Billy Graham as Òa 
godly, humble young man,Ó23 Harold John Ockenga invited Graham to Boston 
for a New YearÕs Eve youth rally at the six-thousand-seat Mechanics Hall in 
Boston and a eight-day evangelistic series to be held at Park Street Church. 
Allan Emery, whose own father had been instrumental in bringing Billy Sun-
day to Boston a generation earlier, agreed to serve as general chairman for the 
meetings. While GrahamÕs meetings were o"cially sponsored by more than 
one hundred local Protestant churches, the primary support for the meetings 
came from Emery, Harold John Ockenga, the New England Fellowship, the 
Evangelistic Association of New England (now Vision New England), Youth 

21. Figures are taken from Larson, ÒTasting Revival at Los Angeles,Ó in Revival in Our Time, 11. 
See also Martin, A Prophet with Honor, 106Ð20.

22. Dorothy C. Haskin, ÒSpiritual Awakening in California,Ó Moody Monthly , January 1950, 
328Ð29.

23. Fuller to Ockenga, December 29, 1949, Ockenga Papers.

Billy GrahamÕs Los Angeles Crusade tent (taken from Revival in 
Our Time: The Story of  the Billy Graham Evangelistic Campaigns 
[Wheaton: Van Kampen, 1950])
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132 The Surprising Work of God  

for Christ, Tremont Temple, and 
Park Street Church.24

As the meeting approached, 
even the most optimistic could 
not have imagined the remarkable 
events that were about to take place. 
The young preacher who had been 
scheduled to lead the crusade, the 
thirty-one-year-old Billy Graham, 
was then relatively untested and 
largely unknown in the churches 
of New England.25 Despite the fact 
that GrahamÕs enormously success-
ful eight-week crusade in Los Ange-
les had just ended, expectations in 
Boston remained surprisingly mod-
est, and publicity was sparse. Paid 
advertisements for the New YearÕs 
Eve serviceÑsuch as one that ap-
peared in the Boston Herald on 
Saturday morning announcing that 
the Òdynamic, enthusiasticÓ young 
evangelist had Òthrilled thousands 
in Los AngelesÓÑwere even more 
di"cult to locate.26

The New YearÕs Eve service at Mechanics Hall, however, changed everything. 
The six thousand who jammed the hall, along with the hundreds of people 

24. The Þrst meeting was scheduled for Mechanics Hall, a six-thousand-seat facility, to be held on 
New YearÕs Eve, December 31, 1949. See Lawrence Dame, ÒEvangelist Here to Vie with New YearÕs 
Fun,Ó Boston Herald, December 31, 1949, 14; ÒWe May Spend Selves into Depression, Graham Says,Ó 
Boston Daily Globe, January 10, 1950, 1, 14; and Martin, A Prophet with Honor, 123Ð41. By April of 
1950, the publishers of Van Kampen Press had produced a fascinating little book, Revival in Our Time: 
The Story of  the Billy Graham Evangelistic Campaigns, with help from Charles E. Fuller, Harold John 
Ockenga, C. Wade Freeman, J. Edwin Orr, Mel Larson, Don Hoke, Jerry Bevan, and Cli! Barrows. 
For the Boston revival, see esp. 28Ð33.

25. The Boston Daily Globe, in its issues from March 26 to April 4, 1950, published a ten-part series 
on ÒThe Life Story of Billy GrahamÓ written by Joseph F. Dinneen. The Boston Post, on January 13, 
14, and 15, 1950, published a three-part series on Dr. GrahamÕs life written by Allen Thomason and 
later produced an eight-page Boston Post Souvenir Edition on the ÒLife Story of Rev. Billy Graham,Ó 
one hundred sixty Þve thousand copies of which it distributed free of charge.

26. See the Boston Herald, December 31, 1949, 7. Billy Graham, Cli! Barrows, George Beverly Shea, 
and Grady Wilson arrived in Boston on December 30 and held a service at Park Street Church that 
evening. For a description of these events, see ÒEvangelist Warns Boston to Repent or Be Destroyed,Ó 
Boston Daily Globe, December 31, 1949, 9; and Revival in Our Time, 26Ð31.

Sunday, January 1, 1950, worship bulletin for Park 
Street Church, Boston (courtesy of Park Street 
Church)
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133A Mid-Twentieth-Century Awakening

who were turned away, suddenly made the event front page news. ÒEvange-
list Graham Draws 6000,Ó proclaimed the Boston Herald, and Òmore than 
could be counted hit the sawdust trail,Ó reported the Boston Daily Globe.27 
The Boston Post, in its Sunday edition, carried a full report of the four-hour 
meeting along with a detailed description of the service, a listing of its major 
participants, and a dramatic picture of the crowd that had Þlled Mechanics 
Hall to overßowing.28

One of the speakers that evening was Harold John Ockenga. In his address, 
ÒThe Mid-Century Turning Point,Ó he told his listeners that they were stand-
ing Òat the division of the century.Ó Looking back, he reminded his listeners 
of the Òstupendous changesÓ of the past Þfty years. Then, looking ahead, he 
pointed to Òoverwhelming evidenceÓ that ÒGod is visiting America.Ó In Los 
Angeles, he continued, Òthe young evangelist speaking in this hall tonight, Billy 
Graham, began what was announced and planned to be a three-week campaign 
in a tent holding 5,000 people. From the beginning the tent was packed. Later 
1,500 more chairs were added and night after night for eight weeks the tent 
was Þlled and people stood by the thousands.Ó29 Turning his attention back to 
Boston, Ockenga then laid before the assembled crowd the possibilities that 
stretched out before them. ÒThe hour for revival has struck. New England is ripe 
for evangelism. The same yearning which is seen over the land is experienced 
here,Ó Ockenga declared. ÒYesterday has gone. Tomorrow is uncertain. We 
have only today. Now is the time. Let us redeem it. Let us use it. Let us make 
it the vehicle of a glorious future in which Christian truth and experience will 
be spread abroad to become incorporated in the lives of us all.Ó30

Billy GrahamÕs sermon toward the close of the evening touched the crowd 
of young people deeply. ÒThe young evangelist,Ó reported the Boston Herald, 
Òchose as his text the warning of the prophet Amos: ÔPrepare to meet thy God, 
O Israel, or perish.ÕÓ At the end of his sermon he called on his listeners to make 
a new start and invited those who wished to respond to his invitation to come 
forward. ÒMore than 500 in the audience raised their hands to indicate their 
desire to be saved, and 400 came forward to pray with Dr. Billy.Ó31

At the end of the evening, Ockenga rose to announce to the crowd the ar-
rival of the new year. Having witnessed the remarkable events of the evening, 
however, he also told the audience that they were part of something much 

27.  W. E. Playfair, ÒEvangelist Graham Draws 6000 from ÔEveÕ Celebration,Ó Boston Herald, 
January 1, 1950, 1, 5; and ÒGraham Scores Typical Revelry of New YearÕs Eve,Ó Boston Daily Globe, 
January 1, 1950, 1, 9.

28. Boston Post, January 1, 1950, 15.
29. Harold John Ockenga, ÒThe Mid-Century Turning Point,Ó sermon 1448, preached at Mechan-

ics Hall, December 31, 1949, Ockenga Papers.
30. Ibid.
31. Playfair, ÒGraham Draws 6000,Ó 1, 4. A photograph of the Mechanics Hall crowd can be 

found on p. 4.
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134 The Surprising Work of God  

larger than a single service. In the face of enormous national and international 
problems, Òmillions of Americans believe an old-fashioned spiritual revival 
could preserve our God-given freedoms and way of life.Ó There were indica-
tions Òfrom coast to coast that America is on the verge of such an awakening.Ó 
America must therefore fall upon its knees in repentance and prayer.32 New 
England, Ockenga believed, would lead the nation once again as it had so 
many times in the past. ÒGod has come to town,Ó Ockenga was convinced. 
ÒThe revival has broken in BostonÓ and if ÒNew England can receive such a 
shaking of God under this stripling who like David of old went forth to meet 
the giant of the enemy, then we believe that God is ready to shake America to 
its foundations in revival.Ó33 Graham later added that Òif staid, conservative 
New EnglandÓ could have a revival, it Òwould sweep west until it takes the 
whole country by storm.Ó34

The Surprising Work of  God

What Boston was experiencing, Ockenga was convinced, was nothing short 
of the kind of Òsurprising work of GodÓ that had come to New England two 
centuries earlier under the ministry of George WhiteÞeld and Jonathan Edwards. 
The linkage with Edwards and WhiteÞeld is signiÞcant. By Òrevival,Ó Ockenga 
argued, ÒI do not mean what we have often called revivals in the churches, where 
we set up a meeting and bring in a preacher and call it a Ôrevival.Õ I am talking 
now about a heaven-sent, Holy Ghost revival given in the sovereignty of God 
with no human explanation for it whatsoever.Ó35 Since his arrival in Boston 
in 1936, Ockenga had been praying for such a revival. He had brought well-
known evangelists to preach at Park Street Church each year. He had himself 
preached revival services on a regular basis. He had even helped to plan an 
anniversary celebration of George WhiteÞeldÕs ministry in New England in 
the mid-eighteenth century.36 Yet none of these e!orts had produced the kind 
of genuine revival that he believed was absolutely essential if the grand vision 
was to become a reality. Indeed, New England had not seen such a revival, he 
was convinced, since the Great Awakening two centuries earlier.

At Mechanics Hall, however, Ockenga sensed that his longstanding prayers 
and the prayers of many others were Þnally being answered. ÒNew England,Ó 
Graham was persuaded, was Òon the verge of a great sweeping revival such as 

32. Boston Post, January 1, 1950, 15.
33. Harold John Ockenga, ÒBoston Stirred by Revival,Ó United Evangelical Action, January 15, 

1950, 4.
34. ÒGraham Urges N.E. Revival to Sweep U.S.,Ó Boston Herald, January 8, 1950, 1.
35. Harold John Ockenga, ÒIs AmericaÕs Revival Breaking?Ó United Evangelical Action, July 1, 

1950, 3Ð4, 8, 13Ð15. Transcribed address delivered at the 8th Annual Convention of the National As-
sociation of Evangelicals in Indianapolis, April 18, 1950, Ockenga Papers.

36. See Harold John Ockenga, The Great Awakening (Boston: Fellowship, 1940). 
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it has not seen since the days of Jonathan Edwards.Ó37 Before the New YearÕs 
Eve Service had ended, in fact, Mechanics Hall had already been secured for 
a service the following day, and plans were underway to Þnd larger facilities 
throughout the city for the eight days of meetings that had originally been 
scheduled for Park Street Church. ÒBecause hundreds of persons were turned 
away from the jam-packed Mechanics Building,Ó reported the Boston Post in 
its Sunday edition, Òit was announced last night that Rev. Billy Graham will 
speak again in the same hall at 3:00 p.m. today.Ó38 Well before the appointed 
hour arrived, Mechanics Hall was once again full, and later that same evening 
more than two thousand were turned away from Park Street Church.39 Like 
Jonathan Edwards before him, Graham was both surprised and a little terri-
Þed by what God seemed to be doing in Boston. Although Òhe believed God 
had been at work in Los Angeles,Ó William Martin reports, Òhe also knew 
that months of preparation, thousands of dollars spent on promotion, and a 
windfall of publicity had contributed to that campaignÕs success. But in Boston, 
with little preparation or publicity, the response was similar.Ó40

Following the Mechanics Hall service, in fact, Graham met with Ockenga 
and Emery and asked them to pray that God would keep him from taking even 
Òthe smallest creditÓ for what was happening in Boston since he knew that if 
he did, his Òlips would turn to clay.Ó ÒEmery was astonished,Ó as Martin tells 
the story. ÒInstead of praying for the various problems we might foresee, such 
as Þnances, follow-up, converts, or anything else, here, after this unexpected 
triumph, BillyÕs concern was that the Lord keep his hand on himÓ so that he 
might Òcontinue moment to moment to give God the glory.Ó41 ÒNo person or 
organization,Ó Graham later told a gathering of pastors at Park Street Church 
as the Boston revival neared its conclusion, Òis needed to bring about a true 
and great revival.Ó Genuine spiritual awakening, Graham concluded, comes 
only from ÒGod Himself.Ó42 Authentic revival, Ockenga would have added, 
occurs Òwith no human explanation for it whatsoever.Ó43

Such an a"rmation, however, was not intended to release the Christian 
community from any responsibility. While true revival comes only from above, 
there is plenty for the church to be doing here on earth. Indeed, as Graham af-
Þrmed repeatedly throughout the meetings, God has established the necessary 
Òconditions for revivalÓ and Christians are responsible to do all they can to 
fulÞll them. Four conditions, he was convinced, were of special importance: re-
pentance, prayer, the unity of GodÕs people, and obedience to GodÕs Word.

37. Playfair, ÒGraham Draws 6000,Ó 1.
38. Boston Post, January 1, 1950, 9.
39. ÒGraham Scores Typical Revelry,Ó 1, 9; and Ockenga, ÒIs AmericaÕs Revival Breaking?Ó 4.
40. See Martin, A Prophet with Honor, 123Ð41. 
41. Ibid., 124.
42. ÒBilly Graham Meetings May Continue Here,Ó Boston Daily Globe, January 14, 1950, 1, 3.
43. Ockenga, ÒIs AmericaÕs Revival Breaking?Ó 3.
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The Þrst task, Graham told a capacity crowd in BostonÕs Opera House, is 
repentance. ÒRepent, repent, repent, repent your sins,Ó he warned the audi-
ence, Òor youÕre going to die.Ó GodÕs judgment is coming, Òand every man, 
woman and child is going to stand before the Great White Throne of God, 
and you wonÕt get to heaven unless you repent of your sins.Ó Such repentance, 
he continued, requires Òa profound sorrowÓ for your sins, a willingness to 
renounce your sins, a ÒconfessionÓ of those sins, and a genuine faith in Christ. 
ÒYou canÕt go on living the same old wayÓ as you did before and still consider 
yourself a Christian, he concluded, Òit just canÕt be done.Ó44

The second condition for revival is prayer. ÒIf we have a prayer meeting 
all over the city,Ó Graham told the Wednesday night audience at Mechanics 
Hall, Òin homes, in o"ces, in churches and in clubs, we are going to have an 
old Holy Ghost revival that will shake New England.Ó If Christians would 
Òput everything secondary to prayer,Ó he continued, Òwe will see a revivalÓ in 
Boston greater than anything the city has known since the days of Billy Sun-
day.45 Calling on the Christian community to create a Òwall of prayerÓ46 or Òa 
chain of prayers,Ó47 he asked Christians to give Òa half hour day and nightÓ to 
prayer for revival.48 In his own schedule, which was Þlled from early morning 
to late at night, he practiced what he preached, giving at least an hour each 
day to pray for GodÕs Spirit to be poured out upon Boston.49

The third condition for revival is the unity of the Christian community. 
People from Òmany churches will join you in the revival meetings,Ó he told 
an audience at Park Street Church, Òand many will Þnd their way to Christ in 
this city because some ministers and leaders of various churches forget their 
di!erences of creed and join hands for the great purpose of bringing souls 
to God.Ó50 A Ògreat wave of spiritual awakening is in progress across the na-
tion,Ó he was convinced, but it could not succeed unless GodÕs people were 
willing to join hands in prayer and common purpose.51 Graham was delighted 
to report at the close of the Boston meetings that they had been Òa triumph 
in interdenominational co-operation.Ó52

44. ÒGraham Tells Flock to ÔRepent or Perish,ÕÓ Boston Herald, January 10, 1950, 1, 3; and Boston 
Post, January 13, 1950, 15.

45. ÒWeek of Prayer in Boston asked by Evangelist Graham,Ó Boston Daily Globe, January 5, 
1950, 1, 17, 31. Billy Sunday preached in Boston in 1917. See the Boston Herald, January 15, 1950, 
1, 5B.

46. ÒGraham Jams Opera House,Ó Boston Herald, January 13, 1950, 20.
47. ÒDenounces ÔJelly FishÕ Christians,Ó Boston Post, January 3, 1950, 1.
48. Boston Daily Globe, December 31, 1949, 9.
49. ÒBilly Graham Urges Pastors to Appeal to the Common Man,Ó Boston Sunday Globe, Janu-

ary 1, 1950, 1, 54; and Ian Menzies, ÒBilly Graham Feels Like Wet Dishrag After Sermon,Ó Boston 
Sunday Globe, January 8, 1950, 1.

50. Boston Daily Globe, December 31, 1949, 9.
51. Lawrence Dame, ÒBilly Graham Rally Tomorrow,Ó Boston Herald, December 30, 1949, 1, 9.
52. Boston Post, January 18, 1950, 2.
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The fourth condition for revival is the study of and obedience to the Bible. 
ÒI donÕt believe you can go year in and year out being a Christian without 
reading the word of God.Ó Centering his own preaching on Scripture, he not 
only Þlled his sermons with the phrase Òthe Bible says,Ó but he also commended 
his listeners for their diligent reading and study of Scripture. ÒI am glad to 
see so many people with Bibles here tonight.Ó53

The next twelve months, Graham told his listeners, Òwill determine the 
destiny of America.Ó They would experience either Òrevival or the judgment 
of God.Ó Revival is the Òonly force that can save us from destruction.Ó For 
revival to come, however, Christians throughout New England would need to 
fulÞll the conditions God had established for spiritual awakening: repentance, 
prayer, unity, and obedience to Scripture. If they determine to do so, a great 
revival could sweep across Boston and New England and spread from there 
to touch the entire world.54

What came to be called the New England Mid-Century Revival took place 
in two distinct phases: from December 31 to January 16 and from March 17 
to April 23. The Þrst phase was held exclusively in Boston. When Graham re-
turned in March and April, however, the work fanned out to touch the major 
cities of all six New England states. By the time both phases of the crusade 
had ended late in April, tens of thousands had attended the meetings and over 
nine thousand had made public professions of faith in Christ.55

During the Þrst two weeks of the crusade, Billy Graham and his team, 
which then included Cli! Barrows and Grady Wilson, focused their attention 
on Boston. Living in the Hotel Bellevue, they maintained a demanding daily 
schedule.56 On a typical morning, as reported by the Boston Daily Globe, 
Graham read the newspapers, responded to the Òßood of correspondenceÓ that 
had accumulated, answered Òmore than 30 phone callsÓ and made Òat least the 
same number,Ó Òlunched with local churchmen,Ó prepared his evening sermon, 
and Òdevoted more than an hour to prayer.Ó This Òceaseless merry-go-roundÓ 
of activity, as the reporter called it, was tackled with Òspeed, with patience 
and with an individual pleasantnessÓ that left all who came in contact with 
him Òinvigorated.Ó To keep in shape, the reporter continued, the Òtall, athletic 
evangelist, who weighs in at a healthy 170 pounds,Ó did daily calisthenics, took 
frequent walks through the Boston Common, played golf and tennis, drank 
plenty of orange juice, and took vitamin pills.

53. Boston Daily Globe, January 5, 1950, 1, 21.
54. Boston Daily Globe, December 31, 1949, 5.
55. Harold Lindsell, Park Street Prophet: A Life of  Harold John Ockenga (Wheaton: Van Kampen, 

1951), 155Ð56.
56. ÒThousands of Corrupt Want Revival to End, Billy Graham Asserts,Ó Boston Daily Globe, 

January 15, 1950, 1, 55. In addition to his regular team, several local artists were added to help with 
the music. Franklin MacKerron coordinated the choirs and his wife Eleanor played the piano for the 
meetings. Paul Pretiz played the organ.
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Such a grueling schedule could not help but take its toll. ÒHis spell-bound 
audiences see him pacing, gesticulating, pouring out energy like an unleashed 
spring,Ó as the reporter phrased it, but what most do not see is the Òphysical 
and mental strainÓ that accompanied such activities. Graham admitted he 
often felt Òlike a wet dishragÓ at the close of a meeting and would sometimes 
lie awake for three or four hours in the night, unable to sleep. ÒI would give 
anything to be able to sleep.Ó ÒIf I continue this pace and God does not give 
me a longer span of years than most,Ó he said, Òmy life will be short.Ó57

Most of the leaders of the crusade were relatively young. The ÒgreybeardsÓ 
of the revival, as one reporter labeled them, were nearly all in their twen-
ties and early thirties. Harold John Ockenga, the elder statesman, was in 
his mid-forties, but Billy Graham, George Wilson, and Allan Emery were all 
thirty-one; Cli! Barrows was twenty-six; Eleanor MacKerron, the pianist, was 
twenty-nine; Paul Pretiz, the organist, was twenty-three; and Tal McNutt, the 
director of Youth for Christ in Boston, was twenty-four. ÒThe present Boston 
campaign,Ó reported the Boston Daily Globe, Òhas doubtless captured much 
of its zeal and impetus from the young men and women who have been at 
work both on and o! stage here since the movementÕs beginning on New 
YearÕs eve.Ó In at least this sense, the Boston meetings were an extension of the 
youth movements that had been sweeping America throughout the previous 
decade. ÒSalesmanship requires youth,Ó as one observer phrased it, and when 
the Òenthusiasm, energy and fervorÓ of young people is properly harnessed, 
it can work Òwonders.Ó58

In addition to youthfulness, the Boston meetings were also marked by joy-
ous enthusiasm. Graham preaches, wrote one reporter, Òas if he had found the 
glorious secret of eternal life and felt that it was too precious to be kept from 
othersÑthat he must share it with the world.Ó ÒI get a kick out of just being 
alive,Ó Graham often remarked. ÒLife to me is a glorious, exciting adventure!Ó 
ÒThis is the greatest business in the world,Ó added Allan Emery, the general 
chairman for the crusade, Òthe business of bringing souls to Jesus Christ.Ó59 
Graham admitted that he did ÒgrieveÓ that so many are kept from this joy by 
the deceptions of Òthe Devil,Ó and it is true that AmericaÕs Òwild, sinful way of 
living must be a stench in the holy nostrils of God.Ó Yet God o!ers each sinner 
a Ògreat new start.Ó ÒJesus Christ can solve all your problems,Ó he often told 
his listeners. ÒHe can lift your burdens and bring peace to your heart. Christ 
can transform your life so that you can begin . . . as a new person.Ó60

Whatever the reasons for their interest, thousands of people from across 
New England made their way to the meetings in Boston. Over the Þrst two 

57. Menzies, ÒGraham Feels Like Wet Dishrag,Ó 54; and ÒGraham Urges Pastors to Appeal to 
the Common Man,Ó 1, 54.

58. ÒWe May Spend Selves into Depression,Ó 1, 14.
59. ÒFill Opera House for Revival,Ó Boston Post, January 13, 1950, 15.
60. ÒGraham Scores Typical Revelry,Ó 1, 9.
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weeks (including the twenty services held at Mechanics Hall, the Opera House, 
and the Boston Garden) more than one hundred Þfteen thousand had attended 
the meetings and some three thousand Òdecision cardsÓ had been signed, ac-
cording to an estimate by Allan Emery.61

The Þnal service was held on January 16 at the Boston Garden. ÒIn the great-
est revival meeting New England has seen in the present generation,Ó reported 
the Boston Daily Globe, Òa capacity crowd of 16,000 Þlled every seat in Boston 
Garden last night, and more than 5,000 were turned away.Ó At the close of the 
service, Òfrom every corner and from the highest galleries in the great sports 
auditorium, 3,000 converts streamed down to the platform in response to the 
dynamic young preacherÕs plea to accept Christ.Ó62 ÒNo great sporting event, 
no appearance of any champion team,Ó not even the presence of ÒWinston 
Churchill or any other great national or international Þgure,Ó added a report in 
the Boston Post, had been able to attract Òbigger or more enthusiastic throngs 
inside and outside the huge structureÓ than had Billy Graham.63

ÒNot in my generation,Ó Graham told the audience, Òhas there been such 
a moving of GodÕs Spirit.Ó This Òis not the doing of any preacher,Ó he con-
tinued, and it is certainly Ònot the doing of Billy Graham.Ó Rather, it is Òthe 
miracle that God Himself has done to bring to New England the chance for 
full salvation.Ó64

Using the Old Testament story of Noah as his major focus, Graham drew 
a parallel between NoahÕs time and his own. The Òphilosophers, scientists 
and modernistsÓ then, much like today, Òrefused to believe that disaster could 
sweep the world.Ó But Òwhen the cloud came and the rain started and the 
water rose,Ó he continued, then Òthousands came, pounding at the door of 
the Ark, begging Noah to let them come in and be saved.Ó They had lost their 
chance, but God has mercifully Òleft the door open for you tonight,Ó and you 
can be saved if you would but Òcome into the Ark now.Ó Upon hearing the 
invitation, as a Boston Post reporter described the event, individuals Òof all 
races, creed[s], color[s] and economic strata moved steadily to the front of the 
hall.Ó A Òman in tattered clothing, the knees of his trousers worn through, 
walked behind a woman wearing an expensive fur coat.Ó65

ÒDown from every balcony and corner in the vast building came white-
haired men, girls of high school age, mature women from whose eyes tears 

61. See the Quincy Patriot Ledger, January 17, 1950. Extensive coverage of the Boston meetings 
was provided by the cityÕs three major newspapers. Between December 30, 1949, and January 17, 1950, 
the Boston Daily Globe carried twenty-seven articles, the Boston Post included twenty-four articles, 
and the Boston Herald published twenty articles.

62. Ò16,000 Jam GrahamÕs Closing Revival,Ó Boston Daily Globe, January 17, 1950, 1. Front page 
reports were also carried in BostonÕs other major newspapers.

63. Allen Thomason, ÒGarden Packed for Big Revival Rally,Ó Boston Post, January 17, 1950, 1, 8.
64. Ò16,000 Jam GrahamÕs Closing Revival,Ó 1.
65. Thomason, ÒGarden Packed,Ó 1, 8.
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were falling,Ó wrote a Globe reporter, Òyet there was, among those many 
hundreds, no seeming hysteria. Those who cried looked as if they shed tears 
of relief or happiness.Ó Others Òwalked forward quietly, serenely, as if they 
knew a long time ahead that they were ready to look for the better life that 
Graham told them Christ o!ered.Ó66 The three thousand who came forward, in 
repentance for their sins, each received a small paperback copy of the Gospel 
of John. Graham then prayed with them and encouraged them to read their 
Bibles daily (starting with Þve readings of the Gospel of John), pray regularly, 
tell someone else about Christ, and, if they were not already a member, join 
a local church.67

At the close of the service, the audience stood to sing once again the chorus 
that had become a kind of theme song for the meetings: ÒSend a great revival 
to my soul; Send a great revival to my soul; Let the Holy Spirit come and take 
control; Yes, send a great revival to my soul.Ó Many were convinced that re-
vival was exactly what God had sent to Boston. The following morning, while 
reßecting on the gathering at the Boston Garden, Graham commented: ÒThe 
huge rally on Monday night at the Garden was the greatest revival meeting I 
have ever witnessed or participated in. More converts came forward to receive 
Jesus Christ than at any other evangelistic meeting I ever held.Ó Indeed, what 
happened in Boston over those two weeks Òhas greatly inspired me to continue 
in the great work of Jesus.Ó68

Graham Returns

When Harold John Ockenga announced to the Boston Garden crowd on 
Monday evening that Billy Graham had agreed to return to New England 
in March and April, they burst into applause.69 Even before the service 
was over, plans were already underway for phase two of the New England 
Mid-Century Crusade. Unlike the Þrst visit, these meetings would be held 
throughout the region and would involve Òextensive preparationsÓ by Òhun-
dreds of people.Ó Traveling to all six of the New England states, Graham 
preached in over twenty cities during the Þve-week crusade. By the great 
closing rally on the Boston Common, an additional six thousand individuals 
had signed the cards indicating their Òacceptance of Jesus Christ as their 
personal Savior.Ó70

While there was some opposition to the meetings, it was remarkably sub-
dued. A Unitarian pastor in Manchester, New Hampshire commented that he 

66. Ò16,000 Jam GrahamÕs Closing Revival,Ó 1, 4.
67. Thomason, ÒGarden Packed,Ó 1, 8.
68. ÒDr. Graham and Wife to Visit Niagara Falls,Ó Boston Post, January 18, 1950, 2.
69. Thomason, ÒGarden Packed,Ó 8.
70. See Lindsell, Park Street Prophet, 156Ð57.
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