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 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Sunday in America 
 
 

 In a fall classic of sorts, the Saints and Sinners met in October 1917 on a sunny 

baseball diamond in Los Angeles, California. Billy Sunday, the professional baseball 

player-turned-evangelist, was the skipper for the Saints, while in the other dugout, 

Hollywood heartthrob Douglas Fairbanks captained the Sinners. Two of America’s most 

beloved movie stars, Charlie Chaplin and Mary Pickford, were the honorary umpires for 

the day. In the lineup for Sunday’s team was Albert Peterson, his advance man and a fine 

pitcher, as well as Homer Rodeheaver, his handsome music leader, who played catcher in 

between leading the choir in the grandstands with his famous trombone. The speedy 

Sunday played center field “and half of each of the other fields as well.” On the scorecard 

for the Sinners was “‘Strangler’ Lewis, the giant wrestler” and Tom Kennedy, a former 

prizefighter. Despite this formidable lineup, the Saints were unafraid. “The Lord will 

protect the righteous,” they teased as Rodeheaver struck up the choir.1 

Sunday was not out of place among these celebrities playing a charity baseball 

game. He was among equals. That June, he had just completed the most successful 

revival of his career. In New York City, he donated his entire free-will offering, or his 

salary, to the YMCA and Red Cross to help support the war effort. The final tally was 

$120,490, the largest free-will offering he had ever received. Sunday was a millionaire by 

                                                
1 Mae Tinée, “Right off the Reel: That Ball Game,” Chicago Daily Tribune, October 7, 1917, C3; 

P. S., “When Saint Meets Sinner on the Baseball Diamond,” The Lutheran Witness 37, no. 11 (May 28, 
1918): 163. This last article was actually a ferocious criticism of a piece run in Baseball Magazine, which 
the editors of The Lutheran Witness felt took too much liberty with the reverent language and subject of 
religion. The author also flayed Billy Sunday for irreverently using religious phrases in a baseball game, 
which the author termed taking the Lord’s name in vain, and he summarized the whole affair as “Swine and 
dogs wallowing and rooting among a peck of pearls.” 
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1917, so he didn’t need the money anyway. The prize for his labor in New York was 

98,264 converts, an extraordinary feat considering that Dwight L. Moody—the towering 

evangelist of the late nineteenth century—had only won 6,000 converts during his best 

revival in America.2 On that October day in Los Angeles, playing baseball with 

Hollywood movie stars, Sunday was at the zenith of his popularity. 

Between 8,000 and 10,000 “howling fans” packed the stands including several 

regiments of uniformed Marines. It was a raucous atmosphere. Sunday provided more 

than his fair share of field banter, for he “seemed to cherish the idea that the old-time 

players were superior to the modern rank and file. He was constantly recounting this or 

that example of stamina and nerve on the part of men who played during his time.” When 

a fly ball sailed over Sunday’s head, he “invoked the blessing of heaven and started in 

pursuit.” When a batter for the Saints roped a line drive into left toward the awaiting 

Fairbanks, the choir jumped to their feet, shed their piety, and screamed and “implored 

him to drop the ball.” After the home plate umpire made an unfavorable call, they jeered 

at him, “you robber!” At this, “Rodeheaver laid down his trombone long enough to hold 

up his hand and shout, ‘Let him without sin cast the first pop-bottle.’”3 The crowd burst 

into laughter. 

Sunday legged out a triple in the final innings of the game, showing off his base 

running speed that made him so famous as a professional ball player during the 1880s, 

but he was stranded at third. Fairbanks’s team won the contest 1-0, and when the last out 

                                                
2 William G. McLoughlin, Billy Sunday Was His Real Name (Chicago: University of Chicago, 

1955), xxviii; James F. Findlay, Dwight L. Moody: American Evangelist, 1837-1899 (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Book House, 1969), 269. 

 
3 P. S., “When Saint Meets Sinner on the Baseball Diamond,” 163; Homer Rodeheaver, Twenty 

Years With Billy Sunday (Nashville: Cokesbury Press, 1935), 90-91.  
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was recorded his teammates rushed him on the field and hoisted their hero on their 

shoulders. Rodeheaver later complained that the “umpires practically gave the game to 

the movie stars.” Adding to this star-studded event, President Wilson signed three 

baseballs for the occasion. One was auctioned off in between innings for $275. The other 

two went to Sunday and Fairbanks as mementos. Altogether, the game raised $5,000 to 

provide baseball uniforms and equipment for American soldiers in France. Afterwards, 

Sunday and Fairbanks were on a first-name basis. In Chicago the following year, “Bill” 

asked “Doug” to come to the tabernacle and stump for Liberty Bonds, and the two 

entertainers, now friends, once again yukked it up for the crowd.4 

Billy Sunday was the most famous American evangelist in the early twentieth 

century, leading what scholars sometimes call the Third Great Awakening when “650 

active evangelists” and “1,200 part-time campaigners” roamed the nation. He was no 

hair-shirted prophet cavorting across the hinterland. Between 1906 and 1918, he held 

revivals “in ten of the fifteen largest cities in the United States and in more than one-third 

of the cities which had over 100,000 inhabitants.”5 By the mid-1910s, Billy Sunday was a 

household name. His wooden tabernacles could hold between 15,000 and 20,000 people, 

more than Wrigley Field at the time. And the revivalist could pack these pine benches. 

Sunday attracted crowds of 20,000 people twice or three times a day and sustained these 

levels for eight to ten weeks at a time. According to scholars’ best estimates, he spoke to 

                                                
4 “Doug Wins and Billy Dies on Third Base,” The Deseret Evening News [Salt Lake City], 

October 20, 1917, 10; Rodeheaver, Twenty Years, 91; “Captains of Contending Teams—Recognize ‘Em?” 
Columbus Evening Dispatch [Columbus, Oh.], October 4, 1917, 1, Papers of William Ashley “Billy” 
Sunday and Helen Amelia (Thompson) Sunday (Sunday Papers), Billy Graham Center Archives (BGCA), 
Wheaton College, Wheaton, Ill. Microfilm; “‘Doug’ and Billy Shake at Head of Liberty Trail,” Chicago 
Daily Tribune, April 19, 1918, 8. 

 
5 Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People, 2nd ed. (New Haven, CT: 

Yale University, 2004), 748; McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 46. 



 4 

over one hundred million people during his thirty-five year evangelistic career and 

converted one million of them. In the American revival tradition, he not only provided a 

bridge between Moody and Billy Graham; he made Graham possible. Charles Finney 

organized revivalism and Moody tied it to businessmen, but Sunday perfected mass urban 

revivalism, making it corporate, systematic, and even scientific. He and his team created 

a standardized formula of local preparations and committee organization that was 

replicable in cities across the nation, and his sermons, drawing heavily from the emerging 

entertainment industry, attracted a truly mass audience. In other words, his was a 

revivalism for an age of mass production and consumption. 

Sunday was on top of the world in 1917. His rise to national fame and fortune was 

all the more remarkable considering where he began. Sunday was born in a one-room log 

cabin outside of Ames, Iowa in November 1862. One month later, his father, a Union 

soldier, died of pneumonia in a military camp near Patterson, Missouri. Now one of 

millions of Civil War widows, his struggling mother had to send two of her three boys, 

one of whom was Sunday, to the Iowa Soldiers’ Orphans’ Home. After spending a couple 

years there and many under his grandparents’ care, this orphan somehow made his way in 

America, first in professional baseball and then in revivalism. When he was twenty years 

old, baseball giant and manager of the Chicago White Stockings Adrian “Cap” Anson 

spotted Sunday playing for the local Marshalltown, Iowa baseball team. Impressed by his 

speed, Anson helped sign Sunday to the White Stockings in 1883 where he experienced 

his first national fame—and fortune. While the average laborer in 1890 made about $1.35 

a day, or $420 a year, Sunday could have earned $3,500 in seven months if he would 

have stayed in baseball for the 1891 season. Sunday was an average hitter and a decent 
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fielder, but he was among the fastest runners in the National League. He went on to set a 

single-season record for stolen bases with 95, a record held until Ty Cobb stole 96 in 

1915.6 Sunday was a picture of all the opportunities America had to offer, and his rags-

to-riches story created a strong bond between him and his audience.  

During his best years between 1910 and 1917, Sunday and his team created a 

comprehensive, fine-tuned revival program that captivated urban America. Indicative of 

his ministry’s enormous scope, his tabernacle grounds were small villages unto 

themselves. About 200 local volunteers raised New York City’s tabernacle in less than a 

month, which reporters described as “a monster one-story barn.” Although it was no 

Crystal Palace, the pine structure boasted a free nursery, a hospital staffed with nurses, 

physicians, surgical supplies, and drugs, as well as several rooms for secretaries where 

volunteers kept track of Sunday’s incoming and outgoing correspondence and catalogued 

the decision cards collected at the end of meetings. It housed its own post office for mass 

mailings, a supply room with everything from pencils to coal, a press and publicity room 

stocked with typewriters, a telegraph and express office, and a switchboard room where 

operators directed the hundreds of calls that came in and out of the tabernacle daily. 

There was even a special retiring room for Sunday. It was equipped with a bath tub and 

                                                
6 Clarence D. Long, ed., Table 9, “The Course of Money Wages During 1860-1890,” in Wages 

and Earnings in the United States, 1860-1890 (Princeton: Princeton University, 1960), 30-32; William T. 
Ellis, Billy Sunday: The Man and His Message, With His Own Words Which Have Won Thousands For 
Christ (Philadelphia: John C. Winston, 1914), 36-37; McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 5. McLoughlin explains 
that these numbers were based on Sunday’s claims. According to his player page on 
BaseballReference.com, Sunday’s best season for stolen bases was in 1890 with 84, placing him third in the 
league that year. “Billy Sunday Player Page,” BaseballReference.com, 2016, accessed March 25, 2016, 
http://www.baseball-reference.com/players/s/sundabi01.shtml. 
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massage table where he received a hot soak and a full body massage from his personal 

trainer, welterweight boxer Jack Cardiff, after every sermon.7  

The New York City tabernacle cost $50,000 to build, and the cafeteria next door, 

run by the YWCA, cost another $125,000. With 150 employees, this cafeteria could feed 

800 people at a time and served an average of 10,000 meals a day. But this building was 

much more than a lunchroom. While throngs waited to gain admission to the “gospel 

barn,” they could rent one of sixteen cots, get treatment from a nurse, visit the 

information bureau for help with lodging while in the city, and peruse the book room, 

admiring the Bibles in 53 languages on display. There was a telephone booth, a parcel 

room to check personal belongings, restrooms, and even an employment bureau if you 

happened “to be a woman or girl in need of work.” And then there was the actual dining 

hall, stocked with an array of soups, salads, meats, vegetables, candy, ice cream, and 

even apple pie. With all this bustling activity on the tabernacle grounds, the local 

Executive Committee had to secure special police details to monitor the crowds outside, 

for sometimes the throngs clamoring for admission turned into riots. In Philadelphia, 

10,000 were denied admission one night, and 30 were injured in the ensuing commotion. 

In order to manage the masses in New York, several hundred taxis were stationed in the 

vicinity of the tabernacle to help shuttle 20,000 people in and out twice a day. The city’s 

elevated trains, railway lines, and subways also increased their fleet by several hundred 

cars, some lines nearly doubling to try to run cars at the rate of one per minute.8 

                                                
7 “6,000 At Station to Welcome Billy,” The Sun [New York], April 8, 1917, 10; “Tabernacle 

Seating 20,000 Where New York Is Hearing Billy Sunday,” New York American “Billy Sunday Extra,” no. 
3, n.d., ca. April 1917, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm. 

 
8 “Tabernacle Seating 20,000 Where New York Is Hearing Billy Sunday”; “Biggest of All 

Cafeterias For Sunday Crowds,” The Sun, May 6, 1917, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; “50,000 Men 
to Aid Campaign Here,” New York American “Billy Sunday Extra,” n.d., ca. April 1917, Sunday Papers, 
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The scope of Sunday’s revival ministry was also evident in his sprawling 

administrative network. During his peak years, Sunday’s team was comprised of more 

than twenty committees, and he traveled with a party of 26. By the mid-1910s, the team 

stopped sleeping in hotel rooms and requested that advance workers secure a temporary 

house for the party to rent, or sometimes two right next to each other. While Moody had 

assistant evangelists and an advance team that trained a few hundred local volunteers, he 

had nothing that approached this scale. Sunday’s assistants were revival experts who 

organized specialized campaign ministries for factory workers, employed women, 

children, and students. His organization also included several administrative committees 

and committees for tabernacle volunteers, like the choir, ushers, and personal workers. 

While Sunday’s assistants provided direction and training for some of these committees, 

each one labored in large measure under local leadership. Lay people organized the 

finances, audited the campaign, paid the bills, recruited volunteers, secured advertising, 

built and decorated the tabernacle, navigated local fire and insurance regulations, 

provided the party’s housing, solicited automobiles for them, canvassed neighborhoods, 

and conducted employment surveys. With an army of 30,000 to 70,000 local workers 

behind them, or rather, paving the way for them, Sunday’s assistants were free to conduct 

revival meetings outside the tabernacle every hour between 10 a.m. and 8 p.m. They 

preached in factories over lunch, in churches near schools after the closing bell, in 

YMCAs and rescue missions, and at civic centers and opera houses. This organizational 

network reflected the team’s sweeping ambitions. They tirelessly worked to envelope an 

                                                                                                                                            
BGCA. Microfilm; “Suggested Qualifications for Chairmen of Sunday Campaign Organization,” 3-5, n.d., 
ca. 1916, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; “Tabernacle Riot Caused by Sudden Change of Plans,” 
Evening Public Ledger [Philadelphia], Night Extra, January 9, 1915; “Traffic Systems to Connect With 
Trail at Tabernacle,” The New York Tribune, April 8, 1917, 11. 



 8 

entire metropolis in the revival, taking meetings to every block in the city. By the late-

1910s, Sunday’s revivals looked less like spontaneous outpourings of the Holy Spirit and 

more like a traveling revival machine. 

Sunday’s remarkable rise to fame was equaled only by his precipitous fall from 

the limelight. Although his popularity peaked in 1917, by 1919 he had virtually faded 

from the national media. The New York Times only ran six articles on him in 1918 and 

none in 1919. Even religious periodicals stopped talking about him. The Watchman-

Examiner, a fundamentalist weekly, dropped its regular coverage of Sunday after 1918, 

mentioning him only six times in 1919 and the same number the following year.9 The 

1920s held a series of heartaches for Sunday and his wife Helen, who he affectionately 

called “Ma,” not only in their declining fame but also in the misdeeds of their three boys. 

In fact, this seemed to be the only time they made national headlines in that decade. Their 

waning health seemed to mirror their revivals; impressive tabernacles gave way to 

humble tents, the crowds got thinner, the staffs smaller, the offerings leaner, and the 

converts fewer. Prior to his decline, one of Sunday’s most successful campaigns was in 

Pittsburgh in 1914, but when he returned to the Steel City in 1932, he was not welcomed 

by brass bands, clamoring reporters, or throngs pressing against him. In fact, few people 

knew or even cared that Sunday was in town.10 Although he continued to hold revivals 

until his death in 1935, the 1920s and 1930s were difficult years for the Sundays and their 

revival team. It seemed that old age had finally caught up with the old troubadour.  

                                                
9 McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 270. 
 
10 In 1932, Sunday was in Pittsburgh not to revive the city, but to carry on a series of revival 

meetings for one Presbyterian church on the North Side. Ruth Ayers, “Billy Sunday in Pittsburgh First in 
1913,” The Pittsburgh Press, November 7, 1935, 5; “Billy Known in Pittsburgh As Ball Player, 
Evangelist,” The Pittsburgh Press, November 7, 1935. 
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Part of the reason for Sunday’s remarkable success in his best years, the 1910s, 

stemmed from the mainstays of the revival tradition. Like most revivalists worth their 

salt, Sunday possessed a colorful vernacular style that resonated with common people. He 

prayed and told Bible stories in immensely conversational ways. When retelling the 

iconic battle between David and Goliath, he quipped that David “soaked Goliath on the 

coco between the lamps, and he went down for the count, after which the kid chopped off 

the big stiff’s block and the whole bunch skidooed.” Some faculty at Princeton University 

even charged that Sunday’s prayers and sermons were “irreverently familiar toward 

God.” Like Moody and George Whitefield before him, Sunday attracted many critics for 

his “vulgar” speech. But to these critics Sunday retorted, “What do I care if some puff-

eyed, dainty little dibbly-dibbly preacher goes tibbly-tibbling around because I use plain 

Anglo-Saxon words.”11  

Sunday said little outside the parameters of the revival tradition. His sermons 

were overwhelmingly centered on humanity’s need for salvation and what a new life in 

Christ looked like in terms of personal holiness, good citizenship, and service to others. 

He did not see conversion as a cathartic emotional experience, but he did believe it was a 

personal religious experience that involved recognizing one’s sin, accepting Christ’s 

death as payment for that sin, and pledging to live for him. What was unique about 

Sunday’s revivalist message was his knack for communicating religious and moral ideas 

in ways that made people laugh. There was much more humor than pathos in his 

                                                
11 For an excellent work on big tent revivalists and the mainstays of that genre, see Josh 

McMullen, Under the Big Top: Big Tent Revivalism and American Culture, 1885-1925 (New York: Oxford 
University, 2015). Billy Sunday, quoted in Peter Clark MacFarlane, “‘Sunday’ Salvation,” Everybody’s 
Magazine 32 (March 1915): 369, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; Professor West, quoted in 
“Princeton’s Thrust At Billy Sunday,” The Literary Digest 50 (April 24, 1915): 959, Sunday Papers, 
BGCA. Microfilm; Billy Sunday, quoted in Ellis, Billy Sunday, 71. 
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sermons, and audiences were often in stiches before he was finished. Some of his best 

lines included: 

Going to church doesn’t make a man a Christian, any more than going to a 
garage makes him an automobile.   

When a baby is born, what do you do with it? Put it in a refrigerator? 
That’s a good place for a dead chicken, and cold meat, but a poor place for babies. 
Then don’t put these new converts, ‘babes in Christ,’ into refrigerator churches.   

To see some people, you would think that the essential orthodox 
Christianity is to have a face so long they could eat oatmeal out of the end of a gas 
pipe.   

Some people pray like a jack-rabbit eating cabbage. 
 

Sunday’s unrefined style sometimes bordered on anti-intellectualism, but it certainly 

endeared him to the masses and made them roar. His style reflected Moody’s central 

axiom for successful religious meetings: make them interesting.12  

Sunday’s slang was therefore part of his larger willingness to accept 

unconventional methods, a central part of the revival tradition that allowed evangelists to 

attract new audiences. In addition to his rhetorical style, reporters spilled much ink over 

Sunday’s pulpit acrobatics. Because of his time in baseball, Sunday had a naturally 

athletic body, and he was full of energy on the stage. One of his early biographers 

commented, “The stranger who sees him for the first time is certain that he is on the very 

edge of a complete collapse.”  

He races to and fro across the platform. Like a jack knife he fairly doubles up in 
emphasis. One hand smites the other. His foot stamps the floor as if to destroy it. 
Once I saw him bring his clenched fist down so hard on the seat of a chair that I 
feared blood would flow and the bones be broken. 
 

During his sermons, Sunday would get down on all fours, grab his foot and wail when 

someone in his story stubbed a toe, spring on top of the table, and cup his hands around 

his mouth as he shouted. He would sprint across the stage like a runner leaning for the 
                                                

12 Billy Sunday, quoted in Ellis, Billy Sunday, 76-78; Findlay, Dwight L. Moody, 206. 
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finish line and then “—thud!—there lies the evangelist prone on the platform.” By the 

end of his sermons, sweat rolled down his temples and soaked his shirt and collar, even in 

the winter. Sunday never ended a sermon in his suit jacket. As soon as he started he 

began shedding his layers, one by one, first his coat, then his collar, until he was 

preaching in his shirt and trousers, or, in an all-men’s meeting, in just his undershirt and 

trousers.13 This in itself provided a racy contrast to the conservatism and propriety of 

Victorian Protestantism, and it shocked and offended some in his audiences. Sunday’s 

insistence on preaching outside of church structures gave him much leeway in 

experimenting with these unconventional methods, for he did not have to worry about 

disrupting the decorum of the sanctuary. As a result, Sunday was nothing if not 

charismatic in the pulpit, and he certainly made himself interesting and appealing to those 

outside of church circles. Sunday accepted that revivalism was, to some extent, 

entertainment. With his slangy, acrobatic sermon style, he was at his best when heard 

live. 

 While Sunday’s sermon style undoubtedly contributed to his popularity, his rise to 

fame had the most to do with the people who surrounded him: his paid revival assistants 

and local volunteers, especially the women. Indeed, the story of this popular revivalist is 

not confined to the realm of church history; it crosses over into women’s history, urban 

history, cultural history, and progressivism. Women were everywhere in Sunday’s urban 

revivalism. Local women performed essential functions for the campaign. They opened 

their homes for prayer meetings and held evangelistic meetings in factories. They were 

                                                
13 Ellis, Billy Sunday, 138-140; Bruce Barton, “Billy Sunday—Baseball Evangelist,” Collier’s 

(July 26, 1913), 7, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; Elijah P. Brown, The Real Billy Sunday: The Life 
and Work of Rev. William Ashley Sunday, D. D., the Baseball Evangelist (New York: Fleming H. Revell, 
1914), 145; MacFarlane, “‘Sunday’ Salvation,” 364. 
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personal workers, choir singers, and nursery and hospital attendants. They were 

superintendents, chairs, and sub-chairs on committees, and they prodded their wealthy 

husbands to open up their pocketbooks to fund the revival.  

Sunday’s permanent revival staff included a host of highly educated and 

accomplished women. One was an ordained pastor, a path-breaking distinction in the 

early twentieth century. By 1915, two-thirds of his revival team was female. Building on 

the gains of their nineteenth-century sisters, these evangelists blended Victorian ideas of 

domesticity with the Modern Woman to justify increasingly public and powerful roles in 

urban revivalism. They challenged local audiences to take an interest in the lot of the 

working classes, and as Bible instructors, they became spiritual leaders of both men and 

women. These women were more than evangelists. They were also administrators. Ma 

Sunday created and maintained the team’s bureaucratic revival organization. She, 

Virginia Asher, Frances Miller, and the other women of the party figure strongly in the 

pages that follow; for in running this enormous administrative structure, especially the 

committees that took the revival outside the tabernacle and into the community, they 

made Sunday’s revivals omnipresent in American cities. Although Sunday preached a 

Muscular Christianity, he did not want to push women out of leadership roles in the 

twentieth-century church. Rather, by demanding strength and vigorous activity from both 

men and women, and by emphasizing the tremendous amount of work to be done in the 

city, his revivals facilitated new avenues for female leadership. 

 Additionally, Sunday’s rise to fame rested on his ability to feel America’s cultural 

pulse and move with it. Stemming from his eight seasons in professional baseball, when 

he not only played America’s national game under dons like A. G. Spalding and Cap 
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Anson, but played on a championship-contending team with the 1885 and 1886 White 

Stockings, Sunday intuitively understood America’s emerging mass culture.14 When he 

took the field, he performed before a cross-class audience of white-collar businessmen 

and laborers who should have been at work (because games were only played during the 

day). Sunday learned to feel this crowd, anticipate their desires, and deliver the goods. 

His time with the White Stockings, and later the Pittsburgh Pirates and Philadelphia 

Phillies, exposed him to the nationwide cult of celebrity as well as Americans’ longings 

for leisure and vigorous experience. This cultural immersion allowed Sunday to become 

familiar with the mores and conventions of consumerism, which proved indispensible to 

his future religious endeavors.  

Consumerism gained traction in America after forty years of sectional animosity, 

class warfare, a widening gap between the rich and poor, rapid urbanization, and a tidal 

wave of immigration. In this social setting, the two most popular currents in American 

society were consumerism and progressivism, and it is no accident that both promised 

personal and social transformation. Nor is it a coincidence that Sunday’s pleas for 

religious renewal crested with both. The progressive movement strove to do nothing short 

of re-engineer Americans and American cities through regulation and scientific planning. 

As a movement, it was a malleable and diverse collection of groups and ideologies united 

chiefly by a common language and a desire to bring order to chaotic social relations. 

Similarly, America’s mass consumer culture drew together stunningly diverse regions 
                                                

14 The first five of Sunday’s eight seasons in baseball were with the White Stockings (1883 to 
1887). During that span, they clenched two pennants and advanced to the World Series, both times versus 
the St. Louis Browns. In the 1885 World Series, Sunday saw 24 plate appearances and scored five runs, but 
the series ended in a 3-3-1 tie. He rode the pine in the 1886 contest, his most unproductive year since 
joining the club, and his team lost the title that year because “some of the Chicago players appeared to be 
inebriated on the field.” “Billy Sunday Player Page”; David Fleitz, “Cap Anson,” SABR, accessed March 
31, 2016, http://sabr.org/bioproj/person/9b42f875; Wendy Knickerbocker, “Billy Sunday,” SABR, 
accessed March 31, 2016, http://sabr.org/bioproj/person/7fae24bc. 
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and “island communities.” It promised personal and national regeneration through the 

purchase of goods, and it offered a utopian vision of society where freedom and 

fulfillment were defined not so much by access to political power, but by the ability of 

non-gentried classes to consume freely, enjoy leisure, and procure a high standard of 

living. Advertisers sold fantasies of renewal through products that promised health and 

youth, and they sold vigorous, entertaining experiences that would rejuvenate a society 

worn by industrial cares.15  

A keen student of American culture, Sunday was able to tap into these desires for 

transformation and even use their specific languages. Evangelicalism’s historic tradition 

of individualism and activism flowed easily into the language of progressivism and its 

longing to transform both people and the city. Similarly, evangelicalism’s promises of 

personal transformation, psychic well-being, and even self-fulfillment (through salvation) 

provided ideological links between that religious expression and consumerism. Though 

there were certainly points of tension between these three ideologies, progressivism, 

consumerism, and revivalism ultimately reinforced each other. By peddling messages of 

transformation and renewal, all three deepened the hold of the new cultural order. 

One of the most central elements of Sunday’s cultural appeal was his effortless 

embodiment of the ideological tensions of the age. Shaped by a Victorian upbringing, he 

continued to value hard work and moral restraint. But his ability to win a mass audience 

during the early twentieth century stemmed chiefly from his mastery of consumerism’s 
                                                

15 This is Robert H. Wiebe’s phrase in The Search for Order, 1877-1920 (New York: Hill and 
Wang, 1967). For an introduction to the literature on progressivism, see Michael McGerr, A Fierce 
Discontent: The Rise and Fall of the Progressive Movement, 1870-1920 (New York: Oxford University, 
2003); and Alan Dawley, Struggles for Justice: Social Responsibility and the Liberal State (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University, 1991). For an introduction to the literature on consumerism, see T. J. Jackson 
Lears, No Place of Grace: Antimodernism and the Transformation of American Culture, 1880-1920 (New 
York: Pantheon, 1981); and William Leach, Land of Desire: Merchants, Power and the Rise of New 
American Culture (New York: Pantheon, 1993). 
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new values: personality, celebrity, youth, and entertainment. Although a preacher of what 

he called the “old time religion,” Sunday helped overturn many mainstays of the 

Victorian ethic, such as self-denial and Victorian gender roles for men and women. He 

could decry materialism while wearing finely tailored suits, and he could adopt the 

political ire of progressives without ever becoming explicitly political (save in the case of 

Prohibition). While he immersed himself in consumer culture, Sunday kept a distinct 

tension with the self-fulfillment it promised, arguing that liberation should always be 

tethered to something larger than the self. Rooted in a populist religious tradition, he 

nevertheless embraced the rationality and regimentation of the era, especially in the 

organization and execution of his revivals. Billing himself as a rube from Iowa, he also 

appealed to urban laborers and made revivalism part of the industrial landscape of 

factories and congested streets. He saw the city as a moral challenge, but he was not anti-

urban; he harbored his own vision of the city that aligned with both the progressive and 

evangelical imagination. A mess of human inconsistencies, Sunday offered a bridge 

between two cultural paradigms and guided Americans through the transition from a 

nineteenth-century Victorian society to a modern, consumerist one.  

In the history of American revivalism, Sunday and his team made three specific 

contributions. First, they made revivalism much more business-like. Moody, the former 

shoe-salesman, had introduced business methods to revivalism such as advance 

preparation and advertising, and he had relied almost exclusively on the financial support 

of wealthy benefactors. But Sunday and his team made revivalism look positively 

corporate. They adopted a centralized organizational structure with clear administrative 

hierarchies, a network of committees and subcommittees, and detailed divisions of labor. 
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While committee chairs and superintendents were permitted a certain measure of 

freedom, everyone in the revival reported to Ma. This centralized system stressed 

efficiency, organization, and results. Ma always emphasized that “nothing was left to 

chance.”16 Everything in the revival had to run like clockwork, from the movements of 

ushers during the altar call, to the coordination of committee efforts, to Sunday’s strict 

prohibition on interruptions in the tabernacle, even coughing. Contingencies must be 

planned for and complications anticipated and avoided. In keeping with the aura of 

efficiency, the tabernacle had to be bright and clean, its aisles wide and clear of 

everything except the sawdust that carpeted the floor to muffle the sound of shuffling 

feet. Sunday also did away with Moody’s inquiry room. Conversion in his tabernacle was 

completed like a business transaction that was sealed with a handshake from the 

evangelist himself and attested to by a form. At its best, these changes made revivalism 

sleek and up to date, and the intentional allocation of energy, duties, and resources 

allowed evangelicals to expand their reach and influence in urban areas. At its worst, this 

glorification of modern business erased the tension between evangelicalism and the world 

of commerce. 

Second, Sunday’s revival team provided much more public roles for women in 

revivalism. Women had played key roles in revivalism during the nineteenth century, 

both as itinerant revivalists and as public partners in Moody’s campaigns. But Moody’s 

views on gender and preaching were ambivalent at best, and his overall conservatism 

regarding women in public roles caused a highly publicized split between himself and 

Frances Willard, an ardent advocate of women’s suffrage. Sunday’s revivals certainly 

                                                
16 Findlay, Dwight L. Moody, 198-199, 202-204; Helen Sunday, “Ma Sunday’s Autobiographical 

Talks,” (unpublished MS, ca. 1936), sec. 4: 5, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm. 
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evidenced tensions between Victorianism and the Modern Woman, but these same 

tensions were present in most arguments for women’s political emancipation in the 

period. By drawing from both sets of ideas, Sunday’s team argued for women’s new 

religious power in ways that resonated deeply with Progressive Americans. The women 

on Sunday’s revival team made a name for themselves as evangelists in their own right, 

not least of all the towering figure of Ma Sunday, who continued her own revival career 

long after her husband’s death. Sunday’s support of these women’s pioneering actions 

normalized public roles for women in twentieth-century evangelicalism and legitimized a 

new gender dynamic in American revivalism, which blossomed in the 1920s under 

Aimee Semple McPherson.17 

Third, Sunday’s revivals created a more powerful link between revivalism and the 

cult of celebrity. Both Whitefield and Moody had used their personalities to attract 

crowds to their revivals, but the economies of scale had changed in the twentieth 

century’s consumer culture. Sunday’s use of his personality was much more sensational 

and much more pervasive. With a national media of daily periodicals that possessed an 

insatiable appetite for anything Sunday, the revivalist was constantly conducting 

interviews, posing for photographers in “striking attitudes,” and answering questions for 

clamoring reporters. Further, while Whitefield and Moody may have borrowed their 

techniques from the theater, they did not keep company with the most famous actors of 

                                                
17 Catherine Brekus, Strangers and Pilgrims: Female Preaching in America, 1740-1845 (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina, 1998); Edward Blum, “‘Paul Has Been Forgotten’: Women, Gender, 
and Revivalism During the Gilded Age,” Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 3, no. 3 (July 
2004): 247-270; Edith L. Blumhofer, Aimee Semple McPherson: Everybody’s Sister (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1993); Matthew Avery Sutton, Aimee Semple McPherson and the Resurrection of Christian 
America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University, 2007). 
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the day. In this way, Sunday further blurred the lines of the sacred and the secular in 

revivalism, a religious genre that already thrived on a fluid relationship between the two. 

The story that follows does not paint Sunday’s revivals as a precursor to 

fundamentalism, nor does it cast Sunday as a fundamentalist. Most importantly, this is 

not just a biography of Billy Sunday. It is the story of a celebrity evangelist and his 

remarkable revival team who together marked urban revivalism’s coming of age. In a 

period of industrialization and urbanization, they made revivalism a standardized process 

that predictably delivered a desirable product to a mass audience of consumers.  

Chapter One situates Sunday not in the context of prophecy conferences or 

premillennialism, but in the urban religious expressions of Chicago, especially the 

YMCA and rescue missions. In these institutions, he was intimately shaped by the cries 

of a new generation of Protestants who longed to replace sentimental Victorian religion 

with a more practical faith. Chapter Two charts Sunday’s early forays into revivalism and 

the development of a robust program of local preparations, what the team called advance 

work. Ma Sunday and the revivals’ lay volunteers figure prominently in this chapter, 

demonstrating how Sunday’s revivals became increasingly planned affairs and facilitated 

expanded gender roles for women. Chapter Three documents the development of a 

corporate organizational structure in Sunday’s revival program, which mimicked the 

cultural currents of progressivism and modern business. Together with the advance 

program, this organizational structure made Sunday’s revivals systematic and even 

scientific, fitting them for mass production across the country. Chapter Four shows how 

this network of committees helped Sunday’s revivals reach truly mass audiences that 

included members of the lower classes. By taking revivals outside the tabernacle into 
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factories, jails, and rescue missions, Sunday’s team connected with diverse populations 

and made revivalism part of the urban landscape. Chapter Five surveys Sunday’s clever 

use of progressivism to win a national audience that included secular governmental 

officials and theological liberals. His ability to do so not only highlights the remarkable 

flexibility of progressivism, but also the way that mass urban revivalism uniquely 

flourished in the progressive milieu. Chapter Six takes readers into the tabernacle where 

Sunday integrated the most popular elements of Progressive Era mass amusements into 

his revival services. This strategy made revivalism a competitive attraction in urban areas 

and it allowed evangelicals to shape the contours of America’s burgeoning consumer 

culture.  

Sunday and his team made revivals not just seasons of spiritual refreshment, but 

agents of cultural transformation that deepened the hold of a new social order. Long 

before they mastered urban revivalism in the 1910s, however, the young rube from Iowa 

came of age in the city that Moody built. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Get on the Gospel Wagon: The Religious World of Chicago and the Shaping of Billy 
Sunday 

 
 

 On a hot Saturday afternoon in July 1886, the world champion White Stockings 

finished a three-game series with the New York Giants at West Side Park in Chicago. 

Although the White Stockings dropped two of the three games, leaving them three and a 

half games out of first place, their spirits were not dampened. Rather, in keeping with the 

less-than-respectable reputation of professional baseball players in the 1880s, members 

from both teams got together the next day to celebrate the Sabbath by getting “tanked” 

together at local bars. After coming out of a saloon that evening, the right fielder for the 

White Stockings, Billy Sunday, took a seat on the curb of Van Buren and State.1   

Across the street in an empty lot, the sound of flutes and slip horns rose above the 

clank of horse-drawn carriages and caught the attention of the young ball player. It was 

the Pacific Garden Mission’s band traveling on one of its “gospel wagons,” and the 

musicians were singing old hymns set to new tunes. Intrigued, Sunday stumbled to his 

feet and headed for the swelling crowd of spectators. As he listened, he was deeply 

moved and “sobbed and sobbed” on the street corner. A worker from the mission named 

Harry Monroe saw the tear-stained ball player and invited him to come to Pacific Garden 

                                                
1 Sunday’s conversion story is recounted in William T. Ellis, Billy Sunday: The Man and His 

Message, With His Own Words Which Have Won Thousands For Christ (Philadelphia: John C. Winston 
Co., 1914), 40-41. Elijah P. Brown mentions that some of the Giants were in the party. The Real Billy 
Sunday: The Life and Work of Rev. William Ashley Sunday, D.D., The Baseball Evangelist (New York: 
Fleming H. Revell Company, 1914), 37. 
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Mission that night. Billy went. Although he did not find salvation immediately, he 

frequently returned to the mission in the months that followed.2   

One evening, probably in the late summer of 1886, Sunday found himself again 

passing under Pacific Garden Mission’s blazing red sign that advertised “Hope For All 

Who Enter.” After a rather informal time of singing, praying, and listening to other men’s 

testimonies, Sunday heard Monroe preach a short sermon. Monroe was a “winsome, 

square-faced Irishman” who spoke in a plain, populist style. He was no theologian nor 

even a great orator, but what he lacked in these areas he made up for with conviction, the 

ability to hold a crowd, and a powerful testimony of how God changed his life. Once a 

man of the underworld who “passed counterfeit money for a gang of criminals,” Monroe 

found Jesus at Pacific Garden Mission and was now one of its leading preachers.3  

The messages of personal transformation Sunday heard that night stirred the 

young ball player, but he still hesitated to go forward. Sarah Dunn Clarke, the founder of 

Pacific Garden Mission, saw Sunday “under tremendous conviction.” She approached 

him, put her arm around him, and said, “Young man, God loves you. Jesus died for you, 

and He wants you to love Him and give your heart to Him.” This personal touch was just 

the push Sunday needed. He clumsily rose to his feet and toppled over several chairs as 

he struck a path down the aisle to make his profession of faith. At the front, he sat down 

on a wooden chair while Clarke and Monroe knelt beside him and prayed. That night, 

                                                
2 Billy Sunday, quoted in Ellis, Billy Sunday, 41. Sunday recalls going back to the mission “every 

night for two weeks” in Sarah D. Clarke, The Founding of Pacific Garden Mission: Over Thirty-Five Years 
Contributed to the Master’s Service (Chicago: The Browson Canode Printing Company, 1914), 56.  

 
3 Carl F. H. Henry, The Pacific Garden Mission: Doorway to Heaven (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Zondervan, 1942), 31, 43, 66.  
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Sunday gave his life to Christ in a small, whitewashed room lit by kerosene lamps and 

decorated with scripture banners.4 He was twenty-three years old. 

Sunday soon joined Jefferson Park Presbyterian Church on Chicago’s west side, 

one of the most prestigious congregations in the city. Here, Sunday’s path crossed with 

Frank DeWitt Talmage, son of T. DeWitt Talmage, who served as pastor at Jefferson 

Park in the late 1890s. He also became acquainted with an assistant pastor named 

William Asher and his wife Virginia, the latter of whom become a fixture in Sunday’s 

revivals in the twentieth century.5 Perhaps most importantly, Jefferson Park led Sunday to 

                                                
4 Henry, The Pacific Garden Mission, 44; Sarah Dunn Clarke, quoted in Lyle W. Dorsett, Billy 

Sunday and the Redemption of Urban America (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1991), 27. As Robert F. 
Martin notes, “the date of [Sunday’s] conversion…is a matter of some dispute.” William Ellis dates the 
conversion to the fall of 1887, while his scholarly biographers (William G. McLoughlin, Lyle W. Dorsett, 
Roger A. Bruns, and Robert F. Martin) agree it was probably in 1886 sometime, although they disagree 
whether it was in the summer or fall. Brown does not attempt to set a date. See William G. McLoughlin, 
Billy Sunday Was His Real Name (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1955), 6; Dorsett, Billy Sunday, 23; 
Roger A. Bruns, Preacher: Billy Sunday and Big-Time American Evangelism (1992; Repr., Urbana: 
University of Illinois, 2002), 43; and Robert F. Martin, Hero of the Heartland: Billy Sunday and the 
Transformation of American Society, 1862-1935 (Bloomington: Indiana University, 2002), 32.  

Bruns places the series with the New York Giants in Sunday’s conversion story in June 1886. 
Preacher, 43. This is incorrect, however, because the June series was played in New York. These teams 
played two series in Chicago that year: July 1-3 and September 6-8. “1886 Chicago White Stockings: 
Schedule and Results,” BaseballReference.com, accessed June 9, 2015, http://www.baseball-
reference.com/teams/CHC/1886-schedule-scores.shtml. One clue to Sunday’s conversion date is a fantastic 
catch he claims he made in right field against Detroit the day after his conversion. See Ellis, Billy Sunday, 
35-36; Theodore Thomas Frankenberg, Spectacular Career of Rev. Billy Sunday, Famous Baseball 
Evangelist (Columbus, OH: McClelland & Company, 1913), 66. Chicago hosted Detroit on May 6-8, July 
8-10, and September 9-11 in 1886. “1886 Chicago White Stockings Schedule.” Sunday’s conversion could 
not have occurred in May, for the White Stockings had not yet played the Giants (who were present when 
Sunday saw the gospel wagon). His conversion was not likely in July, for only a week lapsed between the 
series with New York and the series with Detroit that month. This, combined with the fact that Sunday 
refers to Chicago and Detroit being “neck and neck for the championship,” means he most likely began 
attending the mission after the New York series in July and was converted by the Detroit series in 
September.  

 
5 John Moses and Joseph Kirkland, History of Chicago, Illinois, vol. 2, bk. 2 (1895; Repr. 

Chicago: Munsell & Co., 1995), 378-380. Frank DeWitt Talmage was pastor here between 1897 and 1903. 
“Talmage to Visit Chicago: Famous Preacher Will Attend Installation of His Son,” Chicago Daily Tribune, 
October 12, 1897, 8; “Dr. Frank Talmage Resigns: Leaves Jefferson Park Church to Accept Call Recently 
Sent From Los Angeles,” Chicago Daily Tribune, December 21, 1903, 8. T. DeWitt Talmage was the 
eminent minister of New York’s Brooklyn Tabernacle. Other than Henry Ward Beecher, he was the most 
famous preacher of the Gilded Age. “Sketch of Rev. Dr. Talmage,” The New York Times, April 13, 1902, 7. 
William Asher served as Frank Talmage’s assistant pastor for five years at Jefferson Park. See Lena S. 
Sanders, The Council Torchbearer: A Tribute to Mrs. Virginia Asher, Founder and Leader of the Virginia 
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a young woman named Helen Amelia Thompson. Helen was the daughter of a prosperous 

Chicago businessman who made his living in the dairy and ice cream industry. She 

attended prayer meetings on Wednesdays, and Billy, “hot on the trail of Nell,” began 

attending often too, strategically sitting where he could “keep one eye on Nell…and the 

other on the preacher.” Sunday had to woo Helen away from another suitor and overcome 

her father’s loud objections to his daughter marrying a professional baseball player, but 

the couple wed on September 5, 1888.6 This marked the beginning of a true friendship 

and partnership that would transform Sunday’s life.  

Although Jefferson Park was an important part of Sunday’s Christian growth, he 

found most of his spiritual sustenance at Pacific Garden Mission and the Chicago 

YMCA. These institutions molded the young man’s Christian attitudes and behaviors and 

profoundly influenced the character of his future revival career. They taught him a 

populist preaching style, how to reach sinners outside the church, as well as the 

importance of bureaucratic organization, lay people, and women in urban evangelism. 

These institutions showed him how to relate to people of all classes, whether from 

Chicago’s underworld or Christian businessmen, and they formed his early ideas on 

interdenominationalism, evangelical activism, and social concern. Together, Pacific 

Garden Mission and the Chicago YMCA constituted Sunday’s first school in practical 

Christianity—a faith of personal transformation, urgency, moral certainty, and spiritual 

                                                                                                                                            
Asher Business Woman’s Invitation Council (Roanoke, VA: Virginia Asher Business Woman’s Council, 
1936), 6, Virginia Asher Papers, BGCA.  

 
6 Dorsett, Billy Sunday, 33; Bruns, Preacher, 45; Billy Sunday, quoted in Theodore Thomas 

Frankenberg, Billy Sunday, His Tabernacles and Sawdust Trails: A Biographical Sketch of the Famous 
Baseball Evangelist (Columbus, OH: The F. J. Heer Printing Company, 1917), 62. See also Billy Sunday, 
The Sawdust Trail: Billy Sunday in His Own Words (Iowa City: University of Iowa, 2005), 62. Several 
biographers note William Thompson’s opposition. See, for instance, McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 6; and 
Ellis, Billy Sunday, 46. 
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power. Practical Christianity championed evangelism and social service and prized the 

usefulness of religious experience over theological distinctions. 

The cry for a practical faith was the religious consensus of Sunday’s age, and it 

drove a wider rebellion in the transatlantic religious world against the seemingly cold, 

lifeless formalism of Victorian Protestantism.7 This intense desire for spiritual renewal 

fostered an explosion of religious creativity in the late nineteenth century, giving rise to 

the Social Gospel, the institutional church movement, the Holiness movement, Muscular 

Christianity, rescue missions, dispensationalism, divine healing, and a new wave of urban 

revivalism. The cry for a practical faith thus sounded from religious groups that historians 

have traditionally seen as antagonistic. The teachings of the Holiness movement, 

especially the “profound personal religious experience of consecration,” which inspired 

“arduous Christian service,” particularly influenced American Protestantism during these 

years.8  

                                                
7 Grant Wacker, “The Holy Spirit and the Spirit of the Age in American Protestantism, 1880-

1910,” The Journal of American History 72, no. 1 (June 1985): 60. This essay will focus most on the 
American manifestations of this religious discontent, but it is important to note that during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century, American Protestantism was part of a much larger transatlantic 
world. All the major developments in late nineteenth-century American Protestantism, from the Holiness 
movement and urban missions to the YMCA and Muscular Christianity, had English counterparts that 
heavily influenced the character of American religion. The most prominent religious leaders in each 
country were also close friends and attended the same conferences. 

 
8 As Wacker explains, leaders of the new liberal theology and the Higher Life movement (part of 

the Holiness movement) were united in their rebellion against a “common father”—conservative 
mainstream Victorian religion—and there were striking similarities between evangelicals and liberals in the 
last decades of the nineteenth century. Wacker argues that at base they were rival “siblings.” Wacker, “The 
Holy Spirit,” 59-61. 

George Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture (1980; 2nd ed., New York: Oxford 
University, 2006), 73. The Keswick branch of the Holiness movement was particularly important. The 
literature on this branch is thin and most often tied to either fundamentalism or Pentecostalism, but for 
more, see Ernest R. Sandeen, The Roots of Fundamentalism: British and American Millennialism, 1800-
1930 (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1970), 132-187; Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, 
72-101; Donald W. Dayton, “Theological Roots of Pentecostalism” (Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 
1983), 101-219; Wacker, “The Holy Spirit,” 45-62.  
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Calls for a practical faith arose in response to a prevailing sense of weakness in 

Victorian religion. Social Gospel and Muscular Christianity leader Josiah Strong argued 

that the “[t]he teachings, rites and ceremonies” of Victorian Protestantism had reduced 

faith to “habit” and “emptied” religion of “purpose and feeling.” Similarly, A. J. Gordon, 

a divine healing evangelist, dispensationalist, and eventual fundamentalist, lamented, 

“For observe what confessions of weakness our Protestant churches are unconsciously 

putting forth at every hand. Note the dependence which is placed on artistic music, on 

expensive edifices; on literary and social entertainments…” The materialism and 

formalism of Victorian churches later became a favorite theme of Sunday’s during his 

revival career. In 1917, The New York Journal printed his diagnosis of the church’s ills: 

[I]t is suffering from sermons that are “nothing but showers of cocaine;” from too 
many “dead ones in the pews;” from “spineless jelly-fish” attendants; from 
“lolling in its well-fed content, satisfied with magnificent buildings, stained glass 
windows, pipe organs, vestments and rich, influential congregations.” 
  

What reformers termed “formalism” was often the outgrowth of the liberalizing theology 

of nineteenth-century Protestantism, especially the theology of conversion. Romanticism 

enjoyed considerable influence over mid-century Protestantism, and preachers 

increasingly believed that attention to the aesthetics of biblical language and religious 

architecture, not just preaching the Word, could also facilitate conversion.9 This did lead 

to more poetic sermons and gave Protestantism a distinctly cultured, middle-class appeal. 

 Advocates for a practical faith were also bothered by the way Victorian 

Protestantism faltered against doctrinal challenges arising from Darwinian evolution and 
                                                

9 Josiah Strong, The Next Great Awakening (New York: The Baker and Taylor Company, 1902), 
15-16; A. J. Gordon, The Ministry of Healing; or, Miracles of Cure in All Ages (Boston: Howard Gannett, 
1883), 10; “Sunday Points to Defects In the Church,” The New York Journal, May 15, 1917, Sunday 
Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; Colleen McDannell, The Christian Home in Victorian America: 1840-1900 
(Bloomington: Indiana University, 1986); Matthew Bowman, The Urban Pulpit: New York City and the 
Fate of Liberal Protestantism (New York: Oxford University, 2014). 
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Higher Criticism, both of which questioned the divinity and authority of the Scriptures. 

Many late nineteenth-century Protestants adjusted to these new ideas, but their 

adaptations made God more rational and comprehensible, more human and less divine. 

This left a generation of Christians feeling unmoored, or as historian T. J. Jackson Lears 

described it, “weightless.” In the doctrinal vacuum created by these controversies, the 

theology of the Victorian church increasingly became the theology of science and 

progress. One Episcopal rector epitomized the religion of most Victorian churches when 

he admitted, “Our church stands for conservatism and capitalism and not for conversion 

or Christianity.” Industrial capitalism and material wealth were sanctioned by God and 

even signaled the dawn of the millennium. If poverty resulted, it was the result of moral 

failure. While evangelicals had been at the helm of social activism in Antebellum 

America, they had largely lost their social conscience by the late nineteenth century and 

turned a blind eye to the suffering and oppression in American cities.10 

To advocates of a practical Christianity, the Victorian Church had lost its spiritual 

fire, moral certainty, and social mission. Critics often spoke about this malaise in 

gendered terms of the church’s “feminization,” or its incongruity with the realities of 

public life. As a result of its overwhelmingly female membership, they argued, Victorian 

Protestantism mirrored the image of the True Woman—sheltered and romantic. Much as 

                                                
10 James Turner, Without God, Without Creed: The Origins of Unbelief in America (Baltimore: 

The Johns Hopkins University, 1985); T. J. Jackson Lears, No Place of Grace: Antimodernism and the 
Transformation of American Culture, 1880-1920 (New York: Pantheon, 1981), 32; Reverend George C. 
Richmond, quoted in “Richmond Plans New Church,” The Philadelphia Bulletin, December 21, 1914, 
Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm. Lears discusses the failures of Victorian Protestantism in greater depth 
in No Place of Grace, 22-26 and 41-47. See also Lears, Rebirth of a Nation: The Making of Modern 
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literary realists, these religious reformers argued that Americans needed to shed their 

sentimentalism and face the hard facts of life. They also crafted new models of American 

manhood that overturned the Victorian model centered on self-control, slender frames, 

and the mastery of one’s emotions. As Theodore Roosevelt called men to live “the 

strenuous life,” engaging in hunting, football, or any activity that encouraged passion, 

virility, or physical exertion, Protestants applied this ethic to American religion through 

Muscular Christianity. Indeed, liberal and conservative pleas for a practical faith often 

intersected in Muscular Christianity, which provided a strong link between physical and 

moral strength and associated masculinity with militancy. Sunday epitomized the essence 

of Muscular Christianity when he argued that the Christian life was “a barehanded fight 

with the devil to a finish.”11 Social Gospel leaders, revivalists, and Muscular Christians 

collaborated to create a strenuous religion for the strenuous life, for reforming the church 

and tackling the challenges of industrialization required strong constitutions.  

And the challenges were legion. A flood of immigrants from southeastern Europe 

seemed to threaten the cohesion of the nation state. The possibility of the self-made man 

nearly vanished as sprawling, powerful corporations dominated the economic scene. 

Monopolies and a tremendous gap between the rich and poor endangered the equality 

central to democracy itself, and increasingly, Americans’ economic livelihoods depended 
                                                

11 Ann Douglas, The Feminization of American Culture (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 
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on powerful, anonymous, and distant forces outside of their control. With Victorian 

Protestantism unable to offer anything more than a benediction over industrial capitalism, 

a diverse group of reformers emerged to reassert the evangelical heritage of spiritual 

power, social activism, and a strongly internalized moral vision. They brandished all 

these desires under the banner of a practical faith, one that could transform both people 

and the world.  

Billy Sunday came of age in this religious moment. The cry for a practical faith 

was at its base a desire to reunite the spiritual and the secular, the temporal and the 

eternal, and give religious doctrines new power in everyday life. This kind of faith had a 

broad appeal that traversed regional and even national boundaries, but its close ties to the 

economic context of industrial capitalism meant that it particularly festered in urban 

metropolises like Chicago. Sunday arrived in the Windy City in 1883 when he was 

twenty years old. He was wearing a sage green suit and had only a dollar in his pocket. 

Like Dwight L. Moody, who had moved from rural Massachusetts to Boston at age 

seventeen, or Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, the sights and sounds of the city must 

have been overwhelming to this Iowa hayseed. In the 1880s, Chicago was a city in 

transition. Once little more than a muddy village, in 1883 it was in the middle of one of 

its most rapid periods of growth. Between 1880 and 1890, the population doubled from 

500,000 to over 1 million.12 With the economic booms and busts of the Gilded Age, a 

population comprised of a nearly even mixture of immigrants and native-born Americans, 

and a labor market intimately shaped by the railroad, Chicago’s social conditions were 
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always in flux. This made it the perfect laboratory for evangelical experiments in 

practical Christianity. 

Chicago’s religious world was shaped in no small part by D. L. Moody, who 

made the city “the Christian capital of America” in the late nineteenth century. Moody 

had pioneered slum evangelism in an infamous district called “the Sands” next to Lake 

Michigan on Chicago’s near north side.13 He also had strong ties to two other flagship 

institutions for practical Christianity in the city: the YMCA and Pacific Garden Mission. 

When Sunday became attached to these two organizations after his conversion, he not 

only entered the center of Chicago’s religious scene, he entered the long shadow of 

Moody.  

The Chicago YMCA and Pacific Garden Mission were products of the Holiness 

movement, which emerged in the 1840s after the Second Great Awakening calling 

converts to live a higher Christian life after conversion.14 It caught fire in Chicago and 

nationally during the so-called businessmen’s revival of 1857-1858. Holiness leaders 

stressed the power of the Holy Spirit, especially in the doctrine of consecration—the 

entire abandonment of the self to God—and sanctification, or the pursuit of personal 

holiness and even moral perfection after conversion.15 These ideas gave the movement an 

                                                
13 Dorsett, A Passion for Souls, 64, 116. 
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incredible zeal and a deep commitment to social issues. The Holiness movement was also 

intensely populist; it stressed lay preaching and testifying and emphasized personal 

righteousness over theological training. It championed female religious leadership and 

eschewed denominational oversight in favor of interdenominational cooperation and 

parachurch organizations.16 The movement’s perfectionist tendencies bridged the liberal-

conservative divide, combining liberals’ faith in human goodness with conservatives’ 

moral zeal. This blend of ideas made the Holiness movement the taproot of some of the 

most aggressive and humanitarian urban evangelism of the late nineteenth century, 

including the Salvation Army, YMCA, and the urban missions movement. It also gave 

rise to progressive reform.17  

The Chicago YMCA started in the noon prayer meetings held for businessmen 

during the mid-century Holiness revival. Reflecting these roots, the YMCA was a lay 

organization concerned with Christian unity and interdenominational “co-operation in 
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practical Christian work.” It also directed its energies to both the “temporal and spiritual 

salvation of mankind.” Moody did not become president of the Association until 1866, 

but he was in many ways the true founder of the Chicago YMCA; the organization 

floundered until he began to take on a more active role in 1861. Moody was the YMCA’s 

“leading spirit,” providing consistent leadership and fundraising savvy. Under his 

influence, the organization offered Chicagoans material and religious aid, including poor 

relief, tract distribution, and noon prayer meetings.18  

The Holiness movement also inspired the transatlantic rescue mission movement, 

of which Pacific Garden Mission was a prominent member. The rescue mission 

movement’s American founder was Jerry McAuley, who established the nation’s first 

institution of its kind in 1872: the Water Street Mission in New York City. Motivated by 

Holiness ideas of perfect Christian love manifested in service to people’s bodies and 

souls, rescue missions offered various programs of relief for the poor, from food, lodging, 

and English classes to prison ministries and vocational training. Five years after McAuley 

founded his mission on Water Street, Sarah Dunn Clarke and her husband George opened 

Pacific Garden Mission in Chicago, the second rescue mission in the country. The 

mission garnered its name from the old beer garden it operated in—the Pacific Beer 

Garden at 386 South Clark Street in an area of the city known as Whiskey Row. 

                                                
 18 Edwin Burritt Smith, Historical Sketch of the Young Men’s Christian Association of Chicago, 
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Although by 1877 Moody had largely left Chicago for national and international 

evangelistic tours, he still left his mark on the mission by suggesting its name.19  

Whiskey Row was home to various establishments that catered to lower-class 

amusements, especially gambling halls, saloons, and brothels. Sarah Clarke remembered 

that there were “Saloons on either side [of the mission] with their banjos and 

accompanying instruments.” There was even an “opium dive” directly underneath the 

mission. This environment did not hinder the Clarkes’ spiritual aims, however. The desire 

to go to the people where they were, rather than making them come to church, was 

central to notions of a practical faith. Considering themselves missionaries in a foreign 

field, in order to convert these strange and often foreign-born urban masses, city 

missionaries resolved to live and work among them. This impulse characterized not only 

rescue missions but also the Salvation Army, the Volunteers of America, and settlement 

workers, all of whom took up residence in the slums they served. It is no coincidence that 

the rescue mission movement crested with the foreign missionary enterprise.20  

Momentum for city and rescue missions began to build during the 1880s, and by 

1897, more graduates of Moody Bible Institute entered “Home and City Missions” than 
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became foreign missionaries or “evangelistic preachers and singers.” The placement rate 

in city missions was second only to settled pastors. The Clarkes were central figures in 

the rescue mission movement from its earliest stages. During the 1880s and until his 

death in 1892, George Clarke met with other rescue mission leaders like McAuley and 

his successor S. H. Hadley at the annual Convention of Christian Workers, a large 

interdenominational conference that beat the drum of social justice. The major figures in 

the call for a practical Christianity all attended this convention, including Charles 

Crittenton, R. A. Torrey, A. T. Pierson, A. J. Gordon, and Jacob Riis. In fact, Riis gave a 

lecture at this conference in 1891 based on his recently published, provocative book How 

the Other Half Lives.21 

As leaders in this movement, Pacific Garden Mission pioneered innovative forms 

of urban evangelism. One of its most creative methods was using gospel wagons, a 

practice Monroe may have introduced to the mission. Sarah Clarke argued that gospel 

wagons were “[t]he most practical medium of carrying the Gospel to the masses [in] the 

present day.” Every Sunday at about 5 p.m., “a band of consecrated workers,” including a 

quartet of singers, an organist, and a cornetist, canvassed the blocks around the mission in 

a horse-drawn wagon. Much like Salvation Army street bands, their chief mission was to 

“ATTRACT ATTENTION.” On street corners near the mission, gospel-wagon workers 

led hundreds of spectators in song. The most moving part of these meetings was when 

“rescued men,” who had found salvation at the mission, gave dramatic testimonies of 
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their spiritual and social redemption. After the street service, these lay evangelists invited 

crowds to the mission to hear more stories of personal transformation and handed out 

cards with the mission’s address and meeting times.22  

Sunday became more involved at Pacific Garden Mission after his first encounter 

with a gospel wagon, and he attended meetings whenever he could. The mission exposed 

him to scores of other lay Christians like himself who possessed little or no theological 

training but who nevertheless desired to do something meaningful for God. Missions like 

McAuley’s and the Clarkes’ intentionally recruited lay preachers and workers from the 

underclasses. That they preferred those “who slept in cheap flophouses—railroadmen, 

harvesters, lumbermen, boatmen, [and] longshoremen” was another vestige of these 

institutions’ ties to the Holiness movement.23 This vein of religious populism was 

particularly suited to the expansive growth of urban areas; much like Second Great 

Awakening, the need to evangelize a new frontier opened up incredible leadership and 

preaching opportunities for lay people, especially the outcast and poor. 

The urban setting offered women, in particular, powerful new roles. Many of the 

workers Sunday saw at Pacific Garden Mission were women. Its Sunday school was 

entirely run by women from Chicago’s Baptist Missionary Training School. About a third 

of the 29 regular workers that served at the mission in 1889 were women, not counting 
                                                

22 Henry, Pacific Garden Mission, 69. Henry’s phrasing here is unclear. He states that Mel Trotter 
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the women who ran the Sunday school, and in 1890, three of the five superintendents 

were women.24 Like many club women of their age, those at Pacific Garden Mission used 

Victorian gender roles to expand beyond them. They justified their public presence with 

“separate sphere” notions of women’s moral and spiritual superiority, but they used these 

ideas to speak in public, assume authority over men, work in districts of ill repute, and 

come in physical contact with the men of Chicago’s underworld.25 During his years at 

Pacific Garden Mission, Sunday witnessed the effectiveness of women in Christian 

ministry. Indeed, Sarah Clarke’s role in Sunday’s conversion, along with his marriage to 

Ma, ensured the inclusion of several female evangelists on his revival staff during the 

1910s.  

The populist environment at the mission served as Sunday’s first school in 

preaching. George Clarke and Harry Monroe typically led Pacific Garden Mission’s 

nightly meetings, but neither was a particularly great orator. Allegedly, Clarke’s 

“[f]riends hesitated even to rate him among the world’s worst preachers.” What these 

men did possess, however, was a passion for saving souls. Their appeals were emotional 
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but sincere, and Monroe’s often centered on the story of his conversion. Nightly meetings 

were also punctuated with testimonies from the audience. Sunday gave his testimony at 

the mission in this capacity, both immediately after his conversion and throughout his 

revival career. In fact, Sunday’s testimony remained a staple of his sermons to the end of 

his life. He loved telling the old story of how he came out of a saloon, sat down on the 

curb of Van Buren and State, and found salvation at Pacific Garden Mission. As he got 

more practice, Sunday began to include the tragic stories of some of his teammates who 

were with him the day he saw the gospel wagon. Although stars on the diamond, these 

men died early deaths from alcoholism.26  

Sunday’s connections to the rescue mission movement not only came from his 

direct ties to Pacific Garden Mission. After 1900 S. H. Hadley, a convert of McAuley’s 

and his successor at Water Street Mission, began organizing a conference for rescue 

mission superintendents at Winona Lake, Indiana, the center of interdenominational 

evangelicalism. Hadley was the clear leader of the rescue mission movement in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, and from 1900 until his death in 1906, the Rescue 

Mission Conference met here. George Clarke had passed away by the inauguration of this 

conference, and Sarah’s health was increasingly failing, but Assistant Superintendents 

Harry Monroe and Mel Trotter ensured that Pacific Garden Mission was always well 

represented at Hadley’s Winona conference.27 
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These ties to Winona Lake meant the early twentieth-century rescue mission 

movement intersected with American revivalism—and Billy Sunday. John Wilbur 

Chapman, the revivalist who trained Sunday and became his mentor, was the conference 

director of the Winona Lake Association during this period, and he was instrumental in 

organizing Hadley’s conference. The Rescue Mission Conference convened concurrently 

with the larger Winona Bible Conference in late August, but rescue mission 

superintendents had their own time to “confer about their work.” They also held special 

sessions that were open to the public, which were among the most popular at the 

conference. At Chapman’s invitation, Sunday began attending the Winona Conference 

during his summer vacations, and in 1900, he even bought a summer cottage on the 

grounds so he could enjoy all the conference activities. Through this gathering, the 

leaders of American revivalism and rescue missions became close friends. Chapman was 

an intimate friend of Hadley’s and penned his biography soon after Hadley’s death in 

February 1906. Sunday likewise became dear friends of Harry Monroe and Mel Trotter. 

At least once a year while they were all living, Sunday organized a reunion at his Winona 

home for these three graduates of Pacific Garden Mission, which always corresponded 

with the Winona Bible Conference and Rescue Mission Conference in August.28 

Pacific Garden Mission had a special place in Sunday’s heart, but after his 

conversion he started to seek new arenas for Christian growth and discipleship. After 

rehearsing his testimony at the mission, he began weaving this form of evangelism into 
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his baseball career. Sunday had been an active member of the Chicago YMCA since his 

conversion, and as the story of his religious transformation spread, local YMCAs in the 

National League cities he traveled to began inviting him to share his testimony with 

young men. Reflecting his rescue mission roots, Sunday spoke to them in the language of 

the street, in a populist style that mimicked Monroe. The crux of his message was just his 

testimony; “He could think of little else to say.”29 Although simple and often poorly 

delivered, the testimony of a professional baseball player captivated this male audience.  

From these unrefined talks, Sunday began to make a name for himself as someone 

who related well to young men. In 1891, this reputation led to an offer from the Chicago 

YMCA to become an Assistant Secretary. Choosing between baseball and religious work 

was a difficult decision for Sunday to make, for they were the two passions of his life in 

his late twenties. At the time of the offer, Sunday was playing ball for the Philadelphia 

Phillies. He was technically bound by a three-year contract, but his call to full-time 

religious work was strong, and he asked God to provide him a way out of his obligation. 

Sunday received an answer to his prayer and a release from his contract on March 17, 

1891, but that very day, he also got an offer from the Cincinnati baseball club for $500 a 

month, or $3,500 for seven months of work. In the face of such a sum, even his father-in-

law urged him to take the money. The Sundays already had one child, and Helen was one 

month pregnant with their second. With a growing family, the YMCA wage of $83 a 

month probably looked terrifying.30 But despite the financial risk, Sunday decided to 

follow his religious calling. He took the job with the YMCA. 
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At that moment, Sunday entered a religious world even more directly shaped by 

Moody. Literally following in that evangelist’s footsteps, Sunday worked in Farwell Hall 

at the corner of Madison and LaSalle, the same building in which Moody had walked and 

slept.31 Sunday’s move to the YMCA also placed him in a theologically fluid and 

methodologically creative institution. Broadly evangelical in doctrine, the Chicago 

YMCA was home to several expressions of the push for a practical faith, including the 

Holiness movement, the Social Gospel, and Muscular Christianity. As a lay-driven 

organization, the Chicago YMCA reinforced much of what Sunday learned about the 

power of lay evangelism at Pacific Garden Mission, although the evangelists at the 

YMCA were usually more middle class. Coming from the mission, the YMCA also felt 

familiar in that it downplayed theology and denominational concerns in favor of a faith of 

action. The YMCA argued that it “was not organized as a forum for theological 

discussion or controversy, but as a force for affirmative Christian effort.”32 The emphasis 

on effort and activism, as well as its focus on evangelizing to young men, meant that one 

of the strongest impulses in the YMCA was Muscular Christianity.  

At its most basic, Muscular Christianity constituted “a Christian commitment to 

health and manliness.” Pioneered in 1830s England by Charles Kingsley and Thomas 
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Hughes, this movement’s defining belief was that Christians needed healthy and strong 

bodies in order to accomplish the Lord’s work on earth. It countered the feminized 

iconography of Jesus, popular with Victorian Christians on both sides of the Atlantic. 

Responding to concerns over the “feminization” of the church, it emphasized the 

manliness of Christ. These ministers also argued that sports built Christian character. 

While Kingsley and Hughes were at the helm of Muscular Christianity in England, the 

YMCA became its principal expression in America. Through gymnasiums, libraries, and 

intramural sports, the YMCA endeavored to make Christian men with strong bodies and 

wholesome minds.33 

Sunday absorbed much of the YMCA’s muscular faith. Indeed, this ethic 

probably helped Sunday’s transition to the YMCA feel like a seamless one, for a 

professional baseball player-turned-evangelist was the physical embodiment of the 

Muscular Christian ideal. Muscular Christianity helped him relate to the men of the 

streets who led rough and tumble lives. Later in his revival career, this expression of 

evangelicalism continued to help him connect with urban laborers and a new generation 

of men who subscribed to martial ideas of manhood. On the revival circuit, Sunday kept a 

strict diet and exercise regimen, which allowed him to preach sermons with great 

physical exertion. In the pulpit, his face would become “red and hot and streaming” with 

sweat, and he would rip off his coat and collar once he grew warm. He smashed chairs 

and beat on the pulpit, sending large pieces of wood “bound[ing] onto the sawdust floor 

below.” Audiences lapped up his feats of agility as he lunged and lurched, ran and slid, 
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jumped on his chair and sprawled prostrate on the floor. Reporters were enamored with 

Sunday’s strapping body, describing it as “agile and muscular” or “lean, lithe, and 

tireless.” Sunday’s friendship with Theodore Roosevelt further increased his muscular 

appeal.34 The revivalist’s preaching style was the epitome of Muscular Christianity, for 

doing the Lord’s work as he did certainly required a physically fit body. 

But unlike many supporters of the movement, Sunday’s Muscular Christianity 

was not driven by an irritation at female leadership in the Victorian church. If this were 

so, he would have insisted on a preponderance of male leaders in his revival staff. Yet, 

female evangelists made up the majority of his team during the peak years of his career. 

In his sermon “The Moral Leper,” Sunday declared: “God has planned to save this world 

through the preaching of men and women.”35 He wanted women to continue to be leaders 

in the church, but a practical faith for the modern industrial age demanded strong men as 

well as strong women. 

The YMCA also taught Sunday how to apply bureaucratic organization to 

evangelism in densely populated urban areas. When Sunday came aboard the Chicago 

YMCA in 1891, it was transitioning to a more efficient and specialized ministry model. 
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Prompted by the city’s exploding population, one of the first things Loring Wilbur 

Messer did when he became Secretary in 1888 was institute a new organizational 

structure called the “metropolitan plan.” Before this, the YMCA was a “general religious 

and philanthropic” institution that conducted various ministries with little organization. 

Messer, a man of “great executive power,” operated YMCA ministries on “a strict 

business basis.” He organized a central board of managers to provide general oversight 

for local YMCA departments but allowed them considerable self-management. They had 

their own committees of management and largely handled their own finances and 

programs.36 This allowed YMCA departments to become more responsive to 

neighborhood populations and conditions while still aligning their efforts to a common 

institutional mission. 

Messer’s metropolitan plan hinged on specialization. He established four main 

divisions of work to coordinate the various activities of the YMCA: the Physical, Social, 

Educational, and Religious Departments. He also created subdivisions of local 

departments called branches to reach specific urban demographics, like students and 

railroad men. Specialization allowed the YMCA to do more things and reach more 

people. By the 1880s, the Association had become something of a hybrid between rescue 

missions and settlement houses. Reflecting practical Christianity’s concerns for people’s 

bodies and souls, it offered gymnasiums and reading rooms, as well as evening classes 

and vocational training. It also provided Christian companionship for young men through 

sports and social clubs. Not only did the YMCA take religious services outside the 

church, these “secular” activities were consecrated to a holy purpose. While joining 
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sports and social clubs to evangelism prompted some criticism, Messer’s methods 

produced an open cultural environment that attracted diverse urban men.37  

Messer’s metropolitan plan—a unique blend of centralization and local control—

was a profound inspiration to Sunday. During the Progressive Era, Sunday’s specialized 

revival committees operated under a corps of centralizing managers: the chief 

administrator, Ma, and his permanent revival staff. But each committee was allowed 

considerable freedom within the organization, and each city’s local revival committees 

were granted significant self-governance. Sunday’s committees relied heavily on local 

men and women to be committee chairs, sub-chairs, and volunteers, and these citizens 

were indispensable resources for navigating local conditions and contacts. This 

organizational model allowed Sunday’s revivals to look basically the same everywhere 

he went while also adapting to local needs. A pragmatic response to surging urban 

populations, the use of bureaucratic structures in urban revivalism promised to make 

American evangelicalism more efficient, like American business. It also evidenced the 

nation’s larger reorientation in values as Americans adapted from an agricultural context 

to an industrial one. Along with businessmen and factory owners, turn-of-the-century 

evangelicals began speaking a new language of subdivision, mechanics, efficiency, 

results, experts, and science.38  
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The Chicago YMCA also thrived in an increasingly commercial context because 

of its historic connection to businessmen, which not only shaped the institution’s identity 

as a handmaiden of progress but also helped supply its financial needs. Moody was a 

prosperous shoe salesman, and another early leader in the Chicago YMCA, Cyrus 

McCormick, founded a successful harvesting machine company that sold mechanical 

reapers. Two-term president John V. Farwell owned one of the most successful wholesale 

dry-goods stores in the nation and almost single-handedly funded the YMCA (and 

Moody) in the early years. These connections between business and Christ’s Kingdom 

were not entirely new in American evangelicalism, for revivalists since George 

Whitefield, as well as Antebellum benevolent societies, had needed large donations to 

fund their ministries.39 But in the Gilded Age, evangelical ministries like the YMCA 

were tremendous institutions that offered a wide array of social and religious services. By 

1900, the Chicago YMCA’s “current expenses” approached $80,000 a year. Because of 

costly organizational receipts, one of Sunday’s major duties as an Assistant Secretary was 

to solicit donations from businessmen.40  
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This pattern of forming alliances with business leaders to meet the high operating 

costs of urban evangelism would later be reflected in Sunday’s revivals, perhaps on an 

even greater scale. By 1915, Sunday’s campaigns often cost $50,000, and it was not 

uncommon to hold four or five in a single year. His New York City campaign in 1917 

cost $200,000. This required remarkable fundraising by both Sunday and local leaders. 

Indeed, urban revivalism on Sunday’s scale would have been impossible apart from the 

rising wealth provided by industrial capitalism and the support of Christian businessmen. 

Like the YMCA, Sunday longed to use America’s financial blessings in service of 

Christ’s Kingdom.  

When not fundraising, much of Sunday’s job at the YMCA centered on teaching. 

To be sure, Sunday was responsible for many logistical duties, such as finding speakers 

for noon prayer meetings and managing regular office tasks. But Sunday also taught 

sections in the Intermediate, Advanced, and Graduate Bible classes at the YMCA. He 

addressed practical topics such as the “Best kinds of [i]nvitations” to give at religious 

meetings, and he answered tough theological questions, such as “Can I be punished for 

Adam’s sin?” and whether Jesus Christ was divine. Sunday even filled in at noon prayer 

meetings when no speaker could be secured. In these talks, he stressed a practical faith, 

arguing: “Christianity is not the result of better moral wisdom, but the result of living that 

God may express himself in us, putting forth the view, as it were, of his love.”41 Even in 
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this early message, the two dominant themes of Sunday’s revival ministry emerged: an 

applied Christianity and God’s love for humanity. 

Sunday’s duties at the YMCA helped him learn how to fit in with different classes 

and crowds, one of his greatest assets as an evangelist. In fact, much of his job put him in 

touch with Chicago’s underclasses. He passed out Christian literature on the streets and 

went into saloons handing out tickets to religious meetings. One of his main duties was 

following up personally with the men he met at YMCA meetings, which sometimes took 

him to the poorer sections of Chicago. Sunday also went on prison visits and helped men 

who were down on their luck find employment, integrating these stories into his later 

sermons. In these aspects of his job, Sunday met street urchins, drunks, addicts, and men 

on the verge of suicide. L. W. Messer said of Sunday, “We never had a man on our staff 

who was more consecrated, more deeply spiritual, more self-sacrificing…He was 

especially strong in his personal effort among men who were strongly tempted and 

among those who had fallen by the way.” Later in his revival career, Sunday would 

identify most with Christian businessmen. But during the 1890s, this YMCA worker who 

dyed his old clothes rather than buying new ones had a deep connection with Chicago’s 

poor.42 

Trolling the underside of Chicago also had a profound effect on Sunday’s views 

on alcohol. He saw hungry children abandoned to the streets, often beaten and sexually 

abused. He saw emotionally and physically mistreated wives, single mothers driven to 

prostitution, and jobless, degraded men who felt powerless before their addiction to 
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alcohol. Some urban evangelicals who beheld similar sights established employment 

bureaus to help these men, rescue homes to help the women, and houses of industry to 

help the children.43 But to Sunday, the root problem of these broken homes was not 

men’s lack of skills or connections; the problem was addiction—especially the 

institutions that preyed on addicts. These memories from Chicago’s streets, as well as the 

alcohol-induced deaths of three of his close friends and teammates on the White 

Stockings—Mike Kelly, Ned (Ed) Williamson, and Frank Flint—drove Sunday’s 

Prohibition crusade.44  

Sunday’s early connections to the YMCA and Pacific Garden Mission thus 

formed his broader sense of social concern. Because of their Holiness roots, both these 

institutions championed a compassionate view of the poor. Rather than blaming poverty 

on moral failure or subscribing to the Social Darwinism of the day, as did many Victorian 

Protestants, the YMCA and rescue mission leaders often turned to environmental and 

institutional explanations.45 Messer blamed an industrial system that treated urban 
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workers “as though formed only to labor and sleep.” Even moral sins, like the “increased 

use of drugs and stimulants,” were the product of “the tenement-house, the sweat-shop, 

[and] the exhaustion of nervous energy in modern business life,” which destroyed men’s 

“physical strength and purity.” Similarly, when the nation was in the throes of the 

depression of 1893-1896, Sarah Clarke argued: “Many a man has been driven to 

desperation, the last few years, through hunger [and] want for employment, and, if the 

circumstances leading up to their unfortunate condition were fully known, charity 

instead of law would be the better discipline.”46 With a great faith in humanity, rescue 

mission leaders and YMCA workers believed that poverty was rooted in environmental 

factors and that most people would preform credibly if only given a fair chance.  

These urban missionaries, then, did not harbor dominant Victorian ideas about the 

“deserving” and “undeserving poor,” for they believed that anyone would act roguishly in 

such desperate conditions. Rescue missions gave to anyone who came through their 

doors. This practice distinguished them from professional social workers, who surveyed 

the poor before offering them aid and treated them like clients rather than brothers and 

sisters. Hadley said of the mission guest: 

He is asked no questions. No promises are exacted. He has no rules to observe 
except the one rule of order. He is not lectured on his past. He is not exhorted. 
Although [the mission] is essentially a religious institution, neither Bible nor tract 
is forced upon him. He is left to himself without restraint of any kind. He is 
neither watched nor suspected.…He is treated as a brother; as if he were the best 
man in the world. 
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Hadley knew that some men would “work [the mission] for all it is worth” and then leave 

“with a chuckle,” but he was so confident in the attractive and transformative power of 

perfect Christian love that he simply did not care. He knew that when these men were 

abused, reviled, and had nowhere else to go, they would remember the kind folks at the 

mission. Eventually, their hearts would be softened by the unconditional love of Christ 

flowing through mission workers.47 

Sunday’s views on poverty evolved with his upward mobility, particularly after 

1915, and he never voiced a consistent position on the role of environment in explaining 

indigence. He did, however, possess an incredible faith in humanity, and he believed that 

all men and women were basically decent if given the chance. He also showed genuine 

compassion for down-and-out men and insisted on treating them in ways consistent with 

Hadley’s philosophy. Indeed, extending material aid to the poor was central to his ideas 

of a practical Christianity. This attitude was perhaps best evidenced during his revival in 

Spokane, Washington in the winter of 1908-1909. 

 Spokane, like Chicago, was a booming city intimately shaped by the railroad. 

Also like the Windy City, Spokane was wracked by unemployment during the winter. 

With a seasonal economy shaped by commercial farms, logging camps, mines, and 

associated industries, an army of unemployed men poured into Spokane every winter, 

some of them sleeping in streets or on saloon floors.48 In mid-December 1908, Mayor C. 
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Herbert Moore proposed an innovative solution to the city’s homelessness problem: 

housing “men in Billy Sunday’s tabernacle” where “[a] fire could be kept” and up to 

2,000 “men allowed to sleep on a sawdust bed.” The tabernacle had just been completed 

near Washington Street and Second Avenue on the southeast side of the central business 

district, a section of the city littered with single-room-occupancy hotels used by transient 

and seasonal workers. When Billy and Ma arrived in Spokane, they agreed to Moore’s 

plan and transformed the tabernacle into “a retreat for the homeless.”49  

January 8, 1909 was the first night of the tabernacle lodging program. It was 

bitterly cold, logging a temperature of fifteen below zero. At the close of the evening 

service, hundreds of homeless men “began to congregate” around the wooden structure. 

After patrons had exited, Sunday welcomed 400 destitute men into the tabernacle and 

pledged that “as long as he [was] here, the tabernacle [would] be open nights to men who 

have no place to sleep.” The following night, about 600 men slept on pine wood benches 

and the sawdust floor, and within a week over 1,000 homeless men took up Sunday’s 

offer of free shelter. Workers carved out space in the tabernacle for a makeshift pantry 

stocked with the standard rescue-mission meal of “coffee and sandwiches” for each man. 

Many who attended Sunday’s evening services even stayed afterward to serve the hungry 

men.50 
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Soon, the tabernacle was converted into an enormous mess hall when Mayor 

Moore arranged what The Spokane Press called “midnight suppers,” a common ministry 

at rescue missions. These free late-night meals, especially popular during the winter, 

enticed hungry men off the cold streets. In Spokane, midnight suppers consisted of “roast 

beef, pork and beans, bread and butter and pie” served at 10 p.m. Word of free food and a 

free place to sleep spread quickly, and the number of men applying for aid at the 

tabernacle ballooned. The first midnight supper fed about 350 men, but in five days that 

number skyrocketed to nearly 1,000. However, Spokane’s charitable aid program soon 

departed from the rescue mission philosophy. Almost as soon as the midnight supper 

program began, citizens began blaming the swelling numbers on the “undeserving” in the 

food line, “men [who] are taking advantage of the opportunity to get something for 

nothing.” In a striking reversal from its early coverage, The Spokane Press derided most 

of these men as “imposters.” In fact, the midnight suppers were cancelled after January 

14 under the weight of the public’s outcry.51 

Rather than joining this moralizing chorus, Sunday defended the now 1,200 

homeless men sleeping in the glory barn as good, honest men who were simply down on 

their luck: “I don’t believe there’s 50 typical hoboes in that whole crowd, but there’s 

college graduates, printers, architects and men of nearly every trade and profession down 

there who are victims of hard luck right in the coldest time of the whole season.” In line 

with Hadley, Sunday argued that since these men had abided by the one rule of order, and 
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“have acted like gentlemen…they’re not going to be kicked out into the street with no 

other place to go.” Even when patrons began complaining of a lice infestation in the 

tabernacle on account of these men, Sunday refused to drive them out. He declared: “It is 

better for 100 people to get lousy than that one man should freeze or go to hell. The 

tabernacle will be kept open to homeless men as long as I have anything to do with it, 

lousy or no.”52 Sunday remained the chief defender of the tabernacle lodging program 

and of the homeless men who stayed there. 

Sunday also echoed rescue mission leaders in his insistence that shelter be given 

without religious strings attached. After Sunday left the tabernacle on January 8, a local 

minister not associated with the revival came in and held a religious service for the men. 

When Sunday found out the next morning, he was incensed: 

If this man McInturff or any one else comes up to the tabernacle again and 
attempts to preach to the men who are sheltered there for the night, I will have 
him kicked out…These men came there to find a warm place to rest, not to be 
preached at. I’m not going to poke religion down their throats.…and I’ll not 
permit or allow any one [sic] to come around holding sermons or talking to those 
men when they want to get to sleep. 
 

Part of Sunday’s reaction was certainly territorial, for he was jealous of sharing his 

tabernacle stage with anyone. But part of it also stemmed from his roots in the rescue 

mission movement where he heard the convictions of Hadley and others on how to 

evangelize to the poor man who had “not a cent or a friend on earth.”53 Shocking as it 

may have seemed for a professional revivalist to suggest, Sunday believed that the 

temporal needs of Spokane’s homeless men, at that moment, outweighed the need to save 
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their souls. And, if Hadley and other rescue mission leaders were right, this kind of aid 

was the way into these men’s hearts anyway. 

The transformation of the Spokane tabernacle into a lodging house for the 

homeless is a remarkable story, one not told in other studies of Sunday. That he did this, 

and then defended these men against charges of being “hoboes” or the “undeserving 

poor,” even fending off other preachers’ attempts to convert them, reveals the 

reverberating influence of the YMCA and Pacific Garden Mission in Sunday’s life and 

ministry. In Spokane and throughout the 1910s, Sunday’s desire to save souls did not 

preclude his social concern. His interest in social welfare reflected the push for a practical 

Christianity in fin-de-siècle Protestantism. Sunday subscribed to a strenuous faith of 

effort and action, one that did not shirk from Christians’ social responsibility or the 

unseemly condition of the poor. In this way, his revivalism was not a manifestation of 

conservatism or a reification of Victorian Protestantism; it was in step with Americans’ 

longings for social and religious reform, and it reinforced various faith-based and secular 

movements that worked to transform the city.  

 As a revivalist, Sunday continued to echo many of the ideas he picked up from the 

urban missions movement. During his revival in Pittsburgh, Sunday parroted Salvation 

Army General William Booth by making a direct reference to the “submerged tenth,” a 

term coined in Booth’s In Darkest England. Sunday declared, “Supposing Jesus would 

come to Pittsburg [sic]. Would he bow and scrape to the rich people? They could go to 

the devil so far as he cared. He’d go to the submerged tenth, where the rich people never 

visit.” Sunday followed rescue mission leaders in condemning middle-class churches for 

their flight from the inner city. He also echoed Booth, Hadley, and Moody in arguing that 
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the central principle of religion is love. He even questioned the new methods of 

professional social workers who battered applicants with a series of questions before 

offering them any aid. Sunday explained, “he did not intend to fight organized charity 

especially, but had little to say for the man who would ask a hungry hobo…about the 

color of his hair, the number of his teeth and his family history before handing out a cup 

of coffee and a sandwich in return for shoveling the sidewalk.”54  

As he developed his convictions on what an applied Christianity looked like, 

Sunday emphasized Christians’ duty to help the poor materially, not just spiritually. 

Throughout the 1910s, he often told the story of a hobo “who went to the back door of a 

certain house and begged for a handout.” 

Instead of something to eat, he was given a tract, which he immediately tore up 
amid curses and departed for some more generous locality. It was practical 
Christianity that the hobo wanted, said Mr. Sunday, and the way to that man’s 
heart was through his stomach, not through his brain. “Love is the mightiest thing 
in the world. The world is starving for a practical demonstration of Christianity,” 
Sunday exclaimed dramatically.55  
 

During the early twentieth century, Sunday voiced a consensus among Americans 

frustrated with Victorian Protestantism that Christianity must be practical. In this active 

faith worked out through believers’ hands, social concern and evangelism were equally 

important and intimately connected.  

                                                
54 General William Booth, In Darkest England and the Way Out (New York: Funk and Wagnalls, 

1890), 17-23; “‘Billy’ Sunday’s Sermon This Afternoon ‘The Power to Save,’” The Pittsburg [sic] Press, 
February 5, 1914, 10; “‘Billy’ Sunday’s Sermon This Afternoon: ‘Feeding the Five Thousand,’” The 
Pittsburg Press, February 12, 1914, 6; Booth, In Darkest England, 219-220; S. H. Hadley, “Love the 
Drawing Power,” in Down in Water Street, 99-109; Dorsett, A Passion for Souls, 96-98, 344, 398-401; 
“‘Billy’s’ Sermon on Revivals is Full Of ‘Pep’ And Ginger,” The Pittsburg Press, December 30, 1913, 2; 
“Many Subjects Are Considered By Sunday At Evening Service,” The Pittsburg Press, December 29, 
1913, 3. 
 

55 “Many Subjects are Considered By Sunday.” Sunday retold this story in New York and Atlanta 
in 1917. See “40,000 Swarm To Get In Tabernacle,” The Sun [New York], April 16, 1917, 6; “Billy Holds 
Sunday Night Audience Spellbound,” The Atlanta Constitution, November 4, 1917. 
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Sunday remained close friends with rescue mission leaders throughout the early 

twentieth century, which played no small part in stoking ideas of applied Christianity. 

Mel Trotter, a fellow convert of Pacific Garden Mission who founded sixty-seven rescue 

missions across the country, officially served with Sunday’s campaign from 1907-1909. 

He usually came to help with the last week of a revival, especially to give his testimony 

to all-male audiences. Sometimes, he “stayed behind…to help [the converted men] start 

small missions.” Sunday continued to ask for Trotter’s help when he ventured into larger 

cities after 1910. Trotter led revival meetings in Spokane, Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, and 

Atlanta, and in 1924, Sunday even asked him to finish his revival in Memphis when he 

became too ill to continue. Sunday also frequently invited Monroe, so instrumental in his 

own conversion, to come give his testimony at revivals. During the Pittsburgh campaign 

in 1914, Sunday even received help from John Callahan, the superintendent of the Hadley 

Rescue Mission in New York City and a successor of S. H. Hadley.56  

That Sunday kept close contact with rescue mission leaders speaks to how 

comfortable he felt among this crowd as well as the proximity between urban revivalism 

and city missions. Because of their similar lines of work, these men shared a slangy 

evangelistic style. Trotter often quipped, “I lost three-quarters of my vocabulary the night 

I was converted…and I have to do the best with what I have left.” While in Pittsburgh 
                                                

56 Souvenir: Billy Sunday Spokane Campaign, December, January, February, 1908-09, 11, Billy 
Sunday Ephemera, BGCA; Henry, Pacific Garden Mission, 69, 77; “Large Crowds Hear ‘Billy’ At 
Tabernacle,” The Pittsburg Press, December 30, 1913, 2. Callahan also had ties to the Pacific Garden 
Mission. While in the Cook County Jail in Chicago he was converted through Sarah Clarke and her prison 
ministry. Clarke, Founding of Pacific Garden Mission, 75. After his conversion, Callahan made his way 
back to New York and became a devoted friend of S. H. Hadley’s. He regularly attended the Rescue 
Mission Conference in Winona, and in 1905, became the assistant superintendent of Wesley Hall, a mission 
Hadley founded in conjunction with New York City Methodists. After Hadley’s death in February 1906, 
Callahan became superintendent there and renamed the mission Hadley Hall or Hadley Rescue Mission. 
See Charles A. Starr, The Underworld and the Upper (New York: Eaton & Mains, 1912), ix; “The Work At 
Wesley Rescue Hall,” The Christian Advocate 80, no. 50 (December 14, 1905): 23; John Callahan, “The 
Hadley Rescue Mission,” The Medical Missionary (March 13, 1907): 83. 
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helping Sunday, Trotter gave a sermon on Ahab and Jezebel, or “Jezzie,” as he called her, 

that sounded like it came straight from the mouth of Sunday. Trotter even called King 

Ahab’s eyes “lamps.” While many Protestants viciously criticized Sunday for his use of 

slang, Sunday always felt accepted and comfortable among rescue mission preachers.57 

Monroe, Trotter, and Sunday all recognized that in order to reach working-class folks 

who bristled at the gospel, heckled street preachers, and would rather frequent less 

wholesome houses of amusement, preachers needed to drop their middle-class 

respectability and present the gospel with humor, caricature, and the language of the 

street. Throughout his career, Sunday preached in the rescue-mission genre, adding his 

own particular style, emotional appeals, and especially more movement and acting. But 

there is no mistaking his roots in Pacific Garden Mission. 

The Sundays’ connection to Pacific Garden Mission was life-long. Billy served on 

its board of trustees until 1922, and he often spoke at its fundraisers. The Sundays also 

remained good friends with Sarah Clarke until her death in 1918, and on at least two 

occasions in the twilight of her life she wrote to Ma expressing how fond and proud she 

was of Billy.58 Nor did this connection wither when Billy passed. During the 1940s and 

1950s, one of Ma’s closest and most frequent correspondents was the new superintendent 

                                                
57 Mel Trotter, quoted in Henry, Pacific Garden Mission, 71; “‘Mel’ Trotter Swats Devils In 

Pittsburg,” The Pittsburg Press, February 6, 1914, 1, 6; William Ellis, “Sunday Slings Slang At 
Presbyterian Preachers,” newspaper clipping, n.d., ca. 1904, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; 
“Princeton’s Thrust At Billy Sunday,” The Literary Digest 50 (April 24, 1915): 959, Sunday Papers, 
BGCA. Microfilm. 

 
58 Henry, Pacific Garden Mission, 77. Ma continued to help the Pacific Garden Mission fundraise 

after Billy’s death, whether by her personal appearance (often at the mission’s annual anniversary 
celebration in September) or by supplying biographies of her husband as free gifts to donors. See Harry 
Saulnier to Helen Sunday, November 6, 1941, January 15, 1942, August 17, 1944, May 14, 1947, October 
1, 1948, and June 1, 1949, in Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm. Sarah Dunn Clarke Sarah to Helen 
Sunday, April 15, 1908, and February 16, 1912, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; Ma Sunday, “Ma’s 
Autobiographical Talks,” handwritten draft (unpublished MS, n.d.), n.p. 



 57 

of Pacific Garden Mission, Harry Saulnier. In fact, when Ma died in 1957, it was Saulnier 

who gave her funeral sermon at Moody Memorial Church.59 

 Although Sunday was a son of rural Iowa, the religious world of Chicago shaped 

him. Much has been made of Sunday’s premillennialism, but the driving force in the 

Chicago institutions that created him was not a bleak obsession with the end times.60 

Pacific Garden Mission and the Chicago YMCA were fired by a desire to create a 

practical Christianity that worked—one that emphasized service to others, 

interdenominational cooperation, and empirical results. This religious pragmatism, not 

premillennialism or prophecy conferences, proved the most important spiritual heritage 

passed down from Moody to Sunday. Although Moody did not mentor Sunday, he did 

groom Sunday’s mentor, and he created the context that shaped the Iowa boy’s religious 

thought and later revival ministry. The principles of a practical faith dovetailed nicely 

with the burgeoning progressive movement, and they created a unique religious milieu in 

which big-tent revivalism could thrive. Calls for a practical faith helped deliver the huge, 

interdenominational pool of activist local Christians that Sunday’s revivals required, and 

they supplied a message that could win audiences across theological divides. Indeed, 

Sunday’s revival ministry flourished in large part because of the relative religious 

consensus regarding the need for a practical faith, which created a spirit of pragmatic 

cooperation in Progressive Era Protestantism. 

                                                
59 Ma Sunday’s official funeral service was held at First Presbyterian Church in Winona Lake on 

February 23, 1957, but on February 24 there was an additional funeral service for her “Chicago friends” at 
Moody Church. This was the service Saulnier led. “‘Ma’ Sunday Goes Home,” Pacific Garden Mission 
News 21, no. 4 (April, 1957), Biography Collection, Sunday File, MBIA. 

 
60 Wacker notes that dispensational premillennialism during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century retained an “essential optimism,” and its distinction from postmillennialism was “a distinction 
without much of a difference.” Wacker, “The Holy Spirit,” 57-58. More recently, Matthew Avery Sutton 
argues that premillennialism did not encourage followers to withdraw but to engage the world more 
urgently. See Sutton, American Apocalypse. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

From Kerosene Circuit to Sawdust Trail: Local Volunteers, Ma Sunday, and Rational 
Planning in Urban Revivalism  

 
 

Almost thirty years after his conversion at Pacific Garden Mission, Billy Sunday 

was nearing the peak of his revival career. In the fall of 1914, he and his team readied for 

their grand entrance into America’s national consciousness with a revival in Philadelphia, 

a booming metropolis on the east coast and the seat of American liberty. An autumn chill 

had settled on the city as it hummed with preparations for the ten-week campaign, set to 

begin January 3, 1915. On the corner of Nineteenth and Vine, the rhythmic ping of 

hammers and nails filled the air as volunteers assembled pine wood boards and tarred 

paper into a twenty-thousand person tabernacle—the “glory barn” as the press called it. 

About ten blocks south, a room inside the Philadelphia Stock Exchange buzzed with the 

typing of 75 clerks and the incessant ringing of telephones. It was the revival’s temporary 

headquarters. Here, young men whisked in to drop off their usher applications before all 

the slots were filled, and Sunday’s advance agents and local leaders coordinated a dozen 

committees to finalize the revival’s logistics before opening day.  

Meanwhile, 15,000 volunteers fanned out into neighborhood blocks to invite 

friends and strangers to prayer meetings and distribute fliers advertising Sunday’s 

services. In the churches, Rev. George Dowey, one of Sunday’s assistants, partnered with 

local pastors to enroll 20,000 new members in men’s Bible classes before the New Year. 

By late December, 3,600 voices flooded the newly-finished glory barn as the choir 

rehearsed for the tabernacle dedication. In YMCAs across the city, 1,500 men and 

women packed into classrooms for “personal worker” training. During tabernacle 
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services, these lay evangelists would counsel sinners laboring over their salvation and 

encourage them to walk down the sawdust-covered aisles to make a profession of faith—

or “hit the sawdust trail” as Sunday called it.1 

The intensity of these revival preparations reflected Sunday’s growing stature as a 

national figure as well as the roots of his success. Sunday was not an overnight sensation, 

nor was his celebrity the bedrock of his accomplishments. One of the most astounding 

elements of his urban revival program was its grassroots character, especially in the 

months before a campaign when a handful of advance agents from Sunday’s team 

partnered with thousands of local citizens to lay the foundation of the revival. In 

Philadelphia, nearly 50,000 local volunteers and leaders completed this “preliminary 

work,” as Sunday’s team called it, seeing to the myriad logistical details that allowed a 

religious campaign to capture the attention of an entire metropolis. These volunteers 

came from many walks of life, especially from the ranks of church members, but others 

were “men and women who have been inactive in religious church work for years.”2 A 

significant number were women. This interdenominational corps of lay workers formed 

committees, built the tabernacle, and canvassed neighborhoods, arranging everything 

from funding and fire permits to advertising and prayer. 

                                                
1 Beginning in 1910, “hitting the sawdust trail” referred to the moment when Sunday invited 

sinners to come forward and make a profession of faith. This ritual’s name was derived from the 
tabernacle’s sawdust-covered floors, which aided acoustics and muffled the sound of shuffling feet. The 
term “the sawdust trail” was first used in Bellingham, Washington, an old lumberjacking town. There, the 
sawdust-covered floors took on added meaning, for lumberjacks used to drop handfuls of sawdust as they 
went deeper into the forest so they could find their way back home. Reporters could not resist the 
allegorical connection between sawdust leading lost lumberjacks home and sawdust leading lost sinners 
home to Jesus, and the term “the sawdust trail” was born. See William G. McLoughlin, Billy Sunday Was 
His Real Name (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1955), 97. 

 
2 “Persons of All Faiths Await ‘Billy’ Sunday: Work With Enthusiasm in Interest of Big Revival,” 

Evening Public Ledger [Philadelphia], Night Extra, December 9, 1914, 3. 
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Sunday’s revivals were not always this well organized, nor had they always relied 

so heavily on the activism of local Christians. During his early years on the “kerosene 

circuit” in rural Iowa and Illinois, his evangelistic campaigns were small affairs. They ran 

on a shoestring budget with little to no preparations, or preliminary work as the team 

called it. There was no team of advance workers, no army of volunteers, and meetings 

attracted scant attention from the press. The sophisticated preliminary program on display 

in Philadelphia was the result of twenty years of experience and experimentation, and it 

was essential to Sunday’s success in urban centers. The specific form of these advance 

measures was influenced most by two figures: John Wilbur Chapman and Ma Sunday. As 

an apprentice to Chapman, Sunday learned how to integrate business methods and 

rational planning into outpourings of the Holy Spirit. He also learned the importance of 

lay participation, interdenominational cooperation, and theological pragmatism in big-

tent revivalism. Ma Sunday brought a distinctly metropolitan outlook to the revival 

program. A naturally gifted administrator and a proud Chicagoan, she saw the utility of 

employing systematic and bureaucratic organization in urban revivalism.  

The result was a revival program where the chief impulses of modernity—

rationalization, democratization, and centralization—comingled, especially in the 

preparatory stages. Sunday’s revivals did not articulate the last gasp of a superstitious 

nineteenth-century past. This thoroughly modern revival system was uniquely suited to 

America’s exploding urban centers. Sunday and his team broke the revival down into 

constituent parts, utilized a large band of lay workers, and employed a team of 

administrative planners and specialists. Sunday and his assistants billed these solutions as 

“practical” responses to the urban context, but they were doing more than adapting to a 
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new fluid and populous social setting. Their revival organization both drew from and 

shaped three of the most salient elements of Progressive Era culture: participatory 

individualism, progressives’ faith in rational planning, and new gender roles for women.  

During the 1890s when Sunday was an Assistant Secretary at the Chicago 

YMCA, he became good friends with a young man named Peter Bilhorn. Bilhorn was an 

active member of the Association and had assisted D. L. Moody in some of his revivals. 

He went on to become one of the great gospel singers, composers, and publishers of his 

age. Bilhorn was also an innovator in urban evangelism, designing a portable organ that 

folded up into a suitcase for easy use in streets or saloons. In addition, Bilhorn was the 

song leader for revivalist John Wilbur Chapman.3 In 1894, Chapman was putting together 

a team for a full-time revival circuit in the Midwest, and he was on the market for an 

advance man. Bilhorn recommended Sunday. Impressed by the Assistant Secretary’s 

earnestness in personal evangelism and grueling work ethic, putting in 14-hour days six 

days a week, Chapman offered Sunday the job. At the time, Sunday’s income was often 

in arrears, especially after the economic depression of 1893. Chapman could also offer 

Sunday $40 a week, nearly double his YMCA salary.4 Although it required being away 

                                                
3 On Bilhorn and Sunday’s work together in the YMCA, see William T. Ellis, “Billy” Sunday: 

The Man and His Message (Philadelphia: John C. Winston, 1914), 57; Young Men’s Christian Associations 
of Illinois, Annual Year Book of the Young Men’s Christian Associations of Illinois, For 1891, Together 
with Proceedings of their Nineteenth Annual Convention Held at Jacksonville, Ill., October 14th, 15th, 
16th, 17th, and 18th, 1891 (Chicago: Stromberg, Allen & Co., 1891), 57, 67. For more on Bilhorn, see 
Young Men’s Christian Associations of Illinois, Annual Year Book, 1891, 42-43, 52, 54, 56-57, 64-67; 
Warren Shiver, “Sweet Peace The Gift of God’s Love,” The Courier-Tribune [Asheboro, N.C.], October 1, 
2015, accessed November 24, 2015, http://courier-tribune.com/living/features/sweet-peace-gift-god-s-love; 
“Noted Composer of Hymns Passes,” Spokane Daily Chronicle, December 15, 1936, 18; Russell Sanjek, 
American Popular Music and Its Business: The First Four Hundred Years, From 1790 to 1909 (New York: 
Oxford University, 1988), 262. 
 

4 McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 8-9; Lyle W. Dorsett, Billy Sunday and the Redemption of Urban 
America (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1991), 51. Some biographers put the date of Chapman’s offer in 
1893. See, McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 9; Dorsett, Billy Sunday, 50. But newspaper accounts from March 
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from Nell and the kids, Sunday took the job. At that moment, he became part of a 

pedigree that directly linked him to Moody. 

Second only to Moody, Chapman was the most famous American evangelist of 

the day. Indeed, the two evangelical giants were close friends. During the 1890s, 

Chapman served as Vice President of Moody Bible Institute (then called the Bible 

Institute of Chicago) and he considered himself Moody’s successor. In 1895, Moody 

installed Chapman as the first director of a “summer conference center at Winona Lake, 

Indiana,” modeled closely on his own successful Northfield Conferences in 

Massachusetts. After Moody’s death in 1899, Chapman wrote one of the first biographies 

of the departed saint and succeeded him as “the most famous and successful professional 

evangelist of the first decade of the twentieth century.”5 Although Chapman’s name is 

virtually unknown in the modern historiography of American religion, he was a towering 

figure in his time. 

On the one hand, Chapman and Sunday were quite similar. Both were sons of the 

Middle West. Chapman was from Richmond, Indiana and Sunday from Ames, Iowa. 

Although Chapman became Sunday’s spiritual mentor, he was only three years Sunday’s 

senior, though clearly wise beyond his years. Both evangelists had lost one parent early in 

life; Sunday lost his father in the Civil War, while Chapman lost his mother when he was 

thirteen. Both men also experienced childhood poverty. Sunday’s widowed mother had to 

                                                                                                                                            
1894 still indicate that another man, Rev. J. H. Elliott, was Chapman’s assistant evangelist and advance 
man at that time. See “Our Neighbors,” The Ottawa Free Trader [Ottawa, Illinois], March 31, 1894, 7.  

 
5 Elijah P. Brown, The Real Billy Sunday: The Life and Work of Rev. William Ashley Sunday, 

D.D., The Baseball Evangelist (New York: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1914), 73; Dorsett, Billy Sunday, 
49-50; Vincent H. Gaddis and Jasper A. Huffman, The Story of Winona Lake: A Memory and a Vision 
(Butler, IN: The Higley Huffman Press, 1960), 25-28; W. A. Firstenberger, In Rare Form: A Pictorial 
History of Baseball Evangelist Billy Sunday (Iowa City: University of Iowa, 2005), 25, 78; McLoughlin, 
Billy Sunday, 9. 
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send her two youngest boys, including Billy, to an orphanage, and Chapman’s father filed 

for bankruptcy. When he was eleven, Chapman delivered milk, sold newspapers, and did 

other odd jobs to help the family survive.6 

On the other hand, the two men were quite different. Chapman’s father quickly 

recovered from his financial straits and was able to give young John Wilbur the 

advantages of a prosperous family. According to a childhood friend, the Chapman family 

“lived very comfortably” and “enjoyed the most cordial social standing in the best homes 

in Richmond.” Chapman was well educated, having spent a year at Oberlin College 

before finishing at Lake Forest College in Illinois. After his conversion at one of 

Moody’s revivals in 1877, Chapman enrolled in Lane Seminary to obtain a theological 

education. Although Sunday was intelligent (and even took a few classes at Northwestern 

University during baseball’s off-season), he was never very well educated and had 

nothing like a formal theological education. He often quipped, “I don’t know any more 

about theology than a jack-rabbit does about ping-pong, but I’m on the way to glory.” 

Chapman, the learned pastor, also had a greater touch of urbanity than the Iowa hayseed 

who only came to the city to play baseball. But despite their differences, Sunday counted 

Chapman as his “closest personal friend” (aside from his wife).7 Their cottages at Winona 

Lake were less than a half-mile apart.8 

                                                
6 Dorsett, Billy Sunday, 49-51; Ford C. Ottman, J. Wilbur Chapman: A Biography (New York: 

Doubleday, Page, and Co., 1920), 16.  
 
7 Dorsett, Billy Sunday, 35, 49-51; McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 9; Charles White, quoted in Ottman, 

J. Wilbur Chapman, 16. See also John Wilbur Chapman, quoted in Ottman, J. Wilbur Chapman, 17. 
Sunday enrolled at Northwestern during the winter of 1887-1888 while he was coaching the university’s 
baseball team. Ellis, Billy Sunday, 121; Billy Sunday, quoted in Ellis, Billy Sunday, 147.  

 
8 Sunday’s cottage was 500 feet south of the main auditorium. Firstenberger, In Rare Form, 80. 

Chapman’s first home in Winona was near Hamilton Mound, the old “Indian Mound” on the south end of 
the grounds. In 1902, he moved north of the Pennsylvania Railroad tracks and depot, across from the golf 
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Sunday certainly earned his new wage as Chapman’s advance man. “[Billy] was 

ready to do anything if only he could be of assistance to me, to sell books, to direct the 

ushers, to look after the inquirers, to make my burdens lighter in every way,” Chapman 

remembered. Sunday helped raise tents for revival meetings, and when Chapman leased a 

hall, he secured money to pay rent and print advertisements, something for which his 

YMCA fundraising experience prepared him well. Sunday was the chief of staff for all of 

Chapman’s revival committees. Working closely with local churches, he organized 

committees for the choir, ushers, prayer meetings, publicity, finances, and personal 

workers. He arrived at least two weeks before the revival and “trained these committee 

members in their duties…If he did his work properly, by the time Chapman and his 

gospel-singing assistant, P. P. Bilhorn, arrived, the success of the revival was all but 

assured.” During the revival, Sunday served wherever he was needed: “he was the head 

usher, he sometimes led prayer meetings, he arranged for space for overflow meetings in 

case the crowds could not fit into the hall where Chapman was speaking, he helped take 

up the collections, and he undertook personal work.” He also preached on occasion, held 

religious meetings in factories, and learned how to work the press to secure a little free 

advertising.9  

                                                                                                                                            
course that was near present-day Adams and Durbin Streets. As conference director, it was probably most 
convenient for him to be near the depot so he could easily entertain the many distinguished guests that 
came to the conferences. Ottman, J. Wilbur Chapman, 99; William Darr, “Winona Railroad: An Interesting 
Part of Our Heritage,” Warsaw Times-Union, July 15, 1986, 1a; Ruth Kain, “History of Winona 
Chautauqua Re-Lived,” Warsaw Times-Union, November 15, 1971, 4; Terry White and Steve Grill, 
“Indians and Early Settlers” and “Spring Fountain Park (1844-1895),” Winona At 100, Third Wave Rising: 
The Remarkable History of Winona Lake, Indiana (Winona Lake, IN: BMH Books, 2013); Geo. A. Ogle 
and Co., “Winona Lake, Clunette, Mineral Beach, Yarnell Point,” Kosciusko County 1914, (Geo. A. Ogle 
and Co., 1914), Historic MapWorks Residential Genealogy, Rare Historic Maps Collection, 2016, accessed 
April 21, 2016, http://www.historicmapworks.com/Map/US/24580/Winona+Lake++Clunette++Mineral+ 
Beach++Yarnell+Point/Kosciusko+County+1914/Indiana/. 
 

9 John Wilbur Chapman, “Foreword,” in Theodore Thomas Frankenberg, Spectacular Career of 
Rev. Billy Sunday, Famous Baseball Evangelist (Columbus, OH: McClelland & Company, 1913), 8; 
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Under Chapman, Sunday became a student of revivalism, especially its 

organizational aspects. He had been thinking about organization in evangelism since his 

days at the YMCA, where he watched L. W. Messer institute his “metropolitan plan,” and 

where he became a pupil of renowned expert on committee work Daniel Sloan, the 

General Secretary of the Madison Street Department. Between 1891 and 1895, Sunday 

compiled vigorous notes on committees in a booklet, including step-by-step instructions 

for forming them as well as best practices for running them. This notebook aided him in 

training local workers for Chapman’s campaigns and shaped his own ideas about how to 

prepare a revival. In this booklet, Sunday (and his mentors) stressed the importance of 

choosing “a competent chairman.” He made detailed lists of the chairman’s duties, 

emphasizing that once chosen, local leaders should have primary responsibility for 

running their committees. Sunday also stressed that committee leaders give members a 

stake in the organization by delegating tasks to them.10  

One of the most dominant themes in this notebook was how the individual 

committees fit together. They were “Dependent yet independent,” called to unique tasks 

but fundamentally reliant upon each other to complete their duties. In this way, 

committees were “Supplimental [sic] to each other,” working ultimately to strengthen one 

another rather than build tiny fiefdoms. Sunday believed that committees should have a 

narrow focus, even calling committee leaders “Specialists in special lines.” But the 

                                                                                                                                            
McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 9-10; Roger A. Bruns, Preacher: Billy Sunday & Big-Time American 
Evangelism (New York: W. W. Norton, 1992), 61-62. 

 
10 Sloan’s name is written next to many of Sunday’s notes in this booklet. On Sloan and committee 

work, see Young Men’s Christian Associations of Illinois, Year Book of the Young Men’s Christian 
Associations of Illinois for 1892, Together with Proceedings of their Twentieth Annual Convention Held at 
Bloomington, Ill., October 26, 27, 28, 29 and 30, 1892 (Chicago: Stromberg, Allen & Co., 1892), 4, 56. 
Sunday, “Committees How to Organize,” “Duties of Chairman of Lesson,” and “Committees Dangers In,” 
in booklet of sermons, etc., notes on Bible reading and preparing revivals, 1891-1895, Sunday Papers, 
BGCA. Microfilm. 
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members in all committees must “understand [the] work of each” committee and its value 

to the organization. The members must also communicate regularly with each other by 

“meet[ing] in conferences as a whole.”11 While Sunday’s ideas of healthy committees 

relied on strong chairmen, they also relied on the enthusiastic participation of committee 

members and adherence to a common mission.  

Organization was central to Chapman’s revival philosophy. He challenged critics 

who bemoaned the planned aspects of modern revivalism, including advance men, 

committees, and “dependence on ‘business methods,’ such as advertising, striking 

announcements, big posters, etc., etc.” To those who argued that God’s people were 

“getting away from dependence on ordinary means of grace” like the “simple Gospel 

and…prayer,” Chapman retorted: “But why insist that the Holy Spirit must act in every 

succeeding age as he has moved in the past?” Chapman understood that new social 

conditions necessitated new revival measures. In line with the pragmatism of the practical 

Christianity movement, he argued, “Let this be the test of any and every method. It is 

useful and of value only in so far as it works to bring men to the hearing of the Gospel, 

and eventually persuades them to come to Christ.” In this utilitarian attitude that equated 

legitimacy and even moral correctness with results, the planned nature of revivals 

concerned Chapman little. In fact, he believed that greater organization lead to greater 

spiritual influence. While human methods were useless without the power of the Holy 

Spirit, he contended that at its most basic, “The evangelistic Church is an organized 

Church.” For this son of an insurance salesman, it seemed quite natural to embrace 

                                                
11 “Committees [sic] Relation to Each Other,” n. d., in booklet of sermons, etc., notes on Bible 

reading and preparing revivals, 1891-1895, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm. 
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predictability in revivalism. Like Charles Finney and his “New Measures,” Chapman 

brought rationality and regularity to the American revival tradition.12  

Chapman’s insistence on organization did not crowd out room for the individual 

in his revival philosophy. He believed organization facilitated more efficient lay 

evangelism, which, in turn, took the gospel to more people and places. Even as he sang 

the praises of organization he contended, “the winning of the individual by the individual, 

or to put it another way, Personal Evangelism is to be the key-note [sic] of our present 

work.” His revivals reserved key places for lay evangelism and encouraged “personal 

work” or one-on-one evangelism. Like Social Gospel leaders, Chapman believed in the 

power of personal contact to win souls. In the context of rapid urbanization, lay 

evangelism became even more important than it had been in nineteenth-century 

revivalism. Not only did it help pastors and trained revivalists evangelize the lost, it also 

countered the anonymity of the city.13 

The pragmatism in Chapman’s methods bled over into his revival theology. 

Although committed to conservative biblical Christianity, the revival he envisioned 

centered most on reforming behavior; it was an awakening to Bible study, prayer, family 

religion, Christian benevolence, and holy living. In 1909, he declared: “My idea…is not 

so much to get people into heaven as to get heaven into them, and not so much to get 

people out of hell as to get hell out of them.” While he maintained the necessity of a 

                                                
12 J. Wilbur Chapman, Present-Day Evangelism (New York: The Baker & Taylor Co., 1903), 21-

22, 66-69, 103; J. Wilbur Chapman, The Problem of the Work (New York: Hodder & Stoughton, 1911), 
112. Finney’s “New Measures” were techniques designed to induce a revival. He believed that revivals 
were “the work of man,” not the spontaneous outpouring of the Holy Spirit, and he held that the New 
Measures “brought on the visitation of grace.” Randall Balmer, “Second Great Awakening,” in 
Encyclopedia of Evangelicalism (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2002), 515. 

 
13 Chapman, Present-Day Evangelism, 17-18, 24-26. Emphasis in original. 
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conversion experience, this focus on personal righteousness led to a greater emphasis on 

the ethics of Christianity, which fed the emerging progressive movement. It also explains 

Chapman’s particular affinity for the Salvation Army. This practical message was suited 

for a revivalism driven by lay evangelism; by substituting practical Christian living for an 

exacting theology of salvation, Chapman gave laymen and women a message they could 

easily deliver to each other.14  

 Founded on detailed planning and lay evangelism, Chapman’s revivals demanded 

a high degree of interdenominational cooperation. Among his favorite refrains when 

entering a city was, “I don’t want people to get the idea that I am here to fight people who 

don’t agree with me. I am here to fight the devil.” Division of any kind hampered 

believers’ ability to work together, both in organizations and as individuals. Chapman, 

like Moody, loathed controversy. He contended that a revival could not come about 

where there was a “spirit of argument.” In fact, he believed that one of the great benefits 

of revivals was unity: “we need certain great movements to pull the various branches 

together—and that’s why I am an evangelist. The movement draws us together and we 

know and understand one another better and love one another.” He beseeched audiences 

in Springfield, Massachusetts: “Work together…have your church officers work together. 

There is nothing so disheartening as pulling apart.” Chapman’s appeals to unity and 

cooperation were not empty platitudes; they were an absolute necessity for revivalists 

tasked with the tremendous challenge of reaching densely populated urban areas. As 

historian of revivalism William G. McLoughlin notes, “Urban revivals needed the co-

operation of most, if not all, of the evangelical churches of every denomination if they 

                                                
14 Ibid., 33-36, 57-63, 244; Chapman, quoted in “Many Believers and Seekers Brave Rain for 

Quiet-Hour,” n.d., ca. February 1909, Chapman Papers, BGCA. Microfilm. 
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were to have any chance of success.”15 Chapman, and later Sunday, recognized this fact, 

and the revivals of both were marked by a high degree of denominational and even 

theological diversity. 

Chapman’s roots at Oberlin College connected him to the tradition of Charles 

Finney, which perhaps explains why he felt so comfortable viewing revivals as man-

made events. These ties also connected him to the Holiness movement, of which Finney 

and Oberlin were torchbearers in the nineteenth century. Although Chapman was a 

Presbyterian and a Calvinist, he was deeply influenced by the Holiness movement, 

especially Keswick Holiness leader F. B. Meyer. Chapman credited Meyer with inspiring 

him to lead a deeper spiritual life, and he also enjoyed the works of A. T. Pierson, another 

famous Keswick speaker. Chapman actively supported the Salvation Army and rescue 

missions, both Holiness organizations, which brought him into close friendships with S. 

H. Hadley and Evangeline Booth. Booth and the Salvation Army even assisted Chapman 

in his Boston revival in 1909.16  

                                                
15 Chapman, quoted in “Revival Leader Brings Message of Peace to City,” The Daily News 

[Springfield, Mass.], n.d., ca. February 1909, Chapman Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; Chapman, “A Plea for a 
Revival,” Union Gospel News (November 1903), sec. II, Chapman Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; “Laymen’s 
Missionary Movement” in The Book of Remembrance, Australia Campaign (1909), 137, Chapman Papers, 
BGCA. Microfilm; Chapman, quoted in “Many Believers and Seekers Brave Rain for Quiet Hour”; 
McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 43. 

 
16 Dorsett, Billy Sunday, 57; Chapman, “Acknowledgment,” in Present-Day Evangelism. The 

Keswick Holiness movement was home to more Calvinist-leaning Christians who thirsted for a deeper 
Christian experience of holiness after conversion. The main distinction between this branch of the Holiness 
movement and the Wesleyan branch was the former’s insistence that original sin could never be fully 
eradicated; sinful desires could only be suppressed or counteracted by the Holy Spirit. The Keswick branch 
also insisted on gradual rather than instantaneous sanctification. On the Salvation Army, see Chapman, 
Present-Day Evangelism, 227-32; Arcturus Z. Conrad, Boston’s Awakening: A Complete Account of the 
Great Boston Revival Under the Leadership of J. Wilbur Chapman and Charles M. Alexander, January 
26th to February 21st, 1909 (Boston: The King’s Business Publishing Company, 1909), 73, 118-121, 123-
126, 138-143, 169, 176, 179-181, 239. 
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Much of Chapman’s Calvinism was tempered by these personal connections to 

Holiness leaders. His books on evangelism in the early twentieth century stressed the 

Holiness themes of total consecration, the power of prayer, and the work of the Holy 

Spirit. Between 1900 and 1903, he wrote several articles for the Union Gospel News on 

the doctrine of sanctification. Here, Chapman affirmed his belief in “a ‘double portion of 

the Spirit,’” or freedom from sin’s penalty through eternal life and freedom from its 

power through “the bestowal of the more abundant life” on earth. Chapman was more 

influenced by the Calvinist-leaning Keswick Holiness movement, which held that 

freedom from sin’s power did not mean sin could be completely eradicated in this life. 

But sometimes he drifted toward radical Wesleyan ideas of absolute moral perfection.17   

Pulling from these diverse theological traditions created a pragmatic theology of 

revivalism that Chapman passed down to Sunday. Reformed ideas, especially recognizing 

the awful power and penalty of sin, played a central role in Chapman’s revival theology. 

At the same time, his profession as a revivalist softened his ideas of election and even 

made him lean toward Arminian theology of salvation as a choice. He wrote, “It is true 

that we were chosen in Him before the foundations of the world and that we are an elect 

people, but it is also true that we are by nature the children of wrath and it is necessary 

that we should make a deliberate choice of Him as a Savior.”18 To Chapman, the revival 

and Holiness traditions were intimately connected, for one of the main purposes of 

                                                
17 Chapman, Present-Day Evangelism; Chapman, The Problem of the Work; John Wilbur 

Chapman, “Spiritual Power,” Union Gospel News (July 26, 1900), 1, Chapman Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; 
John Wilbur Chapman, “Sanctification,” Union Gospel News (August 20, 1903), Chapman Papers, BGCA. 
Microfilm. While he defined sanctification in the Keswick terms of “bringing into subjection the old nature 
until it has no more dominion over us,” he also declared that God’s children “need only to yield to His 
presence to day by day be delivered from the power of sin.” Ibid., sec. I, II.  

 
18 Chapman, “Plea For A Revival,” no. 2 (November 1903), sec. II, IV, Chapman Papers, BGCA. 

Microfilm; Chapman, “Sanctification.” 
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revivals was to call drifting Christians back to the faith and encourage them to pursue a 

deeper spiritual life. In combining Calvinism and Arminianism, as well as Keswick and 

Wesleyan Holiness, Chapman reflected the pragmatic nature of American 

evangelicalism. Evangelicals as a group, and especially revivalists, have never been 

overly concerned with the systematic nature of theology. Like Chapman, they are most 

concerned with whether their ideas work. This has made evangelicals a remarkably 

creative group, even if it has also resulted in a strong strain of anti-intellectualism. In his 

own revival career, Sunday adopted his mentor’s theological pragmatism. He drew from 

diverse theological traditions with remarkable ease, using those ideas that produced 

empirical results.  

Sunday learned much about revivals during his time with Chapman, but he 

learned very little about how to awaken large urban centers. In 1894-1895, the pair 

traveled mostly to small and mid-sized Midwestern towns. Indeed, before 1906, 

Chapman was skeptical about the success of mass revivalism in metropolitan areas. He 

argued, “the problems which confront city pastors as they consider evangelistic 

campaigns are almost insurmountable.” He cited the busyness of Christians and the 

“iniquity of the city,” both of which stunted responses to calls for volunteers. Further, the 

city’s “counter attractions” lured the “half-hearted Christian” away from interest in the 

religious life. Urban revivals must capture the attention of an entire metropolis, but in the 

wake of Moody’s passing, what preacher had “sufficient reputation to command [such] a 

hearing[?]” Beginning in 1906, Chapman tried his hand at urban revivalism through his 

“Simultaneous Evangelism” campaigns; he districted the city and appointed teams of 

evangelists to each one that held revival services in churches at the same time he 
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preached at a central hall. But this experiment yielded mixed results, and it came a 

decade after Sunday’s apprenticeship with Chapman had ended.19 

Thus, one of Sunday’s improvements over Chapman was creating a revival 

program that worked with regularity, and with spectacular results, in metropolitan areas. 

His comprehensive adaptation to the social and cultural changes of urbanization caused 

the student to surpass the teacher. Despite Chapman’s suave urbanity, personal grooming 

by Moody, and extensive theological education, it was Sunday, not Chapman, who 

inherited Moody’s mantle as evangelicalism’s spokesman and leading revivalist in the 

second decade of the twentieth century. 

As Sunday and Chapman wrapped up their revival circuit and returned home for 

the holidays in December 1895, Sunday had no reason to believe his apprenticeship was 

coming to an end. The Sundays’ flat in Chicago at 64 Throop Street was trimmed for 

Christmas, and George and Helen, their two small children, were thrilled to have their 

father back home. The joy of the season, however, quickly soured. Sunday remembered, 

“while we were getting ready for a Christmas celebration for our children…Doctor 

Chapman wired me that he had decided to quit evangelistic work and had accepted the 

pastorate of the Bethany Presbyterian Church” in Philadelphia. Sunday was suddenly out 

of a job. Both Billy and Ma were blindsided, but as the sole wage earner, Billy was 

particularly agonized: “There I was, out of work, knowing not which way to turn. I had a 

wife and two children to support. I could not go back to base ball [sic]. I had given up my 

                                                
19 Brown, The Real Billy Sunday, 75; Chapman, Present-Day Evangelism, 212-214; McLoughlin, 

Billy Sunday, 42. 
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Y.M.C.A. position. I had no money. What should I do?”20 Not knowing where else to go, 

Billy and Helen went to their knees.   

Six days later, they received a telegram from two churches in Garner, Iowa 

inviting Billy to hold a revival there in January. Chapman actually asked the pastors of 

Garner for this favor, though Sunday apparently never knew. Ma recalled: “I remember 

being so happy about it, and I put my arms around Billy’s neck and I hung on so tightly 

that I dragged him to the carpet. We both had a great laugh together over our joy at 

getting the telegram. And, of course, I went right away to send the word, ‘Yes!’” In 

January 1896, Sunday held a week-long revival in Garner and received $68 for his labors. 

He could not stay a day longer because he had only seven sermons, and even those were 

Chapman’s. Sunday was the most insignificant of small-time evangelists, but after his 

revival at Garner, new invitations began rolling in from Iowa, Illinois, and Nebraska. 

This was the humble beginning of what Sunday called his “kerosene circuit.” In many 

ways, he seemed entirely unprepared to start an independent revival career: “He had no 

gospel singer and no advance man; no preparations had been made; he did not [even] 

have any sermons written.” But in other ways, his evangelistic work in the previous five 

years led him precisely to this moment. His time with the YMCA gave him a strong 

foundation in personal work and organization. And because of his time with Chapman, 

“there was no single detail” in planning or conducting revivals with which he was 

unfamiliar.21  

                                                
20 Brown, The Real Billy Sunday, 178; Billy Sunday, quoted in Dorsett, Billy Sunday, 58; Billy 

Sunday, quoted in Ellis, Billy Sunday, 58. 
 
21 McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 10-11; Bruns, Preacher, 64; Helen Sunday, quoted in Dorsett, Billy 
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In these early years, Sunday’s revivals followed his mentor’s in almost every way. 

Like Chapman, he dressed more like a businessman or “a speculator on the stock 

exchange” than a cleric. In 1900, when he finally scraped together enough money to hire 

a song leader, he even hired Peter Bilhorn’s nephew Fred Fischer. Fischer had been 

assisting pastors as a choir leader in local revival meetings for only $4 a week, and his 

clothes showed it. While conducting his first song service for Sunday in Bedford, Iowa, 

he “ripped one arm almost loose from [his] threadbare coat.” But Sunday liked Fischer 

immensely. He saved the revivalist from leading the singing, which he greatly 

appreciated since he “did not know a note from a horsefly.” And as a former industrial 

ironworker, Fischer brought a populist, engaging style to the revival’s music.22   

“[C]ottage prayer meetings,” or home prayer meetings led by local citizens, were 

a centerpiece in Sunday’s revival program in these early years even without an advance 

man to help organize them. These meetings were directly modeled on the ones Sunday 

organized for Chapman, and they evidenced the revivalist’s belief in the power of prayer 

even as he believed in the efficacy of systematic evangelistic methods. Sunday also 

adopted many of Chapman’s revival themes, particularly those from the Holiness and 

practical Christianity movements, including good morals, Christian unity, and entire 

consecration. In Sunday’s earliest altar calls, he invited sinners to “make an unconditional 

surrender of themselves to Christ,” and his sermons called believers to “a higher and 

purer plane of living.” Sunday also demanded interdenominational cooperation. One of 

his biographers noted, “From the very beginning, Sunday has insisted that the churches of 

                                                
22 Unnamed New Hampton, Iowa newspaper, quoted in Brown, The Real Billy Sunday, 88; 

Souvenir: “Billy” Sunday Spokane Campaign, December—January—February 1908-1909 (Spokane, WA: 
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the community should unite before he would agree to conduct a campaign.” This 

stipulation created “a bond of sympathy and unity of feeling and purpose” among diverse 

churches, and it taught them “that great things can be done when people work together.”23 

Even on the kerosene circuit, Sunday’s revivals were not about drawing theological battle 

lines in the sand; amid the creation of a mass society, they were essentially a centralizing 

force that drew Congregationalists into the same tent as Methodists. 

In 1901, Sunday began experimenting with crude wooden tabernacles, partially 

due to tents’ vulnerability to the harsh elements of the Midwest. But even this physical 

structure, which would later become the symbol of his revivals in the 1910s, was not his 

own invention. Both Chapman and Moody occasionally used tabernacles during their 

nineteenth-century revivals. Between 1901 and 1906, Sunday alternated between tents 

and tabernacles. At its largest, the latter only seated about 2,000 in these years, one tenth 

of its capacity in 1915. Without an advance man, Sunday also had to help build these 

structures himself. Sometimes in small rural towns there would be something like a barn 

raising for the “glory barn,” as commentators would later call it. The women cooked 

mountains of fried chicken while the men helped Sunday climb ladders, nail together pine 

boards, and tar the roof. Afterwards, they all feasted on a big country dinner and 

sometimes played a game of baseball with the retired White Stocking.24 Initially, the 

addition of the tabernacle did not dramatically increase the amount of advance work that 

went into Sunday’s revivals. Without an advance man, there was very little for local 

Christians to do until Sunday came to town. 

                                                
23 Brown, The Real Billy Sunday, 81-82, 85-86, 90-91; Unnamed Iowa newspapers, quoted in 

Brown, The Real Billy Sunday, 85, 91, 100. 
 
24 Dorsett, Billy Sunday, 65, 67; McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 19, 39.  
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In 1905, a decade into his revival career, Sunday finally had enough money to 

hire the advance man he sorely needed. He selected Fred Siebert, a former “broncho [sic] 

buster” who “rode the range” during the late nineteenth century. He was a graduate of 

Moody Bible Institute and had evangelistic experience among ranchmen. Of German-

Jewish ancestry, Siebert had the “appearance and manners of a Mexican” from his days 

on the range, and he “was often taken for a member of that race.” Siebert’s salt of the 

earth helped him connect to Midwest audiences. But more than that, he was the first 

person to really lighten Sunday’s load and help him bring more organization to his 

revivals. Siebert was the chief builder and manager of the tent or tabernacle and an 

assistant evangelist. He also went ahead of Sunday to prepare towns for a spiritual 

awakening by forming committees and securing advertisement.25  

With the addition of Siebert, Sunday’s revivals entered a new stage. He had not 

yet graduated from the kerosene circuit, but as he learned under Chapman, more planning 

and preparation meant better results. With an advance man, committees began to take on 

a more prominent role in Sunday’s revival program. Siebert formed the same ones for 

Sunday that Sunday formed for Chapman, including committees for the ushers, choir, 

cottage prayer meetings, publicity, finances, and personal workers. These committees 

also began doing more work to prepare their community for the revival. By 1907, Sunday 

was even issuing a “pamphlet embodying all of his requirements” for committee 

members and outlining, in “the utmost detail,” their organization and duties.26 As his 

                                                
25 Frankenberg, Spectacular Career, 119-20; Theodore Thomas Frankenberg, Billy Sunday: His 

Tabernacles and Sawdust Trails (Columbus, OH: The F. J. Heer Printing Co., 1917), 108; Dorsett, Billy 
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revivals grew larger and moved to urban areas, Sunday added new committees and 

divided old ones. But his advance work after 1905 was always an elaboration of his 

mentor’s model—both in the exact committees formed and in Sunday’s ability to 

synthesize planned revivals with a faith in the power of the Holy Spirit and prayer.  

As Sunday’s revivals entered this new stage, the promise of rational planning 

became a dominant strain in American culture through the rise of the progressive 

movement. Progressive reformers were particularly troubled by the disorderliness of the 

city, the seemingly unlimited power of large corporations (especially railroads), and the 

hazardous working conditions of laborers. They proposed to solve these problems 

primarily through governmental policy and regulation, which created an expanding 

bureaucracy of policy experts and social scientists. These professionals promised to bring 

efficiency, fairness, and unity to industrial America through rational planning. Outside of 

legislative halls, other reformers worked in settlement houses, newspapers, extra-party 

political organizations, and civic societies, but they all believed that planning and 

regulation could redeem the city and bring citizens into right relation with each other.27  

The progressive movement was gaining incredible momentum in 1905-1906. The 

anthracite coal miner strike in Pennsylvania had come to an end in 1902 after workers 
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were guaranteed a nine-hour day and a 10% raise. The Elkins Act in 1903 dramatically 

regulated railroad freight prices by outlawing rebates or under-the-table price cuts for 

favorite and powerful customers. In 1904, President Teddy Roosevelt and anti-trust 

lobbyists won a major victory when the Supreme Court dissolved the Northern Securities 

Company. The year 1906 saw a flurry of progressive activity with the publication of 

Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, the passage of the Pure Food and Drug Act and Meat 

Inspection Act, and the passage of the Hepburn Act, which placed further regulations on 

the rates railroads and transportation companies could charge. As the gospel of regulation 

and planning hit its fever pitch, Sunday’s revivals were also becoming increasingly 

planned affairs. Riding the coattails of the progressive movement, Sunday and his team 

similarly promised to redeem the city through efficient, well-planned evangelism directed 

by revival experts. 

In 1906, Sunday made one of the most pivotal decisions of his revival career: he 

switched permanently to tabernacles. On the last night of his revival in Salida, Colorado, 

an unexpected snowstorm destroyed his tent and convinced Sunday to fold up the canvas 

for good. After that, one of his prerequisites for coming to town was the construction of a 

tabernacle. This new undertaking brought a new level of logistical coordination to the 

advance man’s duties. It also meant the institution of the new Building Committee, 

whose volunteers would help raise the structure. Initially, Siebert served as the tabernacle 

architect, but in 1907 Sunday hired A. P. Gill for the job. Gill also assumed Siebert’s 

other duties as advance man, and Siebert became the tabernacle custodian.28 
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The design of the tabernacle remained essentially the same throughout Sunday’s 

revival career. It was a long, wooden nave about 30 feet high punctuated by dormer 

windows. Sunday’s architects used simple materials like pine wood a tarred paper roof. It 

had “bare plank walls,” rows and rows of benches, “double barn doors” for exits, and 

usually an unfinished exterior. Before 1910, these tabernacles were quite small. Sunday’s 

first one in Perry, Iowa accommodated a maximum of 1,000 people, and six years later, 

his tabernacle in Knoxville, Iowa only had a capacity of 3,000. By 1908, 6,500 could jam 

into the tabernacle in a pinch, but these structures all paled in comparison to those built 

after 1914. Sunday’s tabernacle in Pittsburgh accommodated 15,000, and Philadelphia’s 

boasted room for 20,000 and required two and a half “carloads” of sawdust to carpet the 

floor. By 1917, the New York City tabernacle was so large it took “400,000 feet of 

lumber and 250 barrels of nails” to build.29 

As the size of tabernacles grew, so did Sunday’s reliance on local volunteers. 

Here, too, the ethic of progressivism fed into his revivals. While progressives trumpeted 

organization, experts, and rational planning, the movement also encouraged average 

citizens (especially women) to get involved in political activism and transforming the city 

by joining various organizations. In fact, the nineteenth-century ethic of association 

crested in urban revivalism and progressivism. Confronted with the new problems of the 

city, especially a booming population, its attendant humanitarian problems, and a 

widening gap between the rich and the poor, Progressive Americans believed that the best 
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way to solve their problems was to work together. Equipped with new technologies, 

faster means of mass communication, as well as a strong sense of nationality, the “joiner” 

spirit of Americans came bursting forth.30 In an age when urban Americans were eager to 

get involved in some great movement for change, they responded to Sunday’s call for 

workers with remarkable enthusiasm. 

While twenty to forty men helped Sunday raise the glory barn on the kerosene 

circuit, sometimes upwards of 400 volunteers on the Building Committee erected the 

tabernacle in large cities. With more volunteers, the Building Committee took on an 

increasingly bureaucratic cast; during the 1910s, it was led by a local chairman and five 

assistants who worked closely with Sunday’s architect.31 The volunteer labor and lay 

leadership on this committee gave local people important places to serve in the campaign 

and generated a deep sense of civic pride and ownership in the revival. Further, the 

spectacle of building a wooden tabernacle downtown was even better publicity than 

printed advertisements; it acted as a physical countdown to the revival.  

Other committees followed a similar pattern of growth. During the 1910s, the 

Music, Usher, and Personal Worker Committees all received more volunteers than they 

could accommodate, and the ones they did accept for tabernacle service were subject to 

more thorough training. After 1909, 2,000 voices became standard for the choir, and 

volunteers began rehearsals two weeks before the revival began. In New York City, 3,000 

men and women attended training classes at local YMCAs to become personal workers, 
                                                

30 Arthur M. Schlesinger, “Biography of a Nation of Joiners,” The American Historical Review 50, 
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but the campaign could only accept 1,500 for tabernacle service. Early in the 1910s 

Sunday only required 250 ushers for the tabernacle; but by 1916, he needed at least 750 

men to shuffle 20,000 people in and out of the structure two to three times a day. These 

men were drilled with a military sense of regimentation. Before the campaign, local usher 

lieutenants and captains instructed the men in the methods of crowd management, the 

flow of Sunday’s services, and his specific expectations.32 

The permanent switch to tabernacles thus foreshadowed the future growth of 

Sunday’s revivals, especially in terms of the volunteers needed. But tabernacles also 

became the source of new logistical difficulties. In larger cities, it was hard to find a 

large, centrally-located, vacant lot for the glory barn, and staff members had to work 

closely with local officials to ensure it met all building, insurance, and fire codes. Most of 

all, tabernacles were far more expensive than renting tents, churches, or opera houses. 

Thus, after 1906, one the chief duties of the advance man became raising the funds 

necessary to perform the extensive revival preparations, especially building the 

tabernacle. By 1907, the advance man began to incorporate a joint “stock company” 

called the “Evangelical Association” for this purpose. Governed by the Executive 

Committee, it sold shares to local citizens “to raise the necessary money” for the revival 

without “the constant whine of money-begging.” This financial model also gave 

Sunday’s campaigns a corporate makeover and explicitly introduced business methods 

into revivalism. Shares funded various line items, including the room and board of 
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Sunday and his team, “their traveling expenses,” half of the song leader’s salary, and an 

extensive “printing and advertising” campaign.33 But much of this money went toward 

the construction of the wooden tabernacle.  

Eventually, this share-selling plan evolved into a promissory system. Sunday’s 

advance man still organized a joint stock company that “sold” shares, but these shares 

were not actually paid. They amounted more to pledges or promissory notes that 

“constitute[d] bankable security upon which the executive committee [could] borrow 

money” to pay the initial expenses of the campaign. Sunday’s team called these securities 

the “guarantee fund,” and they only applied to “the actual operating expenses of the 

campaign,” not any salaries. This fund was earmarked for “the erection of the tabernacle, 

furnishing and lighting it, doing the printing[,] and hiring the many incidental laborers” 

like clerks and secretaries who were “necessary cogs in the full functioning of a big 

campaign.”34  

The switch to a promissory system around 1908 reflected the ballooning cost of 

Sunday’s revivals. In Fairfield, Iowa (1907), citizens only needed to advance $3,200, a 

sum that could be feasibly met by selling shares. But by the end of 1908, Sunday’s 

revival in Spokane, Washington ran a budget of over $15,000, more than double the 

expenses of any of his previous campaigns. The expenditure for the tabernacle alone in 

that city was more than the cost of the entire revival in Fairfield.35 As the cities Sunday 

visited became larger, his tabernacles and preliminary work grew in proportion. It 

eventually became too difficult to defray all these costs before he arrived. As he moved to 
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larger metropolitan areas, the promissory system gave Sunday’s advance man and local 

committees the financial freedom to accomplish the necessary revival preparations. 

The Finance Committee administered this funding system and the Executive 

Committee spent the money, which provided transparency and oversight. The Finance 

Committee, led by a chairman and two laymen from each cooperating church, secured 

pledges before the revival and recouped the amount pledged by soliciting community 

donations and tabernacle collections during the revival. This meant the initial promissory 

notes were rarely called in. The Finance Committee also drew up the campaign budget 

and reviewed its bills before the Treasurer, a local man on the Executive Committee, paid 

them. In Sunday’s revivals, local people always retained the power of the purse. In 

addition to making purchases, the Executive Committee managed the advance man’s 

growing list of logistical details. They secured the city permit to build the tabernacle, 

rented overflow buildings, and found housing for Sunday’s party. They also arranged 

special police details to escort Sunday and his assistants around town and help control 

tabernacle crowds. They found space for automobile parking outside the tabernacle and 

assisted the advance man with anything he needed.36 As Sunday’s revivals became 

increasingly planned affairs, local men and women not only became builders, 

shareholders, lay evangelists, and singers, but also committee leaders, accountants, and 

administrators. 

These intricate revival preparations also demanded a larger paid revival team. In 

1906, Sunday had four assistants: Fischer the song leader, Siebert the advance man, and 

two assistant evangelists, I. E. Honeywell and Elijah P. Brown. While it took Sunday 
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eleven years to hire four assistants, his revival team more than doubled in 1907 alone. He 

hired Charles Butler as a soloist, Bentley D. Ackley as pianist and personal secretary, 

Frances Miller as Director of Bible Classes, Clifford Pledger as his personal assistant, 

and A. P. Gill as his new advance man and architect. Sunday now had a solid team of 

assistants, a sophisticated financial scheme, a more defined system of preliminary work, 

and a swelling corps of local leaders and volunteers. He was ready to leave the kerosene 

circuit behind. But before he could do that, he needed one more person on his team.   

Nothing brought Sunday’s revivals from the kerosene circuit to urban America as 

much as the permanent addition of Ma Sunday in 1908. It was really her vision and 

administrative skills that transformed her husband’s revivals from one or two-horse 

shows in dusty Midwestern towns into a well-oiled revival machine built for metropolitan 

centers. By the end of 1908, Ma would lead the team on their maiden voyage in urban 

revivalism in Spokane, Washington, the first city they visited with a population over 

100,000. By 1918, she would lead them to successful revivals in “ten of the fifteen largest 

cities in the United States.”37 While Chapman’s plan for urban revivalism (“Simultaneous 

Evangelism”) remained largely dispersed, Ma embraced centralization. A Chicago native, 

she carefully balanced the urban ethic of regimentation, regularity, and order with 

evangelicalism’s participatory tradition. Her position as a woman atop the most 

sophisticated revival organization of the day spoke volumes about the democratization of 

gender roles in the Progressive Era. It also demonstrated how evangelicals’ historic 

tradition of lay participation expanded with urbanization, sanctioning more public and 

powerful roles for women. This development not only affected evangelicalism, it also 

entrenched the larger transformations occurring regarding gender. Balancing planning 
                                                

37 McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 46. 



 85 

and participation, as well as centralization and democratization, Ma Sunday’s revival 

program was cutting edge. Even more, her leadership and vision put women at the helm 

of urban evangelism in the Progressive Era and put evangelicals in the thick of the larger 

cultural revolution.  

Although Ma became the bedrock of the revival organization, the decision for her 

to permanently join the team was not an easy one. Indeed, in 1907 she was preoccupied 

with more serious matters. She was pregnant with their fourth child, Paul, and the “doctor 

warned of grave danger to her and the baby.” Paul was born healthy in September of that 

year, but the pregnancy considerably weakened her, and Billy’s constant traveling left her 

feeling stretched. Ma had a newborn and six-year old Willie Jr. to take care of, two 

teenagers to keep an eye on, a house to manage, as well as the family accounts to keep—

all without Billy’s help. At the same time, her husband continually wrote her pleading for 

help with the revivals’ expanding administrative needs, sometimes even including her 

train fare in his letters.38 

Ma had always been Billy’s emotional rock. The instability in his early childhood 

deepened the young boy’s insecurities. As an adult, Sunday was riddled with gnawing 

self-doubt and a strong need for affirmation, even amid great success. In the first years of 

their marriage he got severely depressed when his baseball career took him away from 

her. Ma later remembered, “I frequently got letters from him that were forty-eight pages 

long…and really they contained nothing but variations of ‘I’m so lonesome!’”39 When 

Sunday’s revivals began taking him farther from home for longer periods of time, he 
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yearned for Ma’s companionship and encouragement even more. Without her he was 

visibly irritated and plunged into dark periods of self-doubt. During the early years of her 

husband’s revival career, Ma helped out with the revivals as much as she could, 

especially with the services for women. But increasingly, the pressure of splitting time 

between her children and the revival trail, as well as juggling their home affairs and 

emotionally supporting Billy, became too much. In December 1907, she had a nervous 

breakdown. 

The Sundays knew something had to change. The strain of being apart and 

choosing between a happy domestic life and what they felt was Billy’s calling was 

wearing on them. Billy either needed to scale back on his revival career to be at home 

more, or Ma and the family needed to come with him. After a couple weeks of rest, and 

much prayer, the Sundays felt God calling them both to full-time revivalism. Ma fiercely 

loved her children and took pride in being the matriarch of the household, but she was 

also ambitious. Growing up in Chicago she received an unusually high education for an 

early twentieth-century woman, and she had taken after her father’s keen business 

acumen. She was naturally gifted with administrative skills and figures, and she 

possessed an innate calm under pressure. Beginning in 1908, Ma traveled with Billy as 

much as she could. They brought young Willie and newborn Paul with them when school 

was not in session, and when it was, they found a nanny to stay with the boys.40  

Billy trusted Ma more than anyone in his life. In fact, there was none of the 

patriarchy in their marriage that scholars (and many evangelicals) assume is the norm for 

evangelical gender roles. One of Sunday’s assistant evangelists and his earliest 
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biographer, Elijah P. Brown, commented, “Their married life is a partnership, in which 

each partner has equal rank in the firm, and an equal voice in all its transactions.” Even 

local campaign officials noticed the Sundays’ unique marriage. The revival souvenir from 

Springfield, Illinois noted that theirs was  

a twentieth century marriage of two distinct individuals joining as helpmeets 
without either submerging a personality in the other—certainly not the old kind of 
the entire submergence of the wife in the husband. They disagree about as many 
things as other people do—but each knows in what things the other is best 
informed or strongest, and the one best qualified always decides any 
question….This is a match of brains as well as of hearts, of sense as well as of 
souls, and of respect as well as love.  
 

A domestic arrangement where the wife had full equality with the husband, an 

independent identity, and where he was her helpmate too, was a radical break from 

nineteenth-century Victorian ideas. Americans’ new views of marriage coincided with 

the rising education and employment of women in the early twentieth century, which led 

them to view wives as partners and companions. Like the union of Douglas Fairbanks 

and Mary Pickford, the Sundays’ public marriage was a harbinger of modernity; it was 

one of friends and equals.41  

The Sundays’ marital arrangement carried over into their revival careers. If 

anything, Ma held more power in the revival organization than Billy. Both of Sunday’s 

early biographers, Elijah P. Brown and William T. Ellis, note that Ma controlled all the 

major and minor decisions in the revival, including the “acceptance of an invitation from 

a city” and “the employment of an additional worker.” Often, Billy did not investigate the 

revival’s matters “at all himself.” While most Progressive Americans chuckled at the idea 
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of women in business, let alone leading a vast organization, Billy implicitly trusted Ma’s 

decisions, whether regarding their home life or the business side of their revivals. He was 

quite comfortable with his wife being the boss.42 

Ma was not the extreme social conservative regarding gender roles that she has 

been painted as. She was highly complimentary of the single, professional woman who 

“through her work, has attained the position where she does not consider marrying for a 

home or catering to the will of any person on earth but herself.” Ma did not call this 

woman selfish for choosing a career over marriage and a husband. Instead, she 

encouraged professional women to use their influence for good and to join “every good 

movement” for social improvement. The social position of the “bachelor girl” could be 

sanctified, for it was a unique opportunity “to shine for God as few other women have.” 

Ambitious herself, Ma embraced the modern woman who had aspirations beyond 

domesticity. “The woman of today…with ambitions and aims and the will to carry her 

through to the fulfilment [sic] of these ambitions, is an attractive creature, truly. We 

admire her and love her. We admired and loved the woman of long ago, but the woman 

of today thrills us with her power,” she argued. Nor did Ma believe that careers made 

women manly. “Today a woman does not need to give up her womanhood…in order to 

be given an opportunity to mingle at large with the world and prove her brains,” she 

wrote. Women did not have to choose between their femininity and career aspirations. 

Like female reformers and social workers, Ma proved that professionalism was not 
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exclusively a male trait, and she helped craft a female culture of professionalism within 

evangelical revivalism.43 

Ma also defended married women’s right to work outside the home. In 1917, she 

received several letters from young men and women seeking advice on whether it was 

appropriate for women to work after marriage. Ma laid out her opinion in a syndicated 

column for The New York World called “Should a Wife Work for a Living?” She argued 

that those who believed a working wife caused strife in the home, and even divorce, were 

wrong. According to her, the real cause of marital trouble in those situations was 

selfishness. No doubt thinking of her own marriage, she contended, “Some of the 

happiest marriages I have seen are those of husband and wife, both of whom work for 

themselves.” Rather than telling women that they must sacrifice their own happiness to 

the wills of their husbands, Ma reversed conventional Victorian wisdom, arguing, “The 

love of the husband for the wife should be great enough…for him to forget himself in her 

happiness.” She believed that if marriages were founded on equal ambition, equal love, 

and equal willingness to sacrifice, the idea of the wife working outside the home would 

be a non-issue.44 

Still, the Sundays did not see women’s emancipation as overturning every facet of 

Victorian gender roles; they saw women’s new social power as an addition to the best 

elements of the Victorian past. Both Billy and Ma believed that women must retain their 
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moral authority. Given that this had been the tool women used to open up greater public 

roles since the late nineteenth century, it is unsurprising that Ma did not want to remove 

this tool from the toolbox just yet. While the Sundays advocated egalitarian marriages 

and career opportunities for women, they vigorously denounced “flirts” and the 

“frivolous young woman” who used her emancipation only for self-fulfillment and 

personal pleasure. This is not to say that the Sundays preached total self-denial and 

condemned Americans’ participation in the new culture of leisure and consumption. Ma 

contended, “I never would deny any girl, if she can get them, the little pretty things which 

every woman loves.” Billy even advocated women’s participation in the burgeoning 

leisure culture through sports, saying, “Girls should be given a chance to become strong, 

as well as boys.”45  

What the couple insisted on was that women’s emancipation be used for service 

to others. Billy’s Muscular Christianity applied to women as well as to men. Denouncing 

“slackers” of all kinds, he arraigned women whose chief pursuit was self-fulfillment or 

even attracting a husband. The Sundays’ insistence on women’s moral authority and the 

ethic of service above self put them out of step with the emerging flapper figure, who 

gained most traction in the 1920s. But during the 1910s, the nation was still straddling 

Victorian and consumer values. Even Mary Pickford used her emancipated film roles to 

reassure Americans that the new woman could still serve the domestic and public good. 

Likewise, the Sundays believed that the Modern Woman was a truer fulfillment of the 
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values Americans held dear, not a wholesale repudiation of them. The Sundays’ blend of 

old and new gender roles was therefore a compelling one to their audience.46  

Within the revival organization, Ma’s official title was “Business Manager,” but 

that hardly does her justice. As one reporter argued, “It is impossible to conceive of the 

Billy Sunday campaign without ‘Ma.’” More than any other person on the team, Ma 

made the revivals rationally planned affairs that ran like clockwork. She was the first and 

final point of contact for any delegation wishing to invite Sunday to their city. She 

coordinated all the planning for future revivals and kept up an extensive correspondence 

with the advance man.47 She attended the revival’s finances and helped with the 

Women’s Work department. She was an assistant evangelist and the central 

administrator. During the revival, she pulled together the individual efforts of the staff, 

committees, and local revival officials, asking for regular meetings with them and reports 

of their activities even at the eleventh hour. She was also Billy’s press agent, for he had 

“even less knack at handling strange reporters than William Howard Taft.” “But ‘Ma!’” 

continued the reporter, “‘Ma’ has the mastery of a Roosevelt. Leave it to ‘Ma,’ with three 

days in a new place, to know to which papers to be cordial, to which to be cool…[and] to 

which to be stony.”48  
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Ma was fiercely protective of her husband and of their revival’s public brand. 

After tabernacle meetings, she extracted Billy “from the throng of curious who press 

about him,” and she screened all his personal appointments, whether with reporters, a 

local businessman, or an admiring child. Whenever possible she handled meetings for 

him and accompanied him for the smallest speaking engagement. Ma was also the buffer 

between Billy and “the thousand and one little trials of life” that easily irritated his 

nervous personality, which allowed him to focus on preparing for four to five speaking 

engagements a day. One reporter for The New York Tribune summed up Ma’s power in 

the organization: “If her husband is the warrior, she is the General, the Adjutant, the 

Orderly, the Commissary, the Treasury (I imagine), the Censor, and the Press Agent.” 

She was “the busiest, happiest, shrewdest little woman who ever forgot that woman’s 

place was the home…”49 

While Ma was Billy’s “man of affairs,” she was also a loving wife who 

conformed to the domestic ideal. She ran the party’s temporary home along with their 

hired housekeeper, Rose Foutts, who was accepted by the party even though she was 

divorced—a tremendous social taboo in the early twentieth century. Ma also cared for 

their children when they traveled with the party, especially young Paul. Her primary 

responsibility in the domestic realm, though, was looking after Billy. She watched over 

“his personal well-being like a mother” and attended the “dozen matters which a watchful 

wife attends to.” Billy needed “considerable looking after” not so much because he was 

an incompetent, bumbling fool but because of his complete trust and reliance on his wife. 

Ma sewed on his buttons, ironed his shirts, and fixed his lemonade the way he liked it. 

                                                
49 Frankenberg, Billy Sunday: His Tabernacles and Sawdust Trails, 144, 151; John Reed, “Back of 

Billy Sunday,” Metropolitan Magazine 42 (May 1915): 9, 12; Dounce, “The Rev. Mr. Sunday Will Now 
Address Us,” 4; “‘Ma’ Sunday Sure of Success,” 11. 



 93 

While on the road, she answered the family correspondence and paid the bills back home. 

When at home in Chicago, or after 1910 in Winona Lake, she prepared dinner, tended to 

household chores, and did enough canning to stock the pantry.50 

Public comments on Ma’s executive roles were almost always accompanied by 

affirmations of her domestic devotion. One of Sunday’s early biographers noted, “For all 

her much living in hotels and continued traveling, meeting with business men, 

clergymen, newspapermen and others, Mrs. Sunday has preserved that wonderfully [sic] 

fidelity to her home instincts, and is in every sense a home woman, quite as much as Mr. 

Sunday is a home man.” Others admired Ma as “a marvel of tact and gentle, unobtrusive 

accomplishment,” and the press often characterized her as Billy’s assistant or “help-

mate,” or as the “‘mother’ of the [revival] party.” Even Ma justified her professional roles 

by saying “she realized that her great mission in life was to take care of her husband, and 

that she was trying to do that to the best of her ability.” Ma used the Victorian notion that 

a woman’s greatest delight was in her husband’s success to assume unheard of public 

power in the early twentieth century. In this way, she followed a pattern laid out by 

female reformers before her, who used the discourse of Victorian domesticity and 

women’s moral and spiritual authority to expand their public roles and push for the 

political franchise. By framing her executive and public roles this way, she justified them 

as an appropriate extension of the American past.51 
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Combining these duties as a wife and campaign administrator was enough to 

make anyone’s head spin. In 1913, a reporter from the Steubenville Gazette who tried to 

keep up with Ma for a day recorded this extensive schedule: 

Arise at 8 a.m. 
Breakfast at 8:30. 
Hunted up Treasurer of Steubenville Evangelistic Association. 
Paid bills for Colonel Albert P. Gill. 
Dictation one hour and a half to Secretary Robert Matthews. 
Opening left-over mail. 
In it found bill for 70 cents for repairs to furnace at Winona Lake home. Sent 
check for same. 
Dispatched payment for laundry bill to South Bend, Ind. 
Wrote and sent nine letters. 
Answered phone a dozen times. 
Helped Billy Sunday get ready to work. 
Brought paper, sharpened pencils and procured other necessary materials. Sunday 
works fast and likes everything directly at hand, so as to insure no delay. It is 
Ma’s duty to see that nothing is overlooked. 
 
AFTERNOON. 
Man came to talk business. Mrs. Sunday stayed at home to attend to this matter 
thus permitting Billy to devote his entire attention to his regular duties. 
Wrote and dispatched four more letters. One to an expert accountant in Pittsburg; 
another to a convict in the Ohio penitentiary. 
Received two callers. 
Answered a letter to the editor of The Beacon Journal, Akron, O. 
Two ladies called, one of whom had an appointment by mail. 
Rodeheaver introduced a singer who wished to try out with the idea of joining the 
Sunday party. 
Washed. 
Supper. 
 
EVENING. 
Prepared her husband’s clothing for three changes during the day, took out and 
put in buttons and laid out clothes ready for his immediate use. 
Attended evening service. 
Prepared Bill’s lemonade.52 
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Ma was the linchpin of Sunday’s revivals. Without her, neither the revivalist nor the 

organization would have run efficiently or effectively. She was living proof that the 

emancipated woman could contribute mightily to the work of the church—not just a 

mother or a wife, but also as a public leader. She demonstrated that professionalism was 

not antithetical to femininity or domestic life, and the public example of her marriage 

helped evangelicals ease into the less patriarchal gender roles of the twentieth century. 

Flappers were not the only women who transformed American ideas of gender. As a less 

radical example of female empowerment, Ma was probably more effective than flapper 

girls at helping Americans accept the wider revolution in gender norms. 

Ma created a well-planned revival machine that undergirded her husband’s 

success. It also adapted revivalism to urban areas, as keenly demonstrated in their 

Spokane, Washington campaign in December 1908-January 1909, their first revival in a 

city of more than 100,000. Billy’s message of a practical, active Christianity won him the 

support of 55 churches in that revival, including four Congregationalist churches, eight 

Presbyterian churches, nine Methodists churches, six German and Scandinavian 

churches, three “colored” churches, at least one Pentecostal church, and four Holiness 

associations. This diverse coalition provided a large pool of local volunteers that staffed 

the revival’s growing number of committees. Winning mass audiences was therefore 

central to urban revivalism not only because it meant more religious consumers but also 

because it supplied more revival workers. In Spokane, the Music Committee organized 

the largest choir yet; 800 voices were ready on opening night, and by the second week of 

the revival, 1,000 church members sang in the grand tabernacle choir. Meanwhile, the 

Publicity Committee executed one of the most remarkable advertising efforts before 
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1910. They gained the ear of the three major dailies serving the Spokane area: the 

Spokesman-Review, Spokane Daily Chronicle, and The Spokane Press. They also printed 

5,000 window cards, sent an advertising car “through the crowded thoroughfares for a 

total of thirty hours,” and printed 400 “street car fender signs, three streamers [for] inside 

the Tabernacle[,] and one a hundred feet long” to hang on the outside of the glory barn.53 

Ma centralized all these local efforts under her careful administration and asked for 

regular reports from the advance man. 

She also kept a watchful eye on the financial backing pouring in. By late October 

1908, the Finance Committee was well on its way to collecting the $10,000 in promissory 

notes needed to conduct the preliminary work and construct a tabernacle twice as large as 

the largest auditorium in Spokane, with seating for 8,000 and standing room for 2,000 

more. Area corporations and banks, in particular, made generous pledges to the guarantee 

fund. By November 11, the Executive Committee had secured a permit from the city 

council to begin building the tabernacle downtown. And in only three weeks, Gill and 

Spokane’s residents had raised the largest Billy Sunday tabernacle built to that date.54   

Spokane showcased the expanding network of committees fueled by lay 

voluntarism and administrated by Ma. Gill formed ten committees in all, including new 

ones for religious work, secretaries, the nursery, and the party’s housing and 

entertainment. Spokane’s local revival leaders also had to find a way to organize 

neighborhood prayer meetings in such a large city—perhaps the biggest logistical 
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challenge in the preliminary work. With Gill’s help, the Religious Work Committee 

divided Spokane into 87 districts and appointed as many local chairmen.55 They also 

needed at least as many volunteers, and likely more, to host these prayer meetings twice a 

week both before and during the revival.  

By 1914, Ma, the advance man, and local volunteers had standardized Sunday’s 

program of advance work. This was displayed nowhere more clearly than in the 

systematic methods of districting and the hierarchical division of labor used for cottage 

prayer meetings. Now named the Prayer Meeting Committee (rather than the more 

generic Religious Work Committee), a local pastor and head secretary led the plan to 

organize neighborhood prayer meetings. They divided the city into districts of around 

2,000 people, and one pastor supervised each district and served as its secretary. He then 

subdivided his district into five or six sections of around 400 people. One or two local 

volunteers called “captains” commanded each section and appointed three Christian 

workers, usually one man and two women, to canvass each city block.56 A city with 

twenty districts, therefore, needed twenty pastors, a bare minimum of one hundred 

captains, and thousands of block workers to implement this system.   

The captains’ main duty was to secure as many different homes as possible for 

prayer meetings, usually held every Tuesday and Friday evening during the four to six 

weeks before the revival (and on the same days, but in the morning, during the revival). 

                                                
55 “Babies Won’t Get ‘Balled Up,’” The Spokane Press, December, 28, 1908, 2; Souvenir: “Billy” 

Sunday Campaign in Spokane, 15, 17; “Cold Snap Does Feaze [sic] Billy Sunday,” The Spokane Press, 
January 6, 1909, 5. 

 
56 “Suggested Qualifications,” 6; “Sunday Revival Preceded by 5,000 Prayer Meetings,” The 

Philadelphia Telegraph, November 28, 1914, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; “Qualifications and 
Duties for Committee Chairman,” n.d., Sunday Papers, Grace College and Theological Seminary Archives 
(GCTSA), Box 52; “Instructions for Neighborhood Prayer Meeting Captains,” n.d., Sunday Papers, 
GCTSA, Box 52. 
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They also selected leaders and speakers for these meetings. In Philadelphia, 10,000 

women opened up their homes by early January 1915, but the committee hoped that by 

the end of the revival 10,000 more would hang up cards in their windows reading, 

“Prayer Meeting Here Tonight.” Captains and block workers went door to door inviting 

neighbors to prayer meetings and handing out printed invitations to attend tabernacle 

services. At prayer meetings, captains filled out report cards recording the number of 

prayers prayed, prayer requests, attendance, and conversions. These forms then went 

back up the centralized chain of command, and captains either turned them over to their 

district secretaries or mailed them to campaign headquarters. In Philadelphia, 15,000 

block workers coordinated 4,000 to 6,000 neighborhood prayer meetings twice a week. 

Nearly all these hosts and workers were women, who through community ties and 

friendship networks drew a citywide attendance of 100,000 people to prayer meetings 

twice a week.57 Carving the city into grids and appointing lay leaders to each section, the 

Prayer Meeting Committee merged rationalization and lay participation so popular in 

Progressive Era culture. It also embodied the kind of intricate, systematic planning that 

characterized Sunday’s revivals under Ma. 

 Early in her husband’s evangelistic career, Ma was skeptical that revivalists could 

effectively work in cities larger than 30,000. “When they’re larger than that,” she said, “it 

                                                
57 “Instructions for Neighborhood Prayer Meeting Captains”; “Women Workers to Meet in Aid of 

Sunday Cause,” The Evening Public Ledger [Philadelphia], Night Extra, January 5, 1915, 3; “3000 Prayer 
Meetings for Sunday Campaign,” newspaper clipping, November 28, 1914, Sunday Papers, BGCA. 
Microfilm; “Hit Typewriter Keys for Pastor; Then Hit Trail,” The Evening Public Ledger, Night Extra, 
January 2, 1915, 2; “100,000 to Hit Trail When Billy Sunday Hits Philadelphia,” The Evening Public 
Ledger, Sports Final, December 30, 1914, 3.  Some newspapers report 5000 meetings, while others report 
4700 before the revival. “Cottage Prayer Meetings Listed: Many Hundreds to Be Held Preparatory to 
Coming of Evangelist Sunday,” clipping, December 1, 1914, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; “Sunday 
Campaign Will Cost $47,000,” The Philadelphia Press, December 22, 1914, Sunday Papers, BGCA. 
Microfilm. 
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is impossible to reach everybody.”58 But after she joined the revival team, Ma discovered 

that with enough advance preparation and local help, entire metropolitan areas could in 

fact be swept up in a revival. The kind of revivalism she designed could only work in 

mature cities that already had established resource networks and a significant Christian 

population. Their remarkable success in cities across the nation, then, demonstrates that 

urbanization was not antithetical to Christianity in the early twentieth century. Sunday’s 

revivals unearthed a huge interdenominational corps of activist Christians in America’s 

largest urban centers. They also revealed that there was much untapped lay energy in 

American Protestantism, particularly among women. 

Although Sunday was the focal point of the campaign, his revival program was 

built on the enthusiastic volunteer spirit of urbanites and their willingness to get out in the 

community and prepare the way for him. The advance program in Sunday’s revivals 

therefore reinforced the participatory individualism lauded in progressivism and gave it 

another outlet. It also provided empirical evidence for progressives’ arguments about the 

effectiveness of rational planning. Perhaps most of all, the revivals’ need for tens of 

thousands of volunteers opened up new places for women to serve in the campaign. 

Especially in the figure of Ma Sunday, this new gender dynamic in American revivalism 

spurred on the twentieth century’s transformation in ideas of womanhood. Tethering lay 

participation and democratization to rational planning was key to mass producing 

Sunday’s revivals in diverse cities across country—and being able to do so with 

regularity and predictability. What Billy and Ma needed now was a team of revival 

experts to help her administer this growing revival organization. 

                                                
58 Helen Sunday, quoted in McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 46. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Outside the Glory Barn: Revival Experts and the Gospel of Efficiency  
 
 
 In mid-April 1910, about a year after the Spokane revival, Sunday’s team once 

again boarded a train bound for the Pacific Northwest. Their destination was Bellingham, 

Washington, an old lumber town on the coast. Bellingham marked a decisive turning 

point in Sunday’s revivals for a number of reasons. This was where the famous phrase 

“hit the sawdust trail” was born, and it was the last revival Sunday conducted before 

Homer Rodeheaver came aboard as his music director. Perhaps most importantly, 

Bellingham was the first city whose press gave considerable attention to the labors of 

Sunday’s assistants outside the tabernacle. One reporter observed, “Those who have 

viewed the religious work from the most prominent feature—the tabernacle meetings—

can have no real conception of the vast detail of work performed, of unceasing labor upon 

the part of every member of the party.” After 1910, the tabernacle continued to be the 

major focal point of Sunday’s revivals. But as he moved into larger cities and stayed for 

longer periods of time, his revivals became much more than tabernacle meetings.1 

During the six-week Bellingham campaign, Sunday’s assistants held “427 

meetings of various kinds…equal to seventy-one a week and a fraction less than twelve a 

day.” By comparison, Sunday held about one-fifth that number with 82 sermons and 

addresses. His seven assistants worked at a dizzying pace. On average, Director of 

Women’s Work Rae Muirhead held three meetings a day among employed women, high 

                                                
1 William G. McLoughlin, Billy Sunday Was His Real Name (Chicago: University of Chicago, 

1955), 97; Theodore Thomas Frankenberg, Spectacular Career of Rev. Billy Sunday: Famous Baseball 
Evangelist (Columbus, OH: McClelland & Company, 1913), 116, 139-140; “Revival Forces Have Been 
Busy Throughout All,” newspaper clipping, n.d., ca. May 29, 1910, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm. 
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school and elementary school girls, and prayer groups. She also conducted “rescue work” 

among the city’s prostitutes, who found steady business in the logging and mining towns 

of the Northwest. Meanwhile, John Linden spoke to the Men’s League and high school 

and elementary school boys, as well as business school students and prayer groups. He 

also led revival meetings outside Bellingham and still found time to evangelize in 

“offices, stores, [and] shops” downtown. Frances Miller, “instructor in Bible study,” 

organized over ninety Bible “classes in the high school, the Normal [school] and at the 

Tabernacle.” She also led four mass meetings for women. Fred Fischer not only 

conducted tabernacle music each night; he went into shops, mills, harbors, and logging 

camps where he “sang the message of the gospel.” Fred Siebert followed suit, speaking to 

numerous groups in Bellingham and earning the title “the star personal worker among the 

evangelistic party.” One Bellingham pastor marveled, “The Sunday party, in my opinion, 

is a well-nigh perfect organization, each member being a master, led by a great master.”2 

Sunday’s assistants were talented evangelists with unceasing energy. However, 

their organization in Bellingham was far from “perfect”—at least compared to what it 

would become by 1915. In 1910, Sunday’s assistants had their hands in multiple 

evangelistic pots, allowing them to do everything but specialize in nothing. By 1915, 

each team member had charge of one main element of revival work, which they 

organized into committees and departments. While they still performed some evangelistic 

duties outside their home department, such as leading prayer meetings, they spent most of 

their time developing the best methods to reach a particular urban demographic, such as 

                                                
2 “Revival Forces Have Been Busy”; “City Ministers Declare Effort As Unsurpassed,” newspaper 

clipping, n.d., ca. May 29, 1910, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm. The author of “Revival Forces” 
misspelled Linden’s name as “Lynden.” See Frankenberg, Spectacular Career, 139.  
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working women, factory employees, or businessmen. This specialization created a fine-

tuned administrative structure that standardized Sunday’s revivals and made them a 

marvel of efficiency. Billy, Ma, and the tabernacle were the centralizing forces in this 

revival bureaucracy. But equally important were their assistants and committees that 

drew diverse urban populations into the revival by fanning out across the city.  

One of the most remarkable elements of Sunday’s revivals, then, is how much of 

his campaigns took place outside the glory barn—and apart from the revivalist himself. 

This vast network of committees and departments was as central to the physical reach of 

Sunday’s revivals as well as their cultural appeal. It catapulted him from Bellingham to 

the Big Apple, from cities of 100,000 to the metropolitan centers of the North and East. 

This organization allowed the team to envelope sprawling urban areas in the revival, and 

its hierarchical subdivision of labor provided even more service opportunities for lay men 

and women. The scientific and rational plans his assistants used for evangelizing urban 

centers complemented the extensive preliminary program executed by local people. 

Together, these methods helped Sunday’s team reproduce revivals with remarkable 

consistency across diverse regional and local conditions.  

Women were at the helm of this bureaucratic revival organization, demonstrating 

not only that evangelical men were open to female leadership in urban revivalism, but 

also that evangelical women helped pioneer new gender roles and ideas of 

professionalization in the early twentieth century. By applying new forms of organization 

and efficiency to the “old time religion,” Sunday’s team mimicked and entrenched the 

modern bureaucratic orientation and made urban revivalism part of the pith and marrow 

of Progressive Era culture. Sunday’s revivals became another homage to the promise of 
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scientific planning, experts, and institutional solutions. After 1912, the revivalist moved 

into the national consciousness—but his rise to larger evangelistic fields and national 

fame rested on the revival machine created by this fine team of assistants.  

That Sunday’s revivals came of age around 1912 was of profound importance. 

That year, progressivism was swelling to a fever pitch both politically and ideologically; 

Teddy Roosevelt formed the Bull-Moose Party, Herbert Croly published the progressive 

manifesto The Promise of American Life, and female reformers established what would 

become a bastion of progressive legislation: the Children’s Bureau. Frederick Winslow 

Taylor published The Principles of Scientific Management the previous year, and his 

theories on labor efficiency were reaching the peak of their influence in American 

industry. Roosevelt, Croly, and Taylor all celebrated “a gospel of efficiency,” in which 

reformers and experts would pilot American growth through careful regulation, 

centralization, new management techniques, and scientific principles. These methods 

would make national growth more efficient and ease tensions between social classes, 

particularly capital and labor. They would also restore unity to a diverse society. In 

essence, efficient management promised to bring order to the chaos of industrialization 

and urbanization. One historian has argued that this gospel of efficiency ignited “a 

secular Great Awakening” in America that offered social salvation through rational 

planning. Ideas of efficiency supplied a powerful intellectual and cultural current in the 

Progressive Era. Indeed, this shared language was one of the main elements that tied 

together the rather disparate strands of the progressive movement.3   

                                                
3 Samuel Haber, Efficiency and Uplift: Scientific Management in the Progressive Era, 1890-1920 

(Chicago: University of Chicago, 1964), ix; Daniel T. Rodgers, “In Search of Progressivism,” Reviews in 
American History 10, no. 4 (December 1982): 123.   
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The gospel of efficiency was intimately connected to the rise of social scientists, 

professionals, and policy experts. Indeed, the turn of the century was an era of 

specialization. Professionals gathered themselves into various organizations, such as the 

American Medical Association and the American Bar Association, setting modern 

standards for the field, requiring more academic training, limiting entrance, and 

centralizing examinations and licensing. The professionalization of these fields, widely 

regarded as the domain of quacks and buffoons in the nineteenth century, led to 

increasing social prestige and involvement in public policy. New fields of medicine 

emerged like public health, and a new generation of lawyers longed to use their 

“specialized knowledge” to shape “the social implications of law.” A similar pattern 

characterized dentists, teachers, journalists, academics, and social workers. All these 

middle-class professionals viewed themselves as experts and scientists, rationally 

applying scientific methods to their subjects. They also believed that the correct 

applications of their expertise could transform the urban landscape.4  
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This awakening to the power of efficiency also influenced American 

Protestantism. Evangelical parachurch organizations, such as the YMCA and Christian 

Endeavor Society, mimicked the bureaucratic structure and emphasis on efficiency in 

secular professional organizations. New schools emerged to train lay men and women in 

the most effective and systematic evangelistic practices. Most notable was Dwight L. 

Moody’s Bible Institute of Chicago (later named Moody Bible Institute or MBI), 

although this was by no means the only evangelistic training school of the day. In 1912, 

Dean of the Chicago Divinity School Shailer Mathews directly tied Protestantism to the 

gospel of efficiency by encouraging the application of Taylor’s principles of scientific 

management to religion.5  

That same year, the Men and Religion Forward Movement also wedded urban 

evangelism to the newest corporate trends. The Movement’s bureaucratic structure 

“consisted of an executive committee of fifteen men, eleven subcommittees, and another 

committee ‘composed of the one hundred strongest men in the city.’” It also used the 

newest advertising strategies, like billboards and lighted signs, to bring evangelicalism in 

line with commercialism. Most impressive was the Movement’s use of scientific 

management. “Experts” or “specialists [conducted] religious revivals on scientific lines,” 

                                                
5 Moody Bible Institute was part of a larger push in American evangelicalism for practical 

evangelistic training. During the late nineteenth century, several Bible schools were founded to give 
students of little financial means a practical, brief, efficient Christian education (rather than a seminarian 
one). MBI was one of a host of these schools. Two others were in Chicago, the Baptist Missionary Training 
School (1881) and Chicago Training School (1885). The other major Bible schools of the era were A. B. 
Simpson’s Missionary Training College for Home and Foreign Missions (New York City), R. A. Torrey’s 
Bible Institute of Los Angeles, A. J. Gordon’s Gordon Bible College (Boston), William Bell Riley’s 
Northwestern Bible and Missionary Training School (Roseville, Minnesota), and C. I. Scofield’s 
Philadelphia School of the Bible. For more on these schools and the American Bible School Movement, see 
Virginia Brereton, Training God’s Army: The American Bible School, 1880-1940 (Bloomington: Indiana 
University, 2000). For more on Bible schools founded by female evangelists, see Priscilla Pope-Levison, 
Building the Old-Time Religion: Women Evangelists in the Progressive Era (New York: New York 
University, 2013). Shailer Mathews, Scientific Management in the Churches (Chicago: University of 
Chicago, 1912). 
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and leaders divided the Movement’s work into departments for “Bible Study, Boy’s 

Work, Community Extension, Evangelism, Missions, or Social Service.” These experts 

worked diligently to train laymen for evangelism, as well as Bible teaching and social 

service, at nightly meetings or “institutes.”6 In its ethos and organization, the Men and 

Religion Forward Movement reflected Americans’ faith in scientific management, 

expertise, standardized methods and training, and the power of association. This 

movement also shared striking organizational similarities with Sunday’s revivals. 

Sunday and his team tapped into these same cultural currents as they refit the 

revival tradition to metropolitan centers. In particular, they were concerned about “the 

lack of efficient personal work,” or personal evangelism, in the urban church. Sunday 

argued, “The medical school teaches you to be a doctor, the law school teaches you to be 

an attorney, and the church should teach people to save souls.”7 The purpose of Sunday’s 

revivals, therefore, was not just to bring lost sinners to Jesus. It also served as a 

specialized training school for local Christians. To meet both ends, Sunday’s team 

engineered a system of urban revivalism that drew from progressive ideology and 

scientific methods of business management. It boasted a team of experts, a specialized 

division of labor, systematic planning in each department (which standardized the best 

evangelistic practices), and the thorough training of local Christian workers. In addition, 

Sunday’s team drew from the cutting edge of urban evangelism, especially the strategies 

taught at MBI. They broke urban populations down into their constituent parts and 

                                                
6 Gail Bederman, “‘The Women Have Had Charge of the Church Work Long Enough’: The Men 

and Religion Forward Movement of 1911-1912 and the Masculinization of Middle-Class Protestantism,” 
American Quarterly 41, no. 3 (September 1989): 441-444. 

 
7 Billy Sunday, in “Preachers Chase Fads Instead of Souls,” The Des Moines Capital, n. d., ca. 

1914, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm. 
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developed specialized ministries for women, businessmen, students, and children. They 

also deployed local evangelists to work with each group. The product was an evangelical 

application of the gospel of efficiency, which brought order, unity, and 

professionalization to urban revivalism. 

The experts Ma hired, especially the female experts, provided remarkable 

innovation and leadership for Sunday’s revivals during the 1910s. Between 1907 and 

1911, Sunday usually employed seven to ten revival assistants, but by 1915, it was 

common for him to have upwards of 15 main assistants and travel with a party of 26. 

During the 1910s, these assistants began to self-consciously identify themselves as 

experts in their craft. Although Sunday disdained the term “professional evangelist” in 

1910, by December 1913, he embraced and promoted the idea that “An evangelist is a 

specialist.” Billy and Ma even branded their team as a firm of religious consulting 

experts, called “to remedy an undesirable condition in the religious life” of a city by 

working “according to their own approved and tested methods.” Much like medicine and 

law, this professionalization modernized a nineteenth-century tradition that many 

urbanites viewed with suspicion and associated with the shenanigans of the disorderly 

frontier. In 1917, The New York Times marveled at the Sundays’ modernized revival:  

As [Sunday] presented his staff there gradually took form in the minds of 
his hearers a picture of a remarkable religious organization—one which 
follows the most modern business methods in organization, subdivision of 
labor, the employment of experts for carefully outlined fields, the 
development and extension of personal contact with the ideal object of 
reaching every man, woman, and child in New York City, and, above all, 
an appreciation and practical utilization of the importance of advertising. 
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A standardized revival run like a business and administered by “a group of marvellously 

[sic] skilled experts” was the kind of revivalism that appealed to a new class of 

professionals.8 

Ma was skilled at identifying talented evangelists to be the “officers of the 

campaign.” She and Billy made each staff member “absolutely master in [his or her] 

department,” enabling assistants to use their unique backgrounds and training to develop 

the most effective plans for urban evangelism. For many of Sunday’s assistants, their 

backgrounds included time at MBI. Fred Siebert, Clifton Pledger, Grace Saxe, Virginia 

Asher, Frances Miller, and Annie MacLaren all took coursework at this evangelistic 

training school, which was hailed “the ‘West Point’ of Christian work” at the turn of the 

century. Charles Butler, an early soloist for the team, was trained at Moody’s Mt. 

Hermon School. Some of Sunday’s assistants even worked at MBI for a time, including 

Annie MacLaren, another early soloist for the team, and Virginia Asher, who taught 

classes there before joining Sunday’s revivals.9  

                                                
8 Dr. Thomas E. Green, “Revivals and Revivalists,” Hampton’s Magazine 24 (June 1910): 794, 

Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; “‘Brother’ Sunday Hands Out Bunch Of Hot Ones,” The Pittsburg [sic] 
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(April 21, 1917): 1168, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; S. K. Ratcliffe, “The Man Who Is Sunday,” 
Living Age 286 (July 3, 1915): 51, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm.  

For others who call Sunday’s assistants experts, see “Modern Revival Organized as Efficiently as 
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Repentance,” Trenton Sunday-Times Advertiser, January 2, 1916, newspaper clipping, Sunday Papers, 
BGCA. Microfilm. 
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1917, 22; George Sunday, quoted in “Modern Revival Organized as Efficiently as a Large Industry”; 
Frankenberg, Spectacular Career, 119; Souvenir: “Billy” Sunday Spokane Campaign, December-January-
February 1908-1909 (Spokane, WA: Trevor Orton, 1909), 3, 5, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; MBI 
Student Records, Grace Saxe, MBIA; MBI Student Records, Virginia Asher, MBIA; MBI Student Records, 
Frances Miller, MBIA; Rev. W. A. Sunday Meetings at Springfield, Illinois: Souvenir, March-April, 1909 
(Bloomington: C. U. Williams Publisher, 1909), 19. All the MBI catalogues for the years 1895-1905 call 
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MBI at the turn of the century was not so much a seminary as a school for 

practical evangelism. Situated in the heart of Chicago’s River North district, MBI 

students were drilled in urban evangelism. Part of their curriculum was engaging in 

hands-on evangelistic work every week, and students had to turn in weekly report cards 

documenting their activities. This “Practical Work Course” included church work 

(especially singing, ushering, and prayer meetings), as well as city and rescue mission 

work. Every student learned how to conduct evangelistic meetings for women, children, 

and young people, and how to do open-air preaching. Pupils were also schooled in 

systematic neighborhood canvassing.10 The expertise and training Sunday’s assistants 

received at MBI aided them immensely as they organized specialized ministries in his 

revivals during the 1910s. Their roots here also show the long shadow that Moody’s 

“practical” business methods and educational empire cast on both Sunday’s revivals and 

twentieth-century evangelicalism. 

Many of Sunday’s assistants became experts in revivalism by working for other 

revivalists. Grace Saxe led Bible classes for two years with R. A. Torrey’s revivals, and 

Homer Rodeheaver conducted music for nearly six years with William Biederwolf, who 

later became a central figure at the Winona Conferences. Virginia Asher was converted at 

Moody Church by evangelist George Williams, and when she became a member there, 

she sat under the teaching of its pastor R. A. Torrey. She began her “evangelistic work in 

                                                                                                                                            
Lyle W. Dorsett, Billy Sunday and the Redemption of Urban America (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1991), 102. 

 
10 James Vincent, The MBI Story: The Vision and Worldwide Impact of Moody Bible Institute 

(Chicago: Moody Publishers, 2011); James Findlay, “Moody, ‘Gapmen,’ and the Gospel: The Early Days 
of Moody Bible Institute,” Church History 31, no. 3 (September 1962): 322-335; Janette Hassey, No Time 
For Silence: Evangelical Women in Public Ministry Around the Turn of the Century (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Academie Books, 1986), 31-38; “Catalogue of The Bible Institute for Home and Foreign Missions of the 
Chicago Evangelization Society,” (1897): 20-21, MBIA. 

 



 110 

response to D. L. Moody’s call for volunteers” to help with outreach programs at Moody 

Church. During the early twentieth century, she spent seven years with John Wilbur 

Chapman holding religious meetings in saloons and jails with the aid of her husband and 

Peter Bilhorn’s portable suitcase organ.11 The exchange of people between these 

evangelists suggests not only a tight-knit personnel network in early twentieth-century 

revivalism. It also shows that in their search for a practical Christianity, evangelicals 

continued to value pragmatic experience even while they pined for specialized training. 

Ma also hired assistants with administrative expertise and experience leading 

large organizations. Alice Gamlin, Director of the Boys and Girls Department, was head 

of the New York State Sunday School Association, and Rev. George Dowey, who 

organized men’s Bible classes, was the General Secretary of the Philadelphia Sabbath 

School Association. Several assistants had leadership experience as pastors, including 

Frances Miller. According to her MBI student records, Miller was employed as a 

Congregationalist pastor before entering the Institute in 1903. After graduating, Miller 

led Bible classes for the Chicago YWCA, and in 1906, she was formally ordained as a 

Congregationalist minister. Before joining the Sunday Party, Grace Saxe did some supply 

preaching at “a Methodist Episcopal pulpit…while the pastor vacationed.” Other pastors 

on the team included Isaac Ward and John Wallace Welsh, both of whom conducted 

factory meetings and helped with the Men’s Department. Also among this number was L. 

K. Peacock, an assistant evangelist and periodically Sunday’s advance man from 1911-

1914. Indicative of both his talent and ambition, Peacock had the distinction of being the 

                                                
11 “Organizes Women to Assist Sunday,” clipping, n.d., ca. 1915, Sunday Papers, BGCA. 

Microfilm; “Modern Revival Organized as Efficiently as a Large Industry”; Hassey, No Time for Silence, 
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youngest moderator of the United Presbyterian Synod before 1913. During the 1910s, 

Rodeheaver also proved his administrative knack, founding his own music publishing 

company.12 In order to build the enormous revival organization Ma envisioned, the 

Sundays needed a team of savvy administrator-evangelists. 

As the team moved into larger urban centers, advertising and publicity became 

increasingly central to the success of revivals. To meet these changing conditions, Ma 

hired several assistants with press backgrounds. A. P. Gill was a printer, and George 

Sunday, their son, had worked as the assistant advertising manager for a mill in Ohio. 

Frances Miller previously worked for a newspaper in St. Louis, giving her an 

appreciation of the media’s influence and allowing her to relate to employed women. One 

of Sunday’s pianists, Bob Matthews, was an editor for the Chicago Tribune and 

coordinated Sunday’s publicity efforts after 1916. Grace Saxe was also a former 

newspaper reporter. In fact, she was converted while on assignment at A. B. Simpson’s 

meetings in St. Louis. Similarly, Sunday’s advance man for the New York City revival, 

A. B. Macdonald, was an editor for the Kansas City Star who was converted while 

covering Sunday’s meetings in that city in 1915.13 The Sundays were clearly looking for 

men and women well versed in what made an attractive story and how to sell it. They 
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wanted assistants with practical temperaments who were willing to do “field work,” and 

they wanted a team that understood the rhythm and hum of American cities. Former 

reporters, printers, and advertisers made great urban evangelists. 

Two remarkable qualities stand out among this expert staff. First, Sunday’s team 

was distinctly and intentionally interdenominational. The Sundays wanted to reach the 

broadest possible audience, so they avoided theological narrowness in their party. Of the 

ministers they hired, two were Congregationalists, one was Reformed, and one was 

Presbyterian. Rodeheaver and B. D. Ackley, the team’s secretary and a composer, were 

both Methodists, and Saxe was a Baptist. Asher, who did evangelism among working 

girls, was baptized in the Roman Catholic Church and later converted to Protestantism. 

During Chapman’s revivals and later Sunday’s, Asher continued to carry a Catholic Bible 

with her and read out of it during her evangelistic services in factories and saloons.14  

The team’s interdenominationalism also included ties to the Holiness movement. 

MBI, where several of the team members were trained, was heavily influenced by 

multiple branches of the Holiness movement. The school regularly hosted guest lecturers 

F. B. Meyer of the Keswick Holiness movement and divine healing evangelist A. J. 

Gordon. At the turn of the century, the stated objectives of MBI began and ended with 

Holiness ideas. The first objective was for students to undergo “[t]horough consecration,” 

and the last was for them to experience “baptism with the Holy Spirit.”15 Torrey’s course 
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in Biblical Doctrine covered “Baptism with the Holy Spirit” and “Sanctification,” and 

another instructor, William R. Newell, taught a summer course with “Justification and 

Victory over Sin” as one of its main themes. The diary and course notes of one female 

student who attended MBI in the late-1880s demonstrate that the school’s religious 

environment encouraged students to hunger intensely after sanctification.16  

Several team members also had personal ties to leaders of the Holiness 

movement. The evangelist who converted Saxe, A. B. Simpson, founded the Holiness 

denomination the Christian and Missionary Alliance. Saxe stayed in contact with the 

Alliance long after her conversion, calling them her “dear Christian and Missionary 

Alliance friends.” Chapman, who trained both Sunday and Asher, was also influenced by 

both wings of the Holiness movement. Even Torrey, who trained Saxe, pastored Asher, 

and later became the editor of The Fundamentals, was fascinated with Keswick notions 

of baptism with the Holy Spirit. Sunday was similarly attracted to Holiness ideas. 

Although he was not a healing evangelist, he was not adverse to the practice and 

sometimes wished he had the gift. During the 1920s, Rodeheaver even asked for 

Pentecostal healing evangelist Aimee Semple McPherson’s hand in marriage, though she 

rejected.17 Such varied religious affiliations and ties demonstrate that theological 
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diversity did not bother Sunday’s team the way it would bother fundamentalists in the 

1920s. In fact, this religious diversity was central to the mass appeal of his urban revivals.   

 The second remarkable aspect of Sunday’s team was the proportion of female 

leaders.  This again points to the influence of the Holiness movement on Sunday’s party, 

but perhaps most of all, it points to Ma’s influence. Although men dominated Sunday’s 

staff before 1907, after Ma permanently joined the party in 1908, the team always 

included several women. In Spokane, three of Sunday’s seven assistants were women. By 

1911, the proportion had risen to four of eight. The biggest surge in female leadership 

came in the 1915 Philadelphia campaign when Ma added five women to the party. In that 

city, about two-thirds of the revival staff were women. Urban revivalism provided an 

ideal testing ground for female evangelists in the Progressive Era. Not only was this 

ministry itinerant, which had facilitated female preachers in the nineteenth century, it was 

also outside the bounds of denominational and church structures. Like their nineteenth-

century sisters, the women on Sunday’s team were able to test their public ministry skills. 

But female evangelists in the Progressive Era also had the opportunity to administer large 

organizations and departments.18 
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Much like Ma, these female evangelists were public examples of the Modern 

Woman, and they helped evangelicals adjust to changing gender roles. Although Billy 

and Ma often derided the “new woman” who flirted, smoked, drank, and frequented 

cabernets, they advocated an evangelical version of the “new woman” who used her 

liberation to enlarge her field of service. When covering Sunday’s address to club women 

in New York, The Sun reported:  

His speech celebrated the new era of woman. The time had passed, he said, when 
all she could do was to “bake beans, patch pants and darn socks, run bazaars and 
rummage sales and keep the church steeples from falling off.” He delivered a 
wealth of statistics about the number of wage earning women, &c., [sic] which 
sounded as if he had been having a heart to heart talk with the suffs [suffragists] 
and wound up by giving the sex a good sendoff as possible army generals. “When 
the Lord needed some one to lead the battle He chose Deborah,” said Billy, “and 
Deborah showed that women know something about military tactics.” 
 

There were many women in Sunday’s life who knew something about “military tactics” 

or leadership and administration, not least of all Sarah Dunn Clarke of Pacific Garden 

Mission and his wife. Comments like these refute the argument of historians Gail 

Bederman and Clifford Putney that all proponents of Muscular Christianity (or church 

“masculinizers” like Sunday) worked to kick women out of positions of religious 

leadership. Within the context of urban revivalism, Sunday’s Muscular Christianity 

accommodated the gender norms of the new man as well as the new woman. Although 

decrying a “feminized Protestantism,” Billy Sunday envisioned pioneering and important 

roles for women in the Progressive Era church.19 Unlike Moody, Sunday was an advocate 

of women’s suffrage. He supported women breaking out of Victorian domesticity, even 
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becoming public preachers and leaders of men, if it meant improving their communities 

and the Kingdom of God. By appointing female evangelists to the team, Billy and Ma 

harnessed changing gender norms to evangelical ends. In the process, they legitimized 

those transformations for a generation of Americans.  

 The departments and committees headed by the women of the party were some of 

the most innovative and bureaucratically organized in the revival. One of the first 

departments formed by Sunday’s staff was the Women’s Work Department. Led by Rae 

Muirhead from 1908 to 1910, Miller took over the post in 1910 until Ma hired Asher in 

1912. Originally from a wealthy family, Muirhead left her alcoholic husband two months 

before the birth of their first child. As an unwed mother, her aristocratic family coldly 

received her, and she decided to strike out on her own. As she remembered it, “I had 

brains and two hands and determined to work for my child.” Tragically, the child died 

while still a toddler, and Muirhead, not a Christian at the time, became increasingly 

“bitter against God…for robbing her” of both her husband and her baby. Muirhead later 

became a detective for the New York City police commission when it was led by Teddy 

Roosevelt, but she left New York for Chicago when a missionary persistently kept 

evangelizing her. As a member of the Chicago police force, she helped suppress 

prostitution trafficking, a job that brought her into contact with the Pacific Garden 

Mission where she was eventually converted in the same room as Sunday. Because of her 

experience among working women and prostitutes, she engaged in slum evangelism for 

six years before joining Sunday’s party in 1908. As the head of the Women’s Work 

Department until 1910, Muirhead conducted women’s meetings, held evangelistic 

services in factories, laundries, and schools, witnessed to prostitutes, and helped organize 
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YWCAs in the towns Sunday visited. She also formed women’s organizations called Rae 

Muirhead Business Women’s Groups, which were social-religious clubs meant to 

institutionalize the revival among working women after the team left town.20  

After 1910, Miller took over Muirhead’s post as head of the Women’s 

Department. Because of her schooling at MBI and time with the Chicago YWCA, Miller 

was thoroughly trained in urban evangelism, especially in how to conduct meetings for 

women. Like Muirhead, she had worked for a living before becoming an evangelist and 

therefore related well to employed women. Her time as a pastor also gave her tremendous 

administrative and preaching abilities. Between 1910 and 1911, she served as both 

Director of Women’s Work and Director of Bible Study. Her particular expertise was in 

teaching local Christians how to be “soul winners.” The Evangelistic Association in 

Springfield, Illinois compared her to a “trained physician who diagnoses” a sinner’s heart 

“then prescribes” a specific “Scripture remedy.” In addition to training personal workers, 

she taught “systematic Bible study classes” for those who wanted a more academic 

course. But preparing for all these lectures, while also leading meetings for employed 

women, meant Miller was “conducting four or more meetings a day.”21 Combining her 

duties as Director of Women’s Work and Director of Bible Study eventually limited her 

ability to effectively perform either job. Thus, in 1911 Ma hired a new Director of Bible 

Study, Grace Saxe, and Miller devoted her full attention to evangelizing to urban women. 
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According to Billy and Ma, Saxe was “[t]he finest Bible teacher in the United 

States.” A native of Fort Scott, Kansas, she enrolled at MBI in 1895. After graduating, 

she traveled with Torrey’s revivals for a few years and became a Bible instructor of some 

repute. In 1907, she began holding interdenominational Bible lectures independent of 

Torrey’s revivals. About 1,500 people attended her first lecture in Buffalo, New York. 

Soon, she became one of the most well- known Bible teachers in the United States. 

Indeed, Miller credited her own interest in Bible teaching to Saxe, even before the latter 

had joined Sunday’s party. Saxe taught overseas to Egyptian men studying at the 

American Mission College in Cairo, contributed to several religious magazines, and 

authored many Bible study books. Rodeheaver once said of her, “She had the rare faculty 

of making Bible study interesting.”22  

During Sunday’s campaigns, Saxe usually held two Bible classes a day every 

Tuesday through Friday. The first of these was on the tabernacle platform immediately 

following Sunday’s afternoon service. The second was usually at a local church, which 

took the revival into the community and gave those who could not attend the tabernacle 

an opportunity to participate in the revival. Saxe’s lessons were focused on the practical 

application of the Bible rather than deep theological or academic study, which was 

indicative of her training at Moody Bible Institute. Her method was to use “a series of 

questions about each chapter,” which made lessons easy to understand and recall. One of 

her regular lectures was on “personal evangelism” where she taught students a five-point 

program to use when doing personal work. Saxe was masterful with a blackboard, and 
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her tabernacle Bible classes were quite popular; attendance was often between 700 and 

1,500.23 As Director of Bible Study, Saxe instructed both men and women, demonstrating 

the way urban revivalism allowed women to assume public religious authority in front of 

male and female audiences. 

At about the time Ma hired Saxe, the Men’s Department began to implement 

more specialized methods. Sunday’s revival program before 1910 had included noon 

meetings for businessmen downtown, probably led by assistant evangelists I. E. 

Honeywell and John Linden. But when Rodeheaver joined the team in 1910, he brought a 

plan that he had used with great success while working for William Biederwolf that 

formed personal workers’ leagues out of noon businessmen’s meetings. Under 

Rodeheaver, the noon meetings for businessmen in Sunday’s revivals became Business 

Men’s Clubs, sometimes called Billy Sunday Clubs, whose members continued 

evangelizing in “groups of four or five” after the revival left town. In 1911, the members 

of Wichita’s Business Men’s Club organized themselves into “Gospel Teams,” groups of 

unsalaried, self-supporting lay evangelists who traveled throughout the state and region 

holding religious services “especially for men.” By 1914, the Wichita club had 

established 300 new interdenominational Gospel Teams that reported a total of 11,000 

conversions. They even formed a national federation. During the 1910s, Billy Sunday 

Clubs became a regular feature of the revival. In some cities, local chapters had dramatic 
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long-term impacts. In 1934, a young Billy Graham was converted at a revival sponsored 

by the Billy Sunday Club in Charlotte, North Carolina.24 

In 1911, Director of the Men’s Department I. E. Honeywell left the team to begin 

an independent revival career, and Ma hired L. K. Peacock to take his place. Peacock 

helped Rodeheaver organize Business Men’s Clubs, but he also expanded the work of 

this department. A graduate of Allegheny Theological Seminary and Westminster 

College, Peacock was originally from Houston, Pennsylvania, located about 25 miles 

southwest of Pittsburgh. Peacock had a heart for laborers. When he took over as Director 

of the Men’s Department, he divided it into two committees: one to work with 

businessmen and one for shop workers. The new Shop Work Committee began to mature 

in Wilkesbarre, Pennsylvania in February 1913. During that revival, Peacock and his 

local assistants held meetings in mills and factories over the lunch hour, planned street 

parades for shop workers, and organized delegations of coal miners, unions, and 

manufacturing laborers that sat in the tabernacle as a group.25  

As he organized the Shop Work Committee, Peacock took cues from the women 

of the party, who by 1912 were formulating more systematic plans for evangelizing to 

employed women, especially those in shops and factories. One member of the team in 

particular expanded the Women’s Work Department—Virginia Asher. The Sundays and 
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Asher had run in the same circles for years. They both served with Chapman’s revivals 

(though at different times), called Chicago home, and attended Jefferson Park 

Presbyterian Church in that city. In fact, Virginia’s husband William was an assistant 

pastor there during the 1890s when the Sundays also attended. During the winter of 1911-

1912, Ma became too ill to finish the revival in Canton, Ohio, and she asked Asher to 

help with the remainder of the campaign. Asher was such a great singer, administrator, 

and evangelist that the Sundays asked her to stay on permanently after this debut.26  

Asher’s major contribution to the Sunday organization was creating the Business 

Women’s Invitation Council (BWIC). Before working for Chapman, she had worked at 

the Duluth Bethel in Minnesota, a religious home for sailors on leave. The Bethel 

provided sailors, lumberjacks, and miners with cheap lodging, food, and entertainment. 

Drawing especially from this evangelistic experience among the working classes, Asher 

crafted a revival program to reach laboring women. Asher’s committee was the most 

bureaucratically organized one in the revival; it was comprised of an Advisory 

Committee, a Selection Committee, and three Divisions: the Central, Extension, and 

Luncheon Divisions. Each Division had its own committees and subcommittees, and each 

of these had its own chairwomen and sub-chairwomen. Before the revival, local leaders 

districted the city and took an extensive survey of all its employed women, gathering data 

with the help of “Trade Unions, Factory Inspectors, Chambers of Commerce, and the 

Y.W.C.A.” as well as shop managers and superintendents. After recording “as nearly as 

possible” the number of employed women in the city, BWIC volunteers classified them 

using one of five categories. Then, they created an index card for each firm in the survey 

                                                
26 MacFarlane, “Sunday Salvation,” 364; Dorsett, Billy Sunday, 103. 
 



 122 

including its address, number of employed women, an inside contact, and the local lay 

evangelists from the BWIC assigned there.27 The central task of the BWIC was to recruit 

local women to be these lay evangelists who held religious meetings in factories during 

lunch. It also sponsored a lunch ministry for working women that provided them with a 

cheap meal three times a week.  

With the addition of Asher, Sunday afternoon women’s rallies outside the 

tabernacle also became a more regular feature of the revival program. The evangelist had 

always liked holding special meetings for women inside the tabernacle, but these rallies 

in civic theaters, armories, and opera houses imbedded the revival more directly in the 

community and offered a less threatening religious environment than even the tabernacle. 

Being further outside the confines of ecclesiastical structures also gave the women of the 

party more freedom to preach. Ma, in particular, was a great evangelist, and after her 

husband’s death she continued her own independent evangelistic career. Asher and Ma 

stressed salvation, morality, and service in their addresses. Ma encouraged women to lead 

“clean, wholesome lives,” and Asher spoke on both the “gospel of Christ and of 

[women’s] duty to society.” At these rallies, Sunday’s female assistants made a name for 

themselves as evangelists in their own right. Ma was in constant demand to speak at 

women’s societies, and Asher’s sermon entitled “Purity” became famous in 

Philadelphia.28   
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The Women’s Department, Bible Study Committee, Men’s Department, Shop 

Work Committee, and BWIC only continued to grow after 1912. When Peacock left the 

team in 1914 to start an independent revival career, Ma hired John Wallace Welsh as 

advance man and Director of the Men’s Department and Shop Work Committee. Born in 

Almira, New York and raised in Newton, Kansas, Welsh received his B.A. and M.A. 

from Northwestern and pursued his theological education at Princeton. Highly educated 

and exceptionally bright, he was a man of “unusual skill in management and 

organization.” Under his leadership, the Men’s Department added a third committee, 

headed by George Dowey, to oversee the drive to increase enrollment in men’s Bible 

classes in local churches. This program became a prominent feature of the advance work. 

In 1916, Isaac Ward, took over the Men’s Department and Shop Committee. Formerly in 

charge of the Lackawanna Railroad freight docks in New Jersey, Ward was particularly 

suited for working with this demographic. As the Shop Work Committee matured under 

Ward, it began to employ the same districting methods used by the Prayer Meeting 

Committee and BWIC, which created strong connections between the revival and local 

communities and provided leadership opportunities for men in each district. In addition to 

businessmen’s meetings, the Men’s Committee also organized mass meetings for men 

(along the same lines as women’s rallies) and recruited delegations of bankers, stock 

brokers’ clerks, and lawyers to attend tabernacle services.29 
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By 1915, the work of the Bible Study Committee had grown too large for one 

person to handle, so Ma hired an assistant for Saxe named Jean Lamont. Lamont worked 

for I. E. Honeywell after he started his own revival career, and she joined the Sunday 

party in Philadelphia. Lamont’s presence allowed this committee to additional Bible 

classes among diverse populations. In Philadelphia, Lamont spoke at the First Baptist 

African Church, and in New York City, she taught at West Side Mission. Perhaps most of 

all, hiring Lamont freed up Saxe to help the Personal Work and Neighborhood Prayer 

Meeting Committees train more efficient volunteers. In Philadelphia, Saxe held a training 

class for male personal workers on “How to Use the Bible in Soul Winning.” In New 

York City, she held regular meetings with all the Neighborhood Prayer Meeting 

volunteers to outline their work and help them with their weekly lessons, such as “The 

Joy of Winning Souls.”30 This increased emphasis on training only further aligned 

Sunday’s revivals with the emerging bureaucratic ethos of the Progressive Era. Led by 

experts and trained volunteers, Sunday’s revivals worked not just to revive religious 

communities, but also to make believers more efficient. 

During 1915, Sunday’s team inaugurated two new committees to reach urban 

populations: the Boys’ and Girls’ Committee and the Student Committee. Alice Gamlin 

served as Director of the Boys’ and Girls’ Committee from 1915 to 1917. This former 
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head of the New York State Sunday School Association had a truly metropolitan view of 

her work. She used a districting plan to reach youngsters in every part of a city, even at 

the Five Points Mission in New York City. In usually two districts each night, Gamlin 

held meetings for urban children, their Sunday school teachers, and sometimes their 

parents. She arranged meetings in foreign languages and also organized city-wide 

children’s rallies at the tabernacle. Here, boys and girls were delighted by Rody’s magic 

tricks and listened to Sunday talk about clean living, which to this crowd meant obeying 

their parents and not playing marbles for keeps. As in Sunday’s regular tabernacle 

services, the emphasis in children’s meetings was on right living more than salvation. 

These meetings also brought children of all classes into contact with each other, from a 

“boy who is heir to millions” in the Gould family to guests of the Italian Mission to 

young African American girls.31 This delighted progressive observers concerned with 

unity in the city. 

In New York City, reporters called these children’s rallies a “Kid Party,” which 

more accurately described the atmosphere in the tabernacle. There was a choir of 1,000 

children directed by Rodeheaver, as well as “solos, duets, and groups, not to mention the 

whistling accompaniment by the boys” and “plenty of fife and drum corps.” The children 

came parading in “chaperoned by Sunday school teachers or scoutmasters or mission 

workers[,] and at the head of each group there were American flags, banners and 

fluttering pennants.” At the meeting’s conclusion, “the name of each of the children was 

                                                
31 “Billy Sunday Asks Support of 300 New York Clergymen,” The New York Tribune, April 10, 

1917, 15; “To-day’s Programme In the Sunday Revival,” The New York Tribune, April 20, 1917, 14; “To-
day’s Programme In the Sunday Revival,” The New York Tribune, May 16, 1917, 14; “To-day’s 
Programme In the Sunday Revival,” The New York Tribune, May 17, 1917, 16; “Heir to Millions and 
Playmates Hit the Trail,” The New York Tribune, May 13, 1917, 14; “‘Young America,’ Asleep, Dreams of 
Billy Sunday,” The New York Tribune, May 6, 1917, 10.  
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written down on a slip to be turned over to Sunday school workers in the different 

districts where the children live.”32 The open cultural space of a wooden tabernacle 

brought excitement, a convention-like atmosphere, and fun to evangelistic services. For 

urban children, especially those who grew up outside the church, this was a much more 

comfortable place to learn about Jesus. 

While Gamlin reached urban children, Florence Kinney headed the Student 

Department to disciple young women. Kinney was a former instructor at a female 

seminary in Ohio and therefore particularly suited to mentor this crowd. Every day after 

the closing bell, she held a meeting for high school girls at a church near the school. She 

relied on students to be “delegates” in their high schools, spreading enthusiasm about the 

revival and asking peers to attend committee-sponsored meetings. Despite her theological 

training, Kinney emphasized a nondenominational message. She argued that the Student 

Department existed to teach “the ideals of Christian leadership, not to preach religion.”33 

Encouraging right living and civic-mindedness among young women endeared secular 

school administrators to the efforts of this committee. Dedicating an entire department to 

grooming future female leaders also demonstrates how important it was to Sunday’s party 

that evangelicals capitalize on and promote the democratizing gender roles of the era. 

By mid-decade, Sunday’s assistants had created an efficient form of urban 

revivalism that took the revival outside of the tabernacle and planted it in communities. 

These evangelists did more than build a parachurch structure downtown (i.e., the wooden 

                                                
32 “Mrs. Sunday Goes Under Operation,” The Sun [New York], May 20, 1917, 10; “8,000 

Youngsters At Sunday’s Party,” The Sun, May 6, 1917, 8. 
 
33 “Modern Revival Organized as Efficiently as a Large Industry”; “To-Day’s Programme In The 

Sunday Revival,” The New York Tribune, April 14, 1917, 18; “Billy Sunday Asks Support of 300 New 
York Clergymen.” 



 127 

tabernacle); they actually invaded secular spaces, like shops, schools, and opera houses. 

Districting the city was central to their plans. As they rationally carved up the city, 

Sunday’s assistants drew from the canvassing methods taught at MBI and from American 

politics. Sunday made this political connection clear in his New York City revival:  

No political campaign is won by stump speakers; it is won by man to man 
canvass…when Benjamin Harrison was running for President against Grover 
Cleveland that fact meant something to Harrison’s campaign manager. He 
divided, sub-divided and sub-sub-divided the city until he had it split into blocks 
and somebody in charge of every block who was to make it his business to know 
how every man voted on Election Day.  Ben Harrison won, and Christ can win in 
New York if you’ll get out and get votes for Him.34 
 

Sunday recognized that he could only do so much as the “stump speaker” in the 

tabernacle. The key to successful urban revivals was experts, or managers, who districted 

the city and local Christian workers who canvassed it. 

An extensive preliminary program, combined with districting strategies and a 

growing bureaucracy of specialized committees, meant Sunday’s revivals acquired a 

scientific regularity by the mid-1910s. In fact, his team was so confident in this 

“machinery of evangelism” that they actually expected results, much as a factory 

consistently expected a finished product. Although the revivalist always gave ultimate 

credit to the power of the Holy Spirit, by 1912 Sunday’s team had created a formula for 

urban revivals that made results duplicable in cities across the nation. To read the 

coverage of one was to read them all. In an industrialized setting, the revival’s processes 

became rationalized and its success tabulated by dollars and cents, whether the size of 

Sunday’s free-will offering or the average cost of converts (which usually landed 

                                                
34 “Sunday’s Pet Stories Draw Women’s Tears at Afternoon Service,” The New York Tribune, 

April 14, 1917, 18. 
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between $1.25 and $2.10 per soul).35 The increasingly industrial nature of Sunday’s 

revivals lent a new meaning to mass revivalism. Not only was it revivalism for large 

audiences (although Sunday could certainly attract impressive crowds). In an era of mass 

production, it also involved standardizing revival methods to make outpourings of the 

Holy Spirit scientific, reproducible events. 

The organizational efficiency in Sunday’s campaigns allowed his revivals to reach 

truly mass audiences in urban America. This network of committees reached far more 

people than a single evangelist could have. The BWIC could reach over 20,000 employed 

women in factory meetings and its lunch ministry could reach 37,000. Women’s mass 

meetings could connect with another 40,000 to 50,000. In Philadelphia, the drive to swell 

men’s Bible classes reached 50,000 men, not counting those who attended mass meetings 

and businessmen’s meetings. In the same city, there were 51 meetings for high school 

students and 120 Bible Study classes reaching another 17,000 people. In New York City, 

the Boys and Girls Committee reached “9,528 boys and girls” from all walks of life, 

while the Shop Work Committee held “187 meetings in 100 different shops before 

50,000 men.”36 All told, the work of these revival committees could reach over a quarter 

of a million people in a single campaign.  

                                                
35 William T. Ellis, “In the Light of Billy Sunday,” The Outlook (March 24, 1915): 678, Sunday 

Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; “Philadelphia’s Verdict on Billy Sunday,” Literary Digest 50 (April 3, 1915): 
755, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; “Billy Sunday In the Big Cities,” Literary Digest 48 (April 4, 
1914): 761, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; “Sunday Converts in New York Cost Only $1.64 Each,” 
The New York Evening World, May 1, 1917, n.p., clipping, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm.  
 

36 In Philadelphia, the BWIC reached 25,000 female employees. “‘First Come, First Seated,’ 
Sunday Tabernacle Rule,” Evening Public Ledger, Sports Final, December 29, 1914, 2. In the same city, 
the Luncheon Division organized 184 business women’s lunches. These began January 20, 1915 at two 
churches downtown and ended eight weeks later on March 12. “Sunday Hits Rich Who Forsake God,” 
Evening Public Ledger, Night Extra, January 20, 1915, 2; and “Sunday Pleads for Democracy in Faith,” 
Evening Public Ledger, Night Extra, March 12, 1915, 4. Lunches were held in four shifts at each location 
every Wednesday through Friday, for a total of 24 lunch shifts a week. The only exceptions were on March 
10 and 12, when lunches seem to have been held only at one church (which accounts for the 8 subtracted 
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To this total, we must add the Neighborhood Prayer Meeting Committee, whose 

work continued apace during the revival. In Philadelphia, weekly citywide attendance 

approached 200,000. In New York City, only a week into the revival, campaign workers 

reported citywide attendance just shy of 80,000. This number was likely closer to 

120,000, since only two-thirds of the districts were reporting when this statistic was 

released to the press. Because prayer meetings were held twice a week, it is probably fair 

to assume that at least half of these were repeat attenders; thus, a more accurate reading 

of the population reached might begin with the number of homes used. In Philadelphia, 

over 7,000 volunteers hosted prayer meetings, and in New York City, 2,313 volunteers 

opened their homes.37 If only ten people regularly came to each meeting, Philadelphia’s 

Neighborhood Prayer Meetings consistently reached 70,000 people, and New York City’s 

reached 23,000. However tabulated, the labors of this committee drew tens of thousands 

of people into the revival—and not by meeting them at the tabernacle. Indeed, in the most 

intimate way possible, this committee imbedded the revival in the local community. 

                                                                                                                                            
shifts from the total above). “Sunday Again Raps Anemia of Church,” Evening Public Ledger, Night Extra, 
March 10, 1915, 4; and “Sunday Pleads for Democracy in Faith.” If, conservatively, only 200 women came 
to each lunch, this ministry could have reached 36,800 working women in Philadelphia. The Evening 
Public Ledger reported 21 women’s rallies in that campaign. Four were held on January 17; two were held 
on January 24, February 3, and February 12; and one was held on January 19, 29, and 31, February 1, 4, 13, 
19, and 28, and March 7, 12, and 18. If a conservative estimate of 2,500 women attended each rally, these 
meetings could have reached 50,000 women. 

If only 100 pupils attended each meeting for high school students, this ministry reached 5,100 
people. Saxe and Lamont combined for an average of three Bible Study classes a day four times a week 
during ten weeks of the revival. If a conservative average of only 100 people came to each Bible class, 
these women could have taught 12,000 people in Philadelphia. This brings the total for these two 
committees to over 17,000. 

John D. Rockefeller, Jr., provides the numbers on New York’s Boys and Girls Committee and 
Shop Work Committee. John D. Rockefeller, Jr. quoted in “Billy Sunday O.K., Says John D. Jr.” The Sun, 
June 18, 1917, 3. Since the Boys and Girls Committee kept records of individual children in attendance, 
this number includes no repeat attenders. 

 
37 Edward Bonsall, “Why Billy Sunday Is Coming Here,” The Evening Public Ledger, Night 

Extra, December 28, 1914, 8; “Billy Sunday Asks Support of 300 New York Clergymen.” 
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In comparing the audiences reached by these committees with the audiences 

reached by Sunday, the best number to use is the aggregate attendance number, for that is 

what reporters used for Sunday’s tabernacle statistics. In terms of total attendance, the 

Neighborhood Prayer Meeting Committee alone could reach as many people during the 

revival as Sunday’s tabernacle meetings.38 Together, all the committees that extended the 

revival into the community were capable of posting aggregate attendance numbers close 

to 1.5 million between 1915 and 1918. Although the press often preferred the more 

dramatic story of a celebrity evangelist in the tabernacle, the ministries organized by 

Sunday’s assistants were just as central to his urban revivals.  

The aura of efficiency generated by these committees was also fundamental to 

Sunday’s mass cultural appeal, and it helped him win the respect of even those suspicious 

of the revival’s spiritual aims. The New York American extolled, “Every detail is planned 

and carried out with the efficiency which characterizes everything about Mr. Sunday’s 

work.” Across the Atlantic, a British reporter dubbed Sunday’s revival organization 

“perfected scientific management,” and in the Midwest, a Des Moines reporter called it 

“a gospel machine that has become a marvel of efficiency.” The New York Mail declared, 

“It is efficiency plus applied to the business of religion—and it is winning!” Even critical 

minds, like Joseph Odell from the Atlantic, were fascinated by the way Sunday’s team 

had taken “the spasmodic and spontaneous” revival and given it the look and feel of a 

modern “trust.” “[T]he most astute political leaders,” he continued, “are openly anxious 

and frankly eager to learn the principles by which such vast mass movements are 

                                                
38 The New York Tribune reported that 1.25 million people came to the glory barn during Sunday’s 

131 services. “Statistics of Sunday Revival Campaign,” The New York Tribune, June 18, 1917, 12. In the 
same campaign, the Neighborhood Prayer Meeting Committee drew a total attendance of perhaps 1.2 
million people over ten weeks, not counting those reached during the preliminary phase of the revival. 
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achieved.” According to Odell, Sunday’s “military staff” left no “detail of the 

campaign…to chance” and used “[a]ll of the efficiency methods and forms of 

organization known to a typical modern business.” Sunday’s revival structure was not 

just a reflection of modern business principles—it was a model of them on par with 

Standard Oil and U. S. Steel.39   

An Omaha paper pointed to the broader lesson of this efficient organization: “The 

Billy Sunday campaign is giving Omaha a demonstration of the value of organization and 

co-operation… Omahans can do big things if they will join together and work for them. 

The principle of co-operation shown in the Billy Sunday campaign can well be applied to 

other civic movements.”40 During the early twentieth century, progressives dreamed of 

uniting the nation, especially its diverse social classes, through efficient and systematic 

planning. In the same vein, Sunday’s revival machinery facilitated civic cooperation and 

Christian unity through a rationally planned and expertly administered campaign. 

Amid rapid urbanization, evangelicals worked to find new ways to efficiently 

evangelize in populous areas. Many found a solution in lay evangelists who went out into 

the community on gospel wagons, or, at the turn of the century, in the newest consumer 

technology: the automobile. Movements for lay evangelism surfaced in the form of tract 

leagues, neighborhood prayer meetings, the Men and Religion Forward Movement, the 

                                                
39 “Tabernacle Seating 20,000 Where New York Is Hearing Billy Sunday,” New York American, 

Billy Sunday Extra, no. 3, n.d., ca. April 1917, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; R. C. Lehmann, “The 
Man Who Is Sunday,” Living Age 286 (July 3, 1915): 52, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; Robert A. 
Wright, “What Manner of Man Is This?” newspaper clipping, n.d., 1914, Sunday Papers, BGCA. 
Microfilm; “Sunday Organization Plans Like Army Staff to Get Trail Hitters,” The New York Mail, April 
26, 1917, clipping, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; Joseph Odell, “The Mechanics of Revivalism,” 
Atlantic 115 (May 1915): 585, 589, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; Rodeheaver, Twenty Years, 119; 
McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 73. 
 

40 “Value of Organization,” newspaper clipping, n.d., ca. 1915, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm. 
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“Win-One” program of evangelism, and the Pocket Testament League.41 At the same 

time, Christians from the WCTU to young people’s organizations experimented with 

ways to make religious work more efficient, especially through bureaucratic structures, 

better training, and a specialized division of labor.42 Social Gospelers and settlement 

workers were not the only ones to promote the professionalization and rationalization of 

Christian ministry in the Progressive Era. As they adapted to the urban context, early 

twentieth-century evangelicals also sought ways to make evangelism more efficient. 

In this religious milieu, what made Sunday’s revivals unique was how effectively 

they united Progressive Americans’ thirst for lay evangelism with their enthusiasm for 

systematic planning. Sunday’s preliminary program and revival bureaucracy made large-

scale urban revivalism feasible. Both brought order to the chaos of evangelizing densely 

populated metropolitan areas and allowed the revival to reach urban communities in more 

ways, often outside the tabernacle. Still, Sunday’s assistants did more than make the 

                                                
41 This renewed thirst for lay evangelism had roots in the 1880s. Moody inaugurated his Student 

Volunteer Movement for foreign missions in 1886, and the purpose behind founding the Chicago 
Evangelization Society (later MBI) was to train “efficient lay workers in the cause of Christ” who could 
reach people that pastors were not. “Catalogue of the Moody Bible Institute for Home and Foreign 
Missions, Chicago, U. S. A.,” (1900), 4, MBIA.  

Pope-Levison, Building the Old-Time Religion, 27-28; “A ‘Motor’ Church,” The Literary Digest 
46 (March 15, 1913): 577. The “Win-One” program was a national lay evangelism program conceived by 
H. H. Hadley. See Chapman, “The Twentieth Century Revival Series: Soul Winning,” Union Gospel News 
(June 27, 1901), n.p., clipping, Chapman Papers, BGCA. Microfilm. The Pocket Testament League was 
inspired by Helen Cadbury Alexander, the wife of Charles Alexander and daughter of the founder of the 
Cadbury Chocolate Company. League members pledged to carry a pocket-sized New Testament with them 
at all times to win souls through personal evangelism. Launched in 1908, within a year 100,000 members 
had taken the pledge. G. T. Davis, “Pocket Testament League,” A.C. World, Mission Special (June 2, 
1909): 12, Chapman Papers, BGCA. Microfilm. 

Local churches like Moody Church created new lay-driven programs for tract and street 
evangelism. See “Tract League Committee Report,” n.d., ca. 1914, Moody Church Collection, BGCA; 
“Tract League Annual Report, 1918,” Moody Church Collection, BGCA; “Annual Report of the Open Air 
Work of the Moody Church Year 1915,” 1-2, Moody Church Collection, BGCA. 

 
42 “Women’s Christian Temperance Union (United States),” Encyclopedia of Modern Christian 

Politics, vol. 2, ed. Roy P. Domenico and Mark Y. Hanley (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2006), 601; 
Christian Endeavor Society Convention, “Official Program, Chicago 1915: 5th Worlds and 27th 
International Convention, July 7-12,” 10-11, 15-22, 79, 83, 85, Moody Church Collection, BGCA. On the 
Chicago YMCA, see Chapter 1. 
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revival part of the urban landscape. They put evangelicals in the thick of American 

culture and at the helm of the bureaucratic orientation that lauded rationality, planning, 

and efficiency. 

Taken together, Sunday’s preliminary program and revival bureaucracy reflected 

both the “top down” and “bottom up” aspects of progressivism, or its scientific and 

populist impulses. By crafting a revival organization tailored to both cultural tastes, 

Sunday’s team legitimized the increasing democratization and professionalization of the 

era. The places reserved for female leadership and lay evangelists, along with the use of 

experts, specialization, and modern management—evidenced the ways evangelicals 

hoped to use the social and cultural benefits of the city to create a revivalism uniquely 

tailored to their age. In a period of specialization, revivalism also became much more 

professionalized. While Frederick W. Taylor created scientific management for American 

factories, Sunday and his team created scientific management for American revivalism, 

complete with an organizational hierarchy, a subdivision of labor, exact plans, and 

expected results.  

Perhaps one of the most astounding parts of this revival program, though, was the 

way it allowed Sunday’s team to take the revival into working class spaces, into the shops 

and factories of industrial America. By including these men and women in the revival, 

rather than just the professional middle classes, Sunday’s team made his revivals a 

religious product that reached truly mass audiences. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Revivalism on the Margins: The Working Classes and the Underclasses in Sunday’s 
Urban Revivals 

 
 

By 1909, Billy Sunday “had a reputation for reaching working-class men.” As one 

of the fastest base runners in the National League, he had been “the sort of figure the 

bleachers liked.” Twenty years later this still rang true. His background in baseball, 

stance as “a staunch union man,” and ability to pepper sermons “with the slang of the 

era” won working men’s ears if not their hearts.1 Because of his time on the diamond, 

Sunday understood the pulse of those urban crowds that frequented the Progressive Era’s 

mass amusements. One pastor from Wilkes-barre, Pennsylvania said of Sunday: 

Did you ever go to a ball-game? Ever sit in the bleachers? Ever look round at the 
hoarse, yelling, cheering, jeering, groaning crowd of legs and arms and lungs, and 
think what it would take to move them? I have. As a preacher, I have been 
appalled by them…Billy Sunday can move them!  
 

Peter MacFarlane, who interviewed this pastor, concluded, “That explains Sunday. He 

knows the bleacher heart of America, and he wants to do it good.”2  

                                                
1 Dale Soden, quoted in Jim Kershner, “Sunday’s Crusade,” The Spokesman-Review, December 

21, 2008, accessed October 7, 2015, http://www.spokesman.com/stories/2008/dec/21/sundays-crusade/; 
“Carpenters Must Be There On Time,” The Spokane Press, January 7, 1909, 2; William T. Ellis, Billy 
Sunday: The Man and His Message, With His Own Words Which Have Won Thousands for Christ 
(Philadelphia: John C. Winston, 1914), 34. 

Some of Sunday’s biographers, especially William G. McLoughlin, have portrayed the evangelist 
as distinctly anti-union. However, those caricatures ignore much of Sunday’s early years, focus on his anti-
radicalism during the Red Scare, and construe neutral statements on capital and labor in the 1910s as anti-
labor. They also take his insistence on religiously-informed social concern as demeaning to all efforts at 
social justice, which misses Sunday’s holistic vision of reform (discussed more in Chapter 5). Finally, 
scholars who paint Sunday as anti-labor often rely on the writings of radical labor activists, such as George 
Creel, John Reed, Upton Sinclair, Rabbi Stephen S. Wise, and Eugene V. Debs. See William G. 
McLoughlin, Jr., Modern Revivalism: Charles Grandison Finney to Billy Graham (1959; Repr. Eugene, 
OR: Wipf and Stock, 2004), 439-443; William G. McLoughlin, Billy Sunday Was His Real Name (Chicago: 
University of Chicago, 1955), 236-250; Roger A. Bruns, Preacher: Billy Sunday and Big-Time American 
Evangelicalism (New York: W. W. Norton, 1992), 131. 

Sunday’s contemporary critics like Creel often charged that he was a tool for union-busters, who 
called him to hold revivals in cities as soon as labor problems emerged. But both McLoughlin and Lyle W. 
Dorsett dismiss this as unlikely if not impossible. See McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 250-251; Lyle W. 
Dorsett, Billy Sunday and the Redemption of Urban America (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1991), 127-
128. 
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Yet, despite Sunday’s ability to preach “in the language of the street, the shop and 

the mill,” the baseball evangelist did not have a well-organized ministry for working-

class men until his Pittsburgh campaign in 1914.3 Pittsburgh was the first big city Sunday 

was invited to in the east, and it was the largest city he had revived to date. At the turn-of 

the-century, it was producing half of the nation’s steel, and its broad manufacturing base 

attracted many immigrants from southeastern Europe. By 1900, foreign-born whites 

made up one quarter of the population, and between 1900 and 1910, half the employment 

growth among the city’s men was due to the increasing number of immigrants in the 

workforce. Most of them found work in the iron and steel industry, which employed a 

third of the city’s manufacturing workers. With its constantly firing steel furnaces, rich 

natural resources, and toiling labor class, muckraker Lincoln Steffens called Pittsburgh 

“the Birmingham of America.”4 

Perhaps because of its class makeup, Pittsburgh was a “great ball town.” Ma 

remembered from Billy’s three seasons with the Pirates there that “everybody seemed to 

turn out[,] and such enthusiasm one seldom hears from baseball fans. The bleachers 

would be filled with steel workers, many wearing their red flannel undershirts.” Aside 

from the release afforded by baseball, however, the conditions of life and labor among 

                                                                                                                                            
2 “A very refined minister,” quoted in Peter Clark MacFarlane, “‘Sunday’ Salvation,” Everybody’s 

Magazine (March 1915): 364-65, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm. Emphasis in original; MacFarlane, 
“Sunday Salvation,” 365. Emphasis in original. 

 
3 Leo L. Totten, quoted in Souvenir: ‘Billy’ Sunday Spokane Campaign, December—January—

February 1908-1909 (Spokane, WA: Trevor Orton, 1909), 37, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm. The first 
time the national press mentioned a Shop Work Committee was the March 1915 issue of Everybody’s 
Magazine, which discussed Sunday’s campaigns in Pittsburgh (December 1913-February 1914) and 
Wilkes-barre, Pennsylvania (February 1913). There is some evidence of a Shop Committee in Wilkes-
barre, but it was a town of 60,000 compared to Pittsburgh’s 500,000, so it is accurate to say that the Shop 
Work Committee matured in the Steel City. See MacFarlane, “Sunday Salvation,” 363. 
 

4 David Cannadine, Mellon: An American Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006), 104; Peter R. 
Shergold, Working-Class Life: The “American Standard” in Comparative Perspective, 1899-1913 
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh, 1982), 19, 54; Lincoln Steffens, “Pittsburg [sic]: A City Ashamed,” 
McClure’s Magazine 21, no. 1 (May 1903): 24. 
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Pittsburgh’s working classes were grim. In 1907, a group of progressive social scientists 

conducted “The Pittsburgh Survey,” a pioneering sociological examination of the lives of 

Pittsburgh wage earners. Investigators found extreme overwork, especially in twelve-

hour shifts in steel mills and railroad yards. They also found low wages, “still lower 

wages for women,” high accident rates, poor sanitation (leading to typhoid), “the 

destruction of family life,” and inadequate, overcrowded housing. Working-class families 

often lived in one-room lodgings, taking in boarders to make ends meet, while others 

lived in cellars. Water was a “luxury” in working-class neighborhoods, and “[c]ourts and 

alleys, fouled by bad drainage and piles of rubbish [were] playgrounds for rickety, pale-

faced, grimy children.” With no running water, privies and vaults became the waste 

disposal system of “19,000 families in the old city alone,” often “overflowing with liquid 

filth” that drained through yards and streets. In 1914, investigator Edward T. Devine 

remained hopeful that a social “awakening” was mounting in the Steel City.5 But in the 

meantime, coal smoke choked the air and Pittsburgh’s rivers were sewers of industrial 

and human waste.  

When Sunday and his team came to Pittsburgh in December 1913, this is the 

laboring class they attempted to evangelize. One would wonder why these men and 

women, who lived such desperate lives under the most strained material conditions, 

would want to have anything to do with Sunday’s revivals. Moreover, it seems 

impossible that Sunday’s team of middle-class evangelists could have effectively reached 

                                                
5 Helen Sunday, “Ma’s Autobiographical Talks” (unpublished MS, ca. 1936), sec. 3: 4, Sunday 

Papers, BGCA. Microfilm. The results of the Pittsburgh Survey, funded by the Russell Sage Foundation, 
were first published as a series of articles in Colliers’ Magazine. They were later bound together in six 
volumes published between 1908 and 1914. Edward T. Devine, “Pittsburgh the Year of the Survey,” in 
Paul Underwood Kellogg, ed., The Pittsburgh District: Civic Frontage, Vol. 5 of The Pittsburgh Survey, 
ed. Paul Underwood Kellogg, (New York: Survey Associates, Inc., 1914), 3, 6; “The Situation in 1907-08,” 
pamphlet reprinted in Kellogg, The Pittsburgh District, 88; Emily Wayland Dinwiddie and F. Elisabeth 
Crowell, “The Housing of Pittsburgh’s Workers: Discussed From the Standpoint of Sanitary Regulation 
and Control,” in Kellogg, The Pittsburgh District, 92-94. 
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them. But workers found empowerment, compassion, and occasional material aid in 

Sunday’s revivals. Most importantly, they were attracted to Sunday’s revivals through the 

work of two committees whose singular focus was reaching laboring men and women: 

the Shop Work Committee and Business Women’s Invitation Council (BWIC). While 

these committees could not rival the work of settlement houses, they supplemented those 

efforts and drew tens of thousands of working-class men and women into the revival 

through lunch ministries, factory meetings, and tabernacle delegations. These committees 

gave urban laborers places to serve in the campaign, and by going into their 

neighborhoods and places of employment, revival workers, especially women, were 

moved to offer some kind of material assistance. Both committees brought delegations of 

workers to the tabernacle, making it a site of class mixing. But far more important was 

their work in the community. Through their evangelism in working class spaces, the Shop 

Work Committee and BWIC wove revivalism into the fabric of urban-industrial America. 

Sunday’s revivals, therefore, were not just middle-class affairs. In an era of mass 

production and consumption, they reached a truly mass audience. Conscious of his need 

to reach urban laborers for successful urban campaigns, Sunday refused to condemn 

Catholics and Jews in a period of rabid anti-Catholicism and anti-Semitism. Sunday met 

with prominent Jewish and Catholic leaders in Pittsburgh and Baltimore. In Pittsburgh, 

Sunday declared, “I never preach a sermon against the Catholic church because there is 

good in the Catholic church, as well as in the Protestant, and there are as big [sic] 

hypocrites in the Catholic church as there are elsewhere, or as there are on earth. If you 

want to join the Catholic church, join it; I’ll help you do it, if I can.” He often quipped 

that if Ma had been a Catholic, he would have become one too. At times, the revivalist 

displayed genuine sympathy for working men and women. One of his most treasured 
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gifts was a book called The Larger Christ by George D. Herron, a Christian socialist. 

Sunday read this work avidly during the 1890s as he was coming into his own as a 

revivalist and developing his vision of what a practical Christianity looked like.6 Perhaps 

because of books like this one, but certainly because of his roots in the YMCA and urban 

missions, Sunday intentionally brought society’s margins into his revival’s radius. He and 

his team visited the working classes in shops and factories and evangelized the 

underprivileged in rescue missions and jails.  

Pittsburgh, then, is important for highlighting Sunday’s more aggressive attempts 

to reach the working classes as he began venturing into the industrial cities of the east. 

But Pittsburgh is also significant because it embodied a growing class tension in 

Sunday’s revivals. Although the team longed to reach Pittsburgh workers, Sunday’s 

tabernacle was not built downtown where the majority of laborers lived and worked. 

Instead, it was located in the city’s fastest growing suburb—Oakland—which was 

becoming the cultural and educational hub of the city. The University of Pittsburgh had 

moved its campus there in 1908, and the state-of-the-art Forbes Field, the second baseball 

stadium in the majors made of steel and concrete, opened in Oakland the following year. 

Behind the left field wall towered a sprawling stone complex of classical architecture, an 

ode to the philanthropic verses of Andrew Carnegie’s “gospel of wealth.”7 From their 

                                                
6 Pittsburgh residents inconsistently added the “h” on the end of “Pittsburgh” during the early 

twentieth century. Even The Pittsburg Press dropped the “h.” “‘Grenadiers’ Subject of Billy Sunday’s 
Afternoon Sermon,” The Pittsburg [sic] Press, December 29, 1913, 3; “Lesson of Jacob’s Life Pointed Out 
By ‘Billy’ Sunday,” The Pittsburg Press, January 2, 1914, 4; Gertrude Gordon, “Rev. Dr. Rudolph I. 
Coffee Pays Visit To ‘Billy’ Sunday,” The Pittsburg Press, December 31, 1913, 5; “The New Order,” Life 
65, no. 1688 (March 4, 1915): 360; Helen Sunday, “Ma’s Autobiographical Talks,” sec. 6: 2-3; Theodore 
Thomas Frankenberg, Billy Sunday: His Tabernacles and Sawdust Trails (Columbus, OH: F. J. Heer 
Printing Co., 1917), 137; W. A. Firstenberger, In Rare Form: A Pictorial History of Baseball Evangelist 
Billy Sunday (Iowa City: University of Iowa, 2005), 25-26. 

 
7 “Oakland: A Look Back Over the 20th Century,” University of Pittsburgh, 2015, accessed June 

26, 2015, http://digital.library.pitt.edu/pittsburgh/exhibits/oakland-a-look-back/. The Philadelphia Athletics 
were the first baseball club to open a concrete and steel stadium, Shibe Park, in 1908. Spurred by not a little 
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seats, fans not only had a good view of the game, but also of the Carnegie Library, Music 

Hall, Art Museum, and Museum of Natural History.  

Sunday’s tabernacle was built on the vacant grounds directly across from the 

Carnegie Library, at the corner of Forbes and Bellefield Avenues.8 Probably much to 

Sunday’s delight, when looking from the tabernacle to the southwest, patrons could see 

directly into Forbes’s impressive grandstands along right field and the first base line. In 

some ways, the crude wooden tabernacle with barn doors stuck out like a sore thumb in 

this emerging cultural and entertainment district. But in other ways, it was entirely in line 

with Sunday’s entertaining sermon style and ability to make revivalism an urban 

attraction. 

Perhaps the tabernacle was built in Oakland because Pittsburgh industrialists had 

been buying up all available space downtown, even purchasing churches to replace them 

with factories.9 But Sunday’s move to this district was also indicative of his upward 

mobility as a revivalist and his desire to be welcomed among the more cultured classes of 

urban America. The simultaneous move to Oakland and inauguration of a working-class 

ministry also reflected Sunday’s divided mind regarding which class he longed most to 

identify with, a tension that would characterize his revivals the rest of the decade. These 

two developments embodied the experience of many urban evangelicals in the 

                                                                                                                                            
rivalry, Pittsburgh owner Barney Dreyfuss opened his own state-of-the-art stadium the next year. Curt 
Smith, “Forbes Field (Pittsburgh),” Society for American Baseball Research, 2015, accessed June 26, 2015, 
http://sabr.org/bioproj/park/forbes-field-pittsburgh. The Gospel of Wealth, Carnegie’s most famous essay, 
described the obligation of the self-made rich to give back to communities through philanthropic 
enterprises. This essay was originally published as two articles in The North American Review. Andrew 
Carnegie, “Wealth,” The North American Review 148 (June 1889): 653-65; and Andrew Carnegie, “The 
Best Fields For Philanthropy,” The North American Review 149 (December 1889): 682-699. 
 

8 Pittsburgh reporters often referred to the tabernacle as the “Bellefield tabernacle.” “Tabernacle 
To Be Reserved This Evening,” The Pittsburg Press, January 29, 1914, 28. 

 
9 This was the case with the St. Paul Cathedral. “History,” St. Paul Cathedral, Roman Catholic 

Diocese of Pittsburgh, accessed June 26, 2015, http://stpaulpgh.org/parish/historical-information/. 
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Progressive Era; as white churches moved to the suburbs, many Protestants sought ways 

to evangelize to the inner city poor they had left behind without living among them. 

The Steel City’s laboring men harbored differing views about religion. For 

instance, a steel worker named Robert Smith, interviewed by John Andrews Fitch during 

the Pittsburgh Survey, was “a man of religious inclinations and a church member” who 

lamented “the twelve-hour day…chiefly on the ground that it keeps the young men away 

from church.” Fitch further observed, “if number of organizations were any criterion, the 

churches in the mill towns would be strong. I found a considerable number of loyal 

church members among the steel workers.”10 Other laborers, however, remained 

suspicious of religion, which stemmed significantly from the fact that the working poor 

seemed to be losing the struggle for existence, and the churches did not seem to care. One 

man of this persuasion was Frank Robinson, who believed that churches were “not 

interested in some problems which are very real to him.” He told Fitch:  

There are a good many churches in this borough…and they are supported 
generally by the women. The preachers don’t have any influence in securing 
better conditions for the men,—they don’t try to have. They never visit the mills, 
and they don’t know anything about the conditions the men have to face. They 
think the men ought to go to church after working twelve hours Saturday night.  
 

The Shop Work Committee did not answer all of Robinson’s indictments, but it did shape 

its ministry to address to some of them. Revivalists steered clear of specific disputes over 

working conditions, but they did visit factories and mills where they saw the conditions 

in which men labored. This exposure did not lead to lobbying, but it did lead to greater 

                                                
10 John Andrews Fitch, The Steel Workers, vol. 3 of The Pittsburgh Survey, ed. Paul Underwood 

Kellogg (New York: Charities Publication Committee, 1911), 14, 16. Fitch does not offer any analysis 
about what kind of steel workers were more likely to harbor religious inclinations, but if Smith is 
representative, he was older (about sixty) and owned rather than rented a house. His age and Anglo 
surname suggest he was probably from the late nineteenth-century wave of immigration that hailed from 
northern and western Europe. His home ownership means he was likely a skilled worker with a good 
enough wage to secure a mortgage. 
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empathy as well as religious programs tailored to the demanding schedules of laboring 

men. By the Pittsburgh campaign, Sunday and his team understood that there were people 

in every city “who can not attend church” because they “have to work in hotels and 

restaurants” or as “maids in your house…the railroad men have to go out, [and] the 

furnaces must be kept going in the steel works.”11 Rather than expecting this laboring 

class to come to the tabernacle after a twelve-hour shift, revival workers went to them. 

The staff member in charge of the Pittsburgh Shop Work Committee was L. K. 

Peacock. In order to hold revival meetings in factories, Peacock had to rely heavily on 

local citizens. The local chairman, usually a YMCA secretary, chose one factory 

representative “from each shop” in the city. Together, the chairman and these working-

class representatives secured “permission to have meetings in the shops during intervals 

of the campaign.” Importantly, the aim of this committee was not to convert workers, but 

to get them “in personal contact with the revival meetings” by going to them in shops or 

getting them to come to the tabernacle as a delegation.12 This mission influenced the 

character of factory meetings: talks were practical, ecumenical (accessible even to 

Catholics), and focused mainly on moral living rather than doctrine. 

Local pastors, YMCA members, and laymen volunteered to hold these meetings 

in factories every weekday over the lunch hour. At the beginning of the Pittsburgh 
                                                

11 Fitch, The Steel Workers, 17; Frank Robinson, quoted in ibid; Billy Sunday, quoted in Ellis, 
Billy Sunday, 322. In recent years, labor historians have begun to revise the dominant portrait of the 
working class as anti-religious. Many laborers were anti-clerical, but not anti-religious, and they appealed 
to a religious cosmology even if they were not regular church attenders. See Ken Fones-Wolf, Trade Union 
Gospel: Christianity and Labor in Industrial Philadelphia, 1865-1915 (Philadelphia: Temple University, 
1989); Jennifer Guglielmo, Living the Revolution: Italian Women’s Resistance and Radicalism in New York 
City, 1880-1945 (Chapel Hill: North Carolina University, 2012); David Burns, The Life and Death of the 
Radical Historical Jesus (New York: Oxford University, 2013); Heath W. Carter, Union Made: Working 
People and the Rise of Social Christianity in Chicago (New York: Oxford University, 2015); Christopher 
D. Cantwell, Heath W. Carter, and Janine Giordano Drake, ed., The Pew and Picket Line: Christianity and 
the American Working Class (Urbana: University of Illinois, 2016). 

 
12 MacFarlane, “Sunday Salvation,” 364; Sunday Campaign Organization, “Suggested 

Qualifications for Chairmen,” 7-8, n.d., ca. November 1916-January 1917, Sunday Papers, BGCA. 
Microfilm. 
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campaign, The Pittsburg [sic] Press published the names of the factories the Shop 

Committee visited. Peacock led the first meeting at the R. D. Nuttall gear factory, and the 

Committee planned 25 more meetings across the city that week. In early January, shop 

evangelists visited several firms in the industrial district along the Allegheny River, 

including the Riverside Horse and Mule Company, the McIntosh-Hemphill Company (a 

producer of iron and steel machinery), and the Oil Well Supply Company. But later that 

month, The Press began publishing only vague references to shop meetings, such as: 

“Noon—Shop meetings in various parts of the city.”13 Either the Sunday party began 

withholding this information from reporters (which is unlikely), or, in the interest of copy 

space, the number of meetings had become too many to publish.  

Shop meetings were quite populist, much like those at Pacific Garden Mission. 

Sunday told the pastors who volunteered for this committee, “take a tip from me…when 

you ministers go down for work among the men in the shops, leave your fire-scape faces 

and white neckties at home.”14 Most urban ministers were accustomed to preaching to 

middle-class crowds, but shop meetings were considerably different from Sunday 

morning services. Factory men, many of them immigrants who lived hardscrabble lives, 

could not be moved by pietistic phrases or middle-class propriety. They needed a 

practical religion: one they could easily understand and one that promised to improve and 

                                                
13 Gertrude Gordon, “‘Help the Revival, Or Quit,’” The Pittsburg Press, December 29, 1913, 2; 

“Large Crowds Hear ‘Billy’ At Tabernacle,” The Pittsburg Press, December 30, 1913, 2; “Music Grand 
Feature of Revival Services,” The Pittsburg Press, December 31, 1913, 8; “‘Billy Sunday Again Urges 
Personal Work,” The Pittsburg Press, January 14, 1914, 24; “Today’s Revival Program,” The Pittsburg 
Press, January 31, 1914, 1. For more information on these firms, including their location, see John Price 
Jackson, First Industrial Directory of Pennsylvania, 1913 (Harrisburg, PA: Bureau of Statistics and 
Information, 1914), 385, 391; “Special Attention to Horse Buyers” The Pittsburgh Gazette Times, March 
18, 1911, 15.  

 
14 Billy Sunday, quoted in “Billy Sunday Asks Support of 300 New York Clergymen,” The New 

York Tribune, April 10, 1917, 15. 
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even transform their lives. They also needed to hear it from someone relatable with a 

personality and sense of humor that disarmed any potential hostility to the gospel.  

Shop meetings also reserved a significant time for singing, making them more 

participatory and entertaining than lecturing. Sunday’s choir leader, Homer Rodeheaver, 

and other musically inclined members of the party often tagged along with shop 

evangelists to lead employees in the songs of the tabernacle. Isaac Ward, who led the 

Shop Work Committee in the team’s peak years of 1916 and 1917, traveled with “a 

Salvation Army cornetist, leading crowds and factory hands in ‘Brighten the Corner’ and 

‘Since Jesus Came into My Heart.’” According to Sunday’s biographer Roger Bruns, 

Ward’s ability to connect with working class men “defied claims by some of Sunday’s 

enemies that lunch-bucket factory men were mostly skeptical of the revivals.”15 Some 

laborers probably enjoyed these noon services only for their entertainment value or the 

opportunity to rest from work. But if Fitch is right about the religious inclinations among 

some steel workers, others probably genuinely enjoyed the opportunity for religious and 

moral edification.  

Ward emphasized a simple shop-meeting message. He said, “We never touch 

labor problems. We teach only that old-time gospel of the cross.”16 That Ward and the 

Shop Committee stayed away from specific labor disputes is entirely in line with the 

revival genre, which aimed to reach the widest possible audience and thus avoided 

particulars on controversial subjects. Skirting labor issues was also tied to the logistics of 

holding revival meetings in factories. Revival workers had to get explicit permission 

from owners or managers, and foremen kept a watchful eye. If Ward or others began 
                                                

15 Bruns, Preacher, 102; “Modern Revival Organized as Efficiently as a Large Industry,” New 
York American, “Billy” Sunday Extra, no. 3, ca. April 1917, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm.  

 
16 Isaac Ward, quoted in McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, 442. 
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talking about the need for workers to unionize and strike for better wages and conditions, 

employers would not have allowed them back. Thus, shop-meeting leaders had to be cozy 

enough with employers to gain access to factories, but populist and sympathetic enough 

to win the ears of workers. This was a difficult task, especially given the animosity 

between these two parties in the Progressive Era. For this reason, Sunday’s staff often 

billed themselves as “peacemakers” between capital and labor. This role certainly blunted 

their capacity for social criticism, but it was also the only feasible way to accommodate 

laborers’ grueling work schedules and bring them into contact with the revival. 

Shop meetings also served as “recruiting centers for attendants at the tabernacle.” 

After the meeting, Sunday’s aides invited workers to form a delegation and attend an 

evening tabernacle service. If they accepted, these men were promised a section of 

reserved seats. A guaranteed ticket to an evening tabernacle service was a great honor. 

Almost every night, thousands of regular patrons were turned away; as early as 1908, 

people were climbing on top of the tabernacle roof to try to gain admittance.17 No 

individual, not even the mayor or other important city officials, could request a reserved 

seat. In fact, the best way to ensure oneself a spot in the glory barn was to join some 

delegation.  

The delegation model worked extremely well in Pittsburgh. It directly appealed to 

working men’s craft spirit and sense of solidarity. Each night, delegations from 25 to 

5,000 strong came marching into the tabernacle with bands, banners, badges, and cheers. 

These delegations competed with each other on who had the best turn out and the best 

yells, as well as who had the most creative song requests and the most applause from the 
                                                

17 “Some of the Activities of Philadelphia’s Campaign,” The Sunday School Times (February 14, 
1915): 69, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; “People Climbed Onto the Tabernacle Roof,” newspaper 
clipping, January 6, 1908, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; “Think of God When You Sin,” Evening 
Public Ledger, Night Extra, January 9, 1915, 3. 
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audience. Each delegation received special recognition from Rodeheaver, the tabernacle 

emcee. He welcomed them, joked with them, and introduced them to the crowd as 

honored guests.18  

Newspapers likewise gave special attention to delegations. While The Pittsburg 

[sic] Press grew tired of listing shop-meeting sites, reporters never wearied of listing the 

delegations in the tabernacle. Often, The Press also included the number of seats reserved 

for each delegation, especially during the last ten to twelve days of the revival. This 

seemingly minor detail is an important one, for one of the questions that plagues 

historians of big-tent revivalists is who was actually in the audience. Based largely on 

reporters’ observations and (rather poor quality) photographs, most scholars argue that 

Sunday’s tabernacle patrons were overwhelmingly middle class and from white, 

Protestant backgrounds. However, taking a closer look at these delegation numbers 

provides a more accurate portrait of the crowd’s demographics. 

The Pittsburg Press provided partial or complete lists of tabernacle delegations 

for 23 services of the eight-week campaign, or just under half the days of the revival. All 

these services, except one, were evening services, which were the most attended by far. 

Sometimes reserved sections made up a small percentage of the tabernacle’s available 

seats, but more often, closer to a third of the tabernacle was roped off. At least nine times, 

delegations accounted for close to half the tabernacle seats or more. On slow delegation 

nights, there may have been only 1,000 seats reserved in the glory barn. But on seven of 

these 23 nights, reservations topped 8,000, or over half the 15,000-seat tabernacle; on 

four occasions, delegations were over 12,000 strong. In some of its coverage, The 

Pittsburg Press explicitly stated the gender composition of these delegations, but in many 

                                                
18 Ellis, Billy Sunday, 300-301. 
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articles, The Press was silent on the proportion of men or women. Because most 

delegations were organized from places of employment, the Industrial Directory of 

Pennsylvania can help determine who was in these delegations in terms of both sex and 

class.19 While looking at the breakdown of these delegations does not give a complete 

picture of all 15,000 people in Pittsburgh’s tabernacle, it does offer a more exact idea of 

who was in part of the audience.  

Men were well represented in Pittsburgh’s delegations. In fourteen of these 23 

services, men comprised over half the reserved seats.20 By comparison, women made up 

over half the reserved seats only five times, and three of those nights were special 

“business women’s” nights in the tabernacle.21 Working class folks formed the lion’s 

                                                
19 Revival workers rested on Monday, so there were no services in the tabernacle and usually no 

committee meetings or community engagements either. Thus, in an eight-week campaign there were 48 
active days in the revival. For detailed numbers on Pittsburgh delegations, see Appendix A, Tables 1 and 2. 
On nights like January 20, 28, and 29, there were only a few delegations in the tabernacle. But on January 
7, and February 11, 12, and 18, delegations occupied closer to 30% of the tabernacle. The nine nights that 
delegations occupied close to or more than half the tabernacle seats were January 13 and 14, and February 
1, 6, 8, 15, 17, 19, and 21. Even when reported delegation numbers totaled only about one-third of the 
tabernacle, the actual number of reserved seats could have been much higher. For instance, on February 13 
The Pittsburg Press noted, “The tabernacle was filled almost entirely last night with delegations,” and 
again on February 19 that “[t]he tabernacle was filled with delegations [last night].” “‘Unpardonable Sin’ Is 
Topic Of Hot Sermon,” The Pittsburgh Press, February 13, 1914, 1, 6; “‘Man Without A Soul, ‘Billy’s’ 
Sermon Subject,” The Pittsburg Press, February 19, 1914, 2. The seven nights reservations topped 8,000 
were January 13 and 14 and February 1, 6, 8, 15, and 19. On February 1, 6, 8, and 15 delegations were over 
12,000 strong. See Appendix A, Table 2.  

I used Clifford B. Connelley, Third Industrial Directory of Pennsylvania, 1919 (Harrisburg, PA: J. 
L. L. Kuhn, 1920), which is the first edition in the series to document the number of men, women, boys, 
girls, and office staff employed by firms. Although the survey was taken about five years after Sunday’s 
Pittsburgh revival, it is unlikely that the number of employees or proportion of male to female workers in a 
firm had dramatically changed. 

 
20 January 7, and 31, and February 1, 3, 5, 8, 10, 11, 12, 15, 17, 18, 19, and 21 in Appendix A, 

Table 2. 
 
21 January 13, 14, and 20, and February 6 and 7 in Appendix A, Tables 1 and 2. January 13 and 14 

were special nights “for business women.” Although other patrons were welcome, at least 8,000 seats were 
reserved for working women. “‘Billy’ Sunday Again Urges Personal Work.” On February 6, the evening 
service was reserved exclusively for “business women and high school students who cannot attend the 
other services…” “Schools Flayed by ‘Billy,’” The Pittsburg Press, February 1, 1914, 7.  
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share of delegations in Pittsburgh.22 Nine times, or about forty percent of the services 

there are records for, working class people occupied at least 80% of reserved seats.23 

Working-class men were the most well represented demographic in Pittsburgh 

delegations. On five occasions, at least 75% of reserved seats were for working-class 

men.24 Twice, the 15,000-seat tabernacle was filled almost entirely with this 

demographic.25 As the 1910s wore on, the delegation model became more widely used by 

middle-class groups, such as civic organizations and churches.26 But before 1915, it was 

used overwhelmingly to get working-class people, especially working-class men, into the 

tabernacle.  

At least 50,000 working-class men came to the Pittsburgh tabernacle in 

delegations.27 Since this number is based on about half the days of the revival, the total 

could have approached 100,000. That Sunday reserved the tabernacle almost exclusively 

for working-class men twice during this campaign, and three times for employed women, 

                                                
22 For the purposes of this essay, I considered working class occupations to be any related to the 

steel industry, any that required work in a mill or factory, as well as employment at railroads, construction 
firms, lumber yards, stockyards, printing offices, laundries, restaurants, in homes as maids or domestic 
servants, and in department stores, where wages were still dreadfully low. Middle class delegations 
included workers from banks, stock exchanges, hospitals, law firms, insurance agencies, realtor 
organizations, newspapers, fraternal societies, commercial and athletic clubs, firefighter and police 
organizations, reform organizations, business or trade schools, high schools, universities, libraries, and 
telephone exchanges. I included this last occupation on the middle-class list because these women needed 
at least a high school education and un-accented English diction. 

 
23 January 14 and 29, and February 1, 6, 8, 10, 12, 15 (afternoon service) and 18 in Appendix A, 

Table 2. 
 
24 February 1, 8, 10, 15 (afternoon service), and 18 in Appendix A, Table 2. 

 
25 February 1 and 8 in Appendix A, Table 2.  

 
26 This pattern was discernable even in Pittsburgh. Working-class people had the greatest showing 

in delegations during the beginning and middle of the revival. As the revival drew to a close, many middle-
class folks who had not yet been able to get a seat in the tabernacle began forming delegations themselves. 
In four of the last six evening services of the revival, delegations were a nearly even mixture of middle-
class and working-class groups. February 15, 17, 19, and 21 in Appendix A, Table 2. In the previous seven 
weeks, only five times had working-class people comprised less than 60% of tabernacle delegations. See 
January 7, 20, and 28, and February 7 and 11 in Appendix A, Table 2. 
 

27 Appendix A, Table 2. 
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demonstrates that he was conscious of including this class in his revival. Further, that 

these workers happily came, with their own cheers and bands, shows that working-class 

folks were not entirely suspicious of or repulsed by Sunday’s revivals. Because so many 

delegations came from businesses included in the Industrial Directory of Pennsylvania, it 

is also fair to assume that there was a degree of ethnic diversity in these bodies.  

In addition to the tabernacle’s composition, Pittsburgh’s delegations provide a 

more complete picture of the labors of the Shop Work Committee. Most delegations were 

organized after a revival worker visited a firm, so even though The Pittsburg Press 

stopped listing sho meeting sites, researchers can tell where revival workers were going. 

Not surprisingly, the Shop Committee organized many meetings at steel factories. They 

went to Crucible Steel Works, which employed over 4,000 men, and several plants 

owned by Carnegie Steel. They held meetings at La Belle Works, a coke company 

outside Pittsburgh, and at the Duquesne Steel Foundry. Committee members even visited 

the steel mills in Homestead. Revival workers must have made a particular impression on 

the men of the Pittsburgh Steel Company, for a delegation 250 strong arrived at the 

tabernacle in February, which was nearly all the firm’s employees.28 

While it is impossible to ascertain the exact number of immigrants in tabernacle 

delegations, revival workers undoubtedly encountered the foreign-born when they 

evangelized in steel mills. In his study of Pittsburgh steel workers, Fitch provided 

                                                
28 Crucible Steel Works formed tabernacle delegations on February 1 and 19. The February 1 

delegation was 4,000-5,000 strong. “‘Billy’ Charms Big Audience of Children,” The Pittsburg Press, 
January 31, 1914, 11; “Schools Flayed by ‘Billy’”; Gertrude Gordon, “Rev. W. A. Sunday Gives Prisoners 
At Jail Advice,” The Pittsburg Press, February 20, 1914, 1; “‘Billy’ And Ma Are At Winona Lake For A 
Day,” The Pittsburg Press, February 9, 1914, 2; “Four Big Meetings Today Bring Climax of Great Sunday 
Revival,” The Pittsburg Press, February 22, 1914, 1, 4; “‘Man Without A Soul, ‘Billy’s’ Sermon Subject”; 
Connelley, Third Industrial Directory, 434, 467, 482, 694. Several thousand workers from Carnegie Steel 
plants came to the tabernacle on February 8. “‘Billy’ And Ma Are At Winona Lake For A Day.” Two 
thousand more came on February 17. “‘Billy Preaches Redhot [sic] Sermon For Christians,” The Pittsburg 
Press, February 17, 1914, 20. 
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detailed employment data for Carnegie Steel, and other companies in the industry likely 

followed similar hiring schemes. In 1907, Carnegie Steel employed over 23,000 workers. 

Of these, 5,705 (25%) were white, American-born workers and 331 were African-

Americans. The rest of Carnegie’s employees were foreign-born, and over 13,000 (57%) 

were from Slavic countries. Germans and Irishmen made up most of the remainder of the 

foreign-born workforce, with 1,820 Germans and 1,401 Irishmen.29 Thus, when revival 

workers went into steel mills, about 75% of the people they spoke to were immigrants, 

most of them from southeastern Europe. 

The Shop Work Committee also visited Pittsburgh’s non-steel-related factories. 

They went to the Westinghouse factories, one of the nation’s leading manufacturers of 

electric turbines and motors, which employed over 15,000 men.30 They also held 

meetings at the H. J. Heinz Co., maker of the famous “57 varieties” of canned food. They 

went to H. K. Porter Locomotive Works, where men built railroad engines, and to the 

Standard Underground Cable Co., which produced electrical supplies. Committee 

members recruited strong delegations from the Pittsburgh Valve Foundry & Construction 

Company as well as Ruud Manufacturing, a producer of stoves, heaters, and ranges. 

Revival workers spoke at freight companies and lumber companies, at nut and bolt 

factories and machine shops. The unskilled labor at these firms, like that at Carnegie 
                                                

29 Fitch, The Steel Workers, 349. 
 
30 A delegation from the Westinghouse Air Brake Company visited the tabernacle on February 1. 

“Will Preach Sermon Three Times In Day,” The Pittsburg Press, February 2, 1914, 4. A delegation of 
women from the Westinghouse Electric and Manufacturing Company came on February 5, and a delegation 
of 1,000 came February 7. Gertrude Gordon, “‘Billy’ Pleased At Response To Fervid Appeal,” The 
Pittsburg Press, February 6, 1914, 11; Gertrude Gordon, “2,400 School Teachers At Tabernacle Hear 
‘Billy,’” The Pittsburg Press, February 8, 1914, 1, 7.  

The number of men Westinghouse employed is my conservative estimate. In 1907, the 
Westinghouse Electric and Manufacturing Company employed over 10,000 men and 650 women. Elizabeth 
Beardsley Butler, Women and the Trades: Pittsburgh 1907-08, vol. 1 of The Pittsburgh Survey, ed. Paul 
Underwood Kellogg (New York: Charities Publication Committee, 1909), 215. In 1919, this company 
employed over 17,000 men and 1,200 women. Connelley, Third Industrial Directory, 527. In 1919, the 
Westinghouse Air Brake Company, employed 4,371 men and 343 women. Ibid., 533. 
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Steel, was a magnet for immigrant workers.31 After the Pittsburgh revival, the Shop Work 

Committee evangelized with similar industriousness in other cities, holding over 160 

shop meetings in each campaign.32 

Sunday’s assistants and local volunteers conducted the bulk of these meetings, but 

the revivalist also enjoyed speaking to laboring men. Because he worked as a fireman on 

the Chicago and Northwestern Railroad during the winters of his early baseball career, he 

particularly liked visiting railroad employees. In Philadelphia, he spoke to “more than 

1000 begrimed men, clad in overalls, assembled in the woodmill [sic] at the West 

Philadelphia shops of the Pennsylvania Railroad.” His shoptalk contributed to the largest 

single delegation to ever attend one of his tabernacle services; in February 1915, 8,000 

men from the Pennsylvania Railroad paraded into the glory barn in Philadelphia together. 

They were escorted by brass bands, and they even prepared their own cheers. Shop 

meetings also aided ongoing local efforts to reach working-class men. During the 

                                                
31 A delegation of 1,500 Heinz employees came to the tabernacle on February 12. “‘Unpardonable 

Sin’ Is Topic Of Hot Sermon,” 1, 6. “Will Preach Sermon Three Times In Day”; Gordon, “‘Billy’ Pleased 
At Response To Fervid Appeal”; Connelley, Third Industrial Directory, 85, 147, 521. Ruud Manufacturing 
brought 100 employees to the tabernacle on February 10. “‘Billy’ Fires Three Rallies By Eloquence,” The 
Pittsburg Press, February 11, 1914, 2. In 1919, that firm only employed 125 men. Connelley, Third 
Industrial Directory, 517. The Pittsburgh Valve Foundry and Construction Company brought a delegation 
of 600 on February 18. “‘Man Without A Soul, ‘Billy’s’ Sermon Subject.” In 1919, that company only 
employed 568 men. Connelley, Third Industrial Directory, 514. See Appendix A, Table 1. At Carnegie 
Steel, 82% of workers from Slavic countries were employed in unskilled trades. Over 14,000 of the 23,000 
jobs at Carnegie Steel were for unskilled labor. Fitch, The Steel Workers, 349. 

 
32 Based on scheduled meetings published in the Evening Public Ledger during the Philadelphia 

campaign (January-March 1915), the Shop Work Committee (together with the BWIC) averaged about five 
shop meetings a day by the second week of the revival. This average steadily grew until, by the week of 
March 4, they were averaging fifteen shop meetings a day. Based on these weekly averages, these two 
committees held over 330 meetings in Philadelphia factories (perhaps 165 each).  

The Shop Committee’s performance in Philadelphia was consistent with their performance in 
other American cities. In Boston (November 1916-January 1917), Isaac Ward held 163 shop meetings, 
boasting an attendance of 33,673. McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 214. In New York City (April-June 1917), the 
Shop Work Committee held “187 meetings in 100 different shops before 50,000 men.” John D. 
Rockefeller, Jr., quoted in “Billy Sunday O.K., Says John D. Jr.” The Sun [New York], June 18, 1917, 3. 
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Philadelphia campaign, attendance doubled at shop meetings independently sponsored by 

the YMCA.33 

Although revival workers hoped factory meetings would lead to delegations, shop 

meetings themselves were as central to Sunday’s revivals as evening tabernacle services. 

The revival experience for most urban workers and immigrants was not set in a wooden 

glory barn flooded with dazzling electric lights or the sounds of a 3,000-person choir. The 

shop floor was their tabernacle, with its grime, soot, and smoke, and their background 

choir was the hum of industrial machines. In manufacturing sectors of the city, men and 

women used “bales of cotton” for pews and attended revival services in “stained 

overalls.”34 By bringing Sunday’s revivals into these places, the Shop Work Committee 

sanctified American factories and made revivalism part of the urban-industrial 

experience. 

The BWIC, the largest division of the Women’s Work Department, was perhaps 

even more successful at going into working class spaces and drawing laborers into the 

revival. Its director, Virginia Asher, had never worked in a factory herself, but she was 

born and raised in Chicago and she and her husband were “urbanites” to the core: “They 

knew cities, loved the people, and felt at home in cosmopolitan surroundings.” Asher’s 

niece, Edna Louise Asher Case, remembered that her aunt “had a very great love, a deep 

concern for businesswomen. And she related to them so well.”35 Asher combined her 

                                                
33 “Billy Sunday Talks to P. R. R. Employes [sic],” Evening Public Ledger [Philadelphia], Sports 

Final, February 16, 1915, 5; Helen Sunday, “Ma’s Autobiographical Talks,” sec. 8: 1. The 8,000 men 
marched in four divisions, in columns of eight. “R. R. Men Plan Trip,” Evening Public Ledger, Sports 
Final, February 16, 1915, 5; “‘Trail Hitters’ to Speak at Y.M.C.A.,” Evening Public Ledger, Night Extra, 
March 13, 1915, 11. 

 
34 “Noonday Meetings,” Evening Public Ledger, Night Extra, January 14, 1915, 6. 
 
35 Dorsett, Billy Sunday, 104; Edna Louise Asher Case, interview by Robert Shuster, November 

27, 1981, T1 Transcript, Edna Louise Asher Case Collection, BGCA.  
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sympathy for working women, especially those in low-wage occupations, with her urbane 

sensibilities and administrative gifts to form the BWIC. 

Asher separated committee work into the Central, Extension, and Luncheon 

Divisions. She eventually added a fourth Division to minister exclusively in hospitals. 

Her ministry was intentionally interdenominational. The chairwomen of each of these 

Divisions were from different denominations, as were the sub-chairwomen for each 

department within the Divisions. In New York City, one of the committee’s hubs was 

Brick Presbyterian Church, a national leader of liberal evangelicalism. This church was a 

major partner in the revival, hosting regular BWIC rallies and luncheons, demonstrating 

the astounding cooperation between liberal and conservative Protestants as late as 1917.  

The Central Division worked with generally middle-class women employed “in 

the stores, office buildings, all telephone exchanges, [and] business college[s].” The 

Extension Division reached women of lower-class occupations in “factories, hospitals, 

laundries, hotels and restaurants, wherever found [on the street], and those employed in 

homes.” Like the Shop Work Committee, the BWIC matured in 1914, and Pittsburgh 

seems to be one of the first cities to organize a lunch ministry. The Luncheon Division 

provided employed women with five-cent lunches three times a week usually in two 

churches “nearest the business center.”36 In doing so, the BWIC offered working women 

                                                
36 Virginia Asher, “Instructions: Central Business Women’s Work,” ca. 1916, 1, Virginia Asher 

Papers, BGCA; Matthew Bowman, The Urban Pulpit: New York City and the Fate of Liberal 
Evangelicalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 190; “300 Business Women at Ten-Cent 
Luncheon,” The New York Tribune, April 19, 1917, 14. Bowman thinks the lunches at Brick Presbyterian 
Church were for revival volunteers, but they were for the employed women of New York City.  

The lunch ministry seems to have been in its developmental stages in Pittsburgh. In late-
December, Miller met with churches to try “to arrange for free lunches” for business women. Gordon, 
“‘Help the Revival, Or Quit.’” By late-January, however, the revival had to start charging a nickel to cover 
costs. “Business Women Hear Of Revival Work’s Scope,” The Pittsburg Press, January 29, 1914, 4. Five-
cents became the standard charge for these lunches the rest of the decade, but New York City did charge 
ten. Host churches always had two rooms that could seat at least 500 women. One room was for the meal 
and the other for the religious meeting. Asher, “Instructions,” 4.  
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a more wholesome alternative to restaurants or saloons over their lunch break. It also 

recognized that these women might have trouble getting to tabernacle services because of 

long work hours or family responsibilities that awaited them at home. Like the Shop 

Committee, the BWIC took the revival to this laboring class. 

Asher’s committee encouraged hundreds of laywomen to expand beyond 

Victorian gender roles. She demanded that Division chairwomen be models of the 

Modern Woman, possessing “executive and spiritual” talent and the ability to “command 

other women.” Likewise, she insisted that volunteers in the Central and Extension 

Divisions be able to “command entrance to business places and approach business men.” 

To complete her ambitious program of evangelism, Asher needed at least one volunteer 

from each cooperating church in the revival. Most of these volunteers served on the 

Invitation Committee, which was responsible for shop evangelism.37 The number of 

volunteers on this committee was proportional to the number of women employed in the 

city. For instance, in Philadelphia, where there were more than 25,000 employed women, 

Asher needed between 500 and 700 Invitation Committee volunteers. Due to the 

enormous time commitment required of them, as well as the need to evangelize during 

the workday, these lay evangelists were usually homemakers or unmarried women.38 

                                                
37 Asher, “Instructions,” 1. A local selection committee, comprised of the Central and Extension 

Division chairwomen and the Advisory Committee (three YWCA Secretaries and at least four women from 
leading denominations in the city) worked closely with city pastors to select volunteers. Ibid. There were 
many places in the BWIC where volunteers could serve. The Extension Division had an Invitation 
Committee, the Council Girls, and a Music Committee. The Central Division had a corresponding set of 
these committees plus an Usher Committee. The Luncheon Division was mainly servers and chairwomen.  

 
38 For the Extension Division’s Invitation Committee, Asher needed one volunteer for every 25-50 

employed women; in the Central Division’s Invitation Committee, she needed one volunteer for every 35-
50 employed women. Asher, “Instructions,” 1. The Philadelphia number is based off the survey the BWIC 
conducted in that city before the revival, which identified “more than 25,000” employed women in 
Philadelphia. “‘First Come, First Seated,’ Sunday Tabernacle Rule,” Evening Public Ledger, Sports Final, 
December 29, 1914, 2. Asher stipulated that women on the Invitation Committees could not be employed 
or on the Prayer Meeting Committee because of the enormous time commitment required of them. Asher 
“Instructions,” 1-2.  
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Likewise, Division chairwomen and their sub-chairwomen did not work outside the 

home. 

Although middle-class women led the BWIC, there was a significant place for 

working-class women to serve. The second largest group of volunteers in the BWIC was 

the Council Girls, or the employed women who acted as committee contacts in shops and 

factories. Asher wanted “two or more” Council Girls, preferably Protestants and often 

YWCA or church members, at every firm the BWIC evangelized. These women helped 

the Invitation Committee distribute reserved tabernacle tickets and spread enthusiasm for 

the revival throughout their place of employment.39 One of the remarkable things about 

the BWIC and Shop Work Committee is the way each created places for working-class 

people with demanding work schedules to serve in the revival. 

The Luncheon Division provided a picture of urban evangelism in microcosm, 

blending a cross-class mission with material aid, an army of lay workers, and the ethic of 

regimentation and order. Lunch volunteers had the incredible task of feeding up to 4,000 

women in two hours every Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday beginning in the second 

week of the revival. Since this ministry spanned from 11 a.m. to 1 p.m. (plus set up and 

clean up time), most volunteers were middle-class women. Lunches consisted of deli 

sandwiches made of “three slices of bread wrapped in oiled paper—two at least of meat,” 

along with “cake, coffee, [and a] pickle.” To ensure the lunch ran efficiently, servers 

placed everything for the women’s meal—including their food, a paper napkin, a cup, 

and a spoon—on plates on their chairs before they arrived. Once the women were seated, 

volunteers served them coffee already fixed with creamer so only sugar had to be passed. 

Two sets of ushers, also local volunteers, directed the movements of 200 to 500 women 

                                                
39 Asher, “Instructions,” 2.  
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like gears revolving in a machine, one set working the lunchroom and the other escorting 

women to the meeting room. Asher instructed ushers to be sociable, but “not ultra 

society.”40 As they escorted women to their appropriate destination, ushers were not 

permitted to exude a spirit of class elitism. Rather, in the BWIC lunchroom, class roles 

were reversed as middle-class women served their lower-class sisters. 

The practical faith at the heart of the BWIC’s lunch ministry took many cues from 

evangelical rescue missions. It ministered to working women’s bodies, copying even the 

standard rescue mission meal: coffee and sandwiches. The Luncheon Division met 

workers’ material needs by providing them with a cheap, easily accessible lunch, and it 

allowed revival workers (especially on the Invitation Committee) to continue building 

personal relationships with employed women in an effort to draw them to Christ. As with 

rescue missions, these meals were followed by religious services, showing the spiritual 

end to this material charity.  

The resemblance to rescue mission work makes sense in light of Asher’s family 

connections to the rescue mission movement. Her husband William and brother-in-law 

Alexander regularly attended S. H. Hadley’s Rescue Mission Conference at Winona 

Lake. In 1916, Alexander became the superintendent of the City Rescue Mission in St. 

Louis. Some of Virginia’s first evangelistic work was at the Duluth Bethel in Minnesota, 

a religious home for sailors on leave where she held religious meetings in saloons and 

                                                
40 Ibid., 3. If churches could hold 500 women in the lunchroom, and lunches were held in four 

shifts at two churches, workers needed to be prepared to feed 4,000 women a day, or 2,000 at each church. 
A set of denominational chairwomen coordinated volunteers from the local churches of their denomination. 
Denominations rotated service, and it became a bit of a competition to see who had the best turn out. Asher 
needed one server for every 20-25 women, or about 20-25 servers at each church. Sometimes, though, close 
to 90 servers volunteered. “200 Women at Meeting,” Evening Public Ledger, Night Extra, January 21, 
1915, 7. The other major group of volunteers at lunches was ushers from the Central Division. In addition, 
Asher needed a handful of women to lead music at the religious meeting that followed and a cashier at each 
site to collect the money. Asher, “Instructions,” 4-5. Emphasis in original. 
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jails.41 From her background at the Bethel and her family’s connections to the rescue 

mission movement, Asher knew first-hand how effectively evangelists used meals and 

other basic services to minister to the poor’s material and spiritual needs. When she 

organized the BWIC for Sunday’s campaigns, she applied these same strategies to urban 

revivalism. Her efforts demonstrate a remarkable degree of cross-pollination between 

rescue missions and urban revivalism in the early twentieth century. 

Asher’s lunch ministry was an important part of the BWIC, but the Invitation 

Committee was the heart of her plan for urban evangelism, for it took the revival into 

working class spaces rather than church dining halls. Here, Asher combined the urban 

evangelism pioneered by rescue missions, the Salvation Army, and the YMCA with 

progressives’ faith in systematic planning. As mentioned in Chapter 3, one of the biggest 

parts of the BWIC’s preliminary work was conducting a systematic employment survey 

of all the employed women in the city. Once collected, the Central and Extension 

chairwomen used this data to carve the city into districts. The chairwomen formed teams 

of two from their respective Invitation Committees and assigned them to major 

businesses, groups of businesses, or street sections. These lay evangelists spent at least 

half a day a week trolling downtown areas and industrial sectors of the city, extending 

invitations “by card or in person” to tabernacle meetings. One or two days a week, at 

least one member of each two-person team held meetings at their assigned firms or 

factories, usually over the lunch hour. In Pittsburgh, BWIC workers’ most frequent stops 

                                                
41 “City Missions,” 1906 and 1907, Photo Files, Virginia Asher Collection, BGCA. In 1916, at 

Trotter’s request, Alexander Asher became the superintendent of the City Rescue Mission in St. Louis on 
9th Street, which was previously superintended by Ed Card (who also attended the Rescue Mission 
Conference in Winona). Edna Louise Asher Case, interview by Robert Shuster; “Biography,” Virginia 
Healy Asher Papers, BGCA; “Duluth Bethel (1888),” Zenith City Online History Archive, 2015, accessed 
October 8, 2015, http://zenithcity.com/zenith-city-history-archives/duluth-architecture/duluth-bethel-1888/; 
“Mrs. Asher Dies at Florida Home,” The Southeast Missourian, February 4, 1937, 1. 
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were at laundries, cigar factories, cracker companies, canneries, and confectioners, the 

major employers of women. All these industries employed foreign-born workers, mostly 

Slavic and Jewish girls, with a smattering of American-born women in the more skilled 

and desirable positions.42  

Pittsburgh’s laundries were infamous for their “shifting and unreliable” 

workforce, a high turnover due primarily to long hours, suffocating steam, poor drainage 

on the floors, and the association of laundering with domestic service. The women who 

performed the hottest and most dangerous jobs were of Slavic origin. At “stogie 

factories,” the work of each floor was segregated largely along ethnic lines; Slavic 

women, as well as the physically deformed and those unable to keep pace with a 

machine, were employed in the basement stripping and weighing tobacco by hand. 

Jewish and American girls worked on the floors above them rolling and packing cigars. 

Cracker factories were overwhelmingly the domain of immigrants, especially Polish 

women. At older shops, workers iced crackers and cakes by hand, and it was not unusual 

to see immigrant girls here as young as fourteen. Canneries, too, were the employ of 

mostly Slavic women, especially “Poles, Hungarians, and Croatians.”43 Of these five 

industries, only candy factories employed predominantly American women. Some of the 

                                                
42 To begin districting the city, the Central and Extension Division chairwomen identified the 

major employers of women. For the Extension Division, this meant businesses “employing fifty or more 
girls (100 in larger cities)”, and in the Central Division, it meant firms that employed “seventy-five to 100 
OR MORE” women. The Extension chairwoman grouped the rest of her businesses “by concern,” while the 
Central chairwoman grouped hers by “street sections.” Asher instructed local leaders to aim for districts of 
200 women. She specifically instructed the Central chairwoman not to group businesses “BY BLOCKS 
GOING AROUND THE CORNERS” as this would hamper efficient canvassing. She also hinted that these 
sections of 200 would be subdivided once the campaign started. Asher, “Instructions,” 1, 3. Emphasis in 
original; Butler, Women and the Trades, 19, 22-27, 43. 
 

43 Butler, Women and the Trades, 25-26, 33, 77-79, 169-73, 182, 202-03. Butler noted that in the 
cracker industry, “Race prejudice is strong, and the knowledge that the “Hunkies” [Slavs] are in a trade is 
often enough to keep native-born girls away.” Ibid., 62. Both men and women worked at canning factories, 
although about 55% were women. Ibid., 33-34. As a result, the Shop Work Committee, BWIC, and Billy 
Sunday all visited canning firms in Pittsburgh. 
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work here was specialized, such as chocolate dipping, but most employees were 

wrappers. Still, even this unskilled job required a quite bit of dexterity, and employers 

preferred to hire Americans.  

Thus, when Asher and the lay evangelists of the Invitation Committee went into 

Pittsburgh shops, they preached to mostly immigrant women. Their audiences were 

mangle operators and steam ironers, tobacco sorters and strippers, pickle and onion 

bottlers, jar washers and cappers, and food packers and labelers. These women worked at 

conveyor belts and jolting machines, their lives governed by speed and their wages 

determined by pieces and pounds. Asher held meetings at the Keystone, Eclipse, 

Crescent, and Mohn Bros. Laundries. She spoke at the Duquesne Cigar Factory and 

Speck Cigar Company and visited at least three cracker companies: the National Biscuit, 

Famous Biscuit, and Peerless Biscuit Companies. Asher also held meetings at food-

processing factories, including the D. L. Clark factory (a candy company), the Penn 

Chocolate factory, and the H. J. Heinz factory.44 As she entered these shops, Asher saw 

first-hand the poor working conditions these women endured, and as she preached, she 

spoke to thousands of Slavic and Jewish women. 

The exposure of middle-class women to the poor working conditions of this 

largely immigrant labor force was central to the purpose of the BWIC. In fact, Miller 

argued that it was necessary for Christian women to know the plight of their working 

sisters and help them in any way they could. She argued: 

                                                
44 “Tabernacle To Be Reserved This Evening,” The Pittsburg Press, January 29, 1914, 28; “East 

Liberty Working Girls Attend Rally,” The Pittsburg Press, February 3, 1914, 13; Gertrude Gordon, 
“Meetings for Business Women To Be Continued,” The Pittsburg Press, February 11, 1914, 3; “Personal 
Workers Spurred,” The Pittsburg Press, January 7, 1914, 20; “‘Billy’ Sunday Again Urges Personal 
Work”; “‘Billy’ Talks About ‘Faith’ This Afternoon,” The Pittsburg Press, January 16, 1914, 6; “Calls 
Men Who Deny Miracles ‘Blasphemers,’” The Pittsburg Press, February 12, 1914, 1, 14; “‘Billy’ Sunday 
Addresses Big Gathering At The Heinz Plant,” The Pittsburg Press, February 15, 1914, 11. 
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We have no right to be innocent and ignorant of the facts of life…The sheltered 
woman [is] as much to blame [for present social conditions] as the sinful woman.  
It [is] her duty to know the circumstances under which her less fortunate sisters 
[earn] their daily bread and to direct her every endeavor toward improving 
conditions. 
 

In the progressive spirit, Miller believed that middle-class Christian women had a duty 

not only to evangelism, but also to ameliorating the material conditions of their laboring 

sisters. Nor did this duty end when the revival team left town. As the Pittsburgh revival 

drew to a close, Asher and Miller instructed women in 35 communities in and around the 

Steel City on how to continue the work of the BWIC, stressing “the necessity of the 

church women getting in touch with the girls and business women of their towns.”45 

Although they did not encourage audiences to relocate downtown, in an era of suburban 

flight, Asher and Miller did encourage Christian women to return to the inner city and 

enter industrial spaces.  

 Like the Shop Committee, the BWIC’s factory meetings were successful at 

recruiting delegations. In Pittsburgh, business women filled up over half the tabernacle on 

two nights, and closer to 80% on a third. Even in the New York City campaign (April-

June 1917), where delegations vied with over 6.5 million potential patrons, business 

women continued to make up one quarter of the tabernacle at evening services.46 Ever 

since 1913, delegations of shop women 3,500 strong had been coming to the tabernacle in 

street parades, sometimes marching to the cadence of Salvation Army bands. In 

Pittsburgh, both the Shop Committee and BWIC used these parades for delegations, 

                                                
45 “Talk To Women Only Drives Hundreds From Tabernacle,” The New York Tribune, May 22, 

1917, 14; “Mrs. Sunday Speaks To Conference For Soul Winning Work,” The Pittsburg Press, February 
12, 1914, 14. Many in Miller’s audience, probably upper-class women since this was an afternoon meeting, 
did not like her message and left their seats as she spoke, but Miller ignored them and continued on. 
 

46 January 13 and 14, and February 6 in Appendix A, Table 2; U. S. Census Bureau, “Estimates of 
Population, 1917,” 16, Census.gov, accessed October 8, 2015, http://www2.census.gov/prod2/decennial/ 
documents/13346688ch1.pdf; “Sunday Prays For All In New York,” The Sun, April 18, 1917, 8. 6.5 
million only included the population of Bronx, Kings, New York, Queens, and Richmond counties.  
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rallying workers at Forbes Field or Memorial Hall and marching to the tabernacle. Shop 

parades were quite the spectacle; each group was led by its own band and marked by 

distinctive insignia, making these pageants a festival of color and sound. Shop worker 

parades happened at regular intervals and used the main routes of the city, making them 

part of the sights and sounds of the bustling street. Perhaps most important, they served 

as visible statements that working-class men and women were behind Billy Sunday, and 

they were living advertisements for how Sunday’s revival could unite “widely separated 

classes.”47 

Sunday’s team reached the social margins by holding meetings at rescue missions 

and prisons. Going to these populations where they were, and outside the tabernacle, was 

perhaps even more imperative than going to the working classes during the workday. 

Incarcerated men and women were physically barred from participating in revival 

activities, and as Pacific Garden Mission Superintendent Harry Sauliner observed, mass 

revivalism typically did not reach slum “down-and-outers.”48 They were too embarrassed 

to go to tabernacle meetings for fear that they might see someone who knew them before 

they fell on hard times. If the revival were to reach these groups, Sunday’s team would 

have to go to them. 

Services at rescue missions were a staple of Sunday’s revivals at least since 1913. 

Just before the Pittsburgh campaign, Sunday’s advance man A. P. Gill held a meeting at 

the city’s Union Rescue Mission. Gill began his address, as so many rescue mission 
                                                

47 MacFarlane, “Sunday Salvation,” 364; “‘Billy’ Sunday Again Urges Personal Work”; “‘Billy’ 
Finishes Set Sermons On Personal Work,” The Pittsburg Press, January 15, 1914, 1, 18; “‘Billy’ Charms 
Big Audience of Children”; “Schools Flayed by ‘Billy’”; “Four Big Meetings Today Bring Climax of Great 
Sunday Revival”; MacFarlane, “Sunday Salvation,” 364. In Pittsburgh, Asher and Miller organized female 
workers at Memorial Hall, where they often held business women’s rallies, while the Shop Work 
Committee rallied workers at Forbes Field. The women of each firm wore distinctive insignia made of 
buttons and ribbons.  

 
48 Harry Sauliner, interview by William G. McLoughlin, quoted in McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 

216. 
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sermons did, with the story of his own conversion. He spoke about how an injury on the 

job had landed him in “the great army of the unemployed,” and about how this dire 

situation led him to the doors of a rescue mission. One night, the Holy Spirit called the 

unemployed Gill “to work in God’s vineyard.” Gill’s lesson for his audience was that 

“[God] can give you work and self-respect and the respect of others, if you will follow 

him.” His own experience with hunger and homelessness made him an ideal urban 

evangelist, especially to slum dwellers. In Gill’s story, the men at the mission saw shades 

of their own lives, and because of his sincerity and ability to articulate the longings of 

their hearts, Gill won seven converts.49  

Sunday’s team continued its connection with Pittsburgh’s urban missions in the 

months that followed. In January 1914, revival workers began visiting the Woods Run 

Industrial House, a social settlement on Pittsburgh’s North Side “in the [steel] mill 

district of Allegheny.” The neighborhood this settlement served was home to the Western 

Penitentiary, the Pressed Steel Car Company, the Standard Manufacturing Company, and 

the American Steel and Wire Company. Because factories lined the Ohio River, the 

Woods Run neighborhood was congested with tenements that operated on a “double 

turn” scheme, with “day laborers occupying [beds] at night and night laborers by day.”50 

After revival workers’ visits to the Woods Run Industrial House, a delegation attended a 

                                                
49 Gertrude Gordon, “Advance Man for ‘Billy’ Sunday Makes Address,” The Pittsburg Press, 

December 7, 1913, 4. Since A. P. Gill joined the team in 1908, it is certainly possible, even likely (due to 
his background), that he began holding meetings at rescue missions in connection with the revivals as early 
as 1908. 
 

50 “‘Billy’ Finishes Set Sermons On Personal Work”; Robert A. Woods, “Pittsburgh: An 
Interpretation of its Growth,” in The Pittsburgh District, ed. Paul Underwood Kellogg, 37; G. M. Hopkins 
& Co., “1910 City of Pittsburgh,” Plate 39, Atlas of Greater Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: From Official 
Records, Private Plans, and Actual Surveys (Philadelphia: G. M. Hopkins, 1910), G. M. Hopkins Company 
Maps, 1872-1940, Historic Pittsburgh Maps Collection, University of Pittsburgh, accessed October 8, 2015, 
http://digital.library.pitt.edu/maps/browse.html; Dinwiddie and Crowell, “The Housing of Pittsburgh’s 
Workers,” 102; Shelby M. Harrison, “The Disproportion of Taxation in Pittsburgh,” in The Pittsburgh 
District, ed. Paul Underwood Kellogg, 164, 186. 
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tabernacle service on January 14. In February 1914, the BWIC sponsored a supper and a 

religious meeting for “hundreds of girls” at this settlement. These activities, along with 

statements from Ma, suggest that at least in the mid-1910s, the Sundays were much more 

open to the idea of settlement houses than they have been given credit for. In an article to 

Pittsburgh girls, Ma Sunday listed Jane Addams, without qualification, as an unmarried 

Christian heroine for young girls to emulate.51  

Sunday’s team continued to hold meetings in missions and settlements through 

the end of the decade. In the Boston revival (November 1916-January 1917), Ma made a 

powerful impact on the girls at the Florence Crittenton Home. In New York City, revival 

workers organized meetings at the West Side Mission and Five Points Mission, the latter 

of which served the infamous neighborhood Jacob Riis called “the foul core of New 

York’s slums.”52 Five Points was a settlement house more than a rescue mission, 

offering, among other things, trade instruction for children and English classes for adults. 

Its main focus, however, was rescuing street urchins. Because of this, Alice Gamlin, 

Director of the Boys and Girls’ Department, organized several meetings here for 

youngsters during the New York City revival. She even held them in foreign languages.53  

                                                
51 “‘Billy’ Finishes Set Sermons On Personal Work”; “East Liberty Working Girls Attend Rally,” 

The Pittsburg Press, February 3, 1914, 13; Helen Sunday, “‘Ma’ Sunday’s Confidential Chats With 
Pittsburg [sic] Girls: No. 3, ‘Old Maids,’” The Pittsburg Press, January 14, 1914, 4. 

 
52 Minnie Jay [C. W.] Ellinwood to Helen Sunday, December 23, 1916, Sunday Papers, BGCA. 

Microfilm; “To-day’s Programme In the Sunday Revival,” The New York Tribune, May 3, 1917, 16; “To-
day’s Programme [sic] In the Sunday Revival,” The New York Tribune, April 20, 1917, 14; “To-day’s 
Programme [sic] In the Sunday Revival,” The New York Tribune, May 16, 1917, 14; “To-day’s Programme 
[sic] In the Sunday Revival,” The New York Tribune, May 17, 1917, 16; Jacob A. Riis, How the Other Half 
Lives: Studies Among the Tenements of New York (1890; Repr., New York: Dover Publications, 1971), 49.  

Phoebe Palmer founded Five Points Mission in 1850, pointing to the Holiness roots of twentieth-
century settlement work. Timothy L. Smith, Revivalism and Social Reform: American Protestantism on the 
Eve of the Civil War (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University, 1957), 170. 

 
53 “Mission Work: Five Points Mission,” The Methodist Year-Book 80 (New York: The Methodist 

Publishing Houses, 1913), 148; “Billy Sunday Asks Support of 300 New York Clergymen.” Riis estimated 
that the Five Points Mission and Five Points House of Industry had rescued “Sixty thousand 
children…from the streets.” Riis, How the Other Half Lives, 151.  
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Like shop meetings, Sunday did not leave all these rescue mission meetings to his 

assistants. While in New York City he spoke to men at the Hadley Rescue Mission in the 

heart of the Bowery, superintended by John Callahan. Although they lived in desperate 

material conditions, these men seemed to genuinely enjoy Sunday’s meeting. Before the 

evangelist came to the platform, Rodeheaver led a musical service, and “in five seconds 

[he] had the boys singing away at ‘Brighten the Corner Where You Are’ in a way the 

Tabernacle thousands never quite learned.” When Sunday took the floor, he told them 

about his experience as a professional baseball player gave them a shorter version of his 

famous “Booze” sermon, making it “a little more pleading and hopeful than the full 

lecture.” Through it all, “Billy spoke as one of them, as their friend and a man who 

wanted to help them and show them a way out.”54 Revival meetings in missions like this 

one surely took Sunday back to his days at Pacific Garden Mission, and he drew on those 

experiences as he connected to New York’s homeless men. 

Because of these meetings, delegations and representatives from urban missions 

often made their way to the tabernacle.55 Sunday usually took up special offerings for 

local rescue missions, and he even won the cooperation of the Salvation Army. In New 

York City, Sunday set aside one night as “Salvation Army Night.” “[A]n army of 

Salvationists” attended as a delegation and brought “six bands, the largest number…ever 

                                                
54 “Billy Sunday Gets Bowery To Repent,” The Sun, June 14, 1917, 7. The Sun reported 350 men 

in the crowd, but another report from The New York Tribune said 1,000 men were there. See “Sunday 
Preaches to Eastside Derelicts,” The New York Tribune, June 14, 1917, 16. Hadley Rescue Mission was at 
293 Bowery. For more on its history, see Chapter 1, n. 56. On the Bowery district, see Benedict Giamo, On 
the Bowery: Confronting Homelessness in American Society (Iowa City: University of Iowa, 1989), 1-30.  

 
55 The Seaman’s Mission organized a delegation in Philadelphia, and in New York, “mission 

workers” brought children to the all-city children’s meeting at the tabernacle. “Four Hundred Women Hear 
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assembled in any of the Sunday tabernacles.” They held a concert before the evening 

service and played during the meeting, too.56 Although rescue missions’ work was 

distinct from urban revivalism, there was considerable overlap, each saw the other as a 

partner in the cause to reach the urban masses. 

Sunday’s team also reached the margins through prison meetings. Asher 

conducted many of these because of her experience in jail and saloon evangelism. In New 

York City, she even worked with the Episcopal City Mission Society to this end. Isaac 

Ward, director of Shop Meetings, also led several prison meetings, enlisting the help of 

John Callahan when the revival was in New York. Sunday particularly enjoyed speaking 

to inmates. In Pittsburgh he spoke at the Western Penitentiary and the Allegheny County 

Jail, and he visited men at the Eastern Penitentiary in Philadelphia. While in Columbus in 

1913, Sunday preached at the Ohio State Penitentiary and promised to come back 

whenever he was in town. He did make good on this promise, stopping by when he was 

in the city the following February with the Winona Lake Midwinter Bible Conference.57  
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Inmates probably had little choice in attending these revival meetings, but as with 

meetings in factories and rescue missions, prisoners’ response to the musical service 

suggests that they were not entirely hostile to Sunday’s revivalism (if for no other reason 

than the opportunity it provided to listen to some foot-tapping tunes). In some cities, 

Rodeheaver did not have to teach prisoners the songs of the tabernacle because they were 

already familiar with them. The men at Sing-Sing Prison seem to have thoroughly 

enjoyed Rodeheaver’s song service. One inmate said, “That’s what we fellows need…a 

few men like [Rodeheaver] to come here and cheer us up.”58 Much like the BWIC and 

Shop Work Committee, prison meetings turned penitentiary mess halls into makeshift 

tabernacles. They brought the revival into spaces occupied by the underclasses of society, 

intentionally including people in the revival who were often overlooked. Doing so gave 

this population the opportunity to participate in the city’s common religious experience. 

In symbiotic fashion, the social conventions of working-class and underclass 

spaces also made their way into the tabernacle. One of Sunday’s most famous (or 

infamous) attributes as a preacher was his use of slang. In fact, aside from his wage, 

Sunday was most viciously criticized for this aspect of his preaching.59 Several reporters 

associated his speech with lower class spaces, such as “the saloon, the gutter, and the 

yellow newspaper” or “the street…the race-track [sic]…and the gambling joint.” Some 

even associated his speech with “the slums.” Others said Sunday used the language of “a 
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hobo” or “a newsboy or a longshoreman,” while still others associated it with the “boys 

in the ball-field or the girls from the laundry” or the “new generation of the children of 

the foreign-born.”60 There was, therefore, a strong class element to objections to 

Sunday’s slang. 

Sunday argued that he was only trying to speak in a language that average people 

could understand, whether that was the “language of business enterprise” or the language 

of the street. Yet the religious and secular press had no qualms with Sunday revamping 

Bible stories in the terminology of middle-class business affairs; what bothered them, and 

what they termed “vulgarity and irreverence,” was Sunday’s use of the language of the 

lower classes.61 Rather than transforming the masses with religion, these commentators 

worried that the masses were corrupting the purity of middle-class Protestantism. These 

objections, then, speak most loudly to the ethic of assimilation, which burned white-hot 

in the Progressive Era, that sought to remake the lower classes in a white, middle-class 

image.  

Sunday unquestionably wanted working-class folks to conform to the habits and 

values of the middle class, but his ideas of assimilation did not exclude all forms of 

cultural exchange. Because of his connection with rescue mission leaders, Sunday 
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understood that he must reach the margins in the language of working-class spaces. In 

this respect, he worked to make the tabernacle a comfortable place for members of many 

social stations; middle-class patrons would be enthralled by the message, lower-class 

patrons by the delivery that mimicked low brow forms of entertainment. Sunday’s mass 

produced revivals reached a mass audience not only through systematic committee work 

that extended the revival into the community, but also through the cross-class ethic 

Sunday created in the tabernacle. Even more, by incorporating slang into his sermons, 

Sunday, the quintessential picture of Americanism, made it okay for a “true American” to 

be as slangy as an immigrant day laborer. His adaptation of lower-class speech was 

central to his appeal and to his desire to create a practical Christianity, a faith that 

diverged from the propriety of the Victorian church and its cultural distance from the 

masses. By using slang, Sunday spoke directly to this class and helped democratize 

American culture and American evangelicalism in this period, making both more 

welcoming places for members of the working class. 

Sunday’s chief scholarly biographer William G. McLoughlin argues that Sunday 

appealed predominantly to middle-class Americans. According to McLoughlin, there is 

no substantial evidence that Sunday’s revivals affected the mass of working-class people. 

Delegations were largely from business offices, and the business women reached by the 

BWIC “were not lower class.” According to a personal interview he conducted with a 

local leader in the Pittsburgh revival, there were no unskilled steel workers at tabernacle 

meetings.62  

Sunday certainly appealed to the middle class, who made up a good portion of his 

audiences, but it is unfair to characterize his revivals as almost exclusively bourgeois 
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affairs. The newspaper accounts from his 1914 Pittsburgh campaign, especially the 

delegation data, demonstrate that working-class folks often made up one-quarter of 

Sunday’s tabernacle audiences. While some delegations hailed from civic societies and 

insurance firms, the majority came from factories and mills. Regarding the class of 

women reached by the BWIC, McLoughlin is just wrong. Perhaps, though, he is not 

entirely errant in suggesting that among immigrants, Sunday appealed most to those of 

Nordic stock.63 Because many new immigrants from southeastern Europe did not speak 

English and were overwhelmingly Catholic, Sunday’s revivalism probably seemed 

culturally foreign on many levels. Still, if these immigrants did reject Sunday, it was 

because his message did not resonate with them, not because his revival committees did 

not attempt to reach them.  

With the long and irregular work hours of the laboring class, tabernacle 

attendance numbers cannot serve as the only, or even the chief, metric by which to 

measure Sunday’s impact on working-class populations. A much better metric is found in 

the work of the committees, which took the revival outside the tabernacle and brought it 

to workers. Due to paltry sources, it is difficult to quantify the impact that the Shop Work 

Committee and BWIC had on workers in terms of conversions. But Elizabeth Wetherby, 

a “business woman” from Boston, testified that “since the Sunday campaign in Boston 

the Young Women’s Christian Association had more than doubled its membership.” 

Downtown, “3,000 business women” continued holding “daily luncheon prayer 

meetings.”64 That ministries similar to the BWIC were founded after the revival to 

continue these lines of work says something about this committee’s effectiveness. 
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Additionally, any accurate metric of how well Sunday’s revivals reached the social 

margins must include those people reached through rescue mission and prison meetings.  

In short, in order to provide a more complete account of how the lower classes fit 

into Sunday’s revivals, we must understand that Sunday’s revivals were much more than 

tabernacle meetings. In light of this committee work, it becomes clear that McLoughlin’s 

portrait of Sunday’s revivals is incomplete. Close to a quarter of the tabernacle was filled 

with working class delegations, and the BWIC and Shop Committee could reach 100,000 

workers, some (but not all) of whom became delegation members. Thousands more were 

reached through revival workers’ prison and rescue mission meetings. In light of these 

numbers, it is not unfair to say that one out of every four people reached by Sunday’s 

urban revivals was from the working class. Further, working-class folks not only 

impacted attendance numbers at revival meetings, they also influenced the language of 

urban revivalism in the Progressive Era, and in doing so, contributed to the creation of a 

mass American culture. 

During the Progressive Era, America became an increasingly heterogeneous 

society, and evangelicals wondered how cultural unity might be preserved amid great 

class and ethnic diversity. Amid this demographic shift, they were deeply worried about 

what Sunday called “the gulf between the church and the workingman.”65 Incorporating 

the diverse working classes into mainstream American culture and society animated 

many projects for urban evangelism in this period, Sunday’s revivals included. He even 
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argued, “My meetings are doing more to bridge the chasm between the Church and the 

man with the dinner bucket than anything else can do.” This concern also animated 

progressive reform. Like reformers, Sunday’s team seemed to harbor a genuine sympathy 

for urban workers and a desire to help lift them into the middle class. The heart of social 

concern was located in the women of the party, who did the most to offer working 

women material aid and were quick to acknowledge that humans are both material and 

spiritual beings.66 Still, despite the BWIC’s lunch ministry, the party’s overall program to 

close the gap between the church and the masses did not center on material aid. It 

centered on creating a democratic style of evangelicalism, forging personal relationships, 

and building cross-class understanding. It demanded going into working-class spaces 

even as evangelists encouraged middle-class mores. 

In one sense, this approach was commendable in an era of rampant class and 

ethnic segregation. During the Progressive Era, a combination of city planning, new 

technologies like street cars, and white prejudice worked toward the physical segregation 

of the working class from the middle and upper classes. Indeed, the reality of urban 

segregation prompted Jacob Riis’s famous statement that “one half of the world does not 

know how the other half lives.” In cities across the country, slum districts emerged where 

the poor, homeless, and transient lived while the wealthy flocked to more fashionable 

areas. The segregation of the working class from the gentry only grew sharper as foreign 

ethnicity became more closely tied to class. As historian Roy Rosenzweig points out, “to 

assert an ethnic identity was also to assert a working-class identity” in turn-of-the-century 
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America.67 In nearly all aspects of daily life—work, play, and housing—urban America 

was a segregated space.  

In this era of separation, Sunday’s revival team worked toward the integration of 

society, traversing class boundaries and bringing the revival into working-class spaces. 

Rather than remaining in the white suburbs, they went into working-class neighborhoods, 

factories, prisons, settlement houses, and rescue missions and met the diverse people of 

America’s laboring classes. Revival workers offered these varied and often immigrant 

audiences a common solution for their problems, as well as a crash course in a unique 

part of American culture: evangelical revivalism. To Sunday, this personal contact was 

central to closing the gap between the church and urban workers, for he believed the 

social and cultural aloofness of Victorian Protestantism stemmed chiefly from the fact 

that white middle-class churches had spatially removed themselves from the poor.68 

Sunday did not call urban Christians to permanently move back downtown, but he did 

call them to go into working class spaces, drop their middle-class propriety, and get to 

know their laboring brothers and sisters. Sunday hoped that Christianity’s message of 

salvation, which promised to unite all people in the body of Christ, would reconstruct a 
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seemingly crumbling social and cultural unity, and even make evangelicalism the basis of 

America’s new mass society. 

Touting the transformative power of personal contact, especially its potential to 

break down class boundaries, meant Sunday shared much with liberal evangelicals in the 

Progressive Era.69 During this period, conservative evangelicals had not yet transformed 

their emphasis on individual transformation into their dominant twentieth-century 

approach to social reform, which emphasized personal solutions to the exclusion of most 

else. Rather, in the Progressive Era, they were able to marry this emphasis on the 

individual with a commitment to material aid, systematic change, governmental 

regulation, and the creation of a safety net. During the 1910s, this blend of personal and 

social transformation built many bridges between evangelicals, liberal Protestants, and 

progressive reformers. Indeed, as the progressive reform movement began cresting 

around 1915, Sunday increasingly aligned himself with its crusades. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Salvation and Social Reform: Progressivism and the Mainstreaming of Big-Tent 
Revivalism  

 
 

As he posed for the photographers of the Newark Evening News, Billy Sunday 

looked red hot. The evangelist assumed one of his aggressive postures as he waited for 

the camera flash, with his right fist balled up around his head and his left hand holding a 

Bible. The muscular evangelist was at it again, fighting sin and the devil. But the enemy 

he opposed this time was not “the wets” or theological liberals. Now, Sunday was lined 

up against those who would deny women the right to the vote. The headline read, “‘Billy’ 

Sunday On Votes For Women.” Just below Sunday’s remarks was an article on Jim 

Nugent, the former City Counsel for Newark, New Jersey who opposed women’s 

suffrage. While the Newark Evening News mercilessly flayed Nugent, the layout of the 

page sent an even clearer message. Billy Sunday was a burly supporter of women’s 

suffrage, and he was ready to pummel anyone, like Nugent, who opposed votes for 

women.1 

Sunday had publicly supported women’s suffrage at least since 1909, just as it 

began to gain popular traction in America. In Spokane he declared, “You don’t believe in 

women voting and holding office, do you? Why not? You say they would make an awful 

mess out of it. If the women can make a worse mess out of it than the men have made, I’d 

like to see it.” In his article for the Newark Evening News, Sunday compared the fight for 

women’s rights to the American Revolution, saying, “We had a war one time on account 

of taxation without representation; you all know about that.” By 1915, suffragists were 
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attending Sunday’s tabernacle in delegations; they held rallies before and after his 

meetings and organized parades to the glory barn, brandishing “yellow ‘votes for women’ 

flags [and]…distributing ‘literature’” along the way.2 Sunday’s support for women’s 

suffrage was heavily informed by his crusade for Prohibition. But he also saw suffrage in 

quintessentially progressive terms as an issue of unnatural privilege and the protection of 

the home. 

Ma shared her husband’s sentiments on votes for women. When asked in 1914 if 

she would vote given the chance, she said, “certainly I would.” Ma argued that women’s 

suffrage was the natural culmination of women’s deep “concern for the welfare of their 

children and their home” as well as their forays into the public realm since the nineteenth 

century through “numberless reform movements.” She, too, tied women’s suffrage to 

Prohibition and believed that the sex’s influence would be most immediately felt there. In 

a Victorian attitude, Ma argued that women’s presence in politics would lift men’s 

aspirations and inspire them to be moral leaders who were dedicated to the public good 

over individual ambition. But in line with the progressive temper, Ma also tied equal 

suffrage to the Modern Woman who is “educated up to the minute and…abreast of the 

times.”3 Ma’s simultaneous appeals to Victorian and progressive ideas did not put her out 

of step with the movement for women’s suffrage. Rather, its most popular arguments in 

the early twentieth century harbored this same blend of old and new. 
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The Sundays embodied the ideological culmination of centuries of American 

women’s participation in public religious endeavors. From the days of the Puritans to the 

early twentieth century, most American evangelicals had granted women spiritual 

equality but stopped shy of asserting their social equality. By the 1910s, however, 

women’s public activism through civic and especially religious associations, combined 

with their rising employment and a larger cultural rebellion against Victorianism, made 

this dichotomy untenable. Rather than fighting against the social and political liberation 

of women, Billy and Ma embraced and even led this transformation. 

In addition to women’s suffrage, the Sundays supported other hallmark pieces of 

progressive legislation, including Prohibition, mothers’ pensions, child labor laws, and a 

minimum wage. Still, in all these causes, neither Billy nor Ma offered detailed analysis or 

sophisticated political theories to justify their positions. Even the Newark Evening News 

article was a collection of “Sundayisms” or sound bites of Sunday’s views on women’s 

suffrage. The revivalist did not discuss policy details or promote specific forms of 

activism (perhaps except in the case of Prohibition), nor did he develop his opinion 

through prolonged thought, debate, or discussion with other reformers. Rather, Sunday 

picked up most of his ideas from scanning newspapers and parroting the popular forms of 

political ire he found there. His public pronouncements on reform were aimed at 

sounding just “progressive enough” to put revivalism in the cultural mainstream. 

This is not to say that the Sundays were disingenuous in their public support for 

progressive initiatives. Particularly on issues of women’s rights, their own marriage and 

actions within the revival organization confirm that they really believed women should be 

equal public citizens. Further, the maternalist ideology that inspired mother’s pensions 
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and child labor laws consistently appeared in Sunday’s thought, evidence that he really 

did subscribe to that constellation of progressive ideas. Still, the Sundays’ 

pronouncements on reform were chiefly aimed at marketing their revivals to a mass 

audience. When the revivalist spoke about social issues, he did so mostly to create strong 

bonds of fraternity between him and his audience. To socially concerned urbanites, 

Sunday essentially promised that his revivals would help them achieve their goals. In an 

era when advertisers began to promise individual and social transformation through the 

use of their wares, Sunday began to offer revivalism as a product that would help 

progressives transform the cities.  

Sunday’s thin and often vague pronouncements on reform do not mean that there 

is little soil for the historian to plow here. Rather, Sunday was indicative of a new 

standard of popular politics in a mass consumer society. In this context, American 

politics became defined by style, sound bites, and advertising as much as political theory 

and lofty oratory a la William Jennings Bryan. Sunday’s issued-centered political 

orientation meant that, like progressives, he drew from several clusters of ideas without 

much concern for consistency. Additionally, his actions reflected the reality that in a 

society increasingly connected by national cultural and economic ties, rather than 

regional and local ones, Sunday had to tailor his message to a national audience. As he 

worked to rapidly and consistently reproduce revivals in diverse cities across the country, 

Sunday used progressivism to craft a message that would appeal to many people. In turn, 

progressivism dramatically influenced the cadence and speech of urban revivalism. It also 

granted Sunday access to the social and cultural mainstream. In the process, his revivals 

became not a frontier expression of social and religious upheaval; rather, progressivism 
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helped Sunday settle revivalism down into the respectable middle class. Leading 

campaigns for public righteousness provided a balance wheel to Sunday’s unorthodox 

pulpit antics and use of working-class slang, and it branded him as a public force to be 

taken seriously. 

The progressive movement emerged in the 1890s as a response to Americans’ 

sense of inadequacy in the face of great change. With the rise of industrial capitalism, 

large corporations dominated the economic system and the ideal of the self-made man 

became increasingly hard to attain. This autonomous man now vied with bastions of 

seemingly limitless capital and political power, like Standard Oil and U. S. Steel, which 

used their muscle to secure contracts and profitable legislation. They also bought up 

small operations or pushed them out of the market with unbeatably low prices. Rather 

than owning their own labor, middle-class Victorian men became middle managers and 

office personnel. But in these jobs, the Protestant ethic of hard work, thrift, and self-

control no longer guaranteed upward social mobility. For the sons of Civil War veterans, 

the primary marker of manhood—economic independency—became a chimera.4 

Victorians’ fears about being unequipped for their age were also manifested in 

neurasthenia, a disease that swept across the middle and upper classes during the late 

nineteenth century. Coined by George Beard, neurasthenia was a blanket diagnosis for a 

variety of nervous ills, including anxiety, hysteria, depression, and even sexual 

impotency. While these problems were not unique to the Gilded Age, their omnipresence 

was. Neurasthenics suffered from “headaches, backaches, worry, hypochondria, 
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melancholia, digestive irregularities, nervous exhaustion, and ‘irritable weakness.’” 

Perhaps most troubling for the classes it targeted, neurasthenia resulted in a “paralysis of 

the will.” Doctors often recommended the “rest cure” for these “nervous paralytics,” an 

antidote that secluded patients in their rooms from all contact with the outside world.5 

With Victorians taking to their beds, Americans worried that economic and cultural 

progress had led to social decay. The Gilded Age had created over-civilized, fragile men 

with neither the strength nor the will to confront the pressing social problems of the day. 

And the problems were legion. An all-out class war seemed to be brewing in post-

Civil War America. Between the 1870s and 1890s, nationwide strikes left “factories and 

freight cars torched and smoldering” as “angry workers squar[ed] off against heavily 

armed police, militias, the National Guard, and the U. S. Army.” From the Great Railroad 

Strike of 1877 to the Homestead Strike in 1892, American workers protested recurrent 

wage cuts, dangerous conditions, and lack of job security. Class lines hardened between 

the haves and have nots, and the gap between the rich and poor soared in an era without a 

corporate income tax. While Andrew Carnegie managed “the world’s first billion-dollar 

corporation,” the workers who built that wealth, (a new generation of immigrants from 

southeastern Europe), huddled in tenements where their children lived among rats and 

vermin.6 No wonder workers unionized and struck for better wages. Amid an epidemic of 

neurasthenia, this looming class war and whispers of revolution gave Americans great 

cause for concern. With the middle and upper classes taking to their beds, who would 
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(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University, 2001), 27. 
 

6 Jackson Lears, Rebirth of a Nation: The Making of Modern America, 1877-1920 (New York: 
Harper Collins, 2009), 57, 79. 



 179 

avert these crises that threatened the very core of democracy and capitalism? The fate of 

the American experiment seemed to hang in the balance.  

In this context, Americans found solace and hope in a new ethic of strenuous 

manhood. Called the “strenuous life,” this masculine ideal encouraged decisive action 

and physical strength, especially in war and sport. Apostles Teddy Roosevelt and G. 

Stanley Hall argued that the future of American (white) civilization rested in reclaiming 

masculine vigor, even a healthy dose of savagery. During the 1890s, white middle-class 

families sent their boys into the wilderness as Boy Scouts and prepared them for 

imperialist warfare on the gridiron. The strenuous life bled into the political realm, too, 

demanding social activism and the bold confrontation of political bullies (whether 

privileged interests or socialist immigrants) who threatened American institutions. Social 

Gospel leaders made a direct connection between the strenuous life and social reform, 

arguing that strong bodies and moral constitutions were necessary to clean up the slums 

and combat systematic injustice. To a society that felt paralyzed, this new ethic of 

manhood promised energy, heroism, and order.  

These social and economic transformations provided fertile soil for progressivism, 

but this movement also took root in the religious ferment of the late nineteenth century. 

Devotees of the Social Gospel, Muscular Christianity, revivalism, and the Holiness 

movement all viscerally reacted to this social climate they perceived as enervated and 

weak. They also shared political reformers’ disdain for elements of Victorian life, which 

meant these groups often shared a common language and solutions.7 They trumpeted 

                                                
7 For more on this religious ferment and the practical Christianity movement, see Chapter 1. Some 

reform movements, like temperance, even directly borrowed revivalism’s techniques. See Michael 
Goldberg, An Army of Women: Gender and Politics in Gilded Age Kansas (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University, 1997). 



 180 

strenuous manhood, the practical application of religious principles to social life, and a 

hard-nosed confrontation with the grittier side of urban reality. Historians have long 

noted the strong religious tones in progressivism, especially righteous indignation, the 

brotherhood of mankind, ideas of personal transformation, the sacredness of the family, 

and millennial expectation.8 They have even traced the roots of the progressive agenda to 

Protestant women’s associations in the late nineteenth century, especially the YWCA and 

WCTU.9 Progressivism and the practical Christianity movement were distinct but 
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overlapping reactions to the same socio-economic context, and notions of renewal, 

redemption, and transformation opened up a fluid relationship between the two. 

Protestantism therefore shaped progressivism’s moral core and gave that secular reform 

movement the aura of religious renewal. But progressivism also left its mark on big-tent 

revivalism, influencing its rhetoric and bringing a formerly frontier tradition into the 

urban mainstream. 

Billy Sunday’s longings for a practical Christianity allowed him to find a 

comfortable home under the broad canopy of progressivism, which was a remarkably 

elastic coalition of groups, agendas, and regional variations. It was home to eastern 

elitists like Teddy Roosevelt and populists like William Jennings Bryan. Its loudest 

voices could be preachers or politicians, union leaders or big businessmen, social 

scientists or corporate liberals. Progressive causes ranged from social justice to social 

control, from workmen’s compensation to Americanization programs. In the West, 

progressivism fed on Populism and was quick to champion women’s suffrage, and in the 

South, progressives’ concern for order and purity in the body politic easily squared with 

segregation and the disenfranchisement of black and poor white voters. As a broad 

movement with a flexible ideological frame, progressivism did not coalesce around a 

fixed set of beliefs, creeds, or issues. Rather, what united the various strands were “three 

distinct social languages” that reformers used to “articulate their discontents and their 

social visions.”10 

Historian Daniel T. Rodgers has identified these languages as antimonopolism, 

social bonds and the social nature of human beings, and efficiency. Importantly, these 
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languages had varied historical roots and could be contradictory. As Rodgers explains, 

“those who called themselves progressives [drew] from each of them—some more from 

one, some more from another—without undue concern for philosophical consistency.” 

During the early twentieth century, all these languages became accepted in middle-class 

circles. They fueled the fight against “privilege” and “‘unnatural’ concentrations of 

wealth” and power. They rallied against unchecked individualism and new social sins, 

and they reframed social problems in terms of “budgets, human costs…system…[and] 

social waste.” During the early twentieth century, Sunday tapped into these languages 

and wielded them for his own ends. Just as “progressive publicists used words less to 

clarify a political philosophy than to build a political constituency,” Sunday used the 

language of progressivism to build a broad coalition that included social reformers and 

theological liberals.11   

Because of his populist style that resonated with the common man, Sunday easily 

spoke in the language of unnatural privilege. He denounced the downtown church that 

shuttered its windows and sold its property for “enormous prices” and then headed to the 

suburbs “to build religious club houses for the privileged few!” He continued, “And they 

think they have discharged their responsibilities to the masses left behind when they go 

down once a year and squirt a little rose water over the festering masses of humanity they 

find there!” Sunday’s fierce denunciations of class privilege came from first-hand 

experience. His home church in Chicago, Jefferson Park Presbyterian, faced similar 

problems during the 1880s and 1890s. With the advent of elevated train lines, many of its 

middle-class church members moved out to the suburbs.12 Sunday argued that relocation 

                                                
11 Ibid., 122-126.  
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did not absolve the wealthy of their responsibility to the rest of society, especially the 

urban poor. Nor did annual gestures of benevolence atone for extravagance and selfish 

expenditures. Yet while Sunday pointedly criticized the rich, he was less clear about the 

solutions to this problem. Was Andrew Carnegie’s gospel of wealth enough? What about 

more governmental taxation? The great virtue of progressives’ language was that Sunday 

could leave policy proposals to the minds of his hearers. The language of privilege 

contained leveling impulses and notions of social responsibility, but in Sunday’s hands, it 

functioned best in broad attacks against unjust elements of public life, and it allowed 

quite a bit of latitude for audiences to fill in the specifics. 

Sunday also used this language in his support of progressive reform initiatives. 

Regarding women’s suffrage, he said he could not understand why a “whiskey-soaked 

lobster” could vote but a “bright, snappy, keen, educated woman” could not. Sunday also 

painted Prohibition as a defense of the working man against institutional privilege. He 

crowed, “There seems to be one set of legislation for the rich and another for the poor. 

Very often the question is ‘Have you any money?’ …. The law surrounds and protects the 

damnable saloon. It hangs a man who kills a person while in a state of drunkness [sic].”13 

In the language of privilege, Prohibition became a crusade to thwart a protected network 

of moneyed interests that rigged the legal system and exploited the working man.  

                                                                                                                                            
12 “‘Billy’ Sunday’s Sermon This Afternoon: ‘Feeding the Five Thousand,’” The Pittsburg Press, 
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Sunday also used progressives’ language of social cohesion. The deeply 

interconnected nature of society was one of the major premises of his fight against 

alcohol. In his famous “Booze” sermon, he argued:  

When you come staggering home, cussing right and left and spewing and spitting, 
your wife suffers, your children suffer. Don’t think you’re the only one that 
suffers. A man that goes to the penitentiary makes his wife and children suffer 
just as much as he does… You can’t live by yourself.14 
 

Sunday’s belief in an organic society convinced him that wise and prudent governance 

protected the good of the whole over individual rights. Of course, Sunday was not the 

first evangelical to preach the interconnectedness of society, but he argued that law 

(especially as it related to alcohol and weak members of society) should reflect this 

reality. This heightened emphasis on social connectivity created a palpable tension in 

Progressive Era evangelicalism between individualism and social cohesion, but Sunday, 

like most progressives, was not concerned with ideological consistency. He drew from 

each tradition as the moment warranted, and in doing so, was able to cast a broader 

rhetorical net.  

 Sunday also used ideas of social harmony to discuss his views on capital and 

labor. While the revivalist declared himself “a staunch union man” before 1914, when he 

became a national figure he more frequently adopted progressives’ suspicion of the 

excesses of both parties. His chief longing, like most reformers, was for “industrial peace 

and cooperation.” The solution he offered here was not collective bargaining or trade 

agreements but Jesus Christ. In Pittsburgh he argued that “there was no difference 

between capital and labor which could not be settled by the principles laid down by the 
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Son of God and that if those principles were followed, strikes and lockouts would be 

abolished.”15 In this way, Sunday offered Christianity as a means of reform, or at least a 

way to assist reformers’ goals. The language of social harmony permitted Sunday to 

technically speak about labor problems, even in ways that sounded forceful and prophetic 

on the tabernacle platform. But this malleable language also allowed him to skirt the 

specifics.  

This is not to say that Sunday was insincere in his statements about bringing 

diverse groups into right social relations. In fact, he so intensely believed in the unity 

offered through Christ that he (like many progressives) often slipped into the language of 

class blindness. Here, Sunday’s roots in revivalism provided a natural bridge between 

him and the progressive movement. In Pittsburgh he worked himself to a crescendo: 

In Christ there is no such thing as a rich man, poor man, society woman or maid, 
wise man or unlearned, millionaire or pauper. The coal mines were as dear to 
Wesley as the Halls of Oxford. Africa was as dear to Livingston as the Highlands 
of Scotland. You here, we yonder, one in Christ. This will break down national 
animosity…  
 

Born into an era of class conflict, progressives longed to eliminate class markers 

altogether.16 Evangelicals’ language of spiritual equality and brotherhood provided an 

excellent linguistic turn that directly fed into progressives’ narratives of national 

cohesion.  

Sunday’s use of the language of social harmony disguised important distinctions 

between him and other reformers regarding what an organic society looked like in 
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practice. Unlike some progressives, Sunday did not drift toward socialistic principles or 

even toward wholesale structural reform. The language of evangelicalism was best suited 

to help Americans articulate their concerns about personal sin and social holiness. Thus, 

the path to social harmony for evangelicals was most often laid out by moralistic reforms 

like Prohibition, which aimed at controlling or purging personal sins from society. This 

did not mean social scientists had a monopoly on calling for structural change; 

Progressive Era evangelicals certainly conceded that the economy was no longer a 

collection of autonomous individuals, and they supported institutional reform through 

women’s suffrage, child labor laws, and a minimum wage. But their religious heritage 

made it easiest for them to recognize the ripple effects of personal sin. As such, 

evangelicals’ anxiety about social cohesion crystallized first in proposals for moral 

reform and second in laws that changed the rules of capitalism, whereas social scientists 

preferred to drop pietistic phrases altogether (though not their underlying moralism) for 

the more scientific language of structural inequality. Some evangelicals, especially Social 

Gospelers, learned to speak about injustice and oppression in the language of social 

science, but there was a steep learning curve. In the conversation about creating a 

harmonious society, evangelicals and social scientists most often aligned in seeing 

themselves as self-appointed, paternalistic brothers’ keepers.  

Sunday also tapped into progressive ideas of “efficiency, rationalization, and 

social engineering.” In his diagnosis of the problems in modern religion, he argued:  

Our men and our women are inefficient. Our elders, deacons and stewards and 
vestrymen, they are all inefficient. Sunday school teachers are inefficient. A lot of 
them don’t know beans about the lesson they teach. They are inefficient. Young 
people’s societies are inefficient. Missionary evangelists are inefficient. You are 
inefficient. I am inefficient.  
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The preacher also questioned why the church’s “tremendous expenditure of energy and 

money” yielded such “meager” results. He constantly compared the church to modern 

business, arguing: “In business a better machine and a better method always drives out a 

poorer one, but in religion we are hundreds of years behind the time.” His revival 

organization also reflected progressive businessmen’s longings to restructure all of 

society along corporate models. Like other religious and political minds of the day, 

Sunday was swept up in the promise of efficiency. Speaking in this language put him in 

step with the progressive movement, but it also helped him professionalize revivalism 

and establish it in the ranks of the new middle class. Although he did not speak about 

inequality as a social scientist, he spoke about the problems of the church as one.17 By 

tapping into the social and scientific prestige associated with the language of efficiency, 

Sunday gave revivalism broad cultural traction, especially among middle-class 

businessmen and progressive reformers. 

As he employed these languages, Sunday mimicked reformers’ use of specific 

phrases like “service,” “uplift,” and “square deal.” The revivalist particularly latched onto 

the notion of service. This word was central to both the practical Christianity movement 

and progressivism because it was predicated on the application of religious and moral 

principles to daily life. In many ways, service became the central theme of Sunday’s 

revivals. His team decorated the tabernacle with banners that read “Saved for Service.” 

The songbook that choir leader Homer Rodeheaver published in 1915 was entitled 

“Songs for Service.” Ma’s central motif in her sermons and articles throughout the 1910s 
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was service above self in all areas of life, whether in business, marriage, community 

endeavors, or evangelism. She explained that the meaning behind the campaign’s anthem, 

“Brighten the Corner Where You Are,” was service to one’s “neighbors and fellow 

beings.” Likewise, Virginia Asher encouraged urban women to “[meet] Jesus in the 

streets of service.”18 Calls for service saturated the Sunday party. Many of these men and 

women were originally exposed to this language through the Keswick Holiness 

movement, especially the idea that baptism with the Holy Spirit endowed believers with 

“power for service.” But in the early twentieth century, the Sunday party merged this 

Holiness teaching with progressivism. “Service,” then, proved a malleable anthem. It 

provided an effortless connection between evangelicalism and progressivism and allowed 

the Sunday party to market revivalism as reform’s supporting cast member.   

 Sunday used other favorite slogans of progressives. In New York City, he 

declared his wholehearted support for anything that aided “the uplift of humanity.” This 

phrase reflected progressives’ moralistic assumptions about reform but also their genuine 

desire to create a perfect society. The moralism and millennialism packed into the word 

“uplift” made it easy clay for Sunday to mold. Similarly, Sunday parroted the ideas of 

one of his personal heroes and a national leader of the progressive movement, Teddy 

Roosevelt. Sunday echoed Roosevelt’s lofty notions of duty, often preaching on 

Christians’ “responsibilities and obligations” to others. As early as 1910, he taught “that 

the ideal Christian is the useful man serving God by giving his fellows a square deal in 
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life’s affairs.”19 Sunday did not need to outline the “three C’s” of Roosevelt’s Square 

Deal in order to convince audiences he was sympathetic to those reforms. Simply using 

this phrase made Sunday progressive enough. 

 The revivalist’s millennial optimism worked in similar fashion. Although Sunday 

was a premillennialist, he was an inconsistent one in the 1910s. His faith in reform, like 

that of progressives, was both genuine and naïve, and it led him to often wax millennial 

about the potential for creating a perfect society. In 1914 he declared, “I believe we are 

on the eve of a great national revival…What with mother’s pensions, the legislation 

against child labor, the effort to give women the ballot and the anti-saloon sentiment, I 

believe this country is going to be cleaned up as it never was before.” Sunday believed 

that a true revival wrought both spiritual and social transformation. Unlike later 

premillennialists, who were inclined to withdraw from the world and forsake social 

reform, Sunday condemned Christian insularity. He thundered, “We can’t be hermits, we 

can’t withdraw [from the world], wear a hair shirt, roll our eyes up to the ceiling Lord, 

and say, ‘This isn’t God’s set time to work.’” Instead, he echoed nineteenth-century 

postmillennialism. He taught that “Thy kingdom come” in the Lord’s Prayer was a 

mandate to make earthly cities “as free from sin as heaven” and rid the world of 

“everything…that is hindering God’s kingdom from coming.”20 As he spoke about 

reform, Sunday often struck a note of millennial optimism that was more consistent with 
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the vision of progressives and Social Gospelers than later premillennialists and 

fundamentalists.  

 Perhaps the most specific constellation of progressive ideas Sunday drew upon 

was maternalism, a tremendously popular current in progressive reform. While shaped by 

Victorian notions of the dependency and vulnerability of women and children, 

maternalism nevertheless helped advance Prohibition, child welfare legislation, women’s 

suffrage, and mothers’ pensions. Maternalist reformers did not argue for equality with 

men. Rather, they argued that women were dependents that needed to be protected by the 

state from the ravages of an industrial society (and sometimes from their husbands). 

These reformers also relied on Victorians’ glorification of motherhood. Because women 

were specially appointed by God to be mothers and had an important civic duty to 

morally inculcate the next generation, maternalist reformers argued that “mother-work” 

was valuable labor that the state should compensate and protect. Under this logic, 

reformers pushed not only for pensions for single mothers and widows but also for child 

health and nutrition programs.21 The defense of the home and the dependents in it became 

one of the major unifying threads in the progressive movement.22 

Subscribing to maternalist ideology, Sunday vigorously denounced the birth 

control movement as selfishness, but it also meant he could speak “eloquently [on] the 
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broad scope of the mothers’ pension law…” Throughout the 1910s, Sunday argued that 

women needed higher wages not to close the wage gap with men, but in order to protect 

their virtue and not be driven into prostitution. He urged the state to regulate child labor 

to defend the weak and vulnerable, and he believed Prohibition would protect mothers 

and children from abuse and neglect. His maternalist appeals, especially regarding 

Prohibition, could be quite graphic. In Pittsburgh he growled, “Some men are content to 

let other men feed, fatten and gormandize on the blood of wives and children.”23 

Prohibition would protect these dependents from mercenary brutes.  

Maternalism also saturated Sunday’s calls for women’s suffrage. To be fair, the 

revivalist asserted that women were public citizens with equal political rights. But he 

largely followed the feminism of Frances Willard here, holding that men could not (and 

were not) meeting the needs of women and children for security and protection. 

Therefore, women needed to secure political rights in order to protect themselves and 

their homes. Although Sunday’s maternalist pronouncements grate against second-wave 

feminism, in his day, Sunday was espousing a brand of feminism that was much more 

popular than arguments for wholesale equality. It appealed to accepted Victorian ideas of 

motherhood and vulnerability—typically used to disenfranchise women—but it used 

these notions to justify women’s rights.24 By tapping into this political thought, Sunday 

was able to market himself to a wide swath of progressive reformers. 

Sunday also won the ears of progressives by calling for an ethical public life. 

Visions of what a society with a coherent moral code would look like (and how to get 
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there) differed even among progressives. But evangelicals and reformers’ commitment to 

a common goal meant they could be allies rhetorically if not also in practice. As a 

revivalist, Sunday’s contribution to this dialogue was in shaping popular forms of 

political ire that raged against an unethical public life. While he could not outline policy 

initiatives to combat the trusts, create peace between capital and labor, or bring order to 

industrial society, he could lambast political unrighteousness with the best of them.  

One of his most popular monologues after 1914 was a scathing critique of 

dangerous working conditions, impure food, monopolies, starvation wages, and child 

labor, all key issues to progressive reformers. He condemned the businessman who 

“would not shoot a man with a pistol” but who would “take a life out on the Pacific Coast 

in some institution that he owns, because he refuses to safeguard those who are working 

for him.” Sunday parroted the muckraking articles of the day, flaying manufacturers who 

“would not give you a dose of poison” but who will “manufacture adulterated goods that 

will kill somebody five hundred miles from his old joint that makes the stuff.” He laid 

into monopolies, arguing that while a businessman “wouldn’t pick your pockets” on the 

street, “he would not hesitate, perhaps, to pick the pockets of millions with the fingers of 

monopoly.” Sunday denounced the businessman who feigned respectability but who 

would “push hundreds of cases of virtue over the line [into prostitution] …because of the 

pressure of starvation wages that he may pay those working girls.” The revivalist saved 

his most blistering criticism for the capitalist who used child labor. He thundered:  

Now while he will gladly draw his check for ten thousand dollars, for some 
child’s hospital, he sees nothing ridiculous and asinine in the fact that his ten 
thousand came out of two hundred thousand, made from a system of child labor 



 193 

which [crushes] and maims more children in one year than his darned old hospital 
can cure in ten years.25 
 

In these invectives, Sunday demanded an ethical public life centered on the consistent 

application of moral principles. This posture dovetailed nicely with practical Christianity, 

and by emphasizing action over theology, this position even won him the support of 

many progressive reformers and theological liberals.  

Sunday vied for no specific reforms in these statements. As Reinhold Niebuhr 

stated, “One cannot help but notice that [Sunday] seldom utters a word on those complex 

moral problems that pertain to the application of Christian principles to the conduct of 

business.”26 Rather than engaging in the politics of policy and statecraft, Sunday 

flourished in the politics of the crowd. As a professional performer, he knew how to 

capture the crowd’s attention and work them to a crescendo. He knew how to expose 

their misdeeds and then win back their affections. As he spoke about reform, Sunday 

keenly understood the crowd’s desire to focus their ire on something or someone. His 

ability to encapsulate and articulate the outrage of average Americans endeared him to 

the people perhaps more than any specific pronouncement on reform could have. In this 

sense, that Sunday’s proposals were thin on substance and high on emotion was exactly 

the point. While Sunday was certainly appalled by what he and progressives viewed as an 

unethical public life, he tailored his jeremiads for maximum marketability.  

Sunday was no policy leader, but he accurately reflected many of the tensions 

within progressivism. In the first place, he called for social transformation even as he 
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clung to individual transformation as the true foundation of reform. As historian Michael 

McGerr argues, this tension lay at the heart of the progressive movement, for “More than 

anything else, progressivism, ‘the great work of reconstruction,’ was the attempt to 

reconstruct the individual human being.” Even Social Gospel divines such as Washington 

Gladden argued that structural change would never work without also creating “a 

different kind of men and women.” Paternalistic and often elitist, progressives sought 

above all else to remake the world in their own image, or create what McGerr calls a 

“middle-class paradise.”27 In good faith, progressives did hope to help and defend the 

poor. But this desire to make everyone middle class by bringing the leisure class down 

and the urban masses up often smacked of assimilation and even Americanization. For 

the majority of progressive reformers, structural reform, paternalism, and personal 

transformation were complementary strategies. 

Sunday also reflected the pull within progressivism between association and 

individualism. While progressives worked to soften the edges of capitalism, especially 

the excesses of individualism, their goal was not to send the idea of the self-made man to 

its grave. Rather, they worked to preserve the promise of the self-made man in a new 

economic context. In this vein, Sunday could express profound sympathy for working 

men being squeezed by industrial capitalism, saying, “I don’t know to save my life how” 

a “man is able to put food in the mouth of his wife and kids and buy clothes and pay 

house rent on the present wages.” But his continued belief in the self-made man meant 

his bootstrapping often got the best of him. Many of his sermons “were eloquent recitals 

of the American success myth.” Largely due to his own rags-to-riches story, rising from 
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the Iowa Soldiers’ Orphans Home to hobnobbing with celebrities, Sunday expected that 

others could do the same. Since America was the land of opportunity, he believed, 

“Everybody can win out if you make up your mind to do it.”28 While he recognized some 

structural limitations to success, such as exploitation and low wages, his faith in the 

American Dream led him to dwell extensively on the role of individual effort. 

Sunday also embodied the tensions of progressives on the issue of race. Like his 

fellow reformers, Sunday had limited exposure to African Americans. His days at the 

Chicago YMCA might have brought him into contact with black workers or transients, 

but he did not have any black teammates or opponents during his baseball years. 

Baseball, like most of America, was a segregated field.29 When Sunday entered 

revivalism, his campaigns in the North and Midwest were predominantly among Anglo-

Americans and European immigrants. Even outside of these careers, Sunday was steeped 

in a culture of whiteness. At the turn of the century, scientists increasingly justified and 

reinforced Americans’ preconceived notions that some races were naturally superior to 

others. Early twentieth-century consumer advertisements, popular literature, and movies 

all ridiculed the idea of a black middle class. Plantation literature became tremendously 

popular in the North as the country inched toward reunion, and America’s first epic film, 

Birth of a Nation, put the capstone on the new narrative of American history from the 

Civil War to the Progressive Era. This rendering of the past portrayed blacks as beastly, 

immoral, disorderly, and criminal, as well as constantly lusting after white women. 
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Reconstruction, in this view, was nothing more than a starry-eyed, misguided attempt by 

the North. Blacks really were not ready for citizenship, and Southern whites knew best 

how to deal with “their black people.” 

Sunday never voiced some of these harsher assumptions about blacks’ inferiority. 

Like most progressives, Sunday seems to have given very little thought to race in general. 

But when he did, he readily subscribed to these narratives of American history offered by 

Thomas Dixon, Jr., Thomas Nelson Page, and D. W. Griffith. Before an all-black 

audience in Atlanta in November 1917, the first time he preached in the South, Sunday 

argued that white people were “the best friends you have in the world.” He lauded the 

loyalty of slaves who “stood guard over the helpless women and children and cultivated 

the fields of the south during those awful days of the civil war [sic].” And he argued that 

because of this loyalty, “you can’t make me believe that the descendants of the slave-

holding regime of the old south will be unjust and unkind towards the descendants” of 

slaves. That those slaves had “stood guard” over Southern women and children because 

the men were away “fighting to keep the shackles on those slaves” seemed lost on him. 

Like most progressives, Sunday counseled patience on race relations. He urged 

African Americans not to complain that “school facilities are inadequate; so are those of 

the whites.” He also invited them to focus on the “wonderful progress” accomplished for 

the race since Emancipation. At least it was no longer illegal for African Americans to 

get an education. As he fumbled through his first major speech on race, the revivalist 

optimistically concluded, “everything is working out all right. So, I say to the north—

keep your hands off—and the white folks and the negroes of the south will work out all 

these problems in time.” This was precisely the conclusion that Page, Dixon, and Griffith 
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had come to, and it was the dominant note sounded by early twentieth-century Americans 

on race relations. Even progressive reformers toed this line. Although they championed 

governmental intervention, when it came to race relations, they argued that local whites 

and blacks needed to solve this one on their own.30 

When progressives did speak on race, their initiatives usually centered on 

education for citizenship and the adoption of middle class habits and values. Sunday 

supported these measures for “race uplift,” subscribing most closely to Booker T. 

Washington’s view that black equality must be earned through patience, good citizenship, 

and embracing the norms of middle class respectability. In fact, Sunday so admired 

Washington that he invited him to give the opening prayer at one of his revival services 

in Pittsburgh. Sunday viewed race, as most progressives did, in terms of class. In 1909, 

he said to those who protested race inequality: “We haven’t equality even among the 

white folks. Mrs. Potter Palmer gave a magnificent reception in her palatial home on 

Lake Shore Drive in Chicago. She didn’t invite me.”31  

What truly bothered progressives about race relations was the violence. In 1900, 

there were 115 lynchings in America, all but 9 of them perpetrated against black 

Americans. Race riots shook the nation in regular intervals: in Wilmington, North 

Carolina in 1898, New Orleans in 1900, Atlanta in 1906, Springfield, Illinois in 1908, 

and nationwide in 1910 following the victory of black boxer Jack Johnson over white 

heavyweight champion Jim Jeffries. Because of their desire for order, progressives were 
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particularly “disgusted by lynch mobs.” This is one reason why reformers often 

supported segregation—as a “means of stabilizing race relations” that were difficult to 

control and often turned violent.32 

Sunday spoke loudest about race relations in his condemnations of racial violence. 

In 1909, he held a revival in Lincoln’s hometown, Springfield, Illinois, just after it was 

rocked by one of the worst race riots in the early twentieth-century. He vowed that “if he 

had been in charge of law enforcement during the crisis the streets of Springfield would 

have sloshed with the blood of the lynchers, [and] that any despicable gang members who 

strung up innocent blacks were foul and deserving of the most extreme punishment.” But 

Sunday made it clear that denouncing whites’ violence against blacks was not an 

assertion of their equality. He argued, “I don’t believe there is an intelligent white man 

who believes in social equality or an intelligent and reasonable colored man who believes 

in social equality.” Here, Sunday echoed the tensions in mainstream progressive thought. 

That same year, progressive journalist Ray Stannard Baker argued, “‘The plain fact is, 

most of us in the north do not believe in any real democracy as between white and 

colored men.’” While they fiercely denounced privilege, the vast majority of Northern 

white progressives “did not believe in any sort of equality between the races at the turn of 

the century.”33 

Sunday’s use of the language of progressivism was therefore best suited to 

creating a national audience of white Americans and European immigrants. To be fair, 

Sunday at times attempted to include African Americans, but those attempts were fleeting 
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and largely unsuccessful. Sunday held integrated services in Wichita and Kansas City. 

Amazingly, he even experimented with mixed tabernacles in Atlanta, “invit[ing] black 

ministers to all of the [tabernacle] services” in that city including white ones, something 

“no white evangelist had ever done in the South.” On occasion, these black preachers 

even addressed white audiences. Rody also organized an all-black, 1,000-person choir to 

lead worship at white services, and he made a point to sing songs about unity, such as 

“Walk Together, Children,” “You’d Better Live in Union,” and “Goin’ To Study War No 

More.” In Atlanta, Sunday even adapted to the spontaneous call and answer style of black 

worship. Although he usually bristled at any interruption during his sermons, when this 

audience interjected with “Amens” and “That’s right,” he simply said, “This is your 

meetin’!” and carried on. During his “Booze” sermon to a black audience in Atlanta, the 

evangelist even “called three little boys to the platform” and “did not hesitate to handle 

them because they were colored boys.”34 Again, Sunday viewed personal contact as 

central to breaking down walls of hostility between humanity. 

However, this spirit of racial equality was short-lived. One year later in 

Richmond, Virginia, his campaign made no provisions for black meetings or black 

church cooperation. Race in the former capital of the Confederacy was perhaps an even 

thornier issue than it had been in Atlanta, but this decision elicited the ire of the black 

press. In response to their fierce criticisms, Sunday offered one day of the revival where 

African Americans could occupy the balcony. The black community protested, and only 
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twenty-one patrons showed up for those seats.35 In a period of racial violence and 

hardening segregation, Sunday’s Atlanta revival showed glimmers of hope for racial 

harmony. But the small progress made there became the exception rather than the rule. 

On the issue of race, Sunday was not a pioneering evangelist, but largely reflective of the 

tensions within progressivism and American society.  

That Sunday exemplified so many of the tensions within the progressive 

movement meant audiences found him extremely relatable. But Sunday also highlights a 

unique element of the progressive coalition and how evangelicals, especially revivalists, 

could find a home under that broad canopy. There were distinct points of friction between 

Sunday and other progressive reformers, particularly in his holistic view of reform that 

demanded caring for people’s bodies and souls. Loyal to his conservative evangelical 

heritage, Sunday supported social reform only so long as Christ remained central, and 

only so long as reform stayed out of doctrines on salvation. In New York City he argued:  

You cannot bathe anybody into the kingdom of God. You may bring them nearer 
the kingdom with a bath! You can’t give anybody a cookie or a cracker or a cup 
of coffee and put them into the kingdom of God. It may bring them nearer the 
kingdom of God. You can’t change a man’s heart by changing his sanitation; you 
may bring him nearer. I agree with all these movements, understand all that, but 
they can only take a person just so far. 
 

While he believed social concern was necessary for the true Christian life, he insisted that 

food, cleanliness, and sanitation were not actually vehicles for spiritual redemption. They 

were admirable acts of Christian love, but only the message that Christ died for sinners 

had saving power. In this way, Sunday set himself apart from theological liberals and a 

new generation of Social Gospelers who taught that social service did have salvific 
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implications.36 He also distinguished himself from settlement workers and social 

scientists who believed evangelism was entirely inappropriate in programs for social 

reform. 

 Sunday also often disagreed with progressives’ explanations of poverty and vice. 

This area of progressive thought, in particular, was influenced by a new class of social 

scientists whose interest in broader social conditions led them to environmental 

explanations for indigence and immorality. Reformers, especially social workers, 

believed that changing an individual’s environment could change their morals and their 

chances for upward social mobility. Sunday, on the other hand, did not think that 

indecent environments bred sin and poverty. In a rather egalitarian turn, he believed that 

fat cats on Fifth Avenue could be as morally bankrupt as slum-dwellers. He reasoned that 

sin was a product of the human condition, not a product of class or environment: “Sin 

didn’t start in a groggery, but in the Garden of Eden, in one of the most beautiful places 

the mind of man can conceive.” As a result, Sunday held that the problem of evil and vice 

“isn’t environment; that’s another twentieth-century apology for meanness and 

cussedness.”37 The root problem, in this evangelical vision of reform, was humans’ fallen 

nature, which did not discriminate along class or environmental lines. 

 At moments, Sunday conceded that there was merit to environmental explanations 

that “poverty produces crime,” but for the most part, he continued to give primacy to the 
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idea that “crime produces poverty.” This was especially true as the crusade for 

Prohibition crested in the late 1910s. In New York City he declared:  

But hold on! You are forced to admit that crime produces poverty. And if you do 
away with what produces crime, you will reduce crime to a minimum, and three-
fourths of all the crime committed in this country is committed by men while 
under the influence of liquor…Therefore, get rid of what causes crime and you 
will get rid of what causes poverty.38 
 

Sunday had connected alcohol and poverty ever since his days with the YMCA when he 

canvassed the slums of Chicago and saw firsthand how alcoholism could make human 

wrecks out of otherwise decent men. But this association became even tighter as the 

Prohibition crusade picked up steam. The argument that eliminating alcohol would 

reduce both crime and poverty was central to increasing Prohibition’s traction in 

Progressive America. But these links between alcohol, crime, and poverty also meant that 

by 1917 Sunday saw indigence almost exclusively as the result of personal moral failure. 

 Sunday’s insistence on the spiritual side of reform and his disagreement with 

environmental explanations of poverty opened up broad chasms between him and other 

reformers. However, these very distinctions speak to one of the central strengths of 

progressivism: the power of its amorphous languages to heal a litany of wounds. Despite 

very real ideological differences, reformers could all say in unison they were against 

“privilege” and for “social harmony” and “service” and “uplift” and an “ethical public 

life.” These languages were not exclusive to any one or two principles or political 

ideologies. Ultimately, reformers and publicists’ skillful use of these languages built 

enough bridges between diverse groups that allowed them to peacefully coexist in one 

coalition. The flexible languages of progressivism both disguised and smoothed over the 
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ideological tensions between its members, and they allowed non-social scientists, like 

Sunday, to gain entrance into the club. 

Moreover, while reformers possessed different explanations for social problems, 

this did not often lead to drastically different solutions. For instance, while presidential 

candidates Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson had different views on 

corporations, the purpose of government, and what constituted good leadership, their 

New Nationalism and New Freedom platforms were essentially the same. Indeed, during 

his first term in office, Wilson virtually enacted Roosevelt’s program.39 This same pattern 

was certainly true of Sunday and his relationship with other progressives. Although he 

disagreed with social scientists’ environmental and structural theories for sin, he usually 

agreed with them regarding specific reform initiatives, like settlement houses and 

promoting middle-class habits and values. Sunday and other evangelicals, then, could 

find a home in progressivism because of its remarkable elasticity; even stark ideological 

differences could be overcome (or tolerated) by adhering to a common language and 

agreeing on common solutions. All this made progressivism the ideal partner in Sunday’s 

mandate to create a message for revivalism that appealed to broad, national audiences. 

Armed with a language that transcended ideological and theological distinctions, he could 

craft a revivalism for truly mass consumption.  

Sunday’s ties to progressivism helped him secure maximum press coverage, for 

reporters were interested in any tangible link between his revivals and reform. As early as 

1904, papers were running full-page sheets on Sunday’s role in establishing civic 

federations in the towns he revived. Similarly, after his revival in Pittsburgh, The Atlantic 
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gleefully reported that the Steel City had revolted against “a group of ‘practical 

politicians’ who had manipulated the wards ‘for Penrose and the liquor interests’ year 

after year.” When Joseph Odell interviewed these crusaders about their fight against the 

Penrose machine, “they frankly ascribed it to Billy Sunday; they had been born again.” 

That legislative victories for Prohibition followed Sunday’s revival trail only further 

cemented the connection between Sunday’s revivalism and progressive reform.40 These 

stories, combined with others that testified to the improved the ethical tone of cities after 

his revivals, only bolstered his public image as a reformer.  

Not everyone in the press hailed Sunday as a partner in progressive initiatives. He 

attracted his share of critics, from labor reformer George Creel to Social Gospel leader 

Washington Gladden. These voices lambasted Sunday for being an ally of privileged 

interests, an instrument of social control, or even a wolf in sheep’s clothing.41 But these 

criticisms point less to the conclusion that Sunday was not a progressive and more to the 

chief characteristics of the movement itself. Sunday did harbor simplistic explanations for 

social problems. His worldview was divided into neat binary sets—sin and righteousness, 

virtue and vice, decency and indecency—which made it difficult for him to comprehend 

the more complex roots of social problems. But because of its pragmatic and issue-

centered nature, ideological differences and infighting were part and parcel of the 
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progressive movement. Members’ ability to overcome these differences and continue to 

work together was that movement’s greatest strength. 

Indeed, Sunday won the support of many prominent leaders in the progressive 

movement. President Wilson received Sunday at the White House in 1915 and praised his 

work in the cities, and William Jennings Bryan stumped for Prohibition with Sunday 

throughout the 1910s. Roosevelt often shared the stage with him during WWI as the two 

campaigned for Liberty Loans and spoke to the troops. Frederick M. Davenport, who ran 

on the Progressive ticket for Lieutenant Governor in New York in 1912, wrote an 

apologetic article defending the revivalist in 1915 and again in 1917. New York’s 

Governor Charles S. Whitman, a former member of the Bull-Moose Party, spoke at the 

tabernacle dedication in New York City. In the pragmatic spirit of the progressive 

movement, he said: 

I am not greatly concerned with the theology of Mr. Sunday…nor do I have any 
large interest in his methods. It is sufficient for me to know that he has lifted 
thousands out of the mud of selfishness and turned their eyes to the stars. It may 
offend the fastidious to hear some of his phrases. But can you believe that the 
Almighty is offended at the sight of men and women lifting their hands to the 
heavens in pledge of better living and finer thinking? 
 

Bishop Luther B. Wilson, president of the Anti-Saloon League, also spoke at these 

opening festivities in New York City. George W. Perkins, a national leader in the 

progressive movement and the manager of Roosevelt’s presidential campaign in 1912, 

served on the Finance Committee for that revival. A member of the Executive Committee 

in that campaign was William Jay Schieffelin, who helped establish the Federal 

Commission on Industrial Relations with fellow progressives Edward T. Devine and Paul 

Kellogg. Joining Schieffelin on that committee was W. H. Van Benschoten, Roosevelt’s 
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defense attorney in his 1915 libel case. While in New York City, Sunday even met with 

director of the Labor Forum Carl Beck.42 

Sunday’s moral and ethical appeals also allowed him to court broad audiences 

that included liberal Protestants. His chief backer in New York City was John D. 

Rockefeller, Jr., a committed liberal Protestant. In fact, Rockefeller built Riverside 

Church for Harry Emerson Fosdick when that preacher’s modernist views got him kicked 

out of New York’s First Presbyterian Church in the 1920s. That Rockefeller could 

finance liberal Protestantism while lending his wholehearted support to Sunday in 1917 

speaks to the incredible bond of pragmatic cooperation that knit American Protestantism 

together in the 1910s. Similarly, President William Faunce of Brown University 

supported Sunday because “The evangelist’s appeal is primarily ethical. He is not asking 

men to sign the thirty-nine articles, but to quit their meanness and live straight and clean. 

The supporters of ethical religion in this respect are at one with the evangelist.” Sunday’s 

appeals for an ethical public life were at the center of all the alliances he forged with 

liberal Protestants. Dr. Burris A. Jenkins from Kansas City explained, “Billy Sunday’s 

hell may not be my hell, at least in the terms he employs in describing it…his heaven 
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may not be my heaven. At least he may drape it in different language. But Billy Sunday’s 

Christ is my Christ.” Jenkins particularly applauded how Sunday was “always attack[ing] 

the liquor interests with all the power he possesses” and “ever ready to turn his guns on 

political corruption.”43 Tethering revivalism to progressive crusades, then, allowed 

Sunday to build an enormous coalition that included religious leaders who harbored quite 

different theological convictions from him. 

Sunday’s most public, and perhaps most important, ally from the ranks of liberal 

Protestantism was Lyman Abbott, the eminent New England minister who succeeded 

Henry Ward Beecher at Brooklyn’s Plymouth Church. In an article published in The 

Outlook (which Abbott edited), he separated Sunday’s religion, or his lived faith, from 

his theology. Although his theology was outdated by liberal standards, Abbott insisted 

that Sunday’s religion was an “applied Christianity” that made spiritual truth practical 

and applicable “to the daily business and social life of the American people.” Because 

both were fighting for an ethical public life, Abbott could whole-heartedly offer his 

support to Sunday. Indeed, Sunday and Abbott seemed to have become good friends by 

1917. After one revival service in New York City, the evangelist jumped down from his 

podium, vigorously shook Abbott’s hand, and wrapped his arm around the New England 

divine’s shoulders. An observer standing nearby commented, “It’s good to see the old 

and new theologies dwelling together in such blissful unity.”44 In five years, Fosdick 

would help ignite the fundamentalist-modernist controversy with his infamous sermon, 
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“Shall the Fundamentalists Win?” But for now, the languages of cooperation, a practical 

Christianity, and an ethical public life allowed conservative and liberal Protestants to 

peacefully coexist and even collaborate on issues of public righteousness. 

Sunday’s progressive style of revivalism therefore reflected the consensus 

between evangelical and liberal Protestants that salvation and social reform were both 

necessary parts of the Christian life. At the turn of the century, the practical social 

challenges facing Americans were more important than theological distinctions. Rather 

than a period of growing divide, the Progressive Era was a period of incredible religious 

cooperation, a unity forged by liberal and conservative Protestants’ common sense of 

stewardship over America, preference for action over ideology, and desire for an ethical 

public life. Instead of girding themselves for the coming fundamentalist-modernist 

controversies, progressives, theological liberals, Social Gospelers, and evangelicals 

joined forces to create a faith of practical moral principles that worked to redeem the city.  

Protestants’ commitment to “united church efforts” was absolutely central to the 

success of Sunday’s large-scale urban revivalism.45 These eight to twelve-week 

campaigns demanded tremendous manpower and interdenominational cooperation. And 

as confirmed by Sunday’s decline in the 1920s, after the fundamentalist-modernist 

controversies worked to rend American Protestantism, the personnel, finances, and sheer 

will power to pull off big-tent revivalism was difficult if not impossible to muster apart 

from a sense of common cause in the broad Protestant community. In many ways, urban 

revivalism uniquely thrived in the 1910s because of the progressive milieu. Progressivism 

and urban revivalism both articulated Americans’ deeper longings for unity and 

cooperation in a period of widening and sometimes violent social relations. And both 
                                                

45 Homer Rodeveaver, Twenty Years with Billy Sunday (Nashville: Cokesbury Press, 1936), 142. 
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offered Americans a relevant, activist set of principles that spoke to urban problems and a 

corrupt public life with an authoritative moral voice. Although distinct, the two 

movements were certainly complementary, each providing fuel for the other’s success. 

 Some of Sunday’s contemporaries, as well as later researchers, have condemned 

the evangelist for not going far enough in denouncing the injustices of the day or calling 

for wholesale economic restructuring, even though the most recent research on 

progressivism shows that few reformers demanded such radical social and economic 

change. The major question of these critics seems to have been “was Sunday a 

progressive?” The problem with this question is that it assumes there was one, or at least 

a handful of, stock progressive molds that did not exist at the time. It also looks for direct 

political connections between Sunday and the progressive movement in terms of policy 

initiatives and reform organizations.  

The question of this investigation has been “was Sunday progressive enough to be 

included in the movement and win a mass audience?” Arriving at this answer does not 

require weighing the charges of his critics against evidence of his tangible political 

(policy or organizational) links to reform. Nor does it try to fit Sunday into some elusive 

progressive mold. Rather, this question, and its answer, recognize progressivism’s deeper 

impact on American culture outside of traditional political spaces. As one of the strongest 

currents in early twentieth-century American society, revivalists had to hitch their wagon 

to progressivism in order to win the mass audiences they sought. Sunday preached a 

message that blended salvation and progressivism. He used this reform movement to 

broaden his religious appeal, court the urban middle class, and craft a public image that 
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was attractive to many Americans. In turn, progressivism influenced not just American 

politics, but the cadence of urban revivalism.  

Sunday never wanted to be a leading political reformer like Jane Addams or 

Walter Rauschenbusch. He was not a path-breaking religious agitator crusading for social 

justice. He was trying to be progressive enough—progressive enough to win a mass 

audience, to show he was serious about reform, and to demonstrate that Americans need 

not choose between salvation and social transformation. He was trying to articulate a 

distilled, layman’s version of progressivism’s main ideas and the basics of what middle 

America thought about class and race. Sunday approached social concern from the genre 

of a revivalist, usually possessing a keen barometer for what needed to be said and when. 

He was not interested in the politics of statecraft. He was most interested in the rhetorical 

weapons of progressivism and using them to make himself marketable to a mass 

audience.  

Sunday’s ability to master the languages of progressivism also demonstrates the 

way rhetoric and style had begun to supersede detailed policy proposals in twentieth-

century American politics. In particular, it foreshadowed conservative evangelicals’ 

relationship to reform in that century. While their nineteenth-century brothers and sisters 

founded reform organizations and vied for specific political initiatives, twentieth-century 

evangelicals living in a mass, consumer society shaped the political dialogue more 

through broad rhetorical strokes about a “Christian nation” and “public righteousness” 

than comprehensive policy strategies. This meant that with few exceptions, twentieth-

century evangelicals’ social concern, as expressed in politics, was more thin than thick. 
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And it made it much easier for some of them, especially premillennialists, to give up on 

the reform project altogether. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

Under the Bright Tabernacle Lights: Celebrity, Entertainment, and Progressive Era 
Culture 

 
 

 Billy Sunday was a bundle of nerves as his train sped toward New York City, the 

seat of American culture. Everything in his career seemed to build to this moment, not 

least of all his recent successes in Philadelphia and Boston. But New York City was 

different. This was the graveyard of evangelists, the American Babylon. How would he, 

and the gospel, be received in the “busiest, maddest city in the world?” Riddled with self-

doubt, Sunday wrung his hands and tightly furrowed his brow as he prayed. Insecurity 

had plagued the evangelist since his early days on the revival circuit. Even with his 

newfound popularity, and his phenomenal advance team who had been making 

preparations in New York for nearly six months, anxiety romped unabated in his mind. 

As he wrestled through these feelings in prayer, Sunday’s train steamed toward the 

towering Manhattan skyline, which finally disappeared as his Pullman car plunged into a 

tunnel beneath the Hudson. As the car slowed, Ma gently touched her husband on the 

knee. “Daddy,” she said, “we’re here.” Sunday snapped out of his prayerful state, 

excitement now replacing his nervous anticipation. His frown melted into a boyish grin as 

he jumped out of his seat, grabbed his hat, and bounded down the Pullman car.1 The 

show was about to begin. 

                                                
1 “$113,000 Given To Sunday For War Charities,” The Sun [New York], June 18, 1917, 3; 

Pennsylvania Railroad, Pennsylvania Station in New York City (Pennsylvania Railroad Company, 1910), 9-
13, Trade Catalog Collection, Hagley Digital Archives, Hagley Museum and Library, Wilmington, Del., 
accessed June 14, 2016, http://digital.hagley.org/cdm/ref/collection/p268001coll12/id/6881. The Sundays’ 
arrival in Manhattan is recounted in “Thousands Out to Greet Billy,” The Sun, April 8, 1917, 1; and “Billy 
Sunday Is Welcomed By Throngs,” The New York Tribune, April 8, 1917, 1. 
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Sunday’s fears about how New York would receive him evaporated as his train 

pulled into Penn Station. Manhattan gave him a celebrity’s welcome. Close to 8,000 

people muscled into the terminal, packed shoulder to shoulder between the grand 

colonnades that welcomed travelers to the most cosmopolitan city in America. As the 

train came to a halt, those who made it onto the platform began singing Sunday’s favorite 

song, “Brighten the Corner Where You Are.” The evangelist could hardly contain his 

elation; he was virtually running out of the Pullman before it came to a stop.2  

Penn Station was so jammed that a dozen policemen had to form a ring around 

Sunday to escort him to his vehicle, sometimes lifting him through the crowd. When he 

reached the second flight of stairs above the rotunda, the celebrity-evangelist finally 

turned around. A sea of people unfolded before him. They were giving him the 

Chautauqua salute, or waving white handkerchiefs in the air, and shouting “old-fashioned 

yells.” Sunday beamed, and his natural instincts as an entertainer took over. He began 

shouting back, dancing around, slapping his knees, and blowing kisses to the crowd. If it 

were not for Ma’s prodding, he would have given a speech right there.3  

After the policemen pulled him away from “that good bunch,” they hustled him 

into the personal limousine of John D. Rockefeller, Jr. Twenty-five cars were lined up for 

Sunday’s welcome procession. A Ford police car headed the caravan, clearing traffic out 

                                                
2 There are conflicting reports about how many people were at the station. The New York Tribune 

reported between 7,000 and 8,000 while The Sun reported 6,000. See “Thousands Out to Greet Billy” and 
“Billy Sunday Is Welcomed By Throngs.” William G. McLoughlin mistakenly puts the number at 3,000, 
despite these newspaper accounts. See William G. McLoughlin, Billy Sunday Was His Real Name 
(Chicago: University of Chicago, 1955), xvii. Pennsylvania Railroad Company, Pennsylvania Station, 16, 
18-20, 26-29.  
 

3 “Thousands Out to Greet Billy.” A much less detailed article in The New York Tribune notes 
only two policemen in this escort, but both articles report that Sunday was lifted and pushed through the 
crowd. See “Billy Sunday Is Welcomed by Throngs.” 
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of the way as the column headed up Eighth Avenue, caught Broadway at the Columbus 

Circle, and jumped over to Riverside Drive at 116th Street. As the motorcade wound 

along the Hudson to the team’s temporary home in Washington Heights, the Sundays 

waved to the throngs lining the streets. One reporter argued, “Presidents of the United 

States visiting New York seldom get the kind of reception that was accorded to the Rev. 

William Ashley Sunday last night.”4 Virtually unknown to the national media in 1910, by 

1917, Sunday was a national icon. 

Sunday’s celebrity and showmanship contributed mightily to his popularity. His 

flashiness was on display not only in his elaborate arrivals and departures but also nightly 

in the tabernacle. His entertainer’s heart allowed him to compete with urban amusements 

and feel at home among chic urbanites. On opening night in New York City, one girl 

giggled to her escort: “Isn’t it just like a circus?” The young man replied, “Yeh, but there 

ain’t any side shows…The whole show’s under the big main tent—an’ he’s named Billy 

Sunday.”5 Although, as we have seen with the committee work, it was hardly accurate to 

say that there were no side shows in Sunday’s revivals, the tabernacle was indeed the 

main tent—Sunday, the main attraction—and it mimicked the entertaining atmosphere of 

movie theaters and Coney Island.  

The glory barn embodied the relationship between religion and culture, the sacred 

and secular, in early twentieth-century popular evangelicalism. In the context of a 

burgeoning consumer culture, this exchange included making the tabernacle something of 

                                                
4 “Billy Sunday Is Welcomed By Throngs”; “6,000 At Station To Welcome Billy,” The Sun, April 

8, 1917, 10; “Thousands Out to Greet Billy.” McLoughlin puts the number in the caravan at fifteen despite 
these newspaper reports. See McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, xviii. The party’s house was at 181st Street and 
Northern Avenue, no. 184. See “6,000 At Station.”  

 
5 Quoted in “‘Hello Boys,’ Billy’s First Greeting in N. Y. Campaign,” The New York Tribune, 

April 9, 1917, 7.  
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a Christian playhouse, but it also entailed much more. Under this one roof, all the 

religious and secular ideas that Sunday’s revival ministries drew on converged, from 

rescue missions and calls for a practical faith, to progressivism and modern business. The 

tabernacle lauded progressivism’s participatory ethic, indulged urbanites’ obsession with 

efficiency and order, mirrored hopes for cross-class democracy, and promoted civic-

mindedness and moral uplift. Patrons were certainly entertained by a celebrity in the 

tabernacle, but what made Sunday’s revival services so powerful is that celebrity and 

entertainment were only part of the experience. Indeed, Sunday’s fame and amusing 

pulpit style, while important, cannot alone account for his sustained popularity over ten 

years. His celebrity and showmanship became most compelling when situated within his 

mastery of other elements of Progressive Era culture. This made revival services a 

holistic experience that encapsulated urban life, and it made evangelicalism feel like a 

natural part of the modern American city. 

As the nation shifted from a producing to a consuming society, its values and 

heroes changed, too. Rather than thrift, hard work, and piety, acquisition and 

consumption became the primary means to happiness. In a consumer society, Americans 

obsessed over the new and glorified youth and vitality. They wanted to make leisure and 

luxury available to the middle and working classes, and they used monetary value as the 

predominant measure of personal and social worth.6 In this setting, the farmer, whose 

producerist labor and contact with the soil once made him the symbol of national virtue, 

became an out-of-touch hayseed. In the early twentieth century, the businessman, the 

movie star, and the sports icon replaced the plowman as the nation’s ideal citizen.  

                                                
6 William Leach, Land of Desire: Merchants, Power and the Rise of New American Culture (New 

York: Pantheon, 1993), 3-8. 
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New values and heroes signaled new ideas of success. Movie stars and 

businessmen made it to the top not so much because of their hard work and honesty, but 

because of their personality, especially their ability to influence people and compel others 

to like them. Self-help books evidenced this change in emphasis.7 During the late 

nineteenth century, Horatio Alger’s bootstrapping tales provided the road map for 

upwardly mobile aspirants. Character, hard work, honesty, and thrift also riddled the 

pages of Victorian self-help books like Orison Swett Marden’s Character: The Grandest 

Thing in the World (1899). Yet tellingly, in 1921 Marden published an updated success 

manual called Masterful Personality. Here, personality topped even education as key to 

success. According to Marden, the supreme example of a winning personality was 

Theodore Roosevelt—a hero Sunday strove to emulate. New success manuals defined the 

ideal personality as “fascinating, stunning, attractive, magnetic, glowing, masterful, 

creative, dominant, forceful.” These traits compelled people to “instinctively follow and 

obey,” and they inspired and transformed all within their reach. Marden and other early 

twentieth-century self-help writers were at the helm of a new success formula that found 

one of its culminating expressions in Dale Carnegie’s best-seller, How to Win Friends 

                                                
7 Warren I. Susman, Culture as History: The Transformation of American Society in the Twentieth 

Century (New York: Pantheon, 1984); Richard Wightman Fox and T. J. Jackson Lears, ed., The Culture of 
Consumption (New York: Pantheon, 1983); Amy Henderson, “Media and the Rise of Celebrity Culture,” 
OAH Magazine of History 6, no. 4 (Spring 1992): 49-54. 

This was not a one-for-one replacement of personality for character; hard work still factored into 
early twentieth-century Americans’ formulas for success. See, for instance, Orison Swett Marden, Success 
Fundamentals (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1920), 40-46. Here, Marden stressed that industry and hard 
work were still necessary for success. However, the virtue of hard work was not the work itself. Rather, 
Marden valued work because it kept the mind and body strong and healthy, and if the person was in the 
right field, work was enjoyable, “almost like play.” Ibid., 45. Thus, hard work remained part of American 
ideas of success, but was adapted to the values of consumption.  
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and Influence People (1936). In the modern economic context, Americans experienced 

success based on what others thought of them.8 

Billy Sunday played a significant role in this transformation in American values 

and ideas of success. While Marden provided written instruction, Sunday provided a 

living model. One of the evangelist’s favorite books was Marden’s 1895 volume 

Architects of Fate: Or, Steps to Success and Power, which informed the bootstrapping 

gospel he preached.9 During the early twentieth century, though, Sunday became the 

manifestation of success through personality; the press even lauded him as “the most 

compelling personality in America.” At the root of his success, reporters asserted, was 

personal magnetism. Novelist Irving Cobb argued that watching Sunday “was a 

marvelous exposition of the power of a single man, who is so full of magnetism his 

clothes won’t hold it, so full of personality that he sweats it out through his pores, like 

perspiration.” Robust religious minds like Reinhold Niebuhr also took note by saying, 

“Sunday has the power of personal magnetism; however indefinable that quality is, 

Sunday seems to have more of it than even the most successful men on platform and 

pulpit.” Not even critics like H. L. Mencken were immune to Sunday’s powerful 

attraction, for while the sage of Baltimore disagreed with much that Sunday had to offer, 

he came away from one of Sunday’s meetings with “a keen sense of his personal 
                                                

8 Although Horatio Alger wrote more than 100 children’s books, his most famous bootstrapping 
literature was the six-volume Ragged Dick series, published by A. K. Loring between 1868-1870. Orison 
Swett Marden, Character: The Grandest Thing in the World (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1899); 
Orison Swett Marden, Masterful Personality (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1921), 13-16, 39, 50; 
Susman, Culture As History, 277. Emphasis in original; Marden, Masterful Personality, 10-13, 71; Dale 
Carnegie, How to Win Friends and Influence People (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1936). 

 
9 Orison Swett Marden, Architects of Fate, Or, Steps to Success and Power (Boston: Houghton, 

Mifflin and Co., 1895). Helen Sunday mentions this book as one of Billy’s two favorites in “Ma Sunday’s 
Autobiographical Talks,” (unpublished MS, ca. 1936), sec. 5: 4, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm. The 
other book she names is Character Building. While she does not provide the author, this was likely Booker 
T. Washington’s Character Building (New York: Doubleday, Page and Co., 1902), which would also 
explain Sunday’s admiration of that black leader.  
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charm.”10 Reporters’ fixation on the evangelist’s personality not only reflected the 

nation’s new values; it also showed how effectively Sunday used his personality to win a 

mass audience.  

As he conformed to the twentieth-century model of success, Sunday evidenced 

the haphazard and uneven nature of cultural change. Although he was the very 

embodiment of this new model and he consciously used his personality to draw crowds to 

the tabernacle, Sunday continued to preach the virtue of character. While his personality 

loomed large, the Protestant work ethic remained, and Sunday put countless and tireless 

hours into his craft as he traveled across the country. The old and the new found easy 

coexistence in Sunday, and for that, many Americans were willing to follow his lead in 

this gradual cultural revolution. 

Sunday used his personality in clever ways, especially to court the press and 

become a national celebrity. As popular periodicals rapidly expanded in the early 

twentieth century, Americans’ emphasis on personality turned into the cult of celebrity. 

Movie stars and ball players became famous because of their unique talents, but also 

because of their likeable, interesting personalities broadcast to the public through mass 

media. Sunday courted the press to solicit free advertising for his revivals. He set up 

reserved tables for reporters in the tabernacle and showered them with excessive gratitude 
                                                

10 Joseph H. Odell, “The Mechanics of Revivalism,” Atlantic 115 (May 1915): 591, Sunday 
Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; Irving Cobb, “Irving Cobb Says Sunday Gets Best Results By Expert Business 
Tactics,” The New York American, April 22, 1917, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; Reinhold Niebuhr, 
“Billy Sunday—His Preachments and His Methods,” Detroit Saturday Night, October 14, 1916, Sunday 
Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; H. L. Mencken, quoted in McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 154.  

For other comments on Sunday’s personality and personal magnetism, see Bill Stinger, 
“Impressions of Billy Sunday,” newspaper clipping, n.d., Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; Harry 
Grayson, “Sunday, Majors’ Only Preacher, Quit Diamond at Peak of Career,” newspaper clipping, n.d., 
Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; John Davison to Rev. Perry V. Jenness, May 2, 1911, 2, Sunday Papers, 
BGCA. Microfilm; “Evangelism as a Means to Reform,” Missionary Review 36 (June 1913): 437, Sunday 
Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; “What Manner of Man Is This?” newspaper clipping, 1914, Sunday Papers, 
BGCA. Microfilm; and “Sunday Spares His Heavy Fire, Making 20,000 Only Curious,” The New York 
Tribune, April 9, 1917, 7.  
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for their coverage. But Sunday’s relationship with the press also included countless 

rounds of personal interviews and photo shoots, interactions that focused not so much on 

publicizing the revival, but on giving the public a taste of his personality. The press 

energetically sought these interviews, for Sunday was great copy. But the evangelist was 

equally eager and open to solicitation. Ma remembered that Billy “was sincerely gratified 

and always willing to accommodate the [newspaper] boys at any and all times, night or 

day,” even getting out of bed to dress and pose for a picture to go with the story.11 In 

creating his celebrity, Sunday’s role was more than passive cooperation. 

Evangelicals have long understood the importance of advertising, but Sunday 

intuitively understood the new power possessed by the twentieth-century press: the power 

to create stars. During his days as a baseball player in Chicago, Sunday witnessed the 

way Americans flocked to see celebrities. Partly because he was gratified by the 

attention, but also because he was a consummate pragmatist, Sunday did not hesitate to 

enter into the consumer marketplace and turn himself into a celebrity preacher in order to 

attract people to the tabernacle. It is no coincidence that at the exact moment the cult of 

celebrity materialized in American culture—about 1914—Billy Sunday made his 

meteoric rise to fame. That year, readers of The American Magazine voted Sunday the 

eighth “greatest man” in the nation, tied with Andrew Carnegie.12 Sunday tapped into the 

                                                
11 Lary May, Screening Out the Past: The Birth of Mass Culture and the Motion Picture Industry 

(New York: Oxford University, 1980), 145; “Billy Sunday Nabs T. R. and Gen. Wood,” The Sun, April 10, 
1917, 5; “Billy Sunday Prays for All New York,” The New York Times, April 18, 1917, 11; Helen Sunday, 
“Ma Sunday’s Autobiographical Talks,” sec. 9: 4. 

 
12 Evangelicals’ appreciation of advertising began especially with George Whitefield. See Harry S. 

Stout, The Divine Dramatist: George Whitefield and the Rise of Modern Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 1991); Frank Lambert, “Pedlar in Divinity”: George Whitefield and the Transatlantic 
Revivals, 1737-1770 (Princeton: Princeton University, 1994); and R. Laurence Moore, Selling God: 
American Religion in the Marketplace of Culture (New York: Oxford University, 1994), 204-237. “Billy 
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budding star system and put evangelicals at its cutting edge. Sunday, a preacher, emerged 

alongside Hollywood heartthrobs Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford as one of the 

nation’s first celebrities in the consumer age.  

The evangelist also added to his star appeal by rubbing elbows with the most 

recognized and adored celebrities of the day. He appeared at celebrity benefits and shared 

the stage with national icons like actor George Cohan and composer John Philip Sousa. 

During his revival in Los Angeles, Sunday organized a charity baseball game with 

Douglas Fairbanks, Mary Pickford and Charlie Chaplin for American soldiers overseas. 

Both Sunday and Fairbanks became Liberty War Bond boosters in WWI, and in some 

cities, Sunday teamed up with Theodore Roosevelt to raise money for Uncle Sam. 

Sunday held box seat passes to every ballpark in the majors, golfed with John D. 

Rockefeller, Jr., and dined with powerful politicians, presidents, and corporate 

executives.13 Sunday was the first religious celebrity in American history whose 

popularity put him in the company of movie stars, and these associations brought much 

glitz and glamor to the old-time religion.  

By 1912, Sunday was as wealthy as these Hollywood heroes, too. He made twice 

as much as Mary Pickford in 1914 and consistently earned over $100,000 a year from 

1912 to 1917. Homer Rodeheaver estimated that his boss was a millionaire by the peak of 

                                                                                                                                            
Sunday’s Greatest Campaign,” The Literary Digest 46 (March 15, 1913): 577, Sunday Papers, BGCA. 
Microfilm; May, Screening Out the Past, 99-100; McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 49. 

 
13 “Hippodrome Extra” advertisement, The New York Tribune, May 27, 1917, 5; “Liberty Statue 

for Russia,” The New York Tribune, May 28, 1917, 6; “Billy Going To Talk From Stage,” The Sun, April 
14, 1917, 6; “Hell Is Polyglot, Says Billy Sunday,” The Sun, May 17, 1917, 6; P. S., “When Saint Meets 
Sinner on the Baseball Diamond,” The Lutheran Witness 37, no. 11 (May 28, 1918): 163; Lyle W. Dorsett, 
Billy Sunday and the Redemption of Urban America (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdman’s, 1992), 95; Homer 
Rodeheaver, Twenty Years With Billy Sunday (Nashville: Cokesbury Press, 1936), 13-14, 91; Helen 
Sunday, “Ma’s Autobiographical Talks,” sec. 8, 5-6; “Dentist And Garden Call Billy Sunday,” The Sun, 
April 24, 1917, 5; “Rockefeller Has Billy Sunday Down,” The Sun, June 12, 1917, 7. 
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his career, an estimate confirmed by Sunday biographer W. A. Firstenberger. He notes 

that between 1907 and 1918, Sunday made $1,139,315 from free-will offerings, “nearly 

eighty-seven times the average worker’s income of $13,000 during the same twelve 

years.” The Sundays used their wealth to purchase expensive fur coats for themselves and 

their children, and they frequently indulged in private Pullman cars.14 As any good 

philanthropist, the evangelist did give much of his money away, but he and Ma freely 

consumed with the rest. His spectacular wealth and spending habits only confirmed his 

celebrity status, and in a consumer society, they helped popularize evangelicalism. 

The Sundays’ constant media attention also created a voracious public appetite for 

anything bearing their image. Beginning in 1914, the Sundays set up a souvenir table in 

the tabernacle. Ma, who always had more business savvy than Billy, “saw great 

marketing opportunities in the crowds that came to see her husband,” and she was largely 

responsible for introducing this consumer space into the glory barn. She coordinated all 

the relationships and contracts with publishers and printers that supplied the souvenirs. In 

Pittsburgh, patrons could purchase Elijah P. Brown’s authorized biography of Sunday for 

a dollar, and in 1915, they could buy Rodeheaver’s new hymnbook Songs for Service. 

Patrons could also purchase souvenir booklets (containing highlights of the revival and 

mini biographies of the staff), copies of Sunday’s most famous sermons, postcards of the 

evangelist, and photos of the Sundays ready to frame. All these items were strung on 

                                                
14 “This Little Girl Earns $100,000 a Year,” McClure’s Magazine 45 (May 1915): 25, Sunday 

Papers, BGCA. Microfilm. The article notes that Pickford’s salary was $50,000 in 1914, and would likely 
be twice that much in 1915. Theodore Thomas Frankenberg, Billy Sunday, His Tabernacles and Sawdust 
Trails: A Biographical Sketch of the Famous Baseball Evangelist (Columbus, OH: The F. J. Heer Printing 
Company, 1917), 111-114; McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 115; Rodeheaver, Twenty Years, 117, 14; W. A. 
Firstenberger, In Rare Form: A Pictorial History of Baseball Evangelist Billy Sunday (Iowa City: 
University of Iowa, 2005), 51; Dorsett, Billy Sunday, 96. McLoughlin offers slightly different numbers than 
Frankenberg, but he nevertheless confirms that Sunday made over $100,000 a year from 1914 to 1918. 
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clotheslines and displayed on shelves to create an overwhelming and dazzling array of 

the goods available for purchase. According to Firstenberger, souvenirs “became a major 

source” of the Sundays’ income.15 They received 65 cents royalty on each of the Brown 

biographies sold, and by 1917, they had made an estimated $13,000 from this biography 

alone.16 Rodeheaver raked in even more. With tabernacle sales and mail-in orders, his 

music publishing company sold over a million copies of Songs for Service in just fifteen 

months. While most evangelists in this period used the profits from songbooks to pay 

their assistants’ salaries or help with the revival’s expenses, Sunday gave all these profits 

to Rody. In Philadelphia, he made almost $20,000 off songbook sales alone.17  

Although the economies of scale had changed, the commercialization of 

evangelicalism in the Progressive Era was not patently different from the pattern set by 

                                                
15 Firstenberger, In Rare Form, 49-50; Helen Sunday to Fleming H. Revell, February 6, 1914, 

Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; J. M. Jackson to Helen Sunday, September 14, 1914, Sunday Papers, 
BGCA. Microfilm; J. M. Jackson to Helen Sunday, December 23, 1914, Sunday Papers, BGCA. 
Microfilm; Sprague-Hathaway Company to Helen Sunday, March 6, 1917, Sunday Papers, BGCA. 
Microfilm; “Preparing For Women’s Rally At Tabernacle,” The Pittsburg [sic] Press, February 5, 1914, 3; 
McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 49; “Remarkable Record Of—A Remarkable Songbook,” Rodeheaver’s 
Musical News 1, no. 1 (October 1916): 5, Homer Rodeheaver Papers, BGCA; Dorsett, Billy Sunday, 115; 
Roger Bruns, Preacher: Billy Sunday and Big-Time American Evangelicalism (Urbana: University of 
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17 “Remarkable Record Of—A Remarkable Songbook,” 5; Rodeheaver, Twenty Years, 113; Jane 
Dixon, “How Billy Sunday Wins Recruits For Sawdust Trail,” The Sun, Special Feature Supplement, May 
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George Whitefield, who sold his tracts and biographies wherever he went, or from 

Methodist circuit riders, who sold copies of religious magazines on their routes (though 

they rarely turned a profit). The major difference was the wages earned, and the 

commodities themselves, rather than the process of selling religious goods in a 

marketplace. In the early twentieth century, Sunday’s souvenir table sold items not just 

for moral edification, but ones that helped patrons express their identity and a certain 

level of culture. Offering pictures and souvenir booklets in the tabernacle also helped 

solidify the consumer pattern of purchasing goods to mark extraordinary experiences. At 

this table, Sunday made revivalism a participant in America’s new consumer culture, 

encouraging patrons to articulate their identities and memories through commodities. 

With Sunday’s growing celebrity, a noticeable frenzy began to accompany 

Americans’ attempts to see him. Five thousand people stood in an Iowa rainstorm for one 

“last glimpse of the great evangelist” as he departed, and in Philadelphia, people started 

“coming in on the trains at five in the morning” for the 10 a.m. service, even though the 

doors did not open until 9 a.m. In New York City, so many people used the subway to get 

to the tabernacle that the platform at the 168th and Broadway station, nearest the glory 

barn, became dangerously jammed. “Trolley cars arrived [at the tabernacle] with people 

hanging by their fingertips,” and Broadway “simply seethed with human beings.” Across 

the country, men and women who were turned away at evening services lingered outside 

the glory barn, crowding into doorways and peering through windows hoping to catch a 

flash of the evangelist as he leapt across the stage.18 As evangelicalism adapted to a 
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consumer marketplace, sacred and secular motives combined to draw Americans to the 

tabernacle. People were not this feverish purely out of concern for their souls; they also 

wanted to see a celebrity. 

Once inside the tabernacle, its unique atmosphere compounded patrons’ wonder 

and excitement. The tabernacle was a festival of sight and sound. One of the most 

alluring spectacles was the crowd itself. It was not the typical “church crowd.” It was a 

mixture of urban humanity, of people typically separated by denomination, 

neighborhood, class, and occupation. Of special note were the men and laborers usually 

outside the church’s grasp. Like rescue missions, the tabernacle was a comfortable and 

welcoming space for them, especially compared to middle-class churches that still rented 

their pews. With scores of delegations bearing colorful flags and insignia and marching to 

the cadence of bands and cheers, Sunday’s tabernacle felt more like a political convention 

than hallowed ground.19  

Sunday’s conspicuous embrace of leisure and play was at the center of this 

festival atmosphere. He made urban revivals part of an emerging leisure industry that 

included sports, cheap literature, movies, and nickelodeons. Reporters consistently 

compared the tabernacle to the most popular forms of Progressive Era entertainment. One 

vaudeville manager even labeled Sunday’s tabernacle meetings “the greatest ‘act’ in the 

world.”20 The carnival-like milieu outside the tabernacle invited comparisons between 
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Sunday’s revivals and Coney Island, the iconic amusement park on Long Island that 

served as the playground of New York. One reporter in New York observed:  

Across the street [from the tabernacle] opportunists have set up stands where 
thrive the festive crackerjack and soda pop. At convenient corners the peanut 
merchant plies his trade. The ever present pennant pest racks the ears with the 
worthiness of his wares. Postcards of Sunday in private, public and pulpit life—
cards the evangelist totally disavows—are offered at bargain prices. It is quite 
Coney Island like, lacking only the red hots, the mechanical pianos and the 
ballyhoo to complete the illusion.” 
 

Reporters also compared the evangelist’s “explosions” of slang to the “trick equipment” 

of Coney Island amusement rides. One reporter argued, “[Sunday’s slang] tosses his 

audience into the air and bumps it up and down. The equipment resembles Fred 

Thompson’s Coney Island play devices which catch the nickels of young and old, amuse 

everybody[,] and harm none.”21 Like Coney Island, the promise of entertainment invited 

mass audiences to the tabernacle, attracting even curiosity seekers and the irreligious.  

The similarities Americans drew between Sunday’s tabernacles and Coney Island 

signaled something new in American evangelicalism. Sunday made religion entertaining 

in a society that valued play as a worthy end in itself rather than a temporary interruption 

in an otherwise labor-dominated reality. Since the eighteenth century, American revivals 

to some extent had been a “thing to do,” a kind of religious entertainment especially in 

places lacking secular amusements. But by adapting revivalism to a consumer society 
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enthralled with amusement, Sunday helped American evangelicals navigate the transition 

from nineteenth-century values, centered on self-control and the Protestant work ethic, to 

those of the twentieth century, which were centered on self-fulfillment and play. In the 

process, he also helped create the culture of consumption, not only in lending it moral 

legitimacy but also in shaping its particular forms.  

Sunday was indeed a keen student of American popular culture, especially mass 

entertainment. His background as a professional baseball player put him in touch with the 

common man’s cultural tastes and made it seem natural for him to bring the raucous 

elation of sporting contests to the tabernacle. As early as 1907, Sunday began crafting a 

circus-like atmosphere in his revivals, appointing a former Barnum and Bailey giant as 

Chief Usher. He also regularly toured the Chautauqua circuit until 1911 where he 

observed—and was forced to compete with—magicians, ventriloquists, acrobats, and 

musicians. Most of all, the evangelist took direct cues from movie houses, monuments to 

America’s burgeoning mass culture. Ma remembered, “Mr. Sunday insisted that the 

theaters and saloons made use of light to attract folks, why not the church? So the 

tabernacle was strung with rows and rows of lights—inside and outside.”22 Like George 

Whitefield, who used the forms of the theater to attract mass audiences, or nineteenth-

century evangelicals who wrote salacious morality novels, Sunday responded to 
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consumer culture by fighting fire with fire. In adopting this strategy, Sunday was not 

alone. Other urban evangelists recognized that the masses needed “attractive services, 

[and] legitimate counter-attractions” more than they needed a reverent faith purified of 

secular cultural forms.23  

Sunday’s emulation of the movies seemed logical, for he was a naturally gifted 

actor. He was particularly good at comedic impersonations and often played half a dozen 

characters in one sermon. In New York City, The Sun printed a casting list of all the roles 

Sunday played in one night: he starred as The Duke of Wellington, a Hog-jowled 

Bartender, a Woman of Society, Ben Franklin, a Jew, a Woman of the Street, a Grafter, a 

Comanche, and a Rube, all by changing his voice inflection. Sunday’s hilarious 

pantomime made him a superb story-teller, and his vivid gestures captured the attention 

of his audience. He ran across the platform and dove on the floor. He waved his arms, 

leapt on a chair, wrestled with the pulpit, and dealt it sledgehammer blows. Rodeheaver 

remembered of his old boss: “When he talked about the people of the Bible you never 

thought of a photograph, for he made them live.” Sunday was like “Edison’s mechanical 

dream come to life, a moving picture and a phonograph, sound synchronizing with 

sight.”24 Although he never made a movie, Sunday was the cutting edge of Progressive 

Era entertainment. 
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Because of these mannerisms, some observers like George Bellows painted 

Sunday as a raving lunatic. But Sunday’s gesticulations were not wild. They looked like 

those of a trained athlete and exuded a “spirit of natural boyishness” that captivated 

audiences enamored by youth and energy.25 These gestures also added meaning to 

Sunday’s words rather than detracting from them, and for that reason, many associated 

his sermon style with the sophistication of the movies. Some reporters compared him to 

actors Edmund Kean and George Cohan. Actress Theda Bara, who often played the role 

of the voluptuous vamp in her films, also weighed in on Sunday’s dramatic abilities. She 

called him a natural fit for the silver screen, but added, “if he would ever be persuaded to 

enter a photo play there would be no need of screen titles—his eloquent gestures would 

tell the whole story.” During the 1910s, producers offered Sunday a $200,000 contract to 

make a movie, but he declined to “commercialize his mug.”26 He preferred to do his 

acting on the revival circuit. 

Like early film producers, who sought respectability and a mass audience by 

centering plots on morally edifying themes, Sunday used amusement to communicate a 

predominately moral message. His calls to repentance were not deeply theological, but 
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focused instead on how conversion could make Americans better citizens.27 Sunday was 

an orthodox preacher who believed in sin and divine punishment, but his message was 

immensely “practical.” He worked primarily to make “men less devilish here, and their 

homes more heavenly.” One reporter summarized Sunday’s theology as “a word of four 

letters, ‘Help.’” The revivalist’s emphasis on morality, citizenship, and service not only 

supported the progressive impulse to clean up the cities, it also aligned with the 

aspirations of early film producers. Using morality as a chief end and evidence of 

conversion also brought Sunday much closer than he would have admitted to liberal 

evangelicals, who were increasingly redefining the conversion experience in terms of 

behavior.28 Although conservative evangelicals remained loyal to the spoken word of 

God as the primary means of conversion, amid the changing contours of modernity they, 

too, were adopting a more “practical” or behavior-centered view of that metaphysical 

experience.  

Sunday’s celebrity, entertaining tabernacle atmosphere, dramatic delivery, and 

moral message combined to make his revivals a unique attraction. Indeed, in a 
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consumerist society, the pure novelty of his revivals was also part of his appeal. 

Advertising magnate Bruce Barton provided shrewd analysis when he stated: “A Sunday 

meeting is not like any other gathering in the world.” While reporters compared Sunday’s 

revivals to amusements like Coney Island, his big-tent revivalism was a “new form of 

entertainment,” and it had a distinctive appeal. In an era when football was still too 

violent, baseball too rowdy, and Coney Island too sensual (especially with its swimming 

beaches), Sunday’s tabernacle offered Progressive Americans thrill and release in a 

wholesome environment. This balance certainly pleased progressive reformers, who 

constantly tried to regulate Coney Island and promote healthy forms of recreation.29 As a 

result, Sunday’s religious product competed extremely well in the Progressive Era’s 

consumer marketplace.  

Consumerism and its obsession with novelty rewarded evangelicals like Sunday 

for their creativity, but this same cultural impulse that helped him captivate urban 

America in the 1910s would also contribute to his decline. At his peak, going to a Sunday 

revival was “the thing to do” and “Sunday salvation” was “the thing to get. Not to be a 

trail-hitter [was] to be out of step with the times in the town.”30 But by the 1920s, the 

newness of Sunday’s revivalism wore off, especially as other flamboyant preachers like 

Aimee Semple McPherson stepped into the limelight. Further, the type of entertainment 

Sunday symbolized also became outmoded. In the 1920s, film producers embraced racier 

themes and the leisure industry offered amusement as an end in itself, not as a means of 
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fostering reform or an ethical social order. Because of these changes after WWI, 

Sunday’s edifying entertainment looked increasingly quaint. 

But that decline was still in the future. In the 1910s, Sunday’s revivals remained 

all the rage. They invited comparisons to Coney Island not just because each was 

amusing, but because each made leisure participatory.31 In an age of largely spectator 

entertainments, both the tabernacle and Coney Island offered patrons the opportunity to 

actively engage in their own amusement. In Sunday’s revivals, this participatory element 

materialized most clearly in the musical service. By incorporating audience participation 

and secular rhythms and styles into revival music, Sunday’s song leaders made the 

musical service one of the most popular parts of the revival.  

As early as 1907, reporters commented on the unique character of tabernacle 

music, even charging that the hymns were “thinly disguised melodies which were 

intended for thoroughly secular purposes.” Sunday’s first song leader, Fred Fischer, took 

cues from the Salvation Army, preferring to “go to the people for their music, rather than 

to force distinctly religious music upon them.” Although Sunday left the particulars of the 

song service to his music leaders, he exerted his influence. He insisted that tabernacle 

music be in the popular style; Sunday despised “artistic songs” and refused “to permit 

anybody to come to the platform and sing ‘sheet music.’” He also had a good ear for 

which songs would be a hit with tabernacle crowds, and his choir leaders typically 

heeded his advice.32 This lively music distinguished Sunday’s services from a traditional 

church service and gave them a truly mass appeal. 
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The interplay between the sacred and secular in tabernacle music services became 

more pronounced after Rodeheaver joined the team. Sunday first saw Rodeheaver on a 

Chautauqua stage in Winfield, Kansas in 1910. Fischer had just resigned from the party, 

likely because he was uncomfortable going to the larger cities that were beginning to 

extend invitations to Sunday. When the evangelist saw Rodeheaver performing, he must 

have exuded pep, charisma, and a touch of urbanity. Sunday said to himself, “I’m going 

to secure him for my choirister and song leader.”33 Sunday offered him the job, and 

“Rody,” as the team and the rest of America called him, joined Sunday’s revival staff for 

the next twenty years.34  

Rody had tremendous creative talent and musical vision. While at Ohio Wesleyan 

University, he took several music classes and learned to play trombone. As an 

evangelistic choir leader, Rodeheaver was at the cutting edge of the secularization of 

gospel music in the early twentieth century. He brought hymns “much closer to pop 
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music” by using “ragtime syncopation” and brass instruments. Rody also knew that 

phonograph records were the wave of the future and would quickly replace sheet music 

as the musical medium of the masses. He put evangelicals at the forefront of this cultural 

and technological development. During the 1910s, Rodeheaver recorded music for the 

Victor Talking Machine Company, the leading record label in the country, and 

established America’s first gospel music label, Rainbow Records. This company 

popularized and secularized religious songs and “compet[ed] with the secular labels for 

the consumer’s dollar.”35 Rody, therefore, not only made Christian music a niche 

commodity, he put evangelicals at the vanguard of popular music in America’s emerging 

mass culture.  

Under Rodeheaver, the most requested song in the revival and something of its 

anthem became “Brighten the Corner Where You Are” (or “Brighten”). Introduced in 

1913, this song had a “lively lilt and rhythm” and a “simple, direct, practical message” 

that Sunday loved. It was essentially non-doctrinal and entertaining. “Brighten” could 

even be termed secular, for its emphasis on service overshadows the two small references 

to Christ in the final verse as “the bright and morning star” and “the bread of life.” The 

song was cheery and empowering, encouraging audiences to help their neighbors 

however they could rather than waiting to make some big contribution. “Brighten’s” 

melody was equally attractive. One New York reporter argued it was “more ‘catchy,’ 

than most musical comedies.” With its syncopated beats inspired by ragtime and non-
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theological message, the song perfectly fit an age of buoyant optimism and cooperation. 

“Brighten” even made the list of the top 50 songs in 1915, peaking at number six that 

year.36  

“Brighten’s” popularity was not universal, however. Some deemed the song 

wholly inappropriate for a religious service because it was not particularly theological 

and adopted vulgar musical forms. Rodeheaver’s defense of this revival anthem 

encapsulates his approach to tabernacle music:   

[“Brighten”] was never intended for a Sunday morning service, nor for a 
devotional meeting—its purpose was to bridge that gap between the popular song 
of the day and the great hymns and gospel songs, and to give men a simple, easy 
lilting melody which they could learn the first time they heard it, and which they 
could whistle and sing wherever they might be.37 
  

To Rody, the purpose of tabernacle music, and revivals writ large, was to bridge the gap 

between the sacred and secular. He did not see urban revivals as a wholly spiritual 

domain; he accepted their partially secular nature. This gave him the flexibility to adapt 

to an increasingly commercial society without abandoning his spiritual calling. Indeed, 

the desire to use the social and cultural benefits of the modern city for religious ends was 

characteristic of urban religious expressions in the Progressive Era.  

Rodeheaver’s theory on revival music extended to his management of the entire 

tabernacle atmosphere. Just as he made religious music more entertaining and secular, he 

cultivated an entertaining atmosphere in the tabernacle. Under Rody, the musical service 

became more than music, and he became more than a song leader. He was a superb 
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emcee whose role in the revival was nearer a variety show host than a music director. His 

stage presence became as integral to tabernacle services as Sunday’s. One reporter 

quipped, “A Sunday show without Rody would be like a bowl of mush and milk without 

the milk.” Raised in Jellico, Tennessee, Rody had a charming southern drawl that 

northern audiences, flush with the spirit of sectional reunion, adored. He told funny 

stories and jokes, did magic tricks, made ridiculous sounds with his trombone, and 

pranked other members of the party on the platform. He was “a consummate entertainer” 

and made everyone feel like his friend. The open cultural space of Sunday’s revivals, a 

virtue of their extra-denominational control and location outside of church buildings, was 

central to Rody’s platform style. In the tabernacle, he was free to use “all the tools of 

secular entertainment without the fear of disrupting the decorum of the sanctuary.”38 

Much as Sunday, then, Rody freely borrowed from the variety stage, the theater, and the 

movies as he shaped revival services. 

Like the emerging movie star, part of Rodeheaver’s stage persona was his sex 

appeal. Rody “was the first choirister to blatantly appeal to women.” He was the eligible 

bachelor of the Sunday party and the heartthrob of many a Progressive Era girl. He had 

jet-black wavy hair, a soft but square jaw line, dominant eyebrows that drew attention to 

his eyes, and a rich baritone voice. Rody was also sharply dressed. He wore finely 

tailored suits and coats with “a diamond pin in his necktie and a big gold watch charm 
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[that swung] from his waistcoat.”39 His likeable stage presence, flashy clothes, dreamy 

smile, and enchanting voice made Rody irresistible. He was the Frank Sinatra of his day, 

without the booze.  

In the parlance of “the variety stage,” Rodeheaver was responsible for the 

“feeders” that held the audience’s interest until the headliner appeared and the “chasers” 

that “[wound] up the program.” One of these “feeder” acts was congregational singing, 

and Rody became famous for the different stunts he would use to get people to sing along 

with him. Irving Cobb argued that Rody “could seduce a graven image into trying to 

chant a gospel tune.” Negro spirituals, especially their call and answer style, particularly 

influenced Rody’s strategies here.40 He adapted this genre to the tabernacle by dividing 

audiences into sections and having each one sing a phrase of the chorus. This created an 

“antiphonal” effect that pleased and entertained crowds. Rody also solicited impromptu 

solos, sometimes from a young boy or girl whose high-pitched voice sounded like “a 

sparrow chirping in a barn.” The bravery of these youngsters delighted tabernacle 

patrons. Audiences rewarded them with “a storm of applause,” and Rody tossed them a 

free prayer book.41  
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Other “feeder” acts centered on delegations. Rody welcomed each one 

individually and introduced them to the tabernacle, always asking for some song, song 

request, or cheer. Often delegations “climbed up on their benches and made the 

Tabernacle ring” with a song they had specially prepared. Unsurprisingly, the singing 

from these untrained voices could be quite awful, and as emcee Rody had to delicately 

handle the situation. On one occasion, a delegation started off in too high a pitch, fell to 

pieces on the high notes, and halfway through the song sat down in shame. The 

tabernacle roared. But Rody graciously redirected the audience’s attention with a well-

timed story about a woman at his church in Jellico who had trouble hitting the high note 

in the song “He’s the Fairest of Ten Thousand,” which came on the phrase “ten 

thousand.” The old woman tried to hit the note the first time through and failed, trying 

more valiantly the second time with the same result. When the chorus came a third time, 

her voice again broke on the high note at “ten thousand.” At that point, an old man in the 

back stood up and crowed, “Sister, I believe I’d try it at five thousand once!” The 

audience again erupted with laughter, but this time at the joke and not at the delegation. 

Rody then warmly invited the group to stand up and try it again, this time with the help of 

the right key found by the pianist during his story.42  

Especially on nights when the tabernacle was filled with delegations, too many to 

have each sing a song, Rody would simply ask groups, “What song do you like best?” 

This became a famous question in the revival, something of Rody’s slogan, and a friendly 

competition ensued to see who could offer the cleverest response. A delegation of 
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insurance men might answer “Blessed Assurance,” or a group of laundry girls would 

offer “Wash Me, and I Shall Be Whiter than Show.” One time, a delegation of clerks 

from a department store in town that was having a big sale answered “Sail On.”43 The 

audience boomed with laughter at these replies, making the responses to Rody’s famous 

question one of the most anticipated and amusing parts of the service. In all these 

“feeder” acts, urban audiences looked forward to being entertained as much as being 

saved, and revivalism became a form of mass amusement as much as an outpouring of 

the Holy Spirit. 

As music leader and emcee, Rodeheaver brought an informal and enjoyable air to 

both sacred music and the tabernacle. But Rody’s tactics did more than entertain; they 

also made audiences participants in the revival. In his own words, “You gain their interest 

when you give them a part in it.” This emphasis on audience participation in urban 

revivals was not unique to Rody. As historian of Christian music Don Cusic notes, 

“Encouraging audience members to compete with one another in singing…and turning 

the musical portion of the revival into a community songfest were techniques also used 

by Charles Alexander,” the most famous revival choirister and “leading gospel singer” of 

the Progressive Era.44 In an age of increasing centralization and feelings of urban 

anonymity, the promise of participatory individualism attracted many to the glory barn. 

From sectional singing and child solos to honoring delegations, the prospect of playing a 

part in the service contributed to the tabernacle’s appeal as much as its entertaining 
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aspects. In fact, the allure of these two components was largely inseparable. Tabernacle 

entertainment was participatory entertainment. 

One of the biggest roles local people played in nightly services was singing in the 

choir. Rody’s choirs were enormous, usually about 2,000 strong.45 In the 1910s, large 

college or civic choirs numbered 400 at most, making Rody’s choirs about five times that 

size. Even more impressive, Rody needed 5,000 to 6,000 volunteers to organize a choir of 

this magnitude for each evening service. Tabernacle choirs primed audiences for 

Sunday’s message and popularized religious music, which led to the sale of gospel 

records. But the chief purpose of Rodeheaver’s choirs was to bring crowds “to united 

action” through participation. In the early twentieth-century urban setting, this mission 

had held a larger meaning. Progressives and social commentators worried extensively 

that the diversity of American cities would tear the nation’s social fabric.46 The feeling of 

unity Rody’s choirs created not only embodied the cooperation necessary to pull off 

large-scale urban revivals; it proved that fraternity, even one accord, was possible among 

diverse urban populations.  
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Audiences also participated in the climactic moment of the tabernacle service: 

Sunday’s call for sinners to “hit the sawdust trail,” that is, to march down the sawdust-

covered aisle to make a profession of faith (or at least show their desire to be better 

citizens). Sunday’s call for converts was usually a generic invitation for men and women 

to give the evangelist their hand and pledge “by the grace of God [to] live for him and do 

his will and keep his commands.” His first call for trail-hitters in New York City was, 

“How many in this audience will jump to their feet and come down the aisle and ask to 

give me their hand and say, Bill, here’s my heart and my hand. Come on! Come on!” 

Sunday left the specifics on salvation, such as “What it Means to Be a Christian,” accept 

Jesus as personal Savior, and “How to Make a Success of the Christian Life” to a tract 

handed out to converts after the ceremony.47 As with the song service, the trail-hitting 

ceremony’s appeal was multifaceted. It was entertaining, especially for those who 

remained in their seats, craning their necks to see if they could recognize friends, 

neighbors, or prominent citizens on the trail. But it was also participatory; while Sunday 

was the central figure, the trail-hitting fundamentally relied on audience members to get 

out of their seats, and it required hundreds of local volunteers to direct the penitents’ 

movements.  

This ceremony, perhaps more than any other part of the revival, demonstrated 

how the diverse cultural strands that Sunday’s revival team drew on converged in a 

seamless experience. Celebrity and spirituality freely intermingled to beckon men and 

women down the trail. While some trail-hitters certainly left their seats just to shake 

hands with a star, others experienced a genuine and profound religious conversion. Still 
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others trod the trail for moral or ethical reasons, pledging to become better mothers, 

fathers, or citizens. While this ceremony was part of the liturgy of conversion, it also 

reflected the urban ethic in microcosm, which lauded regimentation, order, and 

rationality. The precisely orchestrated movements of volunteers drew on and reflected 

modern business theories of labor efficiency, and the (seemingly) common desire among 

diverse penitents to create a Protestant city stirred even liberal Protestants and 

progressive reformers. In all these ways, the sawdust trail exemplified the convergence of 

sacred and secular ideals in Sunday’s urban revivals. Although entertainment and 

celebrity loomed large on the trail, other popular strains of Progressive Era culture 

invested the rite with compelling social power. 

The choir of local volunteers was integral to summoning penitents down the trail. 

Using music, they “tugged at heartstrings and probed for emotion, employing all of 

melody’s power and influence.” But while the trail-hitting was the most emotionally 

intense part of the service, this did not translate into cathartic outbursts of enthusiasm. 

Most trail-hitters were eager but silent. Some had “serious faces” while many more 

“smiled happily.” It was like a great line of people waiting to shake hands with “a 

nationally famous candidate for office.” One reporter even quipped, “Many persons in the 

crowd who had gone to the Tabernacle expecting to see and hear a sort of religious 

roughhouse were distinctly disappointed. They thought it was all too tame.”48  

Rather than ecstatic emotionalism, “[e]xtraordinary orderliness” most 

characterized trail-hitting ceremonies. There was no moaning or shrieking, no penitents 

                                                
48 “Sunday Leads 3,600 to Trail,” The New York Tribune, April 23, 1917, 12; “2,400 Hit Trail 

Making Record,” 1; “Army Rushes to Tell Sunday What He’s Done for Converts,” The New York Tribune, 
April 20, 1917, 14; “2,000 Hit the Trail At Sunday Meeting,” The New York Times, April 20, 1917, 22; 
“Sunday Questions Motives of Many.” 

 



 242 

falling prostrate on the ground. Nor did Sunday plead with the crowd between verses. As 

one reporter wrote, “They take their religion joyfully in the Tabernacle; Billy will have it 

no other way.” Sunday intentionally infused his altar calls with the modern temper. He 

argued in 1914:  

Some people think that they can’t be converted unless they go down on their 
knees in the straw at a camp meeting…Some think a man must lose sleep, must 
come down the aisle with a haggard look, that he must froth at the mouth and 
dance and shout.…I want you to see…that man can be converted as quietly as the 
coming of day…[that] a man can be converted without any fuss.  
 

Sunday used the trail-hitting ceremony to demonstrate what evangelical religion looked 

like in a modern, consumerist, business-oriented age. It was a reasonable faith for rational 

people who made decisions by weighing data and outcomes. It was also a “happy, moon-

faced religion” shorn of undue emotionalism and grief for a generation that valued leisure 

and play.49  

 By revamping evangelicalism with entertainment, celebrity, and the modern 

temper, Sunday’s sawdust trail appealed to a truly mass audience. Several reporters noted 

black Americans on the sawdust trail along with Italian and Japanese immigrants. Ma 

remembered that in Paterson, New Jersey (1915) some Italian Catholics walked down the 

sawdust trail who didn’t even speak English. While in line they gave themselves the sign 

of the cross and stretched out their hands to Billy crying, “Me—Jesus.” – “Me—Jesus.” 

The first three converts in New York City were a man with the surname Van Zelm, a 

woman who was not a church member, and a black man. Another notable New Yorker in 
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the line was a “Turkish bath rubber.” Some sawdust saints were clearly from the working 

class, like the dock laborer who led New York City’s second trail-hitting ceremony, still 

grimy and clad in his work clothes. But many were middle-class lawyers and 

stenographers. Some had faces “streaked with dirt and marked with hunger lines,” but 

others wore fine gowns and tailored suits.50  

Reporters marveled at the diversity of the sawdust trail not because it spoke to the 

universality of the gospel or even to Sunday’s broad appeal. Rather, they celebrated this 

ceremony because it was an exhibition of urban life, a pageant of diversity that glorified 

and sanitized the realities of urban existence, and it encapsulated the myth of the melting 

pot. Even more, the sawdust trail brought this urban diversity into orderly harmony, 

reflecting progressives’ idealized vision of the city. While the Sunday party may have 

rejoiced over the addition of souls in heaven, others rejoiced that the challenges of 

diversity may yet be overcome in the process of modernization.  

 Sunday’s modernized evangelicalism also exuded the regimentation of modern 

business. Upwards of one thousand local ushers, personal workers, and secretaries guided 

penitents down the sawdust trail “like a machine,” giving the ritual an air of mechanical 

precision. The ushers even assumed a military ethos in their organization, giving 

volunteers the rank of captain or non-commissioned officer. During the ceremony, four 

details of ushers ensured that the trail-hitting was conducted decently and in order, and 

the Chief Usher stood on a chair to observe the movements of his men. Two ushers took 
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their posts around Sunday “just as secret service men,” keeping the line of trail-hitters 

moving by preventing patrons from lingering too long while shaking his hand. 

Meanwhile, another detail emptied the front-center sections where converts would sit 

after the ceremony. A third group of ushers corralled penitents into the two outer aisles of 

the tabernacle and guided them to the front. The two lines converged at the podium where 

Sunday bounced back and forth from left to right, or stretch both of his arms out wide, 

vigorously shaking hands at the rate of 80 per minute. The trail-hitters were then handed 

off to George Sunday, Billy’s eldest son and campaign manager, who led the final detail 

of ushers that guided trail-hitters to the empty benches. Once seated, about 200 

secretaries, headed by Ma, distributed conversion cards and pencils to the sawdust saints. 

Two men systematically canvassed each row, starting at opposite ends and meeting in the 

middle. In another nod to modern business, these secretaries essentially asked trail-hitters 

to fill out a form attesting to their conversion and provide their name, address, and church 

preference.51  

 In this ordinance, lay evangelists and singers became gospel salesmen. 

Rodeheaver insisted that choir members “go at it like selling goods.” Sunday’s party gave 

similar instructions to personal workers, or the men and women who circulated in the 

tabernacle during this time whispering words to “many a wavering sinner” that convinced 

them to hit the trail. One of Sunday’s assistants argued, “Any man who can sell shoes, 

stoves, or is any kind of salesman at all, can present the gospel in a manner that will be 
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effective.” Just as department stores thoroughly trained their salesmen, local pastors 

drilled personal workers on various aspects of the job, including “The Equipment,” “The 

Energy,” “The Method,” and “The Reward.”52 When they went on the tabernacle floor, 

these personal workers were fully equipped with the tools to persuade men and women to 

accept Christ. 

Likening evangelism to salesmanship made proselytizing a less frightening 

enterprise to a new generation of businessmen. But in this comparison, salvation became 

a commodity and the relationship of exchange became one of buyer and seller rather than 

brother and sister. To be sure, Christianity has never been wholly without commercial 

aspects.53 And in the Christian tradition, salvation has always contained a grain of self-

fulfillment, for Christ promises to restore the broken soul. But something here was new, 

for as a commodity sold by gospel salesmen, and as a product vying for attention in a 

consumer marketplace, salvation’s chief selling point became what it can do for the 

individual. In this consumerist context, conversion became another road to self-

realization or therapeutic and psychic abundance. And by likening themselves to 

businessmen, evangelicals’ acceptance of the commodification of religion became 

explicit.  

The trail-hitting ceremony therefore embodied the most popular impulses in 

Progressive Era culture. It was an entertaining spectacle for the audience to watch, but it 

also exemplified the participatory leisure that characterized the era’s most popular 
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amusements. While focused on a metaphysical event, it radiated the modern values of 

regimentation and order. The ceremony also reflected progressive dreams of 

standardization and homogenization rather than the chaos of unbridled individuality. 

Walking the sawdust trail was a corporate experience, but there was room for 

individualism through individual salvation, as long as it was expressed within orderly 

confines. The trail’s diversity reflected the reality of the urban experience, and its 

reliance on local volunteers embodied the activism of the progressive movement. Indeed, 

every element of the ceremony harkened to the hallmarks of the progressive ideal: 

rational planning, organization, efficiency, and order. Finally, its precision—especially 

when combined with the extensive planning of Sunday’s advance team and the 

bureaucratic organization of his staff—excited “the wonder and admiration of trained 

business men.”54 From the drilling of personal workers to a specialized division of labor, 

Billy and Ma used the methods of modern business to make the sawdust trail work 

efficiently. In an age when business and technology promised to save the world, Sunday 

and his team infused revivalism with the ethic of mass production. 

Sunday’s self-proclaimed identity as a businessman further solidified the 

connection between revivalism and modern business. In public engagements and in the 

tabernacle, he intentionally dressed like a businessman rather than a cleric. In fact, Rody 

noted that Sunday was quite wrapped up in his appearance: “His suits were immaculate 

and were worn out more by the cleaner and presser than by use,” and he insisted on 
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buying “new [shoe] heels at the slightest sign of wear.”55 Sunday’s identity as a wealthy 

Christian businessman existed alongside his celebrity status, acting as both a check and a 

compliment. His embrace of luxury and leisure easily fit both identities, but his persona 

as a businessman assured Americans that he was not merely a sensational talking head; 

he was a respectable expert to be taken seriously.  

Sunday’s identities as a celebrity, businessman, and revivalist put him at the helm 

of America’s new commercial order and allowed him to attract mass audiences in a 

consumer society. He and Ma’s stylish wardrobes draped the religious leaders in novelty. 

His smile and active preaching style made him seem eternally youthful. When the public 

referred to this first celebrity power couple as “Billy” and “Ma,” rather than by their 

formal titles, they communicated a central aspect of the Sundays’ appeal; they were 

ordinary folks blessed with incredible opportunity, and their rich and famous lifestyles 

symbolized the happiness consumer culture promised to Americans.  

Sunday also helped cement the image of the Christian businessman. This man 

embodied the professionalism and rationality of urban life as well as the chief values of 

consumerism: acquisition, leisure, luxury, and the power of personality. He was therefore 

the ideal citizen in the new social order, and as demonstrated by reformers like Henry 

Ford, businessmen were in the thick of the progressive movement. The enlightened 

Christian businessman, therefore, was the ideal leader for the modern era. He would 

ensure that the processes of modernization were benign, smooth, and peaceful with the 

benefits of consumerism extended to all. Indeed, the Christian businessman promised 

nothing short of the social and spiritual redemption of the city. By adopting this identity 
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for himself, Sunday not only made revivalism respectable and gave his campaigns a 

middle-class appeal. He was articulating part of a larger vision of how Christianity could 

contribute to a urban society defined by industrialization, consumption, and demographic 

diversity. He was arguing that the old-time religion could be compatible with, and even 

sanctify, this new social order.  

It would be unfair to say that Sunday failed to criticize a world “gone mad in the 

service of Mammon” or the extravagance of modern consumer society, but he and Ma’s 

immersion in the culture of consumption took much of the bite out of these jeremiads. 

Sunday was not the prickly cultural prophet described by historians William G. 

McLoughlin, Matthew Bowman, or Matthew Avery Sutton. If anything, by 1917 his 

condemnations of consumerism began to fall increasingly flat. At a meeting for society 

women in New York City, reporters noted: 

Ma Sunday was all dolled up in a new blue silk dress, so becoming and stylish 
that she took out whatever sting there might have been for the clubwomen in Mr. 
Sunday’s arraignment of some members of the sex as ‘fashionable frames to hang 
fashionable clothes on.’ When the audience heard that it just looked down at its 
own silk draperies and then up at Ma’s silk draperies and smiled in a chummy 
kind of way. 
 

Sunday was no shrill protestor of consumerism. While he occasionally denounced 

materialism, this was nowhere near the focus of his messages. Sunday also vigorously 

defended his own wealth. He often argued, “hasn’t a preacher just as good [a] right to live 

by the money he earns preaching…?”56 Or he would retort, in a Bruce Barton-esque 

fashion, “If Jesus Christ were on earth to-day [sic] preaching and trying to save souls He 
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would go to a Fifth avenue [sic] tailor and ride in a [T]win [S]ix.”57 Comments like these, 

as well as Sunday’s endorsement of consumerism through his celebrity and consumer 

habits, made his attacks on fashion-chasers, modern advertising, and materialism draw 

mostly winks and nods.  

 Sunday built on a long history of evangelical cultural engagement, but he also 

represented something new: he was the first American evangelist to grow rich from his 

labors. His wealth was a keen departure from Francis Asbury, who died in poverty, and 

D. L. Moody, who slept on chairs in the Chicago YMCA because he gave all his money 

to the poor. Sunday was a new kind of evangelist competing in a new kind of 

marketplace, one intimately shaped by consumerism and entertainment. With remarkable 

speed, Sunday learned to skillfully navigate this marketplace and make people want to 

listen to him. In fact, his story seems to be characterized less by reacting to cultural 

change than by shaping it. As a celebrity, businessman, and revivalist, Sunday 

symbolized not the last gasp of nineteenth-century nostalgia. He was a harbinger of 

modernity. 

Sunday’s immersion in the new social order ignited controversy immediately. 

Reinhold Niebuhr was right when he argued that, for many, Sunday’s justifications of his 

wealth left something to be desired in a progressive political milieu that showed little 

“sympathy for the captain of industry who makes exorbitant profits and presents a portion 

of them to charity.” Niebuhr also voiced the concerns of many Protestants when he 
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concluded: “The world is not used to seeing its prophets growing rich….The rewards 

which [Sunday] receives for his labors do not necessarily point to mercenary motives but 

they show a significant lack of sense for the proper…” Even in modern America, 

something about wealthy religious leaders offends the moral sensibilities. Sunday’s fame 

and fortune touched him with more than a mite of materialism, but it is unfair to paint 

him as a forerunner of the scandal-ridden televangelists of the late twentieth century.58 

True, he and Jim Bakker both mastered using their amiable personalities to win a mass 

audience, and Sunday did earn more than Americans were used to seeing their preachers 

make. But he accrued his wealth in an honest way. There was no trickery, grafting, or 

coercion; none of the shenanigans or fuzzy math that characterized Bakker and PTL; no 

outrageous claims like those from Oral Roberts who said that God was going to call him 

home unless believers raised a certain sum of money. While scholars and theologians 

may argue over the propriety and prudence of an evangelist’s wage, they cannot claim 

that Sunday was simply a Progressive Era version of televangelists.  

At its base, the debate over Sunday’s relationship with America’s new 

commercial order is the old struggle between purity and catholicity. This dispute is as old 

as Jonathan Edwards and his grandfather Solomon Stoddard, who disagreed over 

standards for church membership and admission to the Communion Table; and it is as 

timeworn as George Whitefield, whose critics bemoaned that his theatricality made 
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religion vulgar.59 Those who lament evangelicals’ adaptation to consumerism value 

purity more than popularity (or are upset that evangelicals did not raise a prophetic voice 

against a system of consumer capitalism they find deplorable). Sunday was certainly an 

apologist for conservative evangelical doctrine, such as the divine inspiration of the 

Bible, the veracity of biblical miracles, the atoning death of Jesus, and a literal heaven 

and hell. But he was most absorbed with making religion popular and creating a big 

religious tent. This attitude is instructive, especially considering the current historical 

narrative that ties Sunday’s revivals so closely to fundamentalism. The revivalist’s 

overriding objective to appeal to as many people as possible put him markedly out of 

touch with the fundamentalist mindset that valued cultural and religious purity above all 

else. 

Sunday realized early in his revival career that prophets have small audiences. 

Revivalism is a popular pursuit, not a prophetic one, and as such, the scholar looking for 

cultural criticism in the revival tradition will rarely find it.60 Sunday’s adaptation to 

consumerism certainly blunted his capacity for criticism, and in some ways damaged the 

moral voice and social consciousness of twentieth-century Christianity. The evangelicals 

who followed in Sunday’s footsteps have been able to provide a compelling moral voice 

on a host of issues, from the Civil Rights Movement to abortion. But most have never 

been able to criticize consumerism with a straight face. Still, while adapting to 

consumerism may have cost evangelicals a distinctively prophetic voice, what they 

gained was a cultural hearing. 
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The final word on the moral correctness of Sunday’s interaction with 

consumerism will probably elude the historian, but the issue of transformation will not. 

At the mixing site of Sunday’s tabernacle, both evangelicalism and American culture 

were changed after contact. Through his larger than life celebrity and exciting tabernacle 

services, Sunday endorsed the transformations of consumerism and influenced their 

particular manifestations. Evangelicalism, in turn, became much more commercialized 

and concerned with entertaining audiences, but it also became an unavoidable part of 

American culture.  

In 1917, merchants like Franklin, Simon & Co., maker of tailored men’s suits on 

Fifth Avenue in New York City, began to use Sunday’s image to sell their wares. In 

Baltimore, musical entrepreneurs made Sunday’s revivals part of urban nightlife by 

setting “Brighten the Corner Where You Are” to syncopation and barbershop chords, 

playing it “in the cabarets for a fox trot.” By the mid-1910s, Sunday was a fixture of 

American culture. He inspired characters in Broadway plays, like Billy Holliday in 

George Cohan’s Hit-the-Trail Holliday, which debuted in September 1915 and was 

adapted to a silent film in 1918. Later in the twentieth century, he was the butt of Sinclair 

Lewis’s biting satire Elmer Gantry (1927)—a thinly veiled Sunday caricature—which 

was the number one fiction bestseller that year. The 1960 film based on this novel, 

starring Burt Lancaster and Jean Simmons, was so popular that it won three Oscars.61 
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Whether as cultural innovators or the subject of vicious parody, evangelicals have 

imbued American consumer culture from the beginning, especially the goods consumers 

can buy. They appear in blockbuster books, plays, and movies and create their own niche 

markets. They leave their fingerprints on popular music and modern business, and they 

contribute to the slate of amusements Americans can enjoy.  

Consumerism assumed the primary cultural mantle in America not by quashing or 

displacing evangelical religion but through evangelical cooperation. By contributing to 

this social transformation, Sunday shaped the contours of the new consumer order and 

gave it religious legitimacy and moral authority, some of the most important parts of any 

effective social revolution. Still, Sunday’s revivals did more than put a rubber stamp of 

approval on the culture of consumption. They also created an evangelical vision of it. 

Billy, Ma, and Rody were not simply selling out to self-fulfillment or using religion to 

legitimize unholy actions that they were uneasy about. They hoped to wield 

consumerism’s heroes, amusements, and even some of its values to create a religion that 

appealed to nationwide audiences. If they could win this mass audience, and create a 

revival program that predictably delivered converts across the country, perhaps they 

could finally build that elusive City on a Hill. 

Sunday’s celebrity and entertaining sermon style were foundational to his appeal, 

but not because they made him some sensational buffoon. His interactions with 

consumerism made him powerfully resonate with his times. It is also important to 

remember that these elements did not operate in a vacuum; they were most effective 

when situated within his embodiment of other popular elements of Progressive Era 
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culture. If it were not also for the participatory ethos of his revivals, their almost 

mechanical regimentation, their cross-class appeal, non-theological message, and 

Sunday’s identity as a Christian businessman, his stardom would have been a flash in the 

pan. Sunday’s ability to combine celebrity and amusement with these other popular tastes 

is what gave him staying power as a national icon over the span of ten years. In the 

longer view, as Sunday performed under the bright tabernacle lights, it was the image of 

the Christian businessman, not the celebrity entertainer, that proved most enduring and 

ubiquitous as twentieth-century evangelicals learned to live in a consumer society.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

At Home in Babylon: Billy Sunday and Twentieth-Century American Evangelicalism 
 

In 1893, Chicago was ablaze. But this time it was not consumed with flames as it 

was in 1871 when an inferno destroyed most of the town. Instead, the whole city buzzed 

with preparations to host the World’s Columbian Exhibition, or the Chicago World’s 

Fair. A celebration of Chicago’s resurrection from the ashes as well as Western 

achievements since Columbus’s voyage, the Fair presented a vision of the redemptive 

possibilities of the city. Its rhapsodizing official motto conveyed organizers’ hopes that 

the artistic and technological advancements of the city would transform “Not Matter, But 

Mind; Not Things, But Men.” The neoclassical structures of the main exhibit, the White 

City, and especially its central Court of Honor, evoked the order, dignity, and harmony of 

the genteel tradition and inspired the progressive vision of the city. Yet the Fair, 

especially the Midway Plaisance, also provided the first glimpses of the consumer culture 

that would overwhelm the genteel tradition in the twentieth century. The Ferris wheel, the 

“fetching belly dancer” called “Little Egypt,” and other carnal pleasures at the Midway 

offered fair-goers opportunities for fantastic and transporting experiences. The Chicago 

World’s Fair, therefore, “deftly mixed culture and excitement, uplift and entertainment.”1  

A proud Chicagoan, Billy Sunday surely made his way down to the Fair grounds 

at Jackson Park as one of the nearly 700,000 patrons who came through the gates. He and 

Ma probably strolled arm in arm through the grand promenades of the White City, 

soaking in this vision of what the city could be. But equally significant, Sunday was 
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among the evangelists recruited by Dwight L. Moody to wage an extensive 

evangelization campaign amid the Fair’s carnival scene. Many Chicago church leaders 

wanted to organize a boycott or legislative action against the Fair because it was open on 

Sundays, but Moody’s approach was different. He saw the enormous population influx 

associated with the Columbian Exhibition as the “opportunity of a century.” Rather than 

promoting a negative or “fiery Christian apologetical approach,” he endeavored to 

compete with the Fair: “Let us open so many preaching places and present the Gospel so 

attractively that the people will want to come and hear it.”2  

Moody rented the Haymarket Theater, dispatched gospel wagons throughout the 

city, and pitched five tents “at strategic points in the midst of non-churchgoing 

communities.” He also secured about six more “tents, tabernacles, and hotel parlors” near 

the Fairgrounds and even rented space in Forepaugh’s circus tent before the afternoon 

shows. Under a big-top that seated 10,000 with standing room for 10,000 more, and 

surrounded by trapezes and elephants, Moody preached the gospel.3 The Chicago 

World’s Fair was a revelation to Sunday in a number of ways. It provided him, and the 

rest of his generation, with a vision of the aesthetic, cultural, and moral benefits of the 

city. But it also showed him how to present the gospel in festival atmospheres, and how 

evangelists most effectively responded to a secular cultural setting. 

Almost twenty-five years later, remnants of Sunday’s encounter with the White 

City remained. On the first day of his revival in New York City, breakfast was rather 
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quiet at the staff’s temporary home “perched upon a high bluff overlooking the Hudson.” 

Although they had seen remarkable victories in the largest cities across the country, New 

York City seemed a daunting moral challenge. Sensing his team’s anxiety, Sunday called 

a prayer meeting in his room at 9 a.m. Once the team was gathered, the evangelist (still 

disheveled and in his bathrobe) marched over to the window, pulled back the curtains, 

and flung open the shutters. Sweeping his arm out over the Hudson “glistening in the 

morning sun,” he turned to his friends and asked with a wry grin, “Doesn’t look much 

like Babylon, does it?” For all his denunciations of sin in the city, Sunday did not believe 

Manhattan was truly debauched.4 He saw great potential rather than just great profanity in 

this great American city. He saw it for its beauty, its culture, its power, and for what it 

might become. As he evangelized in urban settings, Sunday did not assume a 

fundamentally negative or apologetic posture. Like Moody, he longed to insert himself 

into the city’s festival atmosphere and be part of its celebration of progress. Although he 

preached a historic message of salvation, Sunday was perfectly at home in the American 

Babylon. 

In an era of remarkable social and cultural change, Sunday and his team dared to 

think big. Sensing that the country was on the verge of a seismic shift, they longed to 

establish evangelicalism at the core of the new nation by capturing American cities. If 

they could only standardize revival processes and predictably deliver results across the 
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country, they just might pull it off. This plan was ambitious and multifaceted. It required 

an attractive message that could cut across social, regional, and theological divides, and it 

demanded systematic organization. By adopting the activism of the practical Christianity 

movement, the pragmatism of progressivism, and the methods of the mass entertainment 

industry, Sunday and his team articulated a message that was appealing to mass 

audiences. By designing an administrative revival structure that empowered women, 

deftly balanced lay participation and professionalization, and expanded the reach of 

religious awakenings, Sunday’s team reproduced revivals across the country with 

extraordinary results and consistency.  

This revivalism for mass production and consumption did not achieve all that 

evangelicals had hoped. It did not make New York City the City on a Hill, but it did defy 

the claims of some contemporaries, as well as modern scholars, that religion is 

antithetical to modernity and that cities are inherently hostile to religion. During the 

Progressive Era, evangelicalism deepened the hold of America’s consumer-industrial 

society. Sunday’s revivalism was not a goad of social upheaval but a vehicle for 

entrenching cultural change already underway. Sunday never called for anything radical, 

either in political reform or changing gender roles. Nor did he try to recreate the past in 

the present. He largely parroted the popular ideas of his time. Sunday’s revivals were no 

anti-modernist protest against the social and cultural order. They reified and validated the 

transition to a commercial, regimented, mass society. If they signaled an upheaval at all, 

it was the unseating of Victorian culture and producer-capitalism. 

Sunday’s revivals have two major implications for a historiography largely 

populated with narratives that equate modernization with secularization. First, Sunday 



 259 

and his team demonstrate that modernization did not happen in spite of evangelicals but 

because of them. Progress in an increasingly complex society did not require repudiating 

the evangelical orientation and replacing it with reason, rationality, and the scientific 

method. Nor did consumerism simply overwhelm evangelical beliefs and values.5 

Evangelicalism is a thoroughly modern religious expression shaped by Enlightenment 

ideals of individualism, pietism, and empiricism. During the early twentieth century, 

these believers embraced the rationalization and professionalization of modern society 

and liberating gender roles for women, and they made their peace with the relentless 

pursuit of mammon at the heart of consumer capitalism. Modern America was not just 

the creation of secular groups. Evangelicals shaped the contours of urbanization and 

consumer culture, and in doing so, influenced the character of modern society.  

Second, Sunday’s revivals help explain why and how evangelicalism thrived in 

the twentieth century amid evangelicals’ declining cultural authority. His career suggests 

that if evangelicalism remained a vibrant religious expression in that century, it was not 

because of fundamentalism. By far, Sunday’s most popular years were during the 1910s 

when he assumed an ecumenical posture and a creative tension with American culture. 

When he began to (cautiously) associate with the fundamentalist movement after World 

War I, his popularity plummeted. The story of evangelicalism in the twentieth century is 

not the story of the rise of fundamentalism, but how evangelicals adapted to an urban, 

consumer society. Having joined in the transformations of modernity from the beginning, 
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evangelicals were well versed in how to adapt their religious belief to modernization 

throughout the twentieth century. Modern evangelicals, then, are not truly anti-urban. 

Although they may speak of the city like Paul Bunyan’s Vanity Fair, they envision it as 

Augustine’s City of God.  

As one of the most popular figures in the Progressive Era, Sunday reflects the 

experiences of an entire generation of Americans as they confronted the problems and 

possibilities of the city. Urban areas brought their share of challenges as they matured 

after the Civil War, not least of all poverty, filth, immorality, and ethnic diversity. But to 

Sunday and many other Americans, the possibilities seemed far greater. If efficiently 

ordered and managed, the city promised great wealth and social mobility. If its people 

possessed the right principles, rising education meant uplifted morality and a liberal 

concern for others. Its new technology promised to emancipate women and provided 

Americans with invigorating and entertaining experiences. Progressive reformers, 

women, advertisers, and urban laborers all caught something of the glimmer in these 

promises. So, too, did Protestants like Sunday. Motivated by nineteenth-century ideas of 

social and religious progress marching hand in hand, they applied their activist ethic to 

the twentieth century urban context. As they did so, they articulated the entire age’s 

longings for transformation and renewal—for an urban, millennial future yet to be born. 

Sunday’s effective interactions with urban culture peaked in 1917. Then it all 

began to unravel. Both secular and religious periodicals slowed or stopped their coverage 

of him after 1918.6 It is not that Sunday was inactive, but he was no longer working in the 

big cities of the East. After 1917, most of his revivals were in the South and Midwest and 
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in cities under 50,000. After the 1918 revival in Chicago, Sunday still held revivals in 

respectable sized cities like Cincinnati and Portland, but he did not hold another major 

campaign in a city like New York or Philadelphia. Following the 1917 season, his 

permanent staff dwindled from over twenty assistants to around five or six for the 

remainder of his career, and his crowds shrank to a few thousand. By the late 1920s, 

Sunday even had to go back to pitching tents like his days on the kerosene circuit. Why 

did it all fall apart? 

Most scholars attribute Sunday’s decline to a series of family crises, the seduction 

of fame and money, his increasing irritability, more competitive entertainments in the 

1920s, postwar disillusionment, and the rising tide of secularism. Sunday did indeed 

suffer his fair share of family trials in the 1920s, and these certainly contributed to his 

declining health, strength, and focus in that decade. In 1921, the Sundays’ eldest son 

George, the campaign manager, left his wife Henrietta and their two children for a 

mistress. The Sundays were flushed with embarrassment at their son’s affair, and 

Henrietta, a single mother in an era without wage equality, struggled to feed the children. 

She began begging the Sundays for money. The press that catapulted Billy and Ma to 

national fame got wind of the story and was only too happy to run with it; scandals were 

even better copy than swelling tabernacle crowds. Just a few months after this scandal 

broke, another erupted. The Sundays’ middle son, Billy Jr., was caught in a speakeasy in 

“a compromising situation with a young woman.” Drunk, and perhaps belligerent, Billy 

Jr. “landed in jail.”7 For the old Prohibition warriors, this indignity was probably more 

humiliating than the first. 
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The couple’s health also suffered in this decade. In 1924, Ma was in a serious 

auto accident. This would have been a traumatic event for Billy at any time in their 

marriage, but since their sons’ public and profane diversions in the early 1920s, he had 

leaned more heavily on Ma than ever. With her in the hospital, Billy suffered a physical 

and emotional breakdown that required two days at the Mayo Clinic. The next year, Billy 

had oral surgery on his strained vocal cords, and Ma was riddled with ulcers. She had 

stomach surgery in 1926 and again in 1927 after a relapse. After that, Billy ordered her to 

stay home from the revivals for the first time in twenty years. The old evangelist, now in 

his mid-sixties, hit the revival circuit alone, and he drove himself to exhaustion in the 

late-1920s. 

Still, the trials kept rolling in. After their youngest son Paul graduated college, he 

ran away to Europe to avoid the debts he owed to his friends and fraternity, leaving Ma to 

deal with the collectors. In October 1932, the Sundays’ favorite (and only virtuous) child, 

Helen, unexpectedly died of pneumonia at age 42. Billy Jr. decided not to attend his 

sister’s funeral, remaining at his home in Venice, California. Ma always contended that 

Helen’s death was the beginning of the end for Billy. Four months later in February 1933, 

he collapsed in the middle of a sermon in Des Moines, Iowa from what doctors initially 

thought was a heart attack. He recovered, but 1933 would only get worse. Throughout the 

late 1920s and early 1930s, George had engaged in several risky real estate speculations, 

and now that the country was in the throes of the Depression, he was penniless. The 

Sundays sent thousands of dollars to George and his second wife, but after another real 
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estate meeting in California went bad, George jumped from a window. It was September 

1933. In only eleven months, Billy and Ma had buried two of their four children.8 

These trials, the hardships of old age, and the poisonous effect of money certainly 

played a role in the Sundays’ declining revival ministry in the 1920s. But their story is 

not ultimately a morality tale about the seduction of wealth and the wages of fame and 

spoiled children. It reveals something more enduring about the history of American 

Protestantism and something much larger about American society in the 1920s. One of 

the most important factors in the Sundays’ decline was World War I. The Great War 

zapped the energy and the money necessary for big-tent revivalism. The progressive ethic 

of service that Sunday had used to muster revival volunteers was now enlisted for Uncle 

Sam. His expensive revivals also began to compete with the war effort for valuable 

financial and material resources.9 With no real connection to the war, Sunday had little 

claim to these resources, especially in a social environment that associated patriotism 

with scarcity. Sunday’s model of revivalism relied on a boom-time and peacetime 

economy, and the wartime pinch made revivalism on his scale at first difficult and then 

impossible. Sunday, then, ironically contributed to his own decline by vigorously urging 

Americans to give themselves wholly to Uncle Sam. Having followed his advice, 

Americans had nothing left, emotionally or financially, for Sunday’s enormous revivals.  

The war also transformed the landscape of American Protestantism, especially in 

evangelical circles. Its carnage and destruction brought legitimacy to the arguments of a 

once obscure, fringe group of evangelicals who preached “that the world was going to 

                                                
8 The difficulties of the 1920s-1930s are best recounted in Dorsett, Billy Sunday, “Chapter 6: 

Agony and Decline.” 
 
9 McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 259. 
 



 264 

end. Imminently. Violently. Tragically.” As historian Matthew Avery Sutton notes, amid 

postwar labor strife, an economic depression, the Red Scare at home and the Bolshevik 

Revolution abroad, exuberantly optimistic Progressive Americans suddenly realized that 

“a global cataclysm [was] a very real possibility.” In this setting, evangelicals’ longings 

for a practical faith became more centered on premillennialism than social activism. 

Rather than providing practical tools to redeem the cities, dispensational premillennialism 

gave believers tools that allowed them to interpret geopolitical shifts and the untold 

miseries of the modern world in light of the coming apocalypse.10 Dispensationalism’s 

exacting interpretive system left little room for Sunday’s looser brand of theological 

pragmatism, and while dispensationalists did not totally abandon the world, attempts at 

social reform seemed increasingly futile. In this changing evangelical landscape, 

Sunday’s revivalism, which urged social transformation and theological pragmatism, 

failed to pluck resounding religious strings. 

The shift toward apocalyptic ideology signaled the rise of the fundamentalist 

movement. Before the war, many evangelicals were content to let theological liberals 

exist on their own religious island. But the war demonstrated the extent to which the 

nation was being bound together in a mass society, and it provided conservative 

evangelicals with a symbolic, tragic warning. They suddenly saw Germany, the source of 

Higher Criticism, as a case study in what happens to a civilization when it turns away 

from historic interpretations of the Holy Writ. Men became brutes, leaders became 

tyrants, civilization became bloodthirsty, and might became right. Being bound together 

in a society with theological liberals, and worse—having to live in a society where they 
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had tremendous moral and cultural sway—now seemed a terrifying prospect; if 

theological liberalism took hold in America, the nation would suffer the same fate as 

Germany. These fears crystallized in the issue of teaching Darwinian evolution rather 

than Genesis in public schools, and fundamentalists rallied to defend America from 

national decay.11  

Modernists girded themselves for the ensuing contest, waving the banner of 

science and technocracy and insisting that Scripture be separated from divine truth. These 

positions, however, caused a split within their own ranks between “the mainline” and 

liberal evangelicals, the latter of whom were more ambivalent about modernity and still 

insisted on faith and reason as well as the sanctity of religious experience.12 The war and 

its ensuing theological dialogue, then, fractured American Protestantism, but not just in 

two. Like a crack in the desert that branches and multiplies, the divide in American 

Protestantism cleaved the pragmatic interdenominational cooperation of the Progressive 

Era into several pieces. 

None of this boded well for Sunday’s revivals. In fact, the rise of fundamentalism 

and the rifts it opened up in American Protestantism contributed significantly to his 

decline. The proper understanding of the relationship between revivalism and 

fundamentalism is not just that the former paved way for the latter. Fundamentalism 

actually killed itinerant big-tent revivalism in the 1920s. Revivalism of Sunday’s kind 

necessitated a high degree of interdenominational cooperation, and as the fundamentalist-

modernist controversies rocked American Protestantism, this sense of unity and 
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cooperation evaporated. Mainline and liberal evangelical churches that once 

pragmatically leant their support to Sunday now shunned him, and fundamentalists, 

insisting that true believers “come out” of diseased religious bodies, refused to cooperate 

with anyone suspected of heterodoxy, even within the evangelical camp. With the 

bedrock of cooperation broken, Rody observed, “now there are gaps in the ranks.”13 The 

fracturing religious landscape dried up Sunday’s pool of volunteers, and as the team 

found out, the rank and file—rather than a celebrity evangelist—was the most important 

part of his revivals. Viewed in light of the remarkable unity of Progressive Era 

Protestantism, the most interesting thing about the religious turmoil of the 1920s was not 

its inevitability, but that few could have predicted it, or how fierce the battles would 

become.  

For his part, Sunday seemed at sea regarding where he fit in this changing 

religious landscape. He had always preached a message of restoration and renewal, 

though he largely wanted to redeem American Protestantism from the clutches of cold 

Victorian formalism, sentimentalism, and apathy. This restorationist mentality did attract 

him to a movement that promised to restore all the fundamentals of the faith, and as an 

evangelical, he found himself in total agreement with fundamentalists regarding core 

doctrines, like the divinity of Christ, the reality of miracles, the divine inspiration of the 

Bible, and a literal heaven and hell. He even shared their outrage at Darwinian evolution 

(although he was not a young earth creationist). For these reasons, Sunday did sometimes 

self-identify as a fundamentalist in the 1920s.  

                                                
13 Joel Carpenter, Revive Us Again: The Reawakening of American Fundamentalism (New York: 

Oxford University, 1997), 7; Homer Rodeheaver, Twenty Years With Billy Sunday (Nashville: Cokesbury 
Press, 1936), 141-142. 
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But there were many things about the fundamentalist movement that did not 

square with him. For one, he never shared fundamentalists’ rabid anti-Catholicism, 

having always insisted on cooperation with Catholics in his revivals. Nor did he share 

fundamentalists’ association with the KKK or their hatred of Jews and African-

Americans. His position on social issues, such as women’s suffrage and other elements of 

progressive reform, also put him at odds with many in that camp. During the 1920s, 

Sunday was torn between desires for doctrinal purity and longings for Christian unity, the 

latter of which was essential to the success of his revivals. Perhaps most important, for all 

his militant rhetorical flourishes, Sunday preferred not to be the fighting saint publicly 

leading the charge against theological liberals and Darwinian evolution. In fact, when 

William Jennings Bryan asked Sunday to come to Dayton to support him, the evangelist 

declined. For these reasons, as historians Robert H. Krapohl and Charles H. Lippy 

observe, “Sunday remained an outsider and took no active leadership in the 

fundamentalist movement, although many observers habitually linked him with it.” 

Having been raised on a Moody-like ethic of cultural engagement, he found it 

uncomfortable to be truly at odds with society in the fundamentalist mode. He was much 

more at home in the interdenominational revivalism of the Progressive Era that competed 

with secular amusements. Sunday’s disorientation in this decade mirrored the feelings of 

many evangelicals, especially considering the new consensus they thought they had 

created in the 1910s. Uncertain of where they fit, MBI backed off the fundamentalist 

label in the 1920s, and the Scopes Trial in 1925 only served to further muddy, rather than 

clarify, the definition of a fundamentalist.14 

                                                
14 Dorsett, Billy Sunday, 149, 155-157; William Jennings Bryan to William A. Sunday, June 23, 

1925, Sunday Papers, BGCA. Microfilm; Robert H. Krapohl and Charles H. Lippy, The Evangelicals: A 
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Sunday’s decline also coincided with a transformation in the meaning and ethos 

of liberalism. During the Progressive Era, liberalism lauded the ethic of service above 

self. But after the miseries, hollow fictions, and loss of the Great War, this ideology 

assumed the mantle of personal liberation and release—of self above all else. Because of 

their evangelical heritage, the Sundays were perfectly at home in a liberalism that urged 

sacrificial service to others, but they were horrified at the moral permissiveness of the 

new 1920s creed. More than licentiousness, though, what bothered the Sundays about this 

brand of liberalism was its absorption in the private sphere almost to the point of 

ridiculing any public-minded reform spirit. To the Sundays, this was inexcusable 

selfishness, but to 1920s Americans, it was the Sundays’ model of moral and social 

reform that was anathema—an oppressive and outdated relic of a bygone era. Americans, 

by and large, no longer shared the Sundays’ vision of an interdependent society of 

brothers’ keepers committed to a loosely Christian public morality. Thus, as the 

progressive movement and the political and cultural zeitgeist that sustained it fell on hard 

times, so too did Sunday’s revivals.15 

During the 1920s, Sunday did follow the currents of American culture in one 

respect: he adopted the xenophobic rhetoric of the Red Scare and its suspicion of unions. 

                                                                                                                                            
Historical, Thematic, and Biographical Guide (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1999), 44; Timothy E. W. 
Gloege, Guaranteed Pure: The Moody Bible Institute, Business, and the Making of Modern Evangelicalism 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2015), 10; Sutton, American Apocalypse, xiii. 

 
15 Lynn Dumenil, The Modern Temper: American Culture and Society in the 1920s (New York: 

Hill and Wang, 1995), 275. Modern scholars of progressivism, especially those who study women in 
politics, contend that progressivism did not die after WWI, but the movement was substantially weakened 
in the postwar milieu. See Kristi Andersen, After Suffrage: Women in Partisan and Electoral Politics 
Before the New Deal (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1996); Robyn Muncy, Creating a Female Dominion 
in American Reform, 1890-1935 (New York: Oxford University, 1991); Alan Dawley, Struggles for 
Justice: Social Responsibility and the Liberal State (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1991), 277; McGerr, 
A Fierce Discontent, 315-317; Elizabeth Sanders, Roots of Reform: Farmers, Workers, and the State, 1877-
1917 (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1999). See also Wiebe, The Search for Order, 292-293; and David 
Kennedy, Over Here: The First World War and American Society (New York: Oxford University, 1980). 
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The preacher’s wartime denunciations of the Kaiser in 1917 morphed into tirades against 

America becoming the dumping ground for Europe. By 1919, his assaults on monopoly 

and privilege had become attacks on Bolshevists and unions.16 If Sunday really was a 

union-busting revivalist, and was called to cities when there was the least whiff of a strike 

or lockout, it is curious that Northern cities did not extend invitations to him during the 

tremendous labor turmoil of the postwar years. The Red Scare moved Sunday much 

further to the right where he lost touch with American laborers. Ironically, then, the one 

area in which Sunday followed mainstream American sentiment in the 1920s actually 

diminished his ability to be effective in the cities. 

Sunday was most popular when he looked least like a fundamentalist. His 

revivals, as well as the long history of American evangelicalism, demonstrate that 

evangelicals’ strength lies not in their combativeness or prophetic voice, but in their 

cultural adaptability. This has been the heritage of American evangelicalism since the 

eighteenth century, especially since the founders penned the disestablishment clause. 

Although it comes with the dangers of anti-intellectualism, cultural adaptability has been 

the lifeblood of American evangelicalism, constantly providing religious renewal. 

Doctrinal purity is certainly important to the integrity of this religious tradition, lest 

evangelicals go the way of the Salvation Army.17 But the universality of the gospel, for 

all times, cultures, people, and places—even a modern, urban, consumerist society—was 

                                                
16 McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 258, 276-277. 
 
17 Diane Winston, Red-Hot and Righteous: The Urban Religion of the Salvation Army 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999). Social Gospelers suffered the same fate. See Susan 
Curtis, A Consuming Faith: The Social Gospel and Modern American Culture (Columbia: University of 
Missouri, 2001).  
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behind the most creative and effective expressions of evangelicalism in the twentieth 

century. 

While revivalism was part of the intellectual pedigree of fundamentalism, 

Sunday’s revivals are not best understood as a precursor to that movement. They were 

part of a distinct period of American religious history in which the city was a unifying 

force in American Protestantism. Faced with a common problem and a common vision of 

society and religion advancing in tandem, Progressive Era Protestants joined hands to try 

to transform urban America. They attempted to forge a new consensus centered on a 

practical, active, and empirical faith that overshadowed theological distinctions. As such, 

the differences between liberal and conservative Protestants in the Progressive Era were 

not always clear or distinct.18 They fellowshipped with each other in churches and 

interdenominational societies, and they exchanged methods and ideas.  

In a fast-paced urban context, both parties became chiefly concerned with 

applying the gospel to daily life and viewed conversion as a way to deal with the 

problems of the city. Both stretched the boundaries of worship to include social activism 

and created a new sense of religious space that spilled into city streets. Although they 

differed on where conversion was located (whether in the individual or the community), 

both increasingly relied on behavioral definitions of that spiritual event. They railed 

against Victorian Protestantism with the same voice, criticizing its distance from the 

working classes, removal to the suburbs, class-conscious pew rentals, professional choirs, 

                                                
18 Grant Wacker has been trying to make this point for over thirty years, but it has yet to take hold 

in the historiographical paradigm. Wacker, “The Holy Spirit and the Spirit of the Age in American 
Protestantism, 1880-1910,” Journal of American History 72, no. 1 (June 1985): 45-62. See also, Sutton, 
American Apocalypse, 13; and Matthew Bowman, “Sin, Spirituality, and Primitivism: The Theologies of 
the American Social Gospel, 1885-1917,” Religion and American Culture: A Journal of Interpretation 17, 
no. 1 (Winter 2007): 95-126. 
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and services to be “admired, not participated in.” Both saw Christ as a doer more than a 

speaker and believed personal contact would overcome the social divides in the church. 

Although there were important distinctions between liberal and conservative evangelicals 

in this period, much like the progressive movement, those distinctions did not result in 

dramatically different actions. Both groups transformed Christianity into a more 

systematic, professional faith. Yet as Sunday’s revivals show, this process was not 

always a masculine one. Like their sisters in the Children’s Bureau, women’s clubs, and 

settlement houses, the women of Sunday’s party helped create a female culture of 

professionalism in American evangelicalism.19 Indeed, between the turn of the century 

and the Cold War, there was a remarkable window for female religious leadership within 

American evangelicalism. 

While Sunday became increasingly irrelevant in the 1920s, evangelicalism did 

not. New figures arose implementing the best of his strategies. They were sunny, 

attractive celebrities with enormous organizations, and they were gifted at tailoring their 

messages to a broad audience of consumers despite their own theological distinctives. 

They emphasized entertaining deliveries and clever marketing and they drew on talented 

pool of laypeople. Pentecostal evangelist Aimee Semple McPherson became the face of 

evangelicalism in the 1920s, and behind her followed the towering Billy Graham. By 

showing evangelicals how to interact with an urban, consumer society, Sunday’s team 

also paved the way for religious personalities like Jim Bakker, his theme park Heritage 

USA, Christian book and gift stores, and eventually therapeutic gospels.  

                                                
19 Bowman, The Urban Pulpit, 9, 130-134, 142, 145, 148, 151, 199; Muncy, Creating a Female 

Dominion; Anne Firor Scott, Natural Allies: Women’s Associations in American History (Urbana: 
University of Illinois, 1991); Molly Ladd-Taylor, Mother-Work: Women, Child Welfare, and the State, 
1890-1930 (Urbana: University of Illinois, 1994). 
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As contributors to modern society, Sunday and his team offer more than a lesson 

on the rise of televangelists.20 Their brand of revivalism illuminates the tensions at the 

heart of modernization. In fact, the contradictions many Americans find so distasteful in 

evangelicals are really the tensions of a modern society—the pull between individualism 

and the social contract, morality and self-fulfillment, tolerance and truth, reason and 

feeling. As evangelicals navigated the transformations of modernization, they absorbed 

and reflected its inconsistencies. Learning to live and work in the city, they became 

shaped by its promises and shortcomings. 

In his famous speech at the end of The Great Dictator (1940), Charlie Chaplin 

offered a rhapsodizing vision of the future in which human progress eradicated greed, 

misery, and hate. But modernization has not freed humanity from any of these things. It 

has given the world machines that can send people and ideas around the globe and alter 

notions of time and space. It has provided the tools to create innumerable goods and 

make tremendous amounts of wealth from them. But it has also brought regimentation to 

life, turning men into machines and demanding that they work at ever increasing speeds 

with ever increasing precision. Modernization has given greater knowledge and 

connectivity, but not greater feeling. It builds greater civilization, but no moral core. It 

assures the restless heart with a material paradise, but not spiritual transcendence. It 

promises love, dignity, unity, and tolerance through the triumph of science and reason, 

the very processes that create the grinding regimentation from which the soul seeks 

liberation. The modern world longs for an eternal, utopian millennium, but strives to 

build it with human hands. 

                                                
20 Roger Bruns’s biography, and to some extent Dorsett’s, interpret the revivalist as a precursor to 

televangelists. In Dorsett’s 1991 biography, Sunday’s absorption in materialism and greed parallels the rise 
and fall of Jim Bakker and Jimmy Swaggart in the 1980s. See Bruns, Preacher; Dorsett, Billy Sunday. 
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As members of modern society, evangelicals are circumscribed by these same 

limitations; they are not immune from greed and struggle to balance their confidence in 

rationalization and technology with the mystery of religious experience. They are torn 

between consumer goods and the fruits of the Spirit. Especially in America, they are wont 

to the seduction of materialism and fame, seeking happiness in possessions even as they 

preach about the Celestial City. Yet it is because of the very limitations of modernization 

that historic religious expressions continue remain vibrant in modern societies, and it is 

why American evangelicalism has continued to thrive in the twentieth century. Although 

shaped by the very context they wish to redeem, these religions offer what science and 

reason alone cannot provide. They offer meaning in a meaningless system centered on the 

self; morality in a morally hollow creed; autonomy in a centralizing bureaucratic context. 

The religion of Billy Sunday and those who followed him was not antithetical to 

modernity. It reflected both the limitations and longings of modern society. 
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APPENDIX A 

Pittsburgh Delegations 

Explanation: Where The Pittsburg [sic] Press did not provide specific data on a delegation’s size 
or composition, I have denoted my estimates with an asterisk (*). Where the Press offered a 
description of the delegation, I have put those descriptors in quotation marks (“ ”). Where no 
estimate could be reasonably determined, I have left those cells blank. 

For the purposes of this survey, I considered working class occupations to be any related 
to the steel industry, any that required work in a mill or factory, as well as employment at 
railroads, construction firms, lumber yards, stockyards, printing offices, laundries, restaurants, in 
homes as maids or domestic servants, and in department stores, where wages were still 
dreadfully low.  

Middle class delegations included workers from banks, stock exchanges, hospitals, law 
firms, insurance agencies, realtor organizations, newspapers, fraternal societies, commercial and 
athletic clubs, firefighter and police organizations, reform organizations, business or trade 
schools, high schools, universities, libraries, and telephone exchanges. I included this last one on 
the middle-class occupation list because these women needed at least a high school education 
and un-accented English diction. 
 
TABLE 1: INDEX OF TABERNACLE DELEGATIONS 
 
Delegation Name Size Male/ 

Female 
Middle 
Class/ 
Working 
Class 

Date 
Attended 

Afternoon/ 
Evening 
Service 

Citations in The 
Pittsburg Press 

WCTU “large” F MC 1/6/1914 E 

“Personal Workers 
Spurred,” January 7, 
1914, 20 

R. D. Nuttall Co.   WC 1/6/1914 E  
Deaf mutes from First Baptist  M/F  1/6/1914 E  
       

Pittsburgh YMCA 5,000 M MC/WC 1/7/1914 E 

“Personal Workers 
Spurred,” January 7, 
1914, 20 

       

Business Women’s Night 8,000 F MC/WC 1/13/1914 E 

“‘Billy’ Sunday 
Again Urges Personal 
Work,” January 14, 
1914, 24 
 >Bell Telephone Co. 50 F MC 1/13/1914 E  

>McCreery 
P. 

 F WC 
 

1/13/1914 E  
>P. & A. Telephone Co.  F MC 1/13/1914 E  
>Ellsworth Business School  F MC 1/13/1914 E  
>Child’s Restaurant  F WC 1/13/1914 E  
>Messer’s Candy Factory 
 

 F WC 1/13/1914 E  
>Frick Building  F MC 1/13/1914 E  
>Lewing & Neiman’s Store  F WC 1/13/1914 E  
>Westinghouse  F WC 

MC 
1/13/1914 E  

>Pennsylvania Lines West of 
Pittsburgh 

 
F WC 1/13/1914 E 

 

>Reno College  F WC 1/13/1914 E  
>More’s Printing Office  F MC 1/13/1914 E  
>Campbell’s Department Store  F WC 1/13/1914 E  
>People’s Bank  F MC 1/13/1914 E  
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>Joseph Horne Co.  F WC 1/13/1914 E  
>Kauffmann’s Department 
Store 

 F WC 1/13/1914 E  

       

Business Women’s Night >8,000 F WC/MC 1/14/1914 E 

“‘Billy’ Finishes Set 
Sermons On Personal 
Work,” January 15, 
1914, 1, 18 

>Lincoln Laundry 40 F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Boggs & Buhl 300 F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Wood’s Box Factory  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Wood’s Run  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>McKinney Manufacturing Co.  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Pittsburg Stogie Factory  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Cruikshank Bros.  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Pittsburgh Lamp & Brass Co.  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>American Union Cigar Co.  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Standard Sanitary 
Manufacturing Co. 

 
F WC 1/14/1914 E 

 

>P. Wall Manufacturing Co.  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Pittsburg Screw & Bolt Co.  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>St. John’s Hospital  F MC 1/14/1914 E  
>Northside Laundry  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Lorch’s Department Store  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>United States Glass Co.  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Southside Carnegie Library  F MC 1/14/1914 E  
>John Eichleay Jr. Co.  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Hemlock Telephone 
Exchange 

 F MC 1/14/1914 E  
>Pennsylvania Chalk Co.  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Richard’s Millinery Store  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>YWCA  F WC/MC 1/14/1914 E  
>Union Electric  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Hilltop Telephone Exchange  F MC 1/14/1914 E  
>Wolverine Co.  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Jones and Laughlin  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>National Casket Co.  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Walker’s Soap 40 F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Bell Telephone Co. (East 
Liberty) 

 
F MC 1/14/1914 E 

 

>Oriental Glass Co.  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Wagner Cigar Co.  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Mutual Laundry  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Southside Laundry  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
>Linnekin’s  F WC 1/14/1914 E  
       

YWCA 1,000 F MC/WC 1/20/1914 E 

“‘Billy’ Talks About 
‘Faith’ This 
Afternoon,” January 
16, 1914, 6 

       

Men and women of the banks 1,200 M/F MC 1/28/1914 E 

“‘Forsake Sins,’ 
Shouts ‘Billy’ To 
Club Women,” 
January 29, 1914, 2 

Adam's Express Co. *50   1/28/1914 E  
Bureau of Water-Dept. of 
Public Works 

*50 *M/F MC/WC 1/28/1914 E  
American Sheet & Tin Plate 
Co. 

*500 M WC 1/28/1914 E  
Pittsburg Life & Trust *50 *M/F MC 1/28/1914 E  
Rosenbaum Co. Dept. Store *50 F WC 1/28/1914 E  
Pittsburg Door Co. *50 *M WC 1/28/1914 E  
J.B. Sipe & Co. *50 M WC 1/28/1914 E  
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Market men of Pittsburg *50 M MC 1/28/1914 E  
C.C. Mellor (piano company) *50 *M/F MC 1/28/1914 E  
Ohio Fuel Co. *50 *M WC 1/28/1914 E  
Walter Black *50   1/28/1914 E  
Union American Cigar Co *50 F WC 1/28/1914 E  
Mohn Bros.' Laundry *150 M/F WC 1/28/1914 E  
Westend Laundry *50 M/F WC 1/28/1914 E  
North View Boarding Club and 
school teachers *50 *F MC 1/28/1914 E  

*Est. Nightly Total 2,500+      
       

Ohio Fuel Co. *50 *M WC 1/29/1914 E 

“Tabernacle To Be 
Reserved This 
Evening,” January 30, 
1914, 4 

Walter Black *50   1/29/1914 E  
Union American Cigar Co *50 F WC 1/29/1914 E  
Mohn Bros.’ Laundry *50 M/F WC 1/29/1914 E  
Westend Laundry *50 M/F WC 1/29/1914 E  
North View Boarding Club and 
school teachers *50 *F MC 1/29/1914 E  

*Est. Nightly Total 300+      
       

New Americans *50 *M MC 1/31/1914 E 

“Schools Flayed by 
‘Billy,’” February 1, 
1914, 7 

Lincoln Laundry *50 F WC 1/31/1914 E  
Margaret Morrison School *50 F MC 1/31/1914 E  
Wilkingsburg *50 M/F MC 1/31/1914 E  
Painters’ mills 400 M WC 1/31/1914 E  
Eiler Lumber Co. *50 M WC 1/31/1914 E  
Fire Engine Co. No. 50 and 
Truck Co. No. 14 

*50 M MC 1/31/1914 E  
*Est. Nightly Total 700      

       

Crucible Steel Co. of America 5,000 M MC/WC 2/1/1914 E 

“Schools Flayed by 
‘Billy,’” February 1, 
1914, 7; “Will Preach 
Sermon Three Times 
In Day,” February 2, 
1914, 4 

>Park Works  M WC 2/1/1914 E  
>Crescent Works  M WC 2/1/1914 E  
>Singer-Nimick Works  M WC 2/1/1914 E  
>Spring Works  M WC 2/1/1914 E  
>La Belle Works  M WC 2/1/1914 E  
>Crucible Works  M WC 2/1/1914 E  
>Midland Works  M WC 2/1/1914 E  
>Alliquipa Works  M WC 2/1/1914 E  
>clerical departments  F WC 2/1/1914 E  
Westinghouse Air Brake Co. 6,000 M/F WC 2/1/1914 E  
American Bridge Co. 1,000 M WC 2/1/1914 E  
H. K. Porter Locomotive 
Works 

900 M WC 2/1/1914 E  
Railroad men 500 M WC 2/1/1914 E  
Carnegie Institute 50 M/F MC 2/1/1914 E  
Pennsylvania RR auditors 
department 100 M/F MC 2/1/1914 E 

 

*Est. Nightly Total 13,550      
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Courthouse 700 M/F MC 2/3/1914 E 

“Strong Sermon Wins 
Throng For Sawdust 
Trail,” February 4, 
1914, 3 

Knights of Valor *50 M MC 2/3/1914 E  
Anti-tobacco organization of 
Aspinwall *50 *F MC 2/3/1914 E 

 

Printers 
“several 
hundred” 
Hundred 

M WC 2/3/1914 E 
 

Frick-Lindsey Co. 300 *M WC 2/3/1914 E  
American Bridge Co. 300 M WC 2/3/1914 E  
Pressed Steel Car Co. 250 M WC 2/3/1914 E  
Renshaw-Carson Co. *50 *M WC 2/3/1914 E  
Deaf mutes 150 *M/F  2/3/1914 E  

*Est. Nightly Total 2,150      
       

Wholesale Druggists 450 *M MC 2/5/1914 E 

Gertrude Gordon, 
“‘Billy’ Pleased At 
Response To Fervid 
Appeal,” February 6, 
1914, 11 

Downtown stores, offices, 
establishments 

“several 
hundred” M/F MC 2/5/1914 E 

 

Standard Underground Cable 
Co. 

350 M/F WC 2/5/1914 E  
Cruikshank Bros. 200 M/F WC 2/5/1914 E  
Westinghouse factories 500 *M/F WC 2/5/1914 E  
Bloomfield 500 M/F  2/5/1914 E  
McClintic-Marshall 
Construction Co. 

250 M WC 2/5/1914 E  
Equitable Meter Co. 50 M WC 2/5/1914 E  
Pittsburg Printing Co. *50 *M WC 2/5/1914 E  
Athalia Daily Home 75 F  2/5/1914 E  
Standard Sanitary 
Manufacturing Co. 

200 F WC 2/5/1914 E  
Carnegie Steel Officials 50 M MC 2/5/1914 E  
Duquesne Light Co. 200 M MC/ WC 2/5/1914 E  
L.C. Smith & Bro. Typewriter 
Co. 

50 *M/F WC 2/5/1914 E  
Reliance Steel Co. 60 M WC 2/5/1914 E  

*Est. Nightly Total 3,285      
       

Business Women and Students’ 
Night 15,000 F, M/F WC, MC 2/6/1914 E 

“Schools Flayed by 
‘Billy,’” February 1, 
1914, 7 
        

School teachers 2,400 F MC 2/7/1914 E 

Gertrude Gordon, 
“2,400 School 
Teachers At 
Tabernacle Hear 
‘Billy,’” February 8, 
1914, 1, 7 

Westinghouse Airbrake Plant 1,000 *M/F WC 2/7/1914 E  
Ward Baking Co. *50 *F WC 2/7/1914 E  
National Tube Co. *50 M WC 2/7/1914 E  
Schoenberger Steel Co. *50 M WC 2/7/1914 E  
Nesbit & Bollen Co. *50 *F WC 2/7/1914 E  
Bernard Gloeckler Co. *50 M WC 2/7/1914 E  
Duquesne Cigar Factory *50 *F WC 2/7/1914 E  

*Est. Nightly Total 3,700      
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Pressed Steel Car Co. 2,300 M WC 2/8/1914 E 

“‘Billy’ And Ma Are 
At Winona Lake For 
A Day,” February 9, 
1914, 2 

Mackintosh, Hemphill & Co. 1,000 M WC 2/8/1914 E  
Young Men's League 1,500 M MC 2/8/1914 E  
Traffic men 1,500 M WC 2/8/1914 E  
Oliver, Duquesne, American 
Steel and Wire, and Carnegie 
Steel Plants 
 

5,000 M WC 2/8/1914 E 

 

National Tube Works *50 M WC 2/8/1914 E  

Odd Fellows 
“several 
hundred” M MC 2/8/1914 E 

 

Duquesne Steel Foundry 400 M WC 2/8/1914 E  
Engineers and firemen 50 M MC 2/8/1914 E  
Barbers 200   2/8/1914 E  

*Est. Nightly Total 12,300 ! ! ! !  
! ! ! ! ! !  

Various railroads *50 M/F WC 2/10/1914 E 

“‘Billy’ Fires Three 
Rallies By 
Eloquence,” February 
11, 1914, 2 
 Three newspapers *50  MC 2/10/1914 E  

Atlantic Refining Co. 500 M WC 2/10/1914 E  
Hammond Packing Co. 100 *M WC 2/10/1914 E  
Sankey Brick Co. 50 *M WC 2/10/1914 E  
McKnight Hardware Co. 50 *M WC 2/10/1914 E  
Ruud Manufacturing Co. 100 M WC 2/10/1914 E  
Stock yard men from Herr's 
Island 50 M WC 2/10/1914 E 

 

*Est. Nightly Total 950 ! ! ! !  
! ! ! ! ! !  

The Pittsburgh Press *50 M/F MC 2/11/1914 E 

“Calls Men Who 
Deny Miracles 
‘Blasphemers,’” 
February 12, 1914, 1, 
14 

East Liberty district 600 M/F *MC 2/11/1914 E  
Union Stockyards 1,000 M WC 2/11/1914 E  
Mills in Manchester district 500 *M WC 2/11/1914 E  
Commercial Club 1,000 *M MC 2/11/1914 E  
Philadelphia Co. 800 *M *MC 2/11/1914 E  
Pequod Athletic Association 100 M MC 2/11/1914 E  
Kolb Bros. & Hulsman 100 M/F WC 2/11/1914 E  

*Est. Nightly Total 4,150      
! ! ! ! ! !  

H. J. Heinz Co. 1,500 M WC 2/12/1914 E 

“‘Unpardonable Sin’ 
Is Topic Of Hot 
Sermon,” February 
13, 1914, 1, 6 

Kauffman's 500 F WC 2/12/1914 E  
McCreery's Dept. Store 400 F WC 2/12/1914 E  
Farmer's Bank building 300 M/F MC 2/12/1914 E  
Peabody High School 400 M/F MC 2/12/1914 E  
Aluminum Co. of America 350 M WC 2/12/1914 E  
Logan & Gregg Hardware Co. 150 *M WC 2/12/1914 E  
James H. Matthews Co. 250 M WC 2/12/1914 E  
Duff & Co. 150 M/F WC 2/12/1914 E  
Martin Shorthand School 150 M/F MC 2/12/1914 E  
North View Boarding Club 20 *F MC 2/12/1914 E  
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Johnston's Studio 35 *M *MC 2/12/1914 E  
Tate, Jones & Co. 50 *M WC 2/12/1914 E  

*Est. Nightly Total 4,255      

! ! ! ! ! !  

City employees 4,000 *M/F MC 2/15/1914 E 

Gertrude Gordon, “A 
Day’s Rest In Local 
Revival; ‘Billy’ In 
Ohio,” February 16, 
1914, 3 

Woodmen of the World 500 M MC 2/15/1914 E  
Junior Order of American 
Mechanics 3,000 M WC 2/15/1914 E 

 

Young Men’s League 1,200 M MC 2/15/1914 E  
Edgar Thompson Steel Co. 1,500 M WC 2/15/1914 E  
Riter & Conley 500 M WC 2/15/1914 E  
Farmer's Bank Building 1,000 M/F MC 2/15/1914 E  
McClintic-Marshall 300 M WC 2/15/1914 E  
American Steel and Wire Co. 1,000 M WC 2/15/1914 A  
Sharpsburg 300 *M/F MC 2/15/1914 A  
American Sheet & Tin Plate 
Co. 

500 M WC 2/15/1914 A  
*Est. Total PM 12,000      

       
*Est. Total AFT 1,800      

! ! ! ! ! !  

Carnegie Steel Co. 2,000 M MC/ WC 2/17/1914 E 

“‘Billy Preaches 
Redhot [sic] Sermon 
For Christians,” 
February 17, 1914, 20 

Pittsburg Post Office 1,500 M MC 2/17/1914 E  
Boggs & Buhl 1,000 F WC 2/17/1914 E  
Fire insurance men 500 M MC 2/17/1914 E  
“Several others from 500 to 50” *1,800 M/F MC/ WC 2/17/1914 E  

*Est. Nightly Total 6,800      
       

Hubbard & Co. 500 M WC 2/18/1914 E 

“‘Man Without A 
Soul, ‘Billy’s’ 
Sermon Subject,” 
February 19, 1914, 2 

Produce men 1,700 M *WC 2/18/1914 E  
Wilkinsburg business women 500 F WC 2/18/1914 E  
National Union Fire Insurance 
Co. 

400 *M MC 2/18/1914 E  
Pittsburg Valve Foundry & 
Construction Co. 600 M WC 2/18/1914 E 

 

Lockhart Iron & Steel Co. 400 M WC 2/18/1914 E  
Heppenstall Forge & Knife Co. 100 M WC 2/18/1914 E  
Rogers Sand Co. 100 *M WC 2/18/1914 E  
Pennsylvania RR Freight 
Department, Lines West 

400 *M WC 2/18/1914 E  
House maids 75 F WC 2/18/1914 E  
Waverly Oil Co. 25 M WC 2/18/1914 E  
Pittsburg Steel Co. 250 M WC 2/18/1914 E  

*Est. Nightly Total 5,050      
       

Jones & Laughlin 3,000 M/F WC 2/19/1914 E 

“Sunday Talks To 
Large Crowd On 
Barabbas,” February 
20, 1914, 6 

Northside bank employees 300 *M/F MC 2/19/1914 E  
Spanish-American War 
veterans 200 M  2/19/1914 E 

 

First National Bank 100 *M/F MC 2/19/1914 E  
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Manchester girls 50 F WC 2/19/1914 E  
Wholesale grocers 600 *M  2/19/1914 E  
Lewin-Neiman Co. 125 F WC 2/19/1914 E  
Fort Duquesne Laundry 40 F WC 2/19/1914 E  
Standard Manufacturing Co. 30 *F WC 2/19/1914 E  
Union Trust Co. 25 *M WC 2/19/1914 E  
Kemble & Mills 35 *M WC 2/19/1914 E  
Bowman Manufacturing & 
Supply Co. 

50 *M WC 2/19/1914 E  
West Liberty business men 50 M MC 2/19/1914 E  
Market men 500 M MC 2/19/1914 E  
A. M. Byers & Co. 250 M WC 2/19/1914 E  
University of Pittsburg 200 *M MC 2/19/1914 E  
Business men 200 M MC 2/19/1914 E  
Business women 300 F WC 2/19/1914 E  
Buick Motor Car Co. 55 M WC 2/19/1914 E  
Physicians and nurses 150 M/F MC 2/19/1914 E  
Crucible Steel Co. *50 M WC 2/19/1914 E  
Protected Home Circle 1,500 F MC 2/19/1914 E  
Pittsburg Passenger Club 300 M WC 2/19/1914 E  
Star Union Line 500 M WC 2/19/1914 E  
Underwriters' association 700 *M/F MC 2/19/1914 E  
Realty Board of Pittsburg 600 *M/F MC 2/19/1914 E  

*Est. Nightly Total 9,910      
       

Mesta Machine Co. of West 
Homestead 1,000 M WC 2/21/1914 E 

“Four Big Meetings 
Today Bring Climax 
of Great Sunday 
Revival,” February 
22, 1914, 1, 4 

Eastern Star 600 M MC 2/21/1914 E  
Bell Telephone Co. 2,000 *F MC 2/21/1914 E  
Pittsburg's four express 
companies 500 *M WC 2/21/1914 E 

 

La Belle-Singer Co. 700 *M WC 2/21/1914 E  
Postal Telegraph Co. 175 *M/F MC 2/21/1914 E  
Joseph Horne Co. Dept. Store 800 F WC 2/21/1914 E  
Sherwin Williams Co. 25 *M WC 2/21/1914 E  
Kaufmann-Baer Co. Dept. 
Store 

100 F WC 2/21/1914 E  
Elliot Fisher Co. 100 *M/F WC 2/21/1914 E  
Pittsburg Stock Exchange 200 M MC 2/21/1914 E  
Homestead Mills 50 M WC 2/21/1914 E  
American Steel and Wire 50 M WC 2/21/1914 E  

*Est. Nightly Total 6,300      
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TABLE 2: SUMMARY OF PITTSBURGH DELEGATIONS 

Explanation: Cells highlighted in dark red indicate nights when delegations occupied more than 
75% of tabernacle seats. Cells highlighted in light red indicate nights when delegations occupied 
close to 50% or more of tabernacle seats, but less than 75%. Cells highlighted in gray indicate a 
working class to middle class ratio of 80:20 or greater. Cells highlighted in light blue indicate 
that more than 50% of delegation members were men. Cells highlighted in medium blue indicate 
that more than 80% of delegation members were working class men. Cells highlighted in dark 
blue indicate nights when more than 10,000 working class men were in the tabernacle in 
delegations. 
 
Cells marked with asterisks indicate that the ratio was estimated, or that more than one 
delegation’s size in the total number of reserved seats was estimated. This asterisk could 
therefore mean that two delegation sizes were missing from the Press’s nightly report and were 
thus estimated, or that all of the delegation sizes were estimated. Please refer to Table 1 for 
specific breakdowns of the reserved seats for a given night, including the estimates I used. 
 

Date # Reserved 
Seats 

% of Tabernacle 
Occupied by 
Delegations 

Among 
Delegations, 
WC:MC Ratio 

Among 
Delegations, 
% M/F 

Among 
Delegations, 
% WC Men 

Among 
Delegations, 
# WC Men 

1/6/1913 Unknown      
1/7/1914 5,000 33% *50:50 All men   
1/13/1914 8,000 53% 63:37 All women   
1/14/1914 >8,000 >53% 84:16 All women   
1/20/1914 1,000 7% *50:50 All women   
1/28/1914 *2,500+ 17% 43:57    
1/29/1914 *300+ 2% *80:20    
1/31/1914 *700 5% 71:29 82% men 64% *450 
2/1/1914 13,550 90% 96:4 96% men 86% 

 
11,600 

2/3/1914 *2,150 14% 63:37 83% men 60% 
 

*1,300 
2/5/1914 *3,285 22% 73:27 72% men 41% 

 
*1,335 

2/6/1914 15,000 100% *80:20 *90% women   
2/7/1914 *3,700 25% 36:64 72% women 23% *850 
2/8/1914 *12,300 82% 85:15 All men 83% 

 
*10,250 

2/10/1914 *950 6% 95:5 97% men 94% 
 

*890 
2/11/1914 4,150 28% 39:61 90% men 36% 

 
1,500 

2/12/1914 4,255 28% 83:17 67% men 56% 
 

2,375 
2/15/1914 PM 12,000 80% 44:56 90% men 44% 

 
5,300 

2/15/1914 AFT 1,800 12% 83:17 92% men 83% 
 

1,500 
2/17/1914 *6,800 45% 50:50 72% men 35% 

 
*2,400 

2/18/1914 5,050 34% 92:8 89% men 81% 
 

4,075 
2/19/1914 9,910 66% 57:43 77% men 43% 

 
4,235 

2/21/1914 6,300 42% 53:47 52% men 38% 
 

2,375 
       
    Est. Total of WC Men *50,835 
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APPENDIX B 
 

The Fundamentalist Funnel: A Note on Billy Sunday and Early Twentieth-Century 
American Religious History 

 
 

Fundamentalism looms large in the study of American religion. In 2015, three of 

the most buzz-worthy books in the field were Matthew Avery Sutton’s American 

Apocalypse, Timothy Gloege’s Guaranteed Pure, and Kevin Kruse’s One Nation Under 

God, all studies of fundamentalism. In like manner, most people, if they have ever heard 

of Billy Sunday, assume he was a fundamentalist—scholars included. Historian of 

fundamentalism George Marsden calls Sunday one of “the two most popular individuals 

connected with fundamentalism.” Sunday biographer Roger Bruns paints the revivalist as 

a “prototypical firebrand Fundamentalist, and hyperbolic spokesman for conservative 

political and social values.” Historian of fundamentalism Betty DeBerg argues, “Billy 

Sunday best represented fundamentalist revivalism during the first quarter of the 

twentieth century.” Indeed, nearly all major scholars in the field label Sunday as a 

fundamentalist, including Matthew Bowman, Matthew Avery Sutton, Martin E. Marty, 

Edward J. Larson, Barry Hankins, Douglas Carl Abrams, and John Corrigan.1  

                                                
1 Matthew Avery Sutton, American Apocalypse: A History of Modern Evangelicalism (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University, 2014); Timothy Gloege, Guaranteed Pure: The Moody Bible Institute, Business, 
and the Making of Modern Evangelicalism (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2015); Kevin M. 
Kruse, One Nation Under God: How Corporate America Invented Christian America (New York: Basic 
Books, 2015). 

George Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture: The Shaping of Twentieth Century 
Evangelicalism, 1870-1925 (1980; 2nd ed., New York: Oxford University, 2006), 142; Richard S. Taylor, 
review of Roger A. Bruns, Preacher: Billy Sunday and Big-Time American Evangelism (New York: W. W. 
Norton, 1992), The Journal of American History 80, no. 1 (June 1993): 309; Betty A. DeBerg, Ungodly 
Women: Gender and the First Wave of American Fundamentalism (1990; repr. Macon, GA: Mercer 
University Press, 2000), 10; Matthew Bowman, The Urban Pulpit: New York City and the Fate of Liberal 
Evangelicalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 178-188, 192; Sutton, American Apocalypse, 
39-41, 60-62, 135, 139, 162, 181; Martin E. Marty ed., Fundamentalism and Evangelicalism, vol. 10 of 
Modern American Protestantism and its World: Historical Articles on Protestantism in American Religious 
Life (Munich: K. G. Saur, 1993), 212, 306; Edward J. Larson, Summer for the Gods: The Scopes Trial and 
America’s Continuing Debate Over Science and Religion (1997; repr. New York: Basic Books, 2006), 54; 
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This study has shown that Sunday’s revivals certainly do not look like 

fundamentalism. Rather than fighting against the winds of change, Sunday and his team 

adjusted urban revivalism to the social transformations of the era, especially 

consumerism, progressive reform, modern business, and women’s liberation. Sunday was 

not a social or cultural reactionary, and while his pulpit oratory sometimes contained 

militant rhetorical flourishes, he did not truly relish in religious controversy and division. 

Why, then, do so many good scholars continue to associate Sunday with the 

fundamentalist movement? I contend that scholars’ current narratives say more about the 

historiography of American religious history than they do about Sunday’s place in it. 

Fundamentalism is, as historian Joel Carpenter notes, “an elusive term” because 

of its “popular misuse as a synonym for bigotry, fanaticism or anti-intellectualism.”2 

However, American religious historians have crafted a more precise definition: 

“militantly anti-modernist Protestant evangelicalism,” or, as Sutton has recently offered, 

“radical apocalyptic evangelicalism.”3 These two definitions emphasize different aspects 

of the fundamentalist mind, whether a militant aversion to modernist theology and 

secular culture or an obsession with the end times, but both definitions convey 

fundamentalists’ skeptical attitude toward modern society. Fundamentalists are most 

concerned with purity as it pertains to “right doctrine” (rather than morality and righteous 

living). But this doctrinal focus gained wider cultural traction during the 1920s through 

                                                                                                                                            
Barry Hankins, Jesus and Gin: Evangelicalism, the Roaring Twenties and Today’s Culture Wars (New 
York: Macmillan, 2000), 63; Douglas Carl Abrams, Selling the Old-Time Religion: American 
Fundamentalists and Mass Culture, 1920-1940 (Athens: University of Georgia, 2001), 7; John Corrigan, 
Emptiness: Feeling Christian in America (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2015), 112 

 
2 Joel A. Carpenter, Revive Us Again: The Reawakening of American Fundamentalism (New 

York: Oxford University, 1999), 4. 
 
3 Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, 4; Sutton, American Apocalypse, 3. 
 



 284 

the issue of teaching Darwinian evolution in public schools, which helped laymen and 

women understand the practical implications of theological liberalism.4  

Fundamentalism is a subset of evangelicalism, but not all evangelicals are 

fundamentalists. Evangelicalism describes a remarkably diverse group of Christians who 

share essential doctrines and adopt a “fairly strong transdenominational identity” rather 

than the identity of a small, faithful remnant.5 Evangelicalism encompasses Holiness 

churches as well as black churches, Baptists as well as Mennonites. Fundamentalists exist 

under this evangelical umbrella and subscribe to evangelical doctrines, especially the 

divine inspiration of the Bible, the atoning death of Jesus Christ, the conversion 

experience as a process of being “born again,” and activism as the expression of a life 

transformed.6 But fundamentalists place a unique emphasis on dispensational 

eschatology, a rather pessimistic view of the end times that nevertheless empowers 

believers by giving them secret knowledge for interpreting geopolitical events in light of 

                                                
4 This is the argument of Marsden in Fundamentalism and American Culture. 
 
5 George Marsden, Understanding Fundamentalism and Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Eerdmans, 1991), 5-6. 
 
6 The most accepted definition of evangelicalism comes from historian David Bebbington in 

Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1930s (London: Unwin Hyman, 1989), 
where he outlines four distinctive elements of evangelicalism: conversionism, activism, Biblicism, and 
crucicentrism. Recently, some scholars have criticized Bebbington’s definition, arguing that it implies 
“nonevangelicals treat the Bible carelessly, reject conversion, fail to act on their faith, and largely disregard 
the death of Jesus Christ.” See Gloege, Guaranteed Pure, 12. See also Matthew Bowman’s critiques in The 
Urban Pulpit, 9-10, where he argues for a definition of evangelicalism base more on style than doctrinal 
substance. However, these criticisms are disingenuous readings of Bebbington’s definition of evangelical 
distinctiveness. Bebbington’s definition is not one of black and white juxtapositions, where the presence of 
these characteristics in evangelicals means their absence in other groups. Other religious traditions may 
emphasize one or more of these traits, but evangelicals’ affirmation of all four, combined with their unique 
interpretations of conversion as a process of being born again, of the Bible as the ultimate authority on all 
maters of salvation, and of Christ’s death and literal resurrection as having made atonement for sins, makes 
them a distinct group. See also Marsden, Understanding Fundamentalism and Evangelicalism, 4-5. 
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the imminent apocalypse.7 As recent research has shown, fundamentalists’ eschatology 

has not prevented them from wanting to change the world—especially if transforming the 

world means resurrecting a mythic Christian nation.8 Still, there are strong separatist 

impulses in the movement, especially regarding the need to clearly distinguish 

themselves from secular society and heterodox denominations.  

The deep-seeded historiographical association between Sunday and 

fundamentalism began with William G. McLoughlin’s first scholarly biography of the 

evangelist in 1955. Although over 60 years old, and despite three recent biographies, this 

biography remains scholars’ most comprehensive one.9 Modern historians have continued 

to tie Sunday’s revivals to the emergence of fundamentalism because of his aggressive 

preaching style, conservative evangelical theology, and public opposition to evolutionary 

science and liberal doctrine. This has been especially true since the rise of the Religious 

Right, when scholars across the disciplines became interested in fundamentalism. 

Historians led by George Marsden endeavored to find the origins of this religious 

movement, setting their sights on the evangelical network emanating from Dwight L. 

Moody.10 Marsden’s landmark work Fundamentalism and American Culture was brilliant 

                                                
7 Ernest R. Sandeen was the first historian to thoroughly connect premillennialism to 

fundamentalism. See Ernest R. Sandeen, The Roots of Fundamentalism: British and American 
Millenarianism, 1800-1930 (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1970). More recently, see Sutton, American 
Apocalypse. 
 

8 See especially Sutton, American Apocalypse; Gloege, Guaranteed Pure. 
 
9 William G. McLoughlin, Billy Sunday Was His Real Name (Chicago: University of Chicago, 

1955); Lyle W. Dorsett, Billy Sunday and the Redemption of Urban America (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1991); Bruns, Preacher; Robert F. Martin, Hero of the Heartland: Billy Sunday and the 
Transformation of America (Bloomington: Indiana University, 2002). 

 
10 See especially Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture; Carpenter, Revive Us Again; 

Virginia Brereton, Training God’s Army: The American Bible School, 1880-1940 (Bloomington: Indiana 
University, 2000). 

 



 286 

and encyclopedic, but ever since its publication in 1980, historians have seen the 

fundamentalist-modernist controversies as the main, or even the only, story of American 

Protestantism between 1880 and 1920. In turn, they tend to funnel nearly all of early 

twentieth-century evangelicalism into the emergence of fundamentalism. 

This historiographical pattern, which I call the “fundamentalist funnel,” is acutely 

reflected in the historiography of Billy Sunday. Although the revivalist’s most influential 

years on both American religion and American culture came in the 1910s, before the 

inauguration of the fundamentalist movement, his name is virtually synonymous with 

fundamentalism and his greatest legacy is how his revivals paved the way for that later 

movement. Especially after Marsden identified revivalism as one of the ideological roots 

of fundamentalism, scholars have seen a nearly seamless link between revivalism and 

fundamentalism.11 Several historians, especially Sunday’s biographers, have documented 

the evangelist’s immersion in popular culture, commitment to Christian unity, and 

support for progressive reform. But because of the lack of forceful revision by his 

biographers, and the power of the fundamentalist-modernist paradigm, a fundamentalist 

caricature of Sunday remains among strong American religious historians.12 When they 

                                                
11 McLoughlin describes Sunday according to mid-century scholars’ understanding of the 

fundamentalist movement as provincial and reactionary. He casts Sunday’s religion as a coping mechanism 
for provincials living in a complex world and as a way for weak minds to hold onto outdated beliefs as they 
nostalgically tried to recreate the past in the present. McLoughlin, Billy Sunday, 35, 118, 172, 225, 231, 
253, 293-294, 296. See also Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, 33, 39; Joel Carpenter, “The 
Fundamentalist Leaven and the Rise of an Evangelical United Front,” in The Evangelical Tradition in 
America, ed. Leonard I. Sweet (Macon, GA: Mercer University, 1984), 281; Brereton, Training God’s 
Army; Douglas Frank, Less than Conquerors: How Evangelicals Entered the Twentieth Century (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1986), 167-270; DeBerg, Ungodly Women, 10. 
 

12 The fundamentalist caricature remains even among his biographers. Martin’s work in many 
ways parrots McLoughlin’s interpretation of Sunday as predominantly rural figure whose only vision of the 
city was of the small country town. See Martin, Hero of the Heartland, 138. Essentially, Martin argues that 
Sunday helped Americans wrestle through their anxieties in a complex world, but once Americans adjusted 
to the social and cultural transformations of the age, they no longer needed the psychic sustenance Sunday 
provided and they discarded him. Martin, Hero of the Heartland, 136, 140. 
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speak about him or integrate him into their research, their goal is nearly always to support 

a fundamentalist narrative. To this end, they usually draw from his post-1917 sources—

which were his least successful and least influential years—when he half-heartedly 

followed some conservative evangelicals into the fundamentalist movement. Researchers 

who do draw from his pre-1917 sources often decontextualize them from his holistic 

body of actions and ideas in the Progressive Era, for they are looking for bits of evidence 

that fit the accepted fundamentalist-modernist framework.13  

One major interpretive problem with the fundamentalist funnel is that it 

eviscerates the diversity of early twentieth-century evangelicalism, especially within the 

Moody network. While fundamentalism had important roots here, so did a variety of 

expressions of evangelicalism, including the Holiness movement, urban missions, and 

revivalism. Yet, scholars’ tunneled focus on fundamentalism has amounted to equating 

the Moody network with fundamentalism or some precursor to it.14 Indeed, the 

                                                                                                                                            
The fundamentalist caricature remains especially strong in Bruns’s work. Historian of 

fundamentalism Betty A. DeBerg actually lauded Bruns’s biography as “an impressive scholarly 
achievement.” She even said that this work, which relies on stereotypes more than analysis, was “by far the 
better” of the two biographies released in 1991-1992, the second referring to Dorsett’s biography. DeBerg, 
review of Bruns, Preacher, in The American Historical Review 98, no. 2 (April 1993): 579. That even good 
historians like DeBerg could be fooled by Bruns’s terrible scholarship shows how strong the fundamentalist 
stereotype of Sunday remains.  

 
13 Frank, Less Than Conquerors; Marsden, Understanding Fundamentalism and Evangelicalism; 

Margaret Lamberts Bendroth, Fundamentalism and Gender, 1875 to the Present (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University, 1993); Margaret Lamberts Bendroth, Fundamentalists in the City: Conflict and Division in 
Boston’s Churches, 1885-1950 (New York: Oxford University, 2005); Thekla Ellen Joiner, Sin in the City: 
Chicago and Revivalism, 1880-1920 (Columbia: University of Missouri, 2007); Stephen J. Nichols, Jesus 
Made in America: A Cultural History from the Puritans to the Passion of the Christ (Downer’s Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 2008); Hankins, Jesus and Gin. One notable exception to this general pattern is Josh 
McMullen, Under the Big Top: Big Tent Revivalism and American Culture, 1885-1925 (New York: Oxford 
University, 2015). 

 
14 For another critique, see Michael Hamilton, “The Interdenominational Evangelicalism of D. L. 

Moody and the Problem of Fundamentalism,” in American Evangelicalism: George Marsden and the State 
of American Religious History, ed. Darren Dochuk, Thomas Kidd, and Kurt Peterson (South Bend, IN: 
University of Notre Dame, 2014), 230-282. 
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correlation between the Moody network and fundamentalism has become so strong that 

some scholars sloppily label Moody himself as a fundamentalist, although he died in 

1899 and shared none of fundamentalists’ militancy.15 The leaders and convictions that 

would eventually morph into and shape fundamentalism during the 1920s certainly found 

a home under the broad Moody tent. But any fervent, populist expression of conservative 

evangelicalism between 1880 and 1920 should not be interpreted primarily as a precursor 

to fundamentalism—it should be understood in its own right and for its unique 

contributions to American religious traditions. The Moody network was much more than 

a cradle of fundamentalism. As the home of diverse religious groups, it was first and 

foremost the flagship of mainstream evangelicalism.  

The fundamentalist funnel therefore causes scholars to narrowly interpret the 

diverse expressions of Progressive Era evangelicalism, situating all of them within the 

framework of what a small group of them became after 1920. This pattern also leads to 

anachronistic interpretations; instead of evaluating religious groups in their own time and 

context, historians project fundamentalist characteristics back onto religious groups 

before that movement emerged. Governed by a two-party paradigm, scholars force all 

Protestant groups, and American society writ large, into a narrative of inevitable divide 

between liberals and conservatives. This obscures the astounding cooperative impulse 

that characterized Progressive Era Protestantism, fueled in part by the cultural impact of 

progressivism.16 The fundamentalist funnel also devalues Progressive Era religious 

                                                
15 Janine Giordano Drake, “Evangelical Fundamentalism and the Command-Supply Chain: A 

Short Historiography of the Retail Revolution,” Religion in American History Blog, November 9, 2015, 
accessed March 25, 2016, http://usreligion.blogspot.com/2015/11/evangelical-fundamentalism-and-
command.html. 

 
16 Ferenc Morton Szasz, The Divided Mind of Protestant America, 1880-1930 (University, AL: 

University of Alabama, 1982); David Livingstone, Darwin’s Forgotten Defenders: The Encounter Between 
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history, casting it as the prelude to a more interesting and significant story, setting up all 

the ingredients and parties that later ignited after World War I in the fundamentalist-

modernist controversies. In the process, scholars miss the distinctive characteristics of 

American evangelicalism in the early twentieth century, especially the ways it shaped and 

interacted with the formative stages of urbanization and consumer capitalism.  

Scholars’ current narratives have also led to difficulties in taxonomy and 

definitions, especially regarding what to call these 1910s evangelicals who later became 

fundamentalists. Seeing a “movement” before fundamentalism actually emerged has led 

to clumsy neologisms such as such as “fundamentalistic” evangelicals or 

“protofundamentalists.” Matthew Avery Sutton starts calling some evangelicals 

fundamentalists in the 1910s, a decade before the movement gained popular traction. 

Amazingly, the acceptance of these terms is widespread, even among esteemed scholars 

like Mark Noll and David Bebbington.17 The fundamentalist funnel also glosses over 

important distinctions between revivalism and fundamentalism. These include the 

former’s more immersive cultural engagement, openness to female leadership, and 

commitment to social reform. But perhaps most the most striking difference between 

                                                                                                                                            
Evangelical Theology and Evolutionary Thought (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1987); Brereton, Training 
God’s Army; Carpenter, Revive Us Again, 6; DeBerg, Ungodly Women; Ronald Numbers, The Creationists: 
From Scientific Creationism to Intelligent Design, Expanded Edition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University, 2006). 

 
17 Brereton, Training God’s Army, 168-169; DeBerg, Ungodly Women, 1, 7; Joel Carpenter, 

Revive Us Again, 281; Livingston, Darwin’s Forgotten Defenders, 147, 154; Sutton, American Apocalypse, 
x; Mark Noll, A History of Christianity in the United States and Canada (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1992), 382; Bendroth, Fundamentalism and Gender, 13; Barbara Dobschuetz, “Emma Dryer and the 
Moody Church: The Role of Gender and Proto-Fundamentalist Identity, 1864-1900,” Fides et Historia 33, 
no. 2 (Summer 2001): 41-52; Eric R. Crouse, Revival in the City: The Impact of American Evangelists in 
Canada, 1884-1914 (Kingston, Ontario: McGill-Queen’s University, 2005), 137; Margaret Bendroth, 
“Religious Conservatism and Fundamentalism,” in The Columbia Guide to Religion in American History, 
ed. Paul Harvey and Edward Blum (New York: Columbia University, 2012), 309; David W. Bebbington 
and David Ceri Jones, ed., Evangelicalism and Fundamentalism in the United Kingdom During the 
Twentieth Century (Oxford: Oxford University, 2013), 35, 105, 359, 363.  
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these two groups is revivalism’s robust commitment to an interdenominationalism that 

borders on ecumenism. Both Sunday and Billy Graham cooperated with Jews, Catholics, 

and liberal Protestants, much to the chagrin of some evangelical brethren. Indeed, during 

the 1950s, fundamentalists John R. Rice and Bob Jones dissociated with Graham over his 

cooperation with liberal Protestant denominations in his New York City crusade. 

Although siblings in the same religious household, revivalists’ commitment to Christian 

unity sometimes puts them at odds with fundamentalists’ commitment to doctrinal purity.  

The fundamentalist paradigm has therefore obscured more than it has illuminated. 

It has limited the categories historians can use, blurred the lines between groups that 

ought to be distinct, and overshadowed other interesting and significant expressions of 

American evangelicalism that do not fit into this framework. Scholars’ obsession with 

fundamentalism makes that movement appear much more popular and widespread than it 

actually is, and it privileges divisive narratives of religion and politics over more creative 

and cooperative narratives of religion and culture. By viewing fundamentalism as the 

major story of twentieth-century American religious history and the most influential 

development in twentieth-century evangelicalism, scholars imply that modern American 

evangelicalism is inherently hostile to modern society, even as they try to overturn those 

narratives. In the historiography of the early twentieth century, the narrative drive toward 

an imminent showdown between fundamentalists and modernists causes scholars to 

breeze over the Progressive Era in a hurry to get to the culture wars of the 1920s. In 

doing so, they fall into the trap of treating American religion like what historian Jon 

Butler calls a “jack in the box,” popping up only during periods of political activity or 
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cultural controversy instead of being integrated into narratives of the nation’s 

development.18  

A growing body of scholars is finding the fundamentalist-modernist paradigm 

unsatisfactory. Asking new questions of Progressive Era religion, they are moving 

beyond a two-party system of American Protestantism and narratives of inevitable divide 

as the dominant framework through which to understand early twentieth-century 

evangelicalism. Rather than religion and politics, these scholars are interested in religion 

and culture, which has shifted their focus away from fundamentalist inquiries and toward 

studies of other popular religious movements. Spurred on by the gains of social history, 

they are interested in the religious experiences of women, laypeople, and the working 

class. Like the generation of scholars before them, these historians have witnessed the 

continued vibrancy of conservative forms of religion amid greater socio-economic and 

technological development—against the predictions of many in the academy. But they 

are less willing to explain this phenomenon through the strength of religious and cultural 

anti-modernism. They are most interested, rather, in how religion positively interacts with 

an increasingly urban, modern world.19 

When historians are freed from trying to fit Sunday into the fundamentalist-

modernist framework, it becomes clear that he was not a fundamentalist at all. Rather, he 

was a popular revivalist who reflected mainstream evangelicalism and Progressive Era 

                                                
18 Jon Butler, “Jack in the Box Faith: The Religion Problem in Modern American History,” 

Journal of American History 90, no. 4 (March 2004): 1357-1378. 
 
19 See especially Douglas Jacobson and William Vance Trollinger, Jr., ed., Re-Forming the 

Center: American Protestantism, 1900 to the Present (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998); Diane 
Winston, Red-Hot and Righteous: The Urban Religion of the Salvation Army (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University, 1999); Susan Curtis, A Consuming Faith: The Social Gospel and Modern American Culture 
(Columbia: University of Missouri, 2001); Priscilla Pope-Levison, Building the Old-Time Religion: Women 
Evangelists in the Progressive Era (New York: New York University, 2013); Bowman, The Urban Pulpit; 
and McMullen, Under the Big Top. 
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culture. His position as the leader of popular evangelicalism granted him access to the 

inner circles of American culture where he sought to weave evangelicalism into the 

nation’s new social institutions. Indeed, before the fundamentalist movement emerged in 

the 1920s, Sunday (and most Protestants) believed that the revivalism sweeping the land 

was the harbinger of a new Christian canopy being unfurled over the nation for the urban 

twentieth century. They believed they were on the verge of a new Protestant consensus 

centered on a practical, active, empirical faith that cut across significant theological 

differences. Their lofty hopes only heightened their disillusionment when Protestantism 

did fracture in the 1920s and when consumerism, rather than Christianity, became the 

source of the nation’s cultural sinews. That they failed to create this unifying Christian 

canopy does not speak to the strength of either fundamentalism or modernism, but to the 

profound optimism of the Progressive Era. Despite this failure, American evangelicalism 

remained a resilient religious expression in the twentieth century. This unlikely end to the 

story demonstrates that evangelicalism’s true power lay not in that tradition’s cultural 

authority, but in its cultural adaptability, its populist message and leadership, and 

especially in its lay people.20 

                                                
20 Nathan O. Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity (New Haven, CT: Yale 

University, 1989). 
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