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ABSTRACT 

Jimmy Swaggart's ordeal in 1983 provides the focus for this research. WBRZ's 

documel)tary and Swaggart's interview, hour-long video, and full-page newspaper 

replies are examined from the perspective of Lloyd Bitzer's "Rhetorical Situation." 

The degree to which Swaggart's responses were "fitting" is detennined and insights 

regarding Bitzer's theory are provided. 

Reporter John Camp's program, "Give Me That Big Time Religion," was aired 

in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, on Thursday, May 19, 1983. Analysis of this 

documentary reveals that Swaggart stood charged with "Being in Business for the 

Money;" "Being Corrupt;" "Being a Manipulator;" "Being Too Political;" and "Being 

Big-Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion." Examination of Swaggart's replies 

corroborates that he perceived these charges to be exigencies he must address. 

Swaggart's discourses demonstrate that the perception of his "Being Anti-Catholic" 

also needed resolution. 

Bitzer's criteria for assessment of the appropriateness of Swaggart's replies 

include: the existence of genuine exigencies; the presence of a capable audience; 

reliance upon embedded constraints and interests; and the function of the 

discourse as a means or motivation for actual or probable alteration. This study 

concludes that Swaggart provided his audience with generalized explanations 

which would make sense. However, when specific replies to particular charges are 

assessed, Swaggart did not fare so well. In particular, Swaggart inadequately 

addressed the issues of his family getting rich, his accountability regarding the 

Children's Fund, that he often is corrupt, and that he manipulates others for 

money. 

Furthermore, this paper argues that Bitzer's "Rhetorical Situation" does not 

reveal more about the critic than the rhetoric; that meaning can be discovered as 



x 

well as created; that rhetoric can be an effect not just a cause; and, that ethical 

responsibility of a rhetor is not removed due to the. compulsion of "situation." 

Suggestions for future research include: examination of the discussion and 

debate concerning televangelism using Bitzer's approach; Swaggart's situation in 

1983 as an ideal test case for the genre of apologia; and, a comparison of 

Swaggart's 1983 ordeal with that in 1988. 

------_ ... -. __ •.... _-..... _-_._-- ----.. -. .." 



Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION, THE RHETOR AND THE RHETORICAL SITUATION 

On Thursday, May 19, 1983, ABC's Baton Rouge, Louisiana, affiliate, WBRZ 

Channel 2, aired an hour-long documentary produced by John Camp, titled "Give 

Me That Big Time Religion." This commentary was based on an intensive two-year 

examination of the Swaggart Ministries by news reporter Camp.! 

In the documentary, Camp charged Jimmy Lee Swaggart and his colleagues 

with six practices which suggested that his ministries were less than totally ethical. 

Specifically, Camp charged Swaggart and his ministries with: (1) Being in Business 

for i:he Money; (2) Being Corrupt; (3) Being a Manipulator; (4) Being Too Political; 

and (5) Being Big-Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion. The sixth (6) charge, 

Being Anti-Catholic, was suggested by Swaggart's response and a knowledge of 

the circumstances within Baton Rouge at the time. 

Because these charges were presented to viewers in Jimmy Swaggart's home 

territory, where many of his telecasts are recorded with live audiences, they 

constituted a direct challenge to his personal credibility and to the continued 

success of his ministries. In the words of Lloyd Bitzer, they constituted a group of 

! "Give Me That Big Time Religion," writ., narr., and prod. John Camp, 
Eyewitness News Program, ABC, WBRZ, Baton Rouge, 19 May 1983. Also PBS 
broadcast its version: "Give Me That Big Time Religion," writ. John David 
Rabinovitch, dir. John Spain, sr. prod. John TIavid Rabinovitch, Frontline Program 
#204, anchor Judy Woodruff, PBS, WGBH, Boston, 2 Feb. 1984. However, this 
paper will only examine the WBRZ program's charges regarding Swaggart. The 
PBS p'ro~ram was not aired until about a year after Swaggart broaacast and 
publishea his responses to the Baton Rouge program. 

1 



Swaggart 2 

"exigencies" which Swaggart did not ignore.2 Instead, Swaggart responded through 

three modes of communication addressed to the same Baton Rouge audience 

which had been exposed to the charges. He responded in an interview, he 

produced his own televised rebuttal, and he placed a full-page statement in both 

major Baton Rouge newspapers, all within twenty-five days of ABC's WBRZ 

Channel 2 documentary. 

This study, a focused analysis of Swaggart's three responses to the attacks 

on his rhetf)rical persona, is significant for three reasons. They are: (1) Swaggart is 

one of the most influential rhetoricians of today--a televangelist; (2) the allegations 

against Swaggart in the ABC special were significant national news; and (3) 

Swaggart's responses provide an excellent opportunity to increase understanding 

regarding the utility and soundness of Bitzer's conceptualizations of the "Rhetorical 

Situation" for the appraisal of discourse. 

First, contemporary TV evangelists like Swaggart with their Judeo-Christian

right-wing brand of politics, continue to have a significant impact on the culture as 

well as the political structure of this country.3 For example, television evangelist 

2 Lloyd F. Bitzer, "The Rhetorical Situation," Philosophy and Rhetoric 1 (1968): 
1-14. 

3 See Flo Conway and Jim Siegelman, HoI):'; Terror, The Fundamentalist War on 
America's Freedoms in Relreon. Politics and Our Private Lives (Garden City: 
Doubleday 1982); Jeffrey K. adden and Charles E. Swann, Prime Time Preachers: 
The Risinft Power of Hie Televanf,elism (Reading: Addison 1981); Perry D. Young, 
God's Bu ies (New York: Holt 982); Daniel C. Maguire, The New Subversives 
(New York: Continuum 1982); Quentin J. Schultze, "The Mythos of the Electronic 
Church," Critical Studies in Mass Communication 4 (1987): 245-61; Marla J. 
Selvidge, Fundamentalism Today (EIg!n: Brethren Press 1.984); James Davidson 
Hunter, American Evangelicalism (New Brunswick: Rutgers UP 1983) and 
Evangelicalism: The COminN Generation (Chicago: U of Chicago P 1987)i William F. 
Fore, Television and Re l~on. The Shaping of Faith. Values and Culture 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg 198 ); Carol Flake, Redemptorama. Culture. Politics and 
the New Evan&eJicalism (Garden City: Anchor 1984); JeIlJ'. D. Cardwell, Mass 
Media Christiam~ (Lanham: UP of Amer. 1984); Donald N. Oberdorfer, Electronic 
Christianity: Myt or Ministry (Taylors Falls: Brekke 1982); and Jerry Falwell, The 
Fundamentalist Phenomenon (Garden City: Doubleday 1979). 
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Pat Robertson sought the Republican presidential nomination. 

Jimmy Swaggart is a significant contemporary case-study of the religio-

political rhetor. In 1984, he was seen weekly by more than two million viewers 

over 500 television stations and his music was heard over 662 radio stations seven 

days a week. Additionally, Swaggart published a magazine, The Evangelist, which 

had a circulation of approximately 800 thousand each month (nearly as large as 

the daily circulation of The Dallas Morning News), and he had been beaming his 

broadcasts into 33 foreign countries since 1976. Swaggart, an unknown $40 per

week, swamp-traveling Pentecostal preacher in 1958, was a $75 million corporate 

magnate in 1983.4 By 1986, Swaggart had become the second-most watched TV 

evangelist, according to a national survey by the A. C. Nielsen Company.s 

Second, issues of national significance were raised by ABC's award winning 

WBRZ documentary about Swaggart. The Public Broadcasting System's "Frontline" 

program, impressed with the importance of the issues, adopted most of the WBRZ 

program and aired their version, also titled "Give Me That Big Time Religion," 

twice nation-wide in 1984 and 1985. "Frontline" explained that it aired its program 

twice "because each season we choose to re-broadcast certain programs which were 

of special interest to our audience. "Give Me That Big Time Religion" was a very 

popular program. We received more mail than usual."6 Thus, Swaggart and the 

charges made against him were national news. His ministry is known to many 

throughout the nation. Furthermore, the issues embedded in the WBRZ program, 

4 PBS 2-11; Ray Formanek Jr., "King of TV Preachers, Swaggart's Ministry 
Directs Multimedia Effort," Arizona Daily Star 16 Mar. 1986: C3i and "TV Preacher 
Condemns Promises of Riches for Gifts," Ft. Worth Star-Telegram 20 June 1981: Cl. 

S "Study Finds Surprisingly High Viewing of TV Evangelists," Daily-Star 
TournaI (Warrensburg, MO) 1 Nov. 1986: 9. 

6 Marrie Campbell, letter to the author, 4 April 1986. 
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when presented to a national audience, struck a responsive chord. Not only were 

the charges especially significant in Baton Rouge, they were also important 

throughout the nation. More recently, a "Holy Row," involving the entire PTL 

Organization and numerous national religiOUS and political figures including 

Jimmy Swaggart, has hurled TV evangelists onto the covers of Time, Newsweek, 

and u.s. News & World Report. in addition to almost every major newspaper in 

the country.7 

This dissertation, an appraisal of Swaggart's responses to exigencies in a 

specific situation, will: (1) characterize the rhetor and the rhetorical situation that 

constrained Swaggart; (2) summarize Bitzer's "Rhetorical Situation," the critical 

perspective of this study; (3) describe the exigencies from a textual analysis of the 

ABC documentary as well as from an examination of Swaggart's replies; (4) 

examine Swaggart's interview, video and newspaper responses; (5) evaluate how 

fitting Swaggart's responses were in this situation; and (6) discuss implications of 

this research. 

A Characterization of The Rhetor 

In this situation, Jimmy Lee Swaggart was the target of the charges. In 

order better to assess Swaggart's responses, answers to four questions are 

important: (1) Who is Jimmy Lee Swaggart? (2) How did Swaggart view his past? 

(3) How have analysts described Swaggart's audience? And (4) What appraisals 

have been made of Jimmy Swaggart's rhetoric? 

7 Time, 6 April 1987; Newsweek, 6 April 1987; and U.S. News & World Report, 
6 April 1987. 
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Who Is Jimmy Lee Swaggart?8 

On March 15, 1935, just outside of the small rural town of Ferriday, 

Louisiana, Jimmy Lee was born to Willie Leon and Minnie Bell Swaggart. Times 

were hard for the Swaggarts and "practically every member of the family--plus an 

assortment of other relatives--went into bootlegging whiskey just to make enough 

money to survive."9 Seventeen. years later, in 1952, in the borough of Wisner, 

Louisiana, Jimmy met Frances Anderson. Swaggart, who had dropped out of high 

school, wanted to date Frances but initially met great opposition from Frances' 

parents. But through persistent appeals Swaggart convinced Mrs. Anderson to 

allow it. Almost immediately, Swaggart lied about his age and purchased a 

marriage license. Jimmy and Frances borrowed his mother's ring, had a Baptist 

minister perform the ceremony, and returned to their own families as usual. 

Following an extended explanation, Jimmy and Frances moved in with his parents. 

Jimmy soon found a job as a "swam per on a drag line" but lost it and worked at 

odd jobs to provide for his new bride.lO This meager rural life-style, coupled with 

Swaggart's reliance upon persuasion, will be seen to affect Swaggart's perception 

of himself and his audience when he responds to the rhetorical situation generated 

by the ABC documentary. 

8 One SEe cia 1 note is in order--heavy reliance upon To Cross a River by: 
Swaggart ana Robert Lamb is inescapable. First, it is the only available record of 
Swaggart's background. Second, the details reported, as well as the religious slant 
and significance which is built into them, constitute a significant element of 
Swaggart's self-perception, as well as the image he chooses to present to the 
public. Therefore, in order to reveal the persona of Jimmy Lee Swaggart, the 
Information in To Cross a River will be presented without expressed skepticism, 
and at the same time, without any implication that this author necessarily shares 
that perspective. 

9 Jimmy L. Swaggart and Robert P. Lamb, To Cross a River (1977; Baton 
Rouge: Jimmy Swaggart Ministries, 1984) 11-12. 

10 Swaggart and Lamb 61-66 and 68. 
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Another important factor in determining 'Who is Jimmy Lee Swaggart?" is 

his family and their religious understandings. Jimmy Swaggart's relationship with 

the Assemblies of God began when his father and mother began playing their 

instruments for the new little Ferriday church in 1936. But when Jimmy was four, 

Willi~ Leon sold his small plot of land outside of Ferriday and moved the family, 

including a second son named Donnie, to Rio Hondo, Texas, to escape the 

pressures to submit to a religious conversion.n Tragedy struck when Minnie Bell 

and infant Donnie both came down with pneumonia. Although Minnie Bell 

recovered, when the casket was opened at Donnie's funeral, Jimmy remembers his 

father saying, '''I know my baby would be alive if I had lived for God,' he 

whispered. 'It's all my fault'."12 The Swaggarts returned to Ferriday. But when 

war broke out in 1941, the Swaggarts again moved to Texas; this time it was to 

work in a defense plant in Temple. A new baby, Jeanette, was included in the 

move. Life in Temple proved to be unsatisfactory to the Swaggarts who quickly 

returned to Ferriday. Jimmy, who was now seven years old, would stay in 

Ferriday until his father, Willie Leon, went into the full-time ministry with the 

Assemblies of God in 1951 and moved the family to Wisner.13 

By 1954, Jimmy, strongly influenced by the example of his father, was 

deeply involved in preaching and "was constantly buying and reading new books" 

if they were related to religious matters.14 After four years of traveling all over 

Louisiana every weekend to preach "wherever a church door would open," 

Swaggart left the security of his job on a drag line crew and "entered evangelistic 

11 Swaggart and Lamb 15. 

U Swaggart and Lamb 17. 

13 Swaggart and Lamb 19,91 and 25. 

14 Swaggart and Lamb 84. 
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work on a full-time basis. illS For the next eleven years Swaggart honed his 

rhetorical skills through tent preaching and gospel singing all over the United 

States, his sole means of support being the contributions from the places he 

preached. In 1967, when Jimmy and Francis decided it was time to build a house 

for a permanent base of operation, they chose to build in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. 

Two years later, Swaggart launched his radio career when he simultaneously 

broadcast the "Camp Meeting Hour" in Atlanta, Houston and Minneapolis-St. 

Paul. Swaggart rapidly purchased time on hundreds of radio stations and became 

the owner and operator of numerous stations. The pinnacle of Swaggart's radio 

work came in 1973 when he was heard daily on over 662 stations both inside and 

outside the United States.16 The popularity of Swaggart's radio programs helped 

propel him into the national spotlight and particularly among the Assembly of 

God churches. In fact, in the summer of 1969, at age 34, he was the youngest 

evangelist ever invited to address the national convention of the Assemblies of 

God. 

By 1983, the date of the WBRZ documentary, Swaggart had become an 

internationally known T.V. evangelist. Swaggart had began daily television 

broadcasts in 1973. By 1976, when he discontinued preaching over the radio but 

continued to use it as an outlet for his music, Swaggart's TV programs were 

beamed into several foreign countries. By 1983, after only 25 years, this high 

school dropout had changed from a poor, backwoods preacher to corporate 

magnate worth $75 million. 

Swaggart is a classical revivalist. Much like the first Methodist revivalists, 

he "parades dramatically across the stage as he preaches, alternating between the 

15 Swaggart and Lamb 88 and 91. 

16 Formanek, "King rA TV Preachers" C3. 
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roles of prophet, preacher, and musician."17 As Conway and Siegelman relate, "The 

music is sweet and smooth but Swaggart's sermons are pure hellfire: stomping, 

shouting, sweating, good-book waving, brow-mopping tent shows. Small town 

audiences appear awed by his mastery of the idiom, his bombast and grisly 

imagery." They describe Swaggart as "perhaps the best instance on television of 

holy rolling as pure art form. Swaggart is hard, gruesome, but never mean."IB As 

Sociologist William Martin observed in the PBS version of the documentary titled 

"Give Me That Big Time Religion," Swaggart fits the model of a "revivalist." 

Throughout American history the great evangelists have had several 
key cliaracteristics. They have had a simple theology that a wide 
range of people could accept. They have had powerful personalities 
that have enabled them to communicate effectively, and they have 
been good businessmen or they have had good business people 
working for them.!9 

Furthermore, in their book, Prime Time Preachers, Hadden and Swann describe 

Swaggart thus: "Jimmy belts out good-time, hand-clapping gospel songs at the 

piano and sings with great feeling. He is backed up by a Nashville-style band, 

and even a skeptical viewer is likely to get caught up in the infectious rhythms."2o 

In fact, Conway and Siegelman in 1982 noted how Swaggart had "been mentioned 

as a likely successor to Rev. Billy Graham."2! 

Another answer to the question of "Who is Jimmy Lee Swaggart?" is that he 

is an editor and an author. In 1968 Jimmy Swaggart Ministries began publishing 

his magazine, The Evangelist. Logos International published Swaggart's colorful 

!7 Gregor Geothals, "Religious Communication and Popular Piety," TournaI of 
Communication 35 (1985): 152. 

IB Conway and Siegelman 49. 

19 PBS 6. 

20 Hadden and Swann 39. 

21 Conway and Siegelman 49. 



Swaggart 9 

autobiography /biography, titled To Cross a River, with Robert Lamb in 1977. 

Also, by 1982, Swaggart had written and published numerous books and 

pamphlets on a wide variety of subjects.22 

Finally, Jimmy Swaggart is an accomplished and popular gospel musician. 

According to William Martin, Swaggart provides an "acceptable alternative 

entertainment to the secular entertainments." He continued, "And so you do have, 

as with Jimmy Swaggart, quite wonderful singing, quite good gospel music. "23 

Also, Swaggart told WBRZ, "I have sold--I have made--between forty-one and 

forty-two long play albums. I have sold more long play albums then [sic] any 

gospel singer on the face of the earth has ever sold in the history of gospel 

music. "24 Because Swaggart produces and markets his own records, there is no 

direct way to verify his claim. However, reporter John Camp, during his inside 

investigation, concluded that "During the fourteen years of his broadcast ministry, 

Swaggart's record and album sales have netted the organization more than one 

hundred million dollars. "25 

How Did Swaggart View His Past? 

When Jimmy was eight, his mother talked to him about "getting saved." 

22 Steve Kersting, a librarian at the Assemblies of God Theological Seminary, 
Springfield, MO., in a letter to the author, 9 July 1987, provided the following list 
of pamphlets written by Jimmy Swaggart: The Battle of Armageddon, Dieting, 
Fasti~, Prayer and Exercise, Is SffieaKing in TonfJOes Scriptural and Relevant to 
This at and Age? The Error of t e resus Only; octrine, Sodom and Gomorrah, 
Blesseds the Man Who Passeth Through the Valle~ of Baca and Maketh It a Well, 
all published in 1982. In 1981 Swaggart wrote: T at Thing, The Word, the Will, 
and the Wisdom, The Confession Principle and the Course of Nature, What Satan 
Can and Cannot Do, and The Baptism in the Holy Ghost. 

23 ABC 12. 

24 ABC 26. 

25 ABC 16-17. 
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Swaggart related the episode like this. He loved to go to the movies at the Arcade 

Theatre on Fourth Avenue, as had his mother prior to her conversion. When he 

decided to go, as was his custom, his mother said, "You really shouldn't gO."26 As 

it happened, he was alone that Saturday. While he waited in line to purchase his 

ticket, a strange thing happened. Jimmy remembers, "As I stood waiting, an 

entreating voice suddenly spoke to me. 'Do not go in this place. Give your heart 

to me. I have chosen you a vessel to be used in my service'." Jimmy, shaken by 

this experience, remembers that "strong chill bumps broke out on my arm. My 

hair tingled. Somehow the words had so much power, I couldn't resist them. I 

had to yield."27 When He returned home early, his mother questioned him and 

then cried and cried at the good news of his being saved. 

This "calling" was to be the key to Jimmy Swaggart's commitment to the 

ministry. On several occasions Swaggart has re-told this experience to establish, 

reinforce or confirm his legitimacy as God's spokesperson. Also, this experience of 

a "calling" fits the view of fundamentalists and evangelicals because it is a 

common feature of chosen spokespersons in the Bible.28 

26 Swaggart and Lamb 21. 

27 Swaggart and Lamb 21. 

28 For example: Exodus chapters three and four record how God spoke to 
Moses from a burning bush and gave him the experience of seeing his rod 
changed into a serpent as an act of confirmation; Isaian, in chapter six, records his 
experience of a seraphim touching his lips with a burning coal after he had a 
vision of God and prior to his being sent by God to warn the people of 
destruction and offer them hope; Jeremiah, who resisted his call, begins his book 
with his e>perience of God touching his lips and giving him the promise of 
supplying tlie words for his new spokesman; and even tlie notorious Saul, who 
eventually became the Apostle Pauf, experienced a dramatic call by being struck 
blind on the road to Damascus as is recorded in Acts chapter nine. (The ~evised 
Standard Version of the Bible. 1952 edition, (New York: American Bible Society) 
47-48, 591, 647 and 955-56.) 
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Another significant factor in Swaggart's past was the conversion of his 

parents and paternal grandparents during a revival service. A young Assemblies 

of God evangelist, Vincent Roccaforte, told how his mother had been "dramatically 

healed of cancer."29 At the close of the service, Jimmy's parents, Willie Leon and 

Minnie Bell Swaggart, along with his grandparents, Willie Harry and Ada 

Swaggart, walked down the aisle and "everything changed. "30 For example, Jimmy 

stayed with his grandparents, whom he called "Pa" and "Nannie," almost as much 

as with his own parents. Thus, when "Nannie" returned from a Church of God 

camp meeting "speaking in tongues," it had an immediate and far reaching impact 

on young Jimmy. Swaggart recalls, "Even though mama and daddy were fighting 

Nannie's experience, I was thrilled about it." He would ask "Nannie" to repeat her 

initial experience for him, over and over again.31 Swaggart, fascinated with his 

grandmother's Holy Spirit baptism, yearned for the ability to speak in tongues. 

Glossolalia came for Jimmy some eight or nine months after his own conversion, 

between his eighth and ninth birthdays and the same year as "Nalmie" had 

received the gift. Swaggart explains, "For days afterwards, I spoke very little 

English. "32 

After receiving the gift of tongues in 1943, Swaggart first received the gift 

of prophecy in the summer of 1944. Almost daily, this nine year old received a 

vision of "a powerful bomb destroying an entire city." Even though many 

dismissed this prophecy, the believers were exhilarated and convinced when a year 

29 Swaggart and Lamb 19. 

30 Swaggart and Lamb 19. 

31 Swaggart and Lamb 28-29. 

32 Swaggart and Lamb 34. 
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later the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were destroyed by an atomic blast.33 

From these sudden and powerful encounters, Swaggart learned how deep and 

personal emotional experiences can be effective motivators when related to others. 

When a young preacher named Cecil Janway came to FelTiday, another 

major change occurred in Swaggart's life. Janway was an excellent piano player 

and young Swaggart prayed and promised God "'If you give me this talent, I will 

never use it in the world'." Much like the prophet Moses' experience, Swaggart 

believed he received a sign of confirmation.34 He states, "I had never tried to play 

before but I sat down and began making chords." Even Swaggart's parents were 

shocked by this new found ability.3S 

Often Jimmy and his double cousin, Jerry Lee Lewis, sneaked "across the 

tracks" to hear Old Sam, the elderly Negro proprietor of a honky tonk because 

they both were captivated by his piano playing. After watching Old Sam, Jimmy 

and Jerry Lee nearly wore out the keys on Jen)' Lee's piano as they learned to 

make music that completely mesmerized their audiences. 

The double cousins, Jimmy Lee and Jerry Lee, began entering talent contests 

all over the area until they were no longer allowed to enter because everyone 

knew they would win. Once, they entered a contest for adults only in Jonesville, 

Louisiana. The judges made them play separately that night, but the crowd 

cheered wildly. "A few months later Jerry Lee opened at the Wagon Wheel, a 

night club in Natchez." Jimmy was offered a similar position in another club in 

Natchez but turned it down.36 

33 Swaggart and Lamb 44-45. 

34 Exodus chapter 4, The Revised Standard Version of the Bible 48. 

3S Swaggart and Lamb 35-36. 

36 Swaggart and Lamb 51-56. 
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Swaggart, who had played the piano in numerous contests as an amateur, 

was now confronted by a degree of guilt he could no longer ignore. Swaggart's 

rationalization seems to go something like this. He had promised God he would 

never use his piano playing ability "in the world." But, he did. Yet, after he had 

played for crowds all over Louisiana as an amateur, he attempted to restore the 

original vow by deciding to reject the offer to be the regular pianist at a night club 

by stating: "All I knew was I had made a promise to God, and I was afraid to 

break it."37 Thus by differentiating playing as an amateur from playing as a 

professional, Swaggart suggests that he never broke his original vow. The ability 

to differentiate acceptable from unacceptable behaviors by rhetorical means will be 

used by Swaggart when he answers Channel 2's charges. 

In addition, Swaggart perceived of himself as an independent messenger of 

God.. According to Danny Lee Alexander, almost all "the television-evangelists 

establish themselves as authorities in that they serve in part as judges and 

commentators of faults of man, ideas, groups, and institutions."38 And Swaggart, 

who continuously claims that he preaches only the truth, had lashed out at 

mainline churches because he viewed them as dead since they do not have the 

baptism of the Holy Spirit.3
' Additional verification of the perception of being 

independent is provided by James Davison Hunter, a sociologist and author of 

American Evangelicalism, Conservative Religion, and the Quandary of Modernity 

and Evangelicalism, The Coming Generation. Hunter was asked, "Describe Jimmy 

Swaggart's relationship with mainline churches?" He replied, "Non-existent as 

37 Swaggart and Lamb 56. 

38 Danny Lee Alexander, "A Rhetorical Analysis of Selected Television 
Sermons," DISS. Texas Women's Univ. 1983, 72. 

39 Hadden and Swann 39. 
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much as I can tell."4O 

Finally, Swaggart perceived of himself as having God's blessing and 

backing. Repeatedly in his autobiography Swaggart refers to the fact that God is 

behind him,41 No single expression of this belief is more powerful than Swaggart's 

own embodiment of how God turned a high school dropout into one of the most 

listened to evangelists in America. Swaggart humbled himself and God exalted 

him. He had been a "nobody" and God had made him into a "somebody" which 

proves--to all who accept that "only God creates 'somebodies"'--that Swaggart is 

legitima teo 42 

How Have Analysts Described Swaggart's Audience? 

Donald Oberdorfer, in Electronic Christianity: Myth or Ministry, provides an 

important insight: "We must stop thinking of radio and television publics as the 

mass. We have got to start understanding them as publics within the mass--with 

their own environments and symbols. "43 A two-year research project by the 

Annenberg School of Communication and the Gallup Organization was 

40 James Davison Hunter, letter to author, 22 June 1987. 

41 Swaggart and Lamb 146, 190 and 203. 

42 This entire notion is based upon James 4:10, The Revised Standard Version 
of the Bible 1056. Furthermore, all this fits the biblical model of many of God's 
mouthpieces both in the Old and New Testaments. Amos, for example, explained 
his elevation to being a prophet like this: "I am no prophet, nor a prophet's soni 
but I am a herdsman, and a dresser of sycamore trees, and the Lord took me from 
following the flock, and the Lord saId to me, 'Go, prophesy to my people 
Israel'(Amos 6:14-25)." Amos' point is that he was not a professional prophet Wl10 
had sought training to become a prophet. Instead, he fiad been taKen from the 
lowly place of herdsman and placed in that Rosition by God himself. Similarly, 
Peter and John, unknown and insi~ficant fishermen from Galilee, were turned 
into world famous Apostles. They nad humbled themselves and God had exalted 
them, as recorded in James 4:10. 

43 Oberdorfer 111. 
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commissioned by over 30 main line and independent church groups. The 

summary of this study supports Oberdorfer's suggestion. The researchers 

concluded, "The profile of the audience for religious programs tends to be fairly 

coherent and well defined." They continued, "The size of the audience is more 

stable and compact than has often been supposed. Our calculations indicate that 

the regular viewers of any religious program of any denomination number about 

13.3 million, or 6.2 percent of the estimated total number of persons in television 

households."44 Viewers of televangelists, based upon a Gallup poll reported in 

Oberdorfer's book, claimed TV ministries "helped provide the love and affection 

they need while at the same time offering a means (through financial donations) 

by which they can find meaning and purpose in life."45 

It is worth noting that Swaggart, himself a Southerner with his ministry 

based in the South, "draws just over half of his audience from the South (51.3 

percent)."46 The significance of this is that Swaggart's message and style fit the 

resurgent populist movement which was spreading especially in the South. As 

reported in the New York Times: "In the early hours he is almost ubiquitous, and 

more than 2 million people across the country watch him weekly. He is a 

fundamentalist, but sometimes he sounds like a populist, too. Mr. Swaggart has 

it in for the rich."47 James Davison Hunter explained how a populist movement 

"derives its strength from the vision of reality it holds and an expansive set of 

44 George Gerbner, et al., "Summary: A Research Report by the Annenberg 
School of Communications and the Gallup Organization," Religion and Television, 
Apr. 1984 (Philadelphia: U of Penn., 1984) 3. 

45 Oberdorfer 93. 

46 Hadden and Swann 60. 

47 John Corry, "When Politics Becomes Part of the Sermon," New York Times 
16 Feb. 1984: I129. 
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institutions which sustain that vision." Hunter explained what he meant by the 

"expansive set of institutions." He continued, "Here I was referring to the vast 

number of 'parallel institutions' of which religious television is just one."48 The 

reader should remember that Jimmy Swaggart has all of the required "parallel 

institutions" to be a sustaining member of the populist movement, i.e., his 

magazine, his direct-mail network, his crusades, and the like. 

What Appraisals Have Been Made of Swaggart's Rhetoric? 

Two dissertations have been written which include analyses of Swaggart's 

sermons only, i.e., examinations of his rhetoric within his usual rhetorical situation 

and taking one or more sermons as a presumably representative sample. In 1983 

Danny Lee Alexander wrote, "A Rhetorical Analysis of Selected Television 

Sermons," which included an examination of one Swaggart sermon, "If I Were 

Satan, This is What I Would DO."49 Alexander's application of the classical 

concepts of ethos, pathos and logos to a single sermon by each of six different 

television evangelists provided several insights. The television preacher uses his 

sermon to create a credible persona by establishing the preacher as a man of 

authority, a man of experience, a man of character, and a man of good will. 

Furthermore, Alexander noted the reliance upon pathos to teach, to delight, and to 

move the audience. Finally, Alexander's dissertation provides insights into how 

Swaggart uses logos through doctrine, definition, cause-and-effect, antecedent-and

consequent, and comparison and contrariety.50 

48 James Davison Hunter, as quoted in Richard N. Ostling, "TV's Unholy Row," 
Time 6 Apr. 1987: 67 and James Davison Hunter, letter to author, 24 June 1987. 

49 Danny Lee Alexander, "A Rhetorical Analysis of Selected Television 
Sermons," DISS. Texas Women's Univ. 1983. 

50 Alexander 1-5. 
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Alexander noted that Swaggart, along with the other television evangelists, 

establishes his persona of authority in three ways. (1) He bases "his authority on 

the Bible" and "his own relationship with the Deity," since "the biblically oriented 

audience transfers its trust in the authority of the Bible to the person speaking for 

that supreme authority."s, (2) He makes "references to other generally recognized 

and accepted authorities who agree with his theology," as Swaggart did when he 

cited "T. D. Whittilemans, that great preacher" and when he quoted "former 

Prime Minister of Israel, Golda Meir."52 And (3) he demonstrates "his authoritative 

knowledge of human nature throughout his sermon," which is accomplished by 

revealing the thoughts of the average person, by describing the faults of people, 

ideas or institutions, and by being aware of "the actions, places, or things in which 

individuals are involved."53 

Moreover, the development of the ethos of experience is achieved as the 

speaker establishes himself as a person who has "gone through similar experiences" 

or is "aware of those who have undergone like situations." Swaggart, concluded 

Alexander, relied upon personal experience seven different times during his 

message and upon impersonal experiences once.54 

Alexander found that st. Augustine's demand for good character, that "the 

life of the speaker has greater weight in determining whether he is obediently 

heard than any grandness of eloquence, is operant."55 Television evangelists 

51 Alexander 53-54 and 57. 

52 Alexander 53-54 and 65. 

53 Alexander 53-54, 66, 68 and 72. 

54 Alexander 77 and 80. 

55 St. Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana, Trans. D. W. Robertson, Jr. (New 
York:'Bobbs, 1958) 164. 
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demonstrate their character: (1) By being willing, although not eager, "to make 

statements which may offend people" and in turn create difficulties for the minister 

since they are interpreted as courage-Swaggart "constantly demonstrates this sense 

of courage to his audience;"s6 (2) By clearly demonstrating gratefulness or 

thankfulness for benefits from God, friends, or the audience--"Swaggart expressed 

thanks for being an American even though earlier he indicted American society;"S7 

and (3) By conveying the quality of honesty through promises or affirmations that 

what is presented is true or through requests to the audience to accept his 

integrity or honesty--which Swaggart does twice when he "explicitly states that he 

is telling the truth" by saying "'I'll have to be honest with you'" and '''I get into 

trouble, but I'm preaching the truth,."sa 

Finally, according to Alexander's research, to generate and maintain a 

persona of good will, the television evangelists praise or commend others. 

Swaggart did not praise anyone for his or her accomplishments, but commended a 

preacher as "one of the godliest men that ever walked in shoe leather'."59 

The other dissertation which analyzed Swaggart's sermons, "A Burkean 

Analysis of the Messages of Three Television Preachers: Jerry Falwell, Robert 

Schuller, and Jimmy Swaggert [sic]" was by James Vincent Dupree. Dupree sought 

to answer: "What are the world views and invitations to action of the television 

preachers as demonstrated in selected televised sermons; and how do they affect 

the choice of rhetorical strategies by these preachers [italics in original]?" Two 

conclusions reached by Dupree are relevant to the present research. First, he 

56 Alexander 85-86. 

57 Alexander 85 and 88-89. 

58 Alexander 85-86 and 91. 

59 Alexander 85-86 and 98. 

-----------------.-------------- ----------



Swaggart 19 

concluded that Swaggart sees the world as predominantly causal and clearly 

dichotomous. However, Dupree concluded that Swaggart does not emphasize the 

potential for hostility, but stresses the difference between the two sides. Second, 

Swaggart will probably fail to achieve his stated goals because: (1) His message 

calls for his auditors to join him rather than Christianity; (2) He always and only 

conceives of a divided world; and (3) He relies upon language distinctive to those 

within his own religious heritage.60 

The Rhetorical Situation for Swaggart in 1983 

Having provided a brief overview of the charges by ABC's WBRZ special, 

"Give Me That Big Time Religion," in the introduction; as well as having 

characterized the target and source of the responses, Jimmy Lee Swaggart; this 

section presents: (1) a synopsis of the selected critical perspective and (2) provides 

a brief overview of Swaggart's three responses. 

The Critical Perspective 

Bitzer maintains that all rhetoric obtains "its character-as-rhetorical from the 

situation which generates it."61 He further argues, "a situation is rhetorical insofar 

as it needs and invites discourse capable of participating with situation and 

thereby altering its reality."62 Additional explanation regarding the vital elements of 

a rhetorical situation was provided by Bitzer in 1980. 

What minimal constituents must be present? From among the mass 
of details comprising the total environment something is recognized 

60 James Vincent Dupree, "A Burkean Analysis of the Messages of Three 
Television Preachers: Jerry Falwell, Robert Schuller, and Jimmy Swaggert [sic]," 
Diss. Penn. State U. 1983: 10, iii and iv. 

61 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 3. 

62 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 6. 



[1 

Swaggart 

as other than it should be, that is, an exigence; and something else is 
recognized as a means of remedy or modification. These two 
constituents--exigence and remedy--are essential; in a genuine 
pragmatic situatIon both are real. 63 

20 

But what is meant by exigence? Bitzer, in his seminal article in Philosophy and 

Rhetoric. argued convincingly that "Any exigence is an imperfection marked by 

urgency; it is a defect, an obstacle, something waiting to be done, a thing which is 

other than it should be."64 In 1980, Bitzer used "some degree of urgency" and 

"something to be corrected" to define this concept.65 

Additionally, the remedy consists of three elements: (1) a rhetorical 

response--a rarely questioned element in most discussions of remedy; (2) an 

audience--"only of those persons who are capable of being influenced by discourse 

and of being mediators of change;" and (3) constraints--"made up of persons, 

events, objects, and relations which are parts of the situation because they have the 

power to constrain decision and action needed to modify the exigence" on account 

of the embedded "beliefs, attitudes, documents, facts, traditions, images, interests, 

motives and the like. "66 

How responsive a specific rhetor will be "depends on the degree of interest 

experienced in the apprehension of an exigence." The six factors that Bitzer 

identified are: (1) the probability of the factual component; (2) knowing the 

condition directly and intensely; (3) how proximate the rhetor is in time and space; 

(4) the magnitude of the consequences; (5) the depth of personal involvement; and 

63 Lloyd F. Bitzer, "Functional Communication: A Situational Perspective," 
Rhetoric in Transition: Studies in the Nature and Uses of Rhetoric, ed. Carroll C. 
Arnold (University Park: Penn. State UP, 1980) 23. 

64 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 6. 

65 Bitzer, "Functional Communication" 26. 

66 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 7-8. 
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(6) the intrinsic quality of the interest involved.67 

To select criteria to judge how fitting Swaggart's responses are to the 

exigencies identified in the Channel 2 program, points from Bitzer's "Rhetoric and 

Public Knowledge" are helpful. First, "A public is a community of persons who 

share conceptions, principles, interests, and values, and who are significantly 

interdependent."68 Based upon this definition of a public, Bitzer supplied four 

arguments: (1) He posited that "rhetoric requires connection with knowledge of 

some sort" because "rhetorical discourse typically asserts that something is or is not 

the case, is or is not to be valued."69 (2) He claimed that "public rhetorical 

discourse is representational in the sense that speakers and audiences 'stand in for' 

the public."70 In this case, Swaggart stands in as a public, i.e., a representative of a 

community with common values, interests, and principles. And his audience 

"consists of persons who have the capacity to mediate change so as to modify 

positively the exigencies" stirred by the Channel 2 special.7I (3) "Such 

representation is competent insofar as the agent knows what the public knows." 

That is, "a spokesman for the public possesses and employs as premises of 

discourse those truths, values, interests, and principles located in the public's 

tradition and experience." Bitzer explained further: "The spokesman engages the 

public's fund of knowledge; his speeches echo its terms and maxims; he honors its 

heroes, rehearses its traditions, performs its rituals; he represents the public both to 

67 Bitzer, "Functional Communication" 31-33. 

68' Lloyd F. Bitzer, "Rhetoric and Public Knowledg~" in Rhetoric, PhilosORh~, 
and Literature: An Exploration, ed. Don M. Burks (West Lafayette: Purdue U , 
1978) 68. 

69 Bitzer, "Public Knowledge" 71 and 72. 

70 Bitzer, "Public Knowledge" 71-72. 

71 Bitzer, "Public Knowledge" 73. 

---------_ ......... _. __ ... _ ... _ •... _ ... __ ._ .. __ . _. 
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itself and to others."72 And (4) "whatever is said or done in the public's behalf 

needs authorization." Bitzer elaborated: "discourse created by a public speaker and 

judged by a public audience will be accredited to the extent that it competently 

engages or articulates the knowledge and interests of the public."73 In answer to 

the query of what constitutes public knowledge, Bitzer replied: 

I do not pretend to make an exhaustive list, but the constituents 
surely include: principles of public life to which we submit as 
condItions of living together; snared interests and aspirations; values 
which embody our common goals and virtues; our constitutions, 
laws, and rules; definitions and conceptual systems; truths expressed 
in literatures of poetry, criticism, philosophy', aesthetics, politics, and 
science; the accumulated wisdom profferea by our cultural pasts; 
and, to these, we add the personal facts of our public life. 74 

The notion of a public is especially relevant because Swaggart represents a public 

that "articulates significant parts of its knowledge and experiences personal facts in 

its public life."75 Furthermore, this public desires to maintain its identity and at 

least weekly learns, rehearses and celebrates what it knows. Swaggart's public 

does not just experience personal facts, but displays them and often, in liturgical 

events like the communion service, even dramatizes them--the marks of an 

identifiable and strong public.76 

Now that the selected critical perspective has been introduced, an overview 

of Swaggart's responses can be outlined. 

72 Bitzer, "Public Knowledge" 72 and 74. 

73 Bitzer, "Public Knowledge" 72 and 76. 

74 Bitzer, "Public Knowledge" 87. 

75. Bitzer, "Public Knowledge" 88. 

76 Bitzer, "Public Knowledge" 88. 
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An Overview of Swaggart's Responses 

Swaggart almost immediately articulated his responses to WBRZ Channel 

2's documentary through four forums. He replied (1) in an interview, (2) during a 

Sunday sermon, (3) by means of a video, and (4) through a newspaper statement. 

This paper will now succinctly describe each response in chronological order and 

explain why three of the four responses were chosen for analysis in this thesis. 

Because Baton Rouge is the home base of operations for Jimmy Swaggart 

Ministries, the city's Morning Advocate followed this newsworthy event. Reporter 

Sonny Albarado conducted "a telephone interview [with Jimmy Lee Swaggart] 

immediately after the broadcast on May 19, 1983."77 Both WBRZ and the Morning 

Advocate cover the same geographic area and hence share the same primary 

audience--residents of Baton Rouge and the surrounding area. Albarado's 

interview, published on May 20th, was picked up by newspapers throughout 

Louisiana, such as the American Press in Lake Charles, as well as by national 

newspapers, e.g., the Dallas Morning News.?S However, neither of these papers 

added any original information. They only provided brief synopses of the 

Morning Advocate piece. 

Swaggart responded to the perceived exigencies in his Sunday sermon, May 

22nd, following the Thursday airing of the Channel 2 special. This research will 

not examine that discourse for two main reasons. First, the audience was quite 

different from the audiences of his other attempts to correct the perceived 

imperfections. In his Sunday sermon Swaggart spoke face-to-face to a semi-private 

congregation of loyalists. All the other defenses were distributed through public 

77 Sonny Albarado, "Swaggart claims report misleading," Morning Advocate, 20 
May 1983: Bl. 

7B "Swaggart says report is wrong," American Press 23 May 1983: 3; and 
"Evangelist denies misusing donations," Dallas Morning News 21 May 1983: 45A. 
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media. Second, and more importantly, the text of that May 22 defense is 

unavailable. Victor Kelly, a reporter for the Morning Advocate, was told that all 

tape recorders were prohibited that Sunday but "If you want to come up here and 

pay $5 for it, you can have one." However, "When a messenger arrived at the 

multi-million dollar World Ministry Building to purchase a tape Wednesday 

afternoon, another Swaggart employee said the service had not been taped."1'9 

The next rhetorical response came twenty days after the special, on June 8 

and repeated on June 10. This was Swaggart's self-produced video, which he 

called a "real documentary."Bo Swaggart purchased air time on WAFB-TV Channel 

9 on .Wednesday, June 8, 1983, at 7:00 p.m., and at the same hour on WBRT-TV 

Channel 33 on Friday, June 10, 1983. Both of these Baton Rouge television stations 

share the same geographic viewing audience as does WBRZ-TV Channel 2 in 

Baton Rouge. And, during the conclusion of Swaggart's broadcast, he stated, "This 

program is only going out here in the Baton Rouge area. You're the only ones 

that [have] seen it."Bl The transcription of this video resulted in a defense of 

approximately 8,100 words. 

The final response to be considered in this analysis is Swaggart's full-page, 

paid article titled, "AN OPEN LETTER TO THE PEOPLE OF BATON ROUGE 

FROM JIMMY SWAGGART." This "letter," an address of approximately 2,300 

words, was published in the June 13, 1983, State-Times and again in the June 14, 

1983, Morning Advocate, both Baton Rouge newspapers. The headline suggests 

1'9 "Attempt to obtain tape fails," Morning Advocate 28 May 1983: A12. This 
author also tned and failed. 

80 Victor Kelly, "Swaggart Lashes Out at Media in Sermon," Morning Advocate 
28 May 1983: A12. 

Bl Jimmy Swaggart, "Jimmy Swaggart Answers Channel 2," Created, writ. and 
prod. Jimmy Swaggart, WAFB-TV Channel 9, Baton Rouge, 8 June 1983 and 
repeated on WBRT.::'fV Channel 33, Baton Rouge, 10 June 1983,35. 
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that Swaggart's intended audience was everyone in the Baton Rouge area. 

However, upon more careful examination, the primary audience was anyone who 

may have seen or heard of the WBRZ program, "Give Me That Big Time Religion." 

Because, as is noted in the second sentence of the article, Swaggart alluded to how 

all the "various newspapers throughout the country" which reported on the ABC 

documentary, with one exception, had failed "to verify the accuracy of the 

statements made."82 This taunt of irresponsible journalism appears to have been 

intended to ensure that mention of his newspaper defense be distributed as far 

and as wide as the reports about the charges. The analyses of the three chosen 

responses will be presented in Chapter 4. 

Summary 

We have briefly considered what the "Rhetorical Situation" includes as well 

as what constitutes this rhetorical situation. The charge, consisting of an hour-long 

documentary titled, "Give Me That Big Time Religion," explains where this paper 

enters the stream of American rhetoric. The target of the charges, Jimmy Lee 

Swaggart, has been characterized by means of a terse biographical sketch, a note 

about how Swaggart viewed himself as God's mouthpiece, and perceptions of his 

audience by various investigators. Finally, the three specific responses to be 

analyzed in this particular rhetorical situation have been introduced. Thus, with 

the parameters of this study in place, we are now prepared to explore the broad 

question of this dissertation: "How Fitting Were Swaggart's Responses to the 

Exigencies Generated by ABC's WBRZ Documentary?" 

82 Jimmy Swaggart, "AN OPEN LETTER TO THE PEOPLE OF BATON 
ROUGE," State-Times 13 June 1983: BIOi and Morning Advocate 14 June 1983: AlO. 
Since both articles are identical, all references will be to the State-Times. 



Chapter 2 

THE "RHETORICAL SITUATION" AS THE CRITICAL PERSPECTIVE 

This chapter will explain why Lloyd Bitzer's "Rhetorical Situation" was 

selected as the most appropriate approach to analyze and appraise Swaggart's 

responses to the charges against him. Thus, the major divisions in this chapter are: 

(1) a review of Swaggart's environment in 1983 to demonstrate that he is an ideal 

test case for the "Rhetorical Situation;" (2) a demonstration that the WBRZ 

documentary functioned as the stimulus to Swaggart's responses; and (3) an 

advancement of reasons why the "Rhetorical Situation" is a more appropriate 

critical stance than the Neo-Aristotelian approach, a Burkean analysis, the narrative 

paradigm, and/or apologia. 

Swaggart is an Ideal Test Case of the Rhetorical Situation 

All of the essential ingredients in Bitzer's "Rhetorical Situation" were 

present: (1) exigencies; (2) an audience which has expectations and which is 

capable of mediating the needed change to remove the exigencies; (3) constraints; 

and (4) responses. 

Exigencies 

The May 19 special by ABC's Channel 2 in Baton Rouge, "Give Me That Big 

Time Religion," created powerful exigencies regarding Swaggart's legitimacy and 

integrity. The six charges mentioned in Chapter 1 which will be described in 

Chapter 3 constituted six exigencies. They are: (1) Being in Business for the Money; 

26 
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(2) Being Corrupt; (3) Being a Manipulator; (4) Being Too Political; (5) Being Big

Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion; and (6) Being Anti-Catholic. 

Audience 

The potential audience for a Swaggart response included everyone within 

the broadcast area of WBRZ-TV. For example, on Sunday, May 22, following the 

Thursday broadcast of the WBRZ documentary, newspaper reporter Victor Kelly of 

the Baton Rouge Morning Advocate, asked Donnie Swaggart, Jimmy's son and 

heir-apparent of the entire ministry, "if television time had been arranged for his 

father to answer the special aired last week." Donnie replied, "Why don't you ask 

Channel 2?"1 Kelly expected a response from Swaggart. Son Donnie appealed to 

the spirit of point-counterpoint, or the mind-set of the "fairness doctrine," i.e., the 

other side should be given the opportunity to present their case. Furthermore, in 

his Sunday sermon, where news reporters' tape recorders were banned, Swaggart 

promised his near capacity crowd that he hoped to purchase time on the other two 

commercial channels in Baton Rouge and "'show you what a real truthful 

documentary is'." The article by Kelly explained, "Much to the delight of his 

audience, Swaggart boasted of his understanding of the news media and promised 

to repay his attackers since 'they're on my territory now'."2 

Constraints 

In addition to being urged on by compelling imperfections and having an 

audience waiting, several constraints were operant for Swaggart. As Bitzer 

explained, "Some constraints are pure facts, however, and every genuine exigency 

1 "Attempt to obtain tape fails" 12A. 

2 "Attempt to obtain tape fails" 12A; and Kelly 12A. 
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has an observable factual component. Other constraints exist only as elements of 

mental life, and every exigency has a component consisting of an interest."3 In this 

scenario each of the attacks had an observable and factual component. Also, 

Swaggart's rhetoric commenced as a result of the critical relation between himself 

and his environment in an attempt to reach a harmonious adjustment--a crucial 

and unique feature of a genuine rhetorical situation.4 Constraints, as posited by 

Carroll Arnold, may be considered to be opportunities and limitations 

within which and through which any rhetor must work to evoke 
change. These opportunities and limitations consist of (1) everything 
at the disposal of the rhetor for the purposes of inducing change and 
(2) demands and readiness that eXIst m the situation at any given 
moment.s 

Since Swaggart's rebuttal was to be "a real truthful documentary" that would be 

telecast over the "public airwaves" there is the implicit responsibility to be honest 

and present "verifiable" facts. 6 This way the audience might accurately discern the 

truth and Swaggart could avoid a law suit of libel or fraud. Christian auditors of 

every denominational affiliation would expect Swaggart to answer courageously 

but "with gentleness and reverence"(I Pet. 3:15).7 

Furthermore, Swaggart was constrained by an available audience and 

medium. Since he really had no expectation that "equal time" would be donated 

by Channel 2, Swaggal't purchased an equal amount of prime time on Channels 9 

and 33. In his video response he states: "I'm sure that some days ago, actually 

3 Bitzer, "Functional" 24. 

4 Bitzer, "Functional" 25. 

S Carroll C. Arnold, Criticism "f Oral Rhetoric (Columbus: Merrill, 1974) 29-29. 

6 Kelly 12A. 

7 • Almost all Christians would expect Swaggart to expose the errors of the 
attackers boldly, but to clothe "the truth in love" (Epliesians 4:15) not in a 
vindictive spirit. The Revised Standard Version of the Bible 1019. 
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May the 19th, many of you watched and saw a Special [sic] entitled 'Give Me That 

Big Time Religion' that aired over one of the television stations here in the city."B 

This demonstrates that Swaggart believed he was reaching the same general 

audience as the one which had experienced the charges that created the exigencies. 

Equally important, the standard sources of constraints for a particular audience 

were active-their "beliefs, attitudes, documents [like the Bible], facts, traditions, 

images, interests, motives and the like."9 

Responses 

Finally, the responses came in Swaggart's interview, his video, and his 

newspaper advertisements, each of which was an attempt to resolve the perceived 

exigencies. Therefore, as conceptualized by Bitzer, Swaggart's responses are 

genuinely rhetorical because all elements in a authentic rhetorical situation were in 

place. The televised charges and Swaggart's rhetoric constituted exigencies and 

remedy. 

Having noted how Swaggart is an exemplar of the "Rhetorical Situation," 

we now turn our attention to the link between the stimulus and the response. 

The Stimulus and the Response 

The application of Bitzer's "Rhetorical Situation" as the critical perspective is 

the best approach because ABC's WBRZ documentary comprised a clear stimulus 

to Swaggart, the target, who felt compelled to respond. There were three features 

of the stimulus and response relationship: (1) Swaggart's perceptions of the 

stimUlus-response connection; (2) the time frame that existed between the stimulus 

B Swaggart, "Answers" 4. 

9 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 8. 
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and response; and (3) the intensity factors that accompanied the stimulus. 

Swaggart's Perceptions of the Stimulus and Needed Response 

Swaggart perceived the ABC documentary as an exigency, i.e., an 

imperfection marked with urgency or something to be corrected, because his 

intere.sts and valuations of life had been indicted.1o Instead of experiencing bits 

and pieces of a possible exigence, the ABC documentary clearly generated "urgent 

imperfections" that demanded answers. Swaggart and those who saw this 

program were confronted with a range of questions and challenges concerning the 

integrity and legitimacy of Jimmy Swaggart Ministries. Swaggart, convinced of the 

potential impact of ABC's WBRZ program, purchased prime air time for two 

showings of an hour long videotaped defense as well purchasing two full-page 

statements in the largest newspapers in Baton Rouge to resolve the exigencies he 

perceived that the WBRZ documentary had created. 

Accordingly, the caption for the newspaper ad in the State Times on 

Tuesday, June 7, 1983, to inform the public about Swaggart's planned video 

defense read: "JIMMY SWAGGART ANSWERS CHANNEL 2." The only other 

things in the entire ad were pictures of Jimmy and Frances Swaggart's faces, the 

day, date, channel, station and times the answer was to be aired. Following the 

televised response, the heading for Swaggart's full page newspaper statement read: 

"AN OPEN LETTER TO THE PEOPLE OF BATON ROUGE FROM JIMMY 

SWAGGART." Moreover, the first sentence of the "letter" read, "On May 19, 1983, 

a Baton Rouge television station aired what was presented as a 'report' on the 

Jimmy Swaggart Ministries."lI Further, in the second paragraph, Swaggart pointed 

10 Bitzer, "Functions" 26. 

11 Swaggart "Letter" BlO. 
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out that many have asked him, "'Why did you give this television reporter 

unlimited access to your facilities, your financial l'eports, and information you 

could have kept confidential'?" His reply was, "We did it because we have 

nothing to hide [emphasis in original]."12 The implicit point seems to be that 

Swaggart perceived his openness and honesty to have been abused. He apparently 

believed television news reporter John Camp had exploited his kindness by 

twisting and manipulating facts that were provided openly and without any 

shame. For example, it seems obvious that no one would voluntarily open their 

books if those bool<s were filled with corruption. Accordingly, Victor Kelly noted 

how Swaggart in his sermon to his congregation claimed, '''It's a terrible thing,' he 

said, for a station to air such a program 'to get up their ratings'."13 Apparently, 

Swaggart chose to attribute an unworthy motive to his critic to assure that his 

audience would see that he had been wronged. 

The veracity of Swaggart's perception of the bond between the stimulus and 

the response is also confirmed by his use of twelve clips from the Channel 2 

program in his video response. For example, Swaggart said, "Now, let's take a 

look at salaries. There was some pictures put on the screen that you are seeing 

right now [sic], to be frank with you; and we'll just let you hear this for a 

moment." Then he immediately played an excerpt from the WBRZ Special where 

John Camp stated: "All told, the payroll for family members and relatives adds up 

to about $400,000 a year."14 The unmistakable point is that Swaggart perceived the 

charges by ABC's documentary to be the stimulus for his response. Channel 2's 

program stimulated Swaggart's calculated attempts to resolve the imperfections in 

12 Swaggart, "Letter" B10. 

13 Kelly 12A. 

14 Swaggart, "Answers" 20. 
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this rhetorical situation. As Bitzer has argued, 

In order to clar~ rhetoric-as-essentially-related-to-situation, we 
should acknowledge a viewpoint that is commonplace but 
fundamental; a work of rhetoric is pragtl!atic; it comes into existence 
for the sake of something beyond itself; it functions ultimately to 
produce action or change in the world; it performs some task. In 
short, rhetoric is a mode of altering reality, not by the direct 
aRplication of energy to objects, but by the creation of discourse 
wruch changes reality through the mediation of thought and action.IS 

32 

Swaggart's perception of the charges motivated him to produce pragmatic 

discourse because "The clearest instances of rhetorical speaking and writing are 

strongly invited."16 Swaggart perceived the ABC special to be a compelling 

invitation. 

Finally, it is reasonable to assume that Swaggart perceived the Channel 2 

telecast as a powerful stimulant due to the frequency and regularity with which 

the major TV evangelists have been collectively accused and attacked in recent 

years:17 The general attacks and resulting exigencies can be categorized into six 

major areas: (1) effectiveness, (2) distorting the gospel, (3) image, (4) motives, (5) 

political terrorism, and (6) First Amendment issues.18 All of these lines of attack 

IS Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 3-4. 

16 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 9. 

17 Charges against evangelicals and fundamentalists have been lumped 
together. The media almost never distinguish between them and their similarIties 
outweigh their differences. Also, both groups often apply both designations to 
themselves and are equally aggressive in spreading their cause. Finally, both 
groups profess a supernatural religion and reject a purely humanistic view of life. 
For further information see: Falwell, The Fundamentalist Phenomenon, Cal 
Thomas, "Taring Fundamentalists," Washington Post 22 Dec. 1983: A23; Flake, 
Redem~torama; Fore, Television and Relilrion; and Hunter, American 
Evange icalism and fu@ngelicalism The Coming Generation. 

18 Many of these sources provide support for several of the exigencies. James 
Breig, "TV Religion: The Price is Right," U.S. Catholic 46 (1981): 12-13, "Catholics 
Should Boycott TV Preachers," U.S. Catholic 46 (1981) 12-17, and "Switching 
Channels for Jesus, Or what every Catholic should know about the electronic 
church," U.S. Catholic 46 (1981): 15-18; Alden Nowlan, "The Gospel According to 
Gadh," MacLeans Nov. 1982: 17; Ben Armstrong, The Electric Church (Garden City: 
Nelson, 1979); William F. Fore, "Beyond the Efectronic Church," Christian Century 
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make. it reasonable to believe that Swaggart would perceive that ABC's viewers 

would likely lump him in with all the others--evangelicals, fundamentalists, or 

charismatics--who had been attacked. Therefore, Swaggart's perception of each of 

the accusations by ABC's WBRZ documentary as a stimulus would increase 

significantly. 

The Time-Frame of the Stimulus and Response 

In addition to the charges from the Channel 2 program being a stimulus to 

Swaggart, the amount of time between the stimulus and the response provides an 

incredible fit--Iess than one month had transpired. Consider these dates: May 19-

the ABC special was broadcast on Channel 2; May 20--Swaggart's interview with 

Sonny Albarado was published in the Morning Advocate: May 28--excerpts from 

Swaggart's sermon were reported by Victor Kelly also in the Morning Advocate; 

Wednesday June 8 and Friday June 10 at 7:00 p.m.--Swaggart aired his video 

defense; and Monday evening June 13 as well as Tuesday morning June 14-

Swaggart published his full-page statement in the State-Times and Morning 

Advocate respectively. This time sequencing coupled with a keen desire to cover 

the identical geographical viewing and reading audience-Swaggart even used both 

the morning and evening paper to assure full coverage and exposure for his 

response--suggests an excellent fit. There had not been time for these exigencies to 

dissipate nor fade away. Neither had there been time for any significant rhetorical 

intervention from other sources. Swaggart responded while the issues were still 

fresh on the minds of people. 

98 (1981): 29-30, and ''There is no such thing as a TV pastor," TV Guide 19 July 
1980: 15-18; Richard Quebedeaux, By What Authoritv (San Francisco: Harper, 1982); 
"TV Preacher Condemns Promises of Riches for GiftS," C1; and others cited earlier 
in Chapter 1, note 6. 
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Intensity Factors That Accompanied the Stimulus 

In addition to the brief time that elapsed between the stimulus and the 

respo~e and Swaggart's expressed feelings of compulsion, much of the power of 

the exigencies resulted from the intensity factors which accompanied the charges. 

We will now explore the six interest factors that influence how responsive a rhetor 

is likely to be: (1) The probability of the factual component; (2) knowing the 

condition directly and intensely; (3) how proximate the rhetor is in time and space; 

(4) the magnitude of the consequences; (5) the depth of personal involvement; and 

(6) the intrinsic quality of the interest involved. 

The probability of the factual component. John Camp's Special Report was 

labeled an "Eyewitness News' close-up report" which suggested a carefulness and 

thoroughness indicative of impeccable journalistic reporting. Also, early in the 

program, Camp promised "an inside look at big time television evangelism" and 

stressed how he had been "behind the scenes in areas where television news'[sic] 

cameras are rarely allowed to go. "19 These depictions encouraged the audience to 

place a high probability on the factual aspects of this charge. 

Knowing the Condition Directly and Intensely. For two years reporter 

John Camp of ABC's WBRZ-TV followed Jimmy Swaggart, closely probing any 

and every facet of his ministry. At times, answers to Camp's questions were 

"remarkably candid" and often Swaggart ignored "the advice of family members 

not to answer certain questions about family finances."2o On one occasion, "his 

wife became agitated about the questions." She responded, "Jimmy, I don't like 

19 ABC 6. 

20 ABC 6. 
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this. Now, this is just ridiculous."21 If Jimmy and Frances felt the sting of the 

interviews prior to their broadcast, it is little wonder that they experienced the 

exigencies in a most direct and intense manner when the questions and answers 

were presented to the public. As Swaggart told the nearly seven thousand 

worshippers assembled in Swaggart's church on Sunday, "'1 feel like they have 

insulted me and my family .. .! feel like they have insulted every supporter ... and 

every' church that preaches the gospel'."22 

Proximate in Time and Space. From the materials already cited, it is 

obvious that this intensifying factor was operant. The exigencies were not some 

ancient error that has just been unearthed, nor were the charges made by someone 

thousands of miles away. Instead, Swaggart was caught in a web of pertinent 

questions in the here and now. Neighbors and members of his church had been 

told things that challenged his credibility. Swaggart explained why he decided to 

answer the charges. He stated, "We felt, after an awful lot of thinking about it, 

even though we had been advised by many of our advisors and counselors and 

people we hold in very high esteem, not to do it," i.e., to respond to the charges. 

Then Swaggart continued, 

but we felt that this is our home, this is Baton Rouge, and we love 
its people, we want the respect of this city. And I'n say something 
else -- and I don't really apologize for saying it -- we feel that we 
deserve the respect of this city, simply because not who we are but 
because of whom we represent; ana I speak of the Lord Jesus 
Christ.23 

21 ABC 22. 

22 Kelly A12. 

23 Swaggart, "Answers" 5. 
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The Magnitude of the Consequences. Swaggart, who went against the 

advice of many he esteemed, was compelled to speak especially because of the 

magnitude of the consequences. The aim of Swaggart was "world evangelism." He 

told the reporter, that "the number one mission of his ministry is to spread the 

gospel via television." The program continued to note how "Last year the ministry 

spent about 25 million dollars to buy air time, pay production costs and purchase 

television equipment and facilities.24 And since Swaggart's commitment was to 

televised world evangelism, he would desperately need even larger sums of 

money. As Swaggart acknowledged, his "largest expenditure is on television 

production and equipment" and "That is why raising money for television 

preaching is an important, but not overwhelming part of his work."25 One of 

Swaggart's major sources of income was free-will offerings. On two occasions the 

Channel 2 program played clips of Swaggart pleading for money. In the first clip 

Swaggart said, "I'm going to ask every individual in this building that can -- We 

will only take about 3 or 4 minutes -- that can, to stand with me and say, 'Brother 

Swaggart, I want to give $50 to help on the construction of that television 

production center'."26 The second portrayal by WBRZ captured Swaggart pleading, 

"If you will sit down and right [sic] me and say, 'Brother Swaggart, I'm increasing 

my giving by $20 a month or $100 a month or $10 a month or whatever you can 

give extra'."Zl For Swaggart and his public, the premise that they were responsible 

24 ABC 29. 

25 Albarado B1. 

26 ABC 3. 

Zl ABC 32; The word "right" rather than "write" is by ABC's transcriber who 
either intentionally or unintentionally seems to have allowed bias to have 
controlled the transcription of these phonetically identical words. From the context, 
the proper rendering could only nave been "write." Swaggart is not the a
grammatical hick he is made to appear by this quote. 
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for world evangelism was a key characteristic shared with all evangelicals and 

fundamentalists. Anything that detracts from the pursuit of world evangelism is 

intolerable.28 

The Depth of Personal Involvement. Anyone whose life's work is attacked 

probably takes it personally. But in the case of Swaggart, he was the very 

embodiment of his work. It is impossible to separate Jimmy Swaggart, the person, 

from Jimmy Swaggart Ministries. As Dupree concluded in his dissertation, 

Swaggart "calls for his auditors to join him rather than Christianity [emphasis in 

original]."29 Therefore, as the ministry goes, Swaggart goes. Swaggart was the 

epitome of personal involvement and thus he experienced the attacks with massive 

intensity. 

In like manner, Swaggart has repeatedly stressed and "cashed-in-on" his 

claim of impeccable character. In the preface to Swaggart's 

biography/autobiography, To Cross a River, jointly written with Roger Lamb and 

first published in 1977, Lamb proudly extolled Swaggart's integrity. He stated, 

"Happily, in Jimmy's case, I can honestly say he's genuine, and there are no 

skeletons in any Swaggart closet. Everything is open and aboveboard."30 Recent 

events have exposed the misguided zeal behind this argument, but in 1983 

Swaggart's personal integrity was a cornerstone in his ministry. For example, 

Swaggart recounted, "I was deeply troubled by a few radio evangelists who 

specialized in selling so-called miracle billfolds, prayer cloths and anointing oil 

over the airwaves. I detested such trickery and refused to be identified with it." 

28 Falwell 19. 

29 Dupree iii. 

30 Swaggart and Lamb vii. 
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But he then explained that the Lord told him, "I want you on the radio because I 

want you to stop this other kind of programming where the Holy Spirit is being 

hawked like a piece of cheap goodS."31 The point is that Swaggart, due to his view 

of himself and his ministry, experienced the exigencies generated by ABC's special 

program in a most personal and deep manner. 

The Intrinsic Quality of the Interests Involved. Feelings like deep seated 

fear or pain are much more motivating than feelings like momentary 

embarrassment or the pleasure of healing a good joke. Thus, whenever a person 

experiences an emotion with a powerful intrinsic quality of interest, that person 

will be more highly motivated.32 For Swaggart, the WBRZ documentary contained 

the powerful seeds of fear. If Swaggart's auditors did not trust him any longer, or 

thought that he squandered what they contributed, or lied about how he spent the 

money, the flow of money might significantly decrease.33 It must be remembered, 

as Andrew King pointed out, "TV evangelists compete for a constituency."34 In 

1983 Swaggart was competing against the still healthy televangelists Jim and 

Tammy Bakker with their PfL Organization which was also tied to the Assemblies 

31 Swaggart and Lamb 184. 

32 This is a reflection of felt needs much like Maslow's hierarchy of needs or 
Rokeach's hierarchy of values. See, Abraham H. Maslow, Motivation and 
Personali* (New York: Harper, 1954); and Milton Rokeach, The Nature of Values 
(New Yor : Macmillan, 1973). 

33 This is exactly what has happened since the revealing of Swaggart's fiasco 
with the New Orleans prostitute. The post office weighs Swaggart's mail, and since 
the exposure and censure by the ASsemblies of God, Swaggart's mail has only 
weighed about 2/3 as much as it did prior to the disclosures. Andrew Kil!g, 
autnor of Communication and Power (Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland, 1987), 
personal interview, 29 May 1988. One month fater, "Donations that once flowed at 
a rate of $500,000 a day were estimated at less than one-third that level." Larry 
Martz, et al., "TV Preacners on the Rocks," Newsweek 11 July 1988: 27. 

34 Andrew King, Letter to the author, 17 July 1987. 
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of God. Swaggart also competed for auditors and contributors with other 

televangelists such as Oral Roberts, Pat Robertson and his charismatic 700 Club, 

Rex Humbard, James Robison, and Robert Schuller, to name a few. Fear that 

viewers and their generous offerings would switch from the now maligned 

Swaggart ministry to one of the others was a frightening prospect for Swaggart. 

The survival of Swaggart's ministries was at stake! 

The conclusion to be drawn from this description of Swaggart's perception 

of the stimulus and needed response, the shortness of time between the stimulus 

and the response, as well as the intensity factors that accompanied the stimulus is 

that the situation was indeed the controlling aspect in Swaggart's communication. 

And, when the situation is controlling, a critique using Bitzer's approach to 

rhetorical analysis is most appropriate and enlightening.35 

The Rhetorical Situation is More Appropriate Than Other Often Applied 
Perspectives 

Although we have already considered why application of the critical stance 

of the Rhetorical Situation is appropriate, we will now briefly explain why it is 

more suitable than other often applied critical perspectives. 

More Appropriate Than the Neo-Aristotelian Approach 

There have been and will continue to be excellent criticisms of significant 

discourses using a Neo-Aristotelian perspective.36 But this approach is 

35 Douglas Ehninger, Bruce E. Gronbeck, Raymie E. McKerrow, and Alan H. 
Monroe, Principles and Types of Speech Communication (Glenview: Scott, 
Foresman, 1982) 425. 

36 See Forbes I. Hill, "Conventional Wisdom-Traditional Form: The Presidential 
Message of November 3, 1969," Quarterlx TournaI of Speech 58 (1972): 373-386; and 
G. P. Mohrmann and Michael C. Leff, I Lincoln at Cooper Union: A Rationale for 
Neo-Classical Criticism," Quarterly TournaI of Speech 60 (1974): 459-467. 
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inappropriate for Swaggart for. two main reasons. One, Swaggart was not always 

rational nor did he seek primarily rational responses from his auditors. Therefore, 

as Black argued, discourses "not designed for rational judges" fall outside the 

domain of Neo-Aristotelian criticism.37 Also, an analysis of this series of rhetorical 

events cannot be best viewed from the speaker's perspective as the Neo

Aristotelian approach demands. We have already argued that the situation was 

the controlling element in this rhetoric. 

More Appropriate Than a Burkean Analysis 

In this case, there is no need to focus the criticism on an effort to discern 

the motives of this particular discourse--they are remarkably clear as has already 

been demonstrated. Furthermore, since Swaggart stood in for an identifiable 

public, explorations of identification or consubstantiation strategies are 

unnecessary. It is to be granted that the Burkean approach is excellent and 

probably the dominant critical stance of the day. However, the better means of 

appraising this discourse is the situational analysis.38 

More Appropriate Than the Narrative Paradigm 

Narratives are "constructions of fact and faith having persuasive force." 

They rely upon a rationality, as described by Walter Fisher, that as being 

37 Edwin Black, Rhetorical Criticism A Study in Method (Madison: U of Wis. P, 
1978) 131. 

38 For more information on the Burkean method and/or samples of criticism 
the reader should consult for example: Virginia Holland, "RhetorIcal Criticism: A 
Burkean Method," Quarterly TournaI of Soeech 39 (1953): 444-450; Marie Hochmuth, 
"Burkean Criticism," Western ournal of S eech Communication 21 (1957): 89-95; 
Robert L. Ivie, "Presidential Motives for ar," Quarterly TournaI of Speech 60 
(1974): 337-345; and Barry Brummett, "Representative Anecdote as Burkean 
Method, Applied to Evangelical Rhetoric," Southern Speech Communication TournaI 
50 (1984): 1-23. 
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detennined by the nature of persons as narrative beings--their 
inherent awareness of narrative probability, what constitutes a 
coherent story, and their constant nabit of testin~ narrative fidelity, 
whether the stories they experience rin~ true wIth the stories they 
know to be true in their lives [emphasis m original].39 

41 

This .type of rationality, rooted in "identification rather than deliberation,"4o is 

descriptive rather than normative. Yet, Fisher argued that "it is a basis for critique, 

because it implies a praxis, an ideal democratic society." But, Fisher also 

immediately noted how "Traditional rationality implies some sort of hierarchical 

system, a community in which some persons are qualified to judge and to lead 

and some other persons are to follow."41 However, in his sequel, "The Narrative 

Paradigm: An Elaboration," Fisher praised the narrative approach as a means to 

discern motives. He stated, ''The only way to determine whether or not a story is 

a mask for ulterior motives is to test it against the principles of narrative 

probability and fidelity."42 Therefore, since Swaggart's motives were not a mystery, 

this perspective is likely to reveal less than Bitzer's "Rhetorical Situation." Finally, 

Fisher argued that the narrative paradigm is especially suited for analyses of "less 

straightforward discourse."43 Again, Swaggart's responses to the Channel 2 special 

were clearly of the straightforward type and thus the narrative paradigm is less 

appropriate than the selected perspective. 

39 Walter R. Fisher, "Narration as a Human Communication Paradigm: The 
Case of Public Moral Argument," Communication Monographs 51 (1984) 7 and 8. 

40 Fisher, "Narration as a Communication Paradigm" 7 and 9. 

41 Fisher, "Narration as a Communication Paradigm" 9. 

42 Walter R. Fisher, "The Narrative Paradigm: An Elaboration," Communication 
Monographs 52 (1985): 364. 

43 Fisher, "An Elaboration" 364. 
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More Appropriate Than Apologia 

Several insights have been offered to the community of scholars regarding 

how and why a particular discourse functioned as it did by means of apologia.44 

However, this dissertation seeks to answer the question, "How Fitting Were 

Swaggart's Responses to Exigences Generated by ABC's WBRZ Documentary?" 

Therefore, the key is this situation and not the invariant form of the responses or 

the choices of strategies. Evaluation will depend on assessing how well Swaggart 

met the audience's expectations, removed the exigences, and abided by and took 

advantage of the operant constraints. In addition, for religious rhetors, it is 

impossible to know whether or not the discourse is being controlled by the 

sermonic antecedent of "emphasis upon universals" or a deliberate attempt to 

engage the strategy of "transcendence," a characteristic of apologia. By definition 

they are essentially the same.45 And, as Noreen Kruse ably argued, the genre of 

apologia must have clear parameters or its loses its essence as a genre.46 Herbert 

44 See William L. Benoit and James J. Lindsey, "Argument Strategies: Antidote 
to Tylenol's Poisoned Image," TournaI of the American Forensic A.ssociation 23 
(1987): 136-46; Brant Short, "Comic Book Apologia: The 'Paranoid' Rhetoric of 
Congressman George Hansen," Western TournaI of Speech Communication 51 
(1987): 189-203; Robert A. Vartabedian, "Nixon's Vietnam Rhetoric: A Case Study of 
Apologia as Generic Paradox," Southern Speech Communication TournaI 50 (1985): 
366-81; Larry James Winn, "Evaluating Strategies of Apologia: The Ferraro 
Controversy As a Case Study," Public ACldress Div., SCA Convention. Denver, 8 
Nov. 1985; Ellen Reid Gold, "Political Apologia: The Ritual of Self-Defense," 
Communication Monographs 45 (1978): 306-16; Noreen Wales Kruse, "Motivational 
Factors in Non-Denial Apologia," Central States Speech TournaI 28 (1977): 13-23; 
and Jackson Harrell, B. L. Ware and Wil A. Linkugel, "Failure of Apology in 
American Politics: Nixon on Watergate," Speech Monographs 42 (1975): 246-61. 

45 Compare, Thomas D. Clark's "An Exploration of Generic Aspects of 
Contemporary American Christian Sermons," Quarterly TournaI of Speech 63 (1977): 
384-94, with B. L. Ware and Wil A. Linkugel's, "They Spoke in Defense of 
Themselves: Qn Generic Criticism of Apologia," Quarterly TournaI of Speech 59 
(1973): 273-83. 

46 Noreen Kruse, "The Scope of Apologetic Discourse: Establishing Generic 
Parameters," Southern Speech Communication TournaI 46 (1981): 278-91. 
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Simons has noted that in order for a genre to be useful it must be shown "that a 

given set of rhetorical practices is unique."47 As has been noted above, apologia 

fails to meet both of these criteria in this particular instance. Therefore, a critique 

of Swaggart's replies by means of apologia is less appropriate than by the 

"Rhetorical Situation." 

It could even be argued that situational criticism is more appropriate in this 

configuration than in many where the stimulus and response are not as strong nor 

as directly linked together. In other words, the WBRZ stimulus and Swaggart's 

responses with their ~ttendant interests and constraints provide an excellp.nt 

exemplar of Bitzer's "ideal" scenario. 

47 Herbert W. Simons, '''Genre-lizing' About Rhetoric: A Scientific Approach," 
Form and Genre, eds. KarIyn Kohrs Campbell and Kathleen Hall Jamieson (Falls 
Church, VA: SCA, [1978]): 37. 



Chapter 3 

THE EXIGENCIES THAT GENERATED SWAGGART'S RESPONSES 

As was affirmed in Chapter 2, the exigencies created by the WBRZ-TV 

Channel 2 special are controlling in the focus of this research. Therefore, this 

chapter provides: (1) an examination of the text of the ABC documentary to 

discern and explicate possible exigencies; and (2) an exploration of Swaggart's 

reactions to detect and verify what he perceived to be in urgent need of mending. 

The Exigencies Created by the ABC Documentary 

The transcribed text of the ABC documentary revealed five significant 

exigencies. They include: (1) Being in Business for the Money; (2) Being Corrupt; 

(3) Being a Manipulator; (4) Being Too Political; and (5) Being Big-Time Rather 

Than Old-Time Religion. Each line of attack will be examined as will be the 

frequency with which that charge is made in John Camp's report. A sixth 

exigence, (6) Being Anti-Catholic, was discovered only in Swaggart's video 

response. 

Exigence 1: Being in the Business for the Money 

A major attack leveled by the Channel 2 documentary was that Jimmy 

Swaggart Ministries is primarily an enormous money making business. This 

charge was clearly set forth ten times during the one-hour documentary.l The 

narrator, John Camp, pointed out "The big money, though, comes from television 

1 ABC 4, 5, 6, 16, 22, 23, 24, 26, 29 and 32. 

44 
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and direct mail deals." To establish his point, Camp noted: "Ji:nmy Swaggart 

Evangelistic Association is the biggest mail order operation in Louisiana. 

Contributions pour into Swaggart's World Ministry Center in Baton Rouge at a 

rate of more than one million dollars a week." Then, in reference to 1982 and 1981 

respectively, Camp continued, "Last year 60 million dollars was raised by the 

ministry and 40 million dollars was collected the year before."2 The program 

charged Swaggart with Being in Business for the Money for two reasons: (1) 

because Money was the Message and Endi and (2) because Swaggart and His 

Family were Getting Rich. 

Money was the Message and the End. Sociologist William Martin, whose 

scholarship focuses on religion and evangelism was interviewed during the 

documentary. He concluded, "So it becomes, as several people have pointed out, 

sometimes harder to tell whether they are on television to raise money or raising 

money to stay on television."3 

The ABC special further highlighted the charge that Swaggart is In Business 

for the Money when it explored Swaggart's fund-raising efforts. Camp stated, 

'The ministry's insatiable appetite for money has led the organization to develop 

new and better fund-raising methods. The most effective technique is the appeal 

geared to helping poor and hungry children in third world countries." The 

program claimed that "nearly every fund raising appeal by the ministry mentions 

the children's fund."4 To emphasize further this means of fund raising WBRZ 

presented an interview with George Journigan, who claimed to be the former 

Director of Finance for Swaggart Ministries. Mr. Joumigan asserted that "more 

2 ABC 4. 

3 ABC 29. 

4 ABC 32 and 35. 
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than half the money raised by the ministry is in response to children's mission 

appeals."s 

Swaggart and His Family were Getting Rich. The thrust of the second 

reason for the money-oriented charge was that Swaggart's family is getting rich 

under the guise of "for the ministry" and at the expense of near poverty-level 

contributors. Camp stressed how "Swaggart was remarkably candid, ignoring the 

advice of family members not to answer certain questions about family finances, 

and there are many questions."6 Illustrative of the type of suspicions the program 

raised is the statement that his wife, Frances, "refused to disclose her salary, saying 

at one point she didn't know what it was even though the ministry, as a tax

exempt organization, must publicly report salaries of its top officers."7 The report 

highlighted this incredulous dodge by stressing that, in addition to being "deeply 

involved in every aspect of Swaggart's ministry," Frances' primary job was to 

"oversee and monitor how the money is spent."s The implied accusation is that of 

a cover up. Swaggart's family must be getting rich or they would not try to hide 

from their viewers the amount of money they keep for themselves. 

S ABC 35. 

6 ABC 6. 

7 ABC 22 and United States, Internal Revenue, United States Code 
(Washington: GPO, 1983), Vol. 11, Title 26, Sec. 6033. 

S ABC 16 and 23. 
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The report went on to stress how Swaggart's "ministry is a family-run 

organization" and in 1981, Frances was paid $50,526 and Donnie over $58,000.9 In 

total, the charge continued, Frances' brother, her mother, her sister, Don~e~s 

brother-in-law and several other relatives are paid a total of about $400,000 

yearly. 10 Swaggart's personal salary was considered separately, and was in 

addition to the figures noted here. Therefore, one implication was offered to 

ABC's viewers: whether by craft or in a most legitimate manner, Swaggart's family 

has been catapulted from being poor back-woods Louisiana country folk into high 

income land owners by means of Jimmy Swaggart Ministries. 

When asked by Camp, "What is your salary?" Swaggart responded, "You 

know, it's around thirty thousand dollars, but that's not quite correct." Then 

Camp pointed out to Swaggart that it was reported by others within his ministry 

as "$5,700 a month." Swaggart immediately replied, "Well that's not my salary. 

My salary -- I get a check for $5,700 a month."ll Even though Swaggart quickly 

explained how he always writes the Ministry a check for $3,500, supposedly for a 

parsonage allowance, the program left the impression that Jimmy Swaggart was 

deceptive regarding his personal salary. 

Another aspect of Swaggart's answers to questions regarding his personal 

finances was the manrier in which he covered himself; Twice, for example, when 

being asked about his salary, Swaggart quickly inserted, "that's what I was about 

to say" but not until after the interviewer had exposed what appeared to be blatant 

9 ABC 22; and for those auditors familiar with the Evangelical Council for 
Financial Accountability, who probably were few, the massive family involvement 
in positions of leadership and authonty may have been sufficient to keep Jimmy 
Sw~gart Ministries out of the ECFA. Application for Membership (Oakton: ECFA, 
1987). 

10. ABC 22-23. 

11 ABC 19. 
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deception.12 

48 

Finally, the report presented a stark contrast between Swaggart's claim "that 

every single dime of money people give goes entirely for the work of God" and 

the admitted fact that most of the $3,500 taken out of his check monthly, went to 

pay back a $342,000 personal loan. Swaggart used the ministry's money to 

purchase twenty acres of prime land in Baton Rouge for new homes for himself 

and his son Donnie. 13 It definitely appears that Swaggart and his family were 

getting rich. 

Therefore, one major exigence Swaggart faced was the issue of Being in 

Business for the Money-being the leader of a money-hungry family and an 

organization whose message and goal is money. 

Exigence 2: Being Corrupt 

A second accusation, made by the ABC special fourteen times, was that 

Jimmy Swaggart and his ministries were corrupt.14 The distinctive features of this 

exigel;1ce were: (1) Swaggart Unaccountably Abused His Tax-Exempt Status, i.e., 

Jimmy Swaggart Ministries avoided scrutiny because of his tax-exempt status. (2) 

Swaggart Deceived His Supporters, i.e., they were deceived regarding where and 

how their money was spent; and (3) Swaggart was Guilty of Major Inconsistencies, 

i.e., differences between claims of impeccable integrity and ferreted out truths were 

frequent and significant. What made this entire constraint especially potent was 

Swaggart's stress upon the phrase, "to be honest with yoU."IS 

12 ABC 19. 

13 ABC 19-20. 

14 ABC 5, 19, 22-23, 23-24, 25, 31, 32, 33-34, 35-36, 37-38 and 46. 

IS ABC 21 and 31. 
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Swaggart Unaccountably Abused His Tax-Exempt Status. This allegation 

suggested the unscrupulous use of Swaggart Ministries' tax-exempt status. The 

documentary stated, "Hundreds of billions of dollars come into television 

ministries which are nearly all tax-exempted. There is almost no official 

monitoring of these organizations."16 Then, Camp emphasized how "Swaggart 

Ministry's [sic] is big business. It's [sic] high-powered merchandising and 

promotion has the same characteristics as most secular corporations, except the 

ministry doesn't pay taxes."17 The point was that under the status of a nonprofit 

organization Swaggart was milking Baton Rouge and Louisiana, as well as the 

federal government, of legitimate taxes. He was exploiting an unfair market 

advantage over similar corporations which were held accountable and who paid 

taxes.18 

Further development of this line of attack emphasized three times that 

Swaggart was being allowed to live above any system of public scrutiny.19 The 

first instance dealt with the manner in which the cost of the desk in Frances' office 

was explained away. Swaggart claimed, "The furniture that was bought for this 

building came from the record money, and we did not take it from any other 

project that we raise funds for."20 That sounded simple and clear enough. But 

16 ABC 46. 

17 ABC 46 and 48. 

18 The reader is urged to consider the IRS tax laws regarding nonprofit 
organizations. Even Swaggart, in a 1987 USA Today article warns of the immediate 
ana irrevocable nature of a censure by the IRS regarding tax-exemption. Jimmy 
Swaggart, "'Nothing to fear from scrunity'." guest columrust, USA TODAY, 24 July 
1987: AI0. 

19 ABC 25, 35-36 and 37-38. 

20 ABC 25. 
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when Camp went on to ask Swaggart if he kept separate projects "in a designated 

fund balance?" he replied, "No, they have not been kept in a designated fund 

balance." Then Swaggart elaborated regarding one fund, the Children's Fund. He 

said, "we could not tell at that time how much came in for El Salvadore [sic] or 

how much came - we have no way of knowing."21 If Swaggart had "no way of 

knowing," as portrayed in the documentary, then who did know? Furthermore, 

anyone with a tax-exempt status-who collected over 60 million dollars in 1982 and 

was presented to the public as living outside of any accountability--was 

immediately faced with an enormous "image" problem.22 

Finally, it should be noted that "Give Me That Big-Time Religion" exposed a 

major unaccounted-for discrepancy between Swaggart's single goal, "to spread the 

gospel via television," and the amount of money he collected. In 1982, Swaggart 

collected over 60 million dollars but only spent "about 25 million dollars to buy air 

time, pay production costs and purchase television equipment and facilities"--by far 

the greatest expense for his ministry.23 Even after adding in all children's 

ministries, the viewer was left to wonder, what happened to the rest of twenty six 

million dollars?24 

21 ABC 25 and 36. 

22 Although Swaggart wrote his USA TODAY article in 1987, he could not 
have been unaware of the res}Jonsibilities that accompany a tax-exempt status in 
1983. He stated, "What most Clon't realize is that non-profits operate in a legal 
envir<;mment that demands perfection. Outside of reasonable compensation, there 
can be no private inurement of benefit, for example; if there is, there are no 
warnings, no fines, no second chances. Instead, there is loss of tax-exempt status, 
equivalent to the 'death penalty' for the offending church." Swaggart, '''Nothing to 
fear from scrutiny"': Ala. 

23 ABC 29; and Albarado 1 B. 

24 ABC 4, 29 and 33. 
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The inference suggested to the listener was that Swaggart was not 

accountable. He had no one to whom he must answer. Swaggart acknowledged 

he did not know how much money was collected or spent. If Swaggart did not 

know and his wife, who controlled all the spending did not know, and those 

employees who questioned the handling of the money had been fired, like George 

Journigan and Nobel Squaggins, then no one else could possibly know.25 Thus the 

Jimmy Swaggart Ministries was portrayed as an enormously opulent organization 

which hid behind the shelter of a tax-exempt ministry without anyone really being 

accountable. 

Swaggart Deceived His Supporters. The program stressed how "Swaggart's 

most effective fund raising technique was the emotionally charged appeal for 

money to help feed and educate children in Third World countries."26 Then Camp 

argued "only a small percentage of the money collected by the Swaggart ministry 

goes to help children."27 The deception was again emphasized by quoting a letter 

Swaggart sent to a North Carolina follower in December of 1982. It read, '''We are 

obligated to take care of 50,000 children each month at a cost of $15 per child per 

month'."2S The documentary explained, "That translates into $750,000 a month or 

nine million dollars a year, which is considerably more than even the most 

optimistic figures Swaggart gave US."29 The narrator also pointed out that of the 60 

million dollars collected in 1982, Swaggart's own figures show that he spent only 

2.5 ABC 37. 

26 ABC 5. 

'0 ABC 5. 

28 ABC 33. 

29 ABC 5 and 33. 
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$2.71 million on children, "meaning that about four cents on the dollar went to 

children's projects."30 Thus monies contributed in response to appeals for children 

were evidently not always being spent on children. 

Major Inconsistencies. No argument appeared to be more significant than 

the exposure C!f inconsistencies.31 The double talk regarding Swaggart's salary has 

been noted previously: viz., "I don't know" changed to "I get a check for $5700 a 

month;" and Frances denied knowing her salary when her very job was to "oversee 

and monitor how the money is spent." 

Additional support for this accusation was provided by the program's 

emphasis upon the "inconsistency between the manner in which the Swaggart 

ministry spends money and the way it solicits money."32 Regarding solicitation 

Camp noted: "There is an urgency about its fund-raising letters suggesting that the 

ministry or programs it sponsors are often in serious financial jeopardy." Carol 

Flake labeled this "the going-out-of-business sale."33 For example, the program 

asserted that Swaggart's fund-raising letters in January of 1982 "were sent by 

certified mail at a cost of about a dollar a letter" to impress upon his audience just 

how urgently he needed money. However, concerning Swaggart's spending of 

money, the program noted: "At the same time some employees were complaining 

about what they considered extravagant spending."34 Also, the documentary 

juxtaposed the fact that Swaggart refused to provide an invoice for his wife 

30 ABC 34. 

31 ABC 19, 22-23, 23-24, 31 and 32. 

32 ABC 24. 

33 ABC 29 and Flake 147. 

34 ABC 24. 
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Frances' desk (estimated to cost $1] ,000) with a memorandum "assuring employees 

that every single dime of money people give goes entirely for the work of God."35 

Another inconsistency related to Frances' desk. Not only was every 

contributed dime allegedly spent on the ministry, extra care was supposedly given 

to maximize its potential. WBRZ presented Frances' explanation of how 

overseeing and monitoring the money meant deciding "the various functions that 

it's going to, purchases that are made, do we actually need them, is it really 

necessary, what's the reason for this purchase, could we get by without it."36 But 

when Camp asked about her $11,000 desk, Mrs. Swaggart denied that the desk 

cost that much and promised "to provide us with the exact cost of her desk, but 

later refused to do SO."37 The viewer was caught between a claim of frugality and 

an apparent practice of indulgence. 

In like manner, Swaggart was asked questions regarding collections at his 

crusades. He bemoaned that "the money collected doesn't even cover the expenses 

of his crusades." But the crusades "are not meant to show a profit," explained 

Camp. He continued, "They are, in effect, television productions, and a portion of 

the television shows that are produced is devoted to raising money."38 So a 

response that seemed to say, "no", we are not making money on these crusades 

was something other than a simple "no". 

Finally, Swaggart explained how he had "sold more long play albums then 

[sic] any gospel singer on the face of the earth" and "could be a millionaire many 

times over." Camp agreed when he noted, "During the fourteen years of his 

35 ABC 24-25. 

36 ABC 23. 

:r7 ABC 19, 23 and 25. 

38 ABC 31-32. 
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broadcasting ministry, Swaggart's record and album sales have netted the 

organization more than one hundred million dollars." This was in addition to the 

$100 million collected from contributions in 1981 and 1982. Yet Swaggart 

emphatically declared, "Every dime of the money that has come in from the sale of 

that product has gone into this ministry."39 The undeniable implication was that 

not a single dime had been spent selfishly or for his personal gain. That claim 

generated as much suspicion as Camp's suggestions of careless spending. Besides, 

the viewer was left to wonder about the land? The houses? The automobiles? 

Frances' desk? The irony of this point was driven home when Swaggart's son 

Donnie stated, "Anybody that knows my dad knows that he would rather do 

anything than ask somebody for money. "40 Therefore, one massively potent 

exigence created by the Channel 2 documentary was that Jimmy Swaggart 

Ministries was a corrupt and deceptive organization. 

Exigence 3: Being a Manipulator 

No one denies that all TV evangelists intend to persuade people, which is 

no different from every priest, minister and/or rabbi. But ABC's report suggested 

the easily inferred conclusion that Swaggart practiced the calculated manipulation 

of others.41 Although Swaggart's son stated, "I don't believe we do a hard-sell," 

39 ABC 16-17 and 26. 

40 ABC 9. 

41. Camp seems to be suggesting that Swaggart did not rely upon his 
credibility, sound evidence, non-fallacious reasoning or ethically souna appeals to 
emotions in order to persuade his auditors. Instead, Swaggart is charged with 
manipulation, i.e., he used dece.p.tion or unethical means which restrIcted his 
auditors' ability to choose; he limIted their opportunity to share responsibility for 
the outcome of the communication; he was deceptive regarding his mtent; and he 
disguised his socially unacceptable purpose witli a socially acceptable one. See 
NiCholas Capaldi, The Art of Deception (Buffalo: Prometheus, 1979); Stephen W. 
Littlejohn and David M Jabuscn, Persuasive Transactions (Glenview: Scott, 
Foresman, 1987) 6-18; Robert Bostrom, Persuasion (Englewood Cliffs: 1983) 11-14 
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the ABC documentary indicated otherwise five times.42 For example, the program 

insinuated that Swaggart's music, in contrast to typical revival music, was 

hypnotic.43 The accusation was made with statements from people who attended a 

crusade such as: "I love to hear Jimmy up there, but the singing does something 

for you also. You just want to pat your foot and shout and clap your hands, and I 

think that's what people should be able to do." And, "when you go in there and 

that man sits down at that piano, man, you are on Cloud 9." Or, "You get high on 

the feeling. You feel it all over. And you can't -- you can't explain it, you have to 

feel it."44 

In similar fashion, the WBRZ-TV special focused on the classic case of Zoe 

Vance, an oil heiress from La Jolla, California. Before her death in 1981, she 

"contributed more than three million dollars in cash and gifts to the ministry." In 

her will, according to the WBRZ documentary, she bequeathed to Swaggart her 

entire estate of "about eight million dollars," which included "royalties from a gas 

field here in Brazoria County that earns more than one hundred thousand dollars 

a month for the estate."45 When her sister and other relatives' contested the will, 

and 244-54; and Stephen E. Lucas, The Art of Public Speaking (New York: 
Random, 1986) 20-21 and 310-37. 

42 ABC 9, 17, 29, 39 and 42. 

43 It is not within the scope of this research to verify the veracity of this 
phenomenon. But see, for example, studies of the hypnotic power of music and 
consider examples such as the University of Minnesota's basketball program and 
the fiasco some attributed to the music that accompanied their pre-game show; 
although, others denied it was a significant factor. See William F. Reed, "An Ugly 
Affair in Minneapolis," STorts Illustrated 7 Feb. 1972: 18-21; and, Committee on 
Intercollegiate Athletics, win Cities Assembly, A Report of the Events Which 
Terminated the Tanuary 25, 1972 Basketball Game with the Ohio State University 
(Minneapolis: U of Minn. P, Aug. 1972) 19. 

44 ABC 9 and 17. 

45 ABC 40. 
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evidence was presented in the court proceedings that "Swaggart personally visited 

Mrs. Vance at her ocean-front home in La Jolla, California, serenading her with 

organ music and later baptizing her in the Pacific Ocean in front of her home." 

But, to the shock of the viewer, the documentary pointed out that "For more than 

two years the ministry maintained logs of all its contacts with Mrs. Vance with 

entries as, 'Good P.R. call. She says she intends to give cash gift in the future'."46 

Thus, the ABC program made it hard to believe that anything but manipulation 

could have been the motive behind these visits. If Swaggart's own records indict 

him, as presented by the report, the viewer was left to draw the almost undeniable 

conclusion--Swaggart stands charged as a manipulator. 

Exigence 4: Being Too Political 

Although Swaggart had earlier been a-political, the documentary suggested 

a major shift in Swaggart's stance. Camp asserted, "Following the lead of Farwell 

[sic] and other successful evangelist [sic], Jimmy Swaggart has become more vocal 

in political affairs." The narrator stressed the significance of this when he pointed 

out that during Swaggart's Hampton, Virginia, campaign "a Voice of America· 

reporter sought his views on politics in Latin America where it is telecast or seen 

by millions of people." Why was this singular point so important? The ABC 

program claimed to provide an answer for the viewers. "The very fact that Jimmy 

Swaggart is asked to comment on international politics underscores the power of 

46 ABC 41, 42, 40, 41 and 42. Also, this research reveals that the documentary 
stopped the quote from the visitation log before it ended. Suprisingly, the severity 
of the accusation could have been enhanced. That April 30, 1979, log entry 
continued: "Plans to draw up a new will, JSEA to be included." See, Ron 
McGregor, "Call Report, Mrs. Z. M. Vance," Weekly Report Chart, 30 Apr. 1979, 
filed BFeb. 1983, by Robbie Coker, deputy for Dolly Bailey, County Clerk, Brazoria 
County, Texas. 
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his television ministry," claimed Camp.47 The program went on to suggest that 

when a TV evangelist functions like a White Rouse spokesperson or is consulted 

like a powerful chair of a congressional committee, the danger flags of mixing 

church and state should be flying at full staff! To very devout religious Americans 

as well as to non-religious citizens who believe that the church should not be 

deeply involved in politics, such religious intrusion in political circles would be 

alarming. 

Exigence 5: Being Big-Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion 

The very title of ABC's program, "Give Me That Big Time Religion," 

suggested an exigence. Instead of returning to the simple old-time gospel 

characterized by humble servants who share the gospel from person to person and 

whose only wealth was in good works, ABC charged Swaggart and his ministries 

with being aimed at self-promotion and building a corporation that exemplified 

true piety as dependent upon managing large sums of money and doing every 

deed on a grandiose scale. The Channel 2 program built its case on the argument 

that Swaggart is Being a Self-Promoting Entertainer.4s As will be shown when 

Swaggart's responses are examined, he perceived two additional reasons for the 

charge: His Ministry was Based on Lucrative Appeals for Children; and, TV 

Evangelism was Too Costly. 

Being a Self-Promoting Entertainer. The WBRZ documentary opened with 

Jimmy Swaggart preaching. But the very first words by narrator and reporter John 

Camp were, "He is a preacher and a performer." This was followed by a quick cut 

back to Swaggart preaching and then Camp continued, "He is a pitch-man and a 

47 ABC 47-48. 

48 ABC 5, 11-12, 15, 17-18,30, 31 and 44. 
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promoter."49 The program focused upon the issue of being self-promoting five 

more times.50 Channel 2 asserted that Swaggart attempted to make a name for 

himself via "extravagant building projects" which include a "new church Swaggart 

says will have the largest auditorium of any church in the country;" "a 

condominium development adjacent to the ministry center... strictly for old, older 

[sic] people;" and "a bible [sic] college that will take care of four to five, six 

thousand students." The program claimed, "In some respects it seems that Jimmy 

Swaggart set out to become a spiritual alter ego to his famous cousin"--Jerry Lee 

Lewis. Finally, Camp pointed out how "Cable and satellite hookups gave more 

evangelist [sic] access to prime time. The phenomenon has made them celebrities." 

A statement by Professor William Martin of Rice University elaborated on this 

issue of celebrity status: 

Sometimes I think that their recognition of them as celebrities and 
entertainers is repressed a bit. They may not fully acknowledge that. 
But then y:ou see some of these preachers in person, and you see 
evangelist [sic] signing bibles [sic], I mean, ~ving autographs on the 
bibles [sic]. I'm not exactly sure what to make of them. But clearly 
they are celebrities, but they are also religious celebrities.51 

Twice ABC's report accentuated the entertainment aspect of the exigence of 

"Being Big-Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion."52 During Dr. Martin's interview 

he stated: "Every great public evangelist, every great revivalist, I think is fair to 

say, has been a marvelous actor." Martin continued, "In a way it is a kind of an 

acceptable alternative entertainment to the secular entertainments that a great 

many religious people, particularly evangelical people don't feel free to going [sic] 

49 ABC 2-3. 

50 ABC 5, 15, 3D, 31 and 44. 

51 ABC 5, 30-31, 15 and 44-45. 

52 ABC 11-12 and 17-18. 
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to see."53 Swaggart attempted to soften the suggestion that his music was a 

drawing card. He stated, "Now, how much of a drawing card it is to the crusades 

-- It is a drawing card, but the crowds would not really be any less, if our music 

were minimal, I will be honest with you. "54 Although this constraint was far less 

compelling than most of the others, it did place pressure upon Swaggart to 

generate a response. 

Thus, ABC's WBRZ special created these dominant exigencies that clamored 

for a response from Swaggart: (1) Being in Business for the Money; (2) Being 

Corrupt; (3) Being a Manipulator; (4) Being Too Political; and (5) Being Big-Time 

Rather Than Old-Time Religion. 

Perceived Exigencies Identifed From Swaggart's Responses 

Through an analysis of the messages Jimmy Swaggart presented to the 

readers and viewers in the Baton Rouge area immediately following the 

presentation of the WBRZ documentary, it is possible to identify what Swaggart 

perceived to be the exigencies to which he must respond. In the post-telecast 

interv.iew, Swaggart's responses were controlled more by the interviewer than by 

Swaggart. Still, his reply provided insight into his major concerns. The video 

production and the newspaper statements, on the other hand, were comprised of 

Swaggart's self-perceived need to "set the record straight" from his own point of 

view. 

Perceived Exigencies in Swaggart's Interview Response 

News reporter Sonny Albarado, interviewed Swaggart immediately 

53 ABC 12. 

54 ABC 11-12 and 18. 
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following the broadcasting of the WBRZ documentary.55 The text of Albarado's 

Morning Advocate article reported that Swaggart perceived ten lines of attack 

which dove-tail into three potentially harmful imperfections that had been 

discovered in the WBRZ documentary. 

Swaggart perceived that he was accused of Being in Business for the Money 

as can be seen by two of his responses. (1) He spoke to the issue of his family 

getting rich under the guise of the ministry. (2) He addressed the charge that all 

he does is beg for money for children over the airwaves. 

Swaggart also understood that he was portrayed as Being Corrupt. Four 

times responses by Swaggart indicated that he was cognizant of and compelled by 

this exigence. He attacked the Channel 2 sources, who had been portrayed as 

impeccable inside eye witnesses who are really telling the truth. Swaggart also 

countered the argument that he was a man lacking integrity who should not be 

trusted. In like manner, Swaggart spoke to the issue of being unaccountable 

because monies for special fund requests were not kept in separate accounts. 

Although he was presented as seeking personal enrichment, forbidden by law for 

non-profit organizations, Swaggart denied that he misrepresented information in 

order to enhance responses to funding requests. 

The third exigence Swaggart perceived in his interview response was the 

issue of Being Big-Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion. This was substantiated 

by two responses. (1) Swaggart denied that appeals for Third World children 

account for over one half of all contributions to Jimmy Swaggart Ministries, a 

response also reflected in his video and newspaper replies. (2) Swaggart refuted 

the notion that television evangelism was too expensive--the only time this 

perception was reflected in Swaggart's three defenses. 

55 Albarado 1 Band 9B. 
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Perceived Exigencies in Swaggart's Video Response 

An analysis of Swaggart's video rhetoric reveals that he detected and 

responded to six exigencies. In his video, Swaggart repudiated the suggestion that 

he is Anti-Catholic, an exigence not raised by WBRZ's special, "Give Me That Big 

Time Religion." Swaggart evidently felt the need to speak to this exigence because 

it was already a white-hot issue in Baton Rouge. Five months earlier Bishop 

Thomas Barbarie had published "An open letter to Jimmy Swaggart from one of 

his Catholic friends" in the Catholic Commentary, the official newspaper of the 

Baton Rouge Diocese which was distributed to every Catholic family in the 

diocese .• References were made that Swaggart was typical of those with "bristling 

hatred for the Catholic Church," having a deficient grasp of history, and "being in 

over his head" regarding issues surrounding the source and compilation of the 

Bible.56 Swaggart, in a January 1, 1983, article in his Evangelist magazine, titled "A 

Letter to My Catholic Friends," had made a number of assertions regarding the 

Catholic Church. For example, Swaggart charged that where Catholic traditions 

and doctrines are dominant "one sees the vilest immorality and intellectual 

apathy."57 Thus, although it was not created by the ABC special report, Swaggart 

felt compelled to respond to the urgent blemish of Being Anti-Catholic. 

The thirteen remaining contentions revealed the following: The rebuttal of 

charges that family members were paid outlandish salaries demonstrated an 

awareness of the exigence of Being in Business for the Money. On the other hand, 

seven arguments by Swaggart were aimed to resolve the charge of Being Corrupt. 

They are: (1) He denied that money given for specific purposes was spent on other 

56 Thomas J. Barbarie, "An open letter to Jimmy Swaggart from one of his 
Catholic friends," Catholic Commentator 12 Jan. 1983: 1. 

7. 
57' Jimmy Swaggart, "A Letter to My Catholic Friends," Evangelist January 1983: 
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things; (2) He refuted the claim that he was building extravagant buildings while 

telling people how desperately he needed money for evangelism; (3) He 

demonstrated why money from the Children's Fund was not diverted into 

building projects (a more specific iteration of argument #1 above); (4) He 

challenged the claim that the TV reporter's "inside" sources provided reliable 

access to what really went on inside Jimmy Swaggart Ministries; (5) He disavowed 

that he patently misrepresented the amount of money spent on needy children in 

correspondence with all contributors; (6) He abjured the claim that only four cents 

out of a dollar contributed for children got to them; and (7) He repudiated the 

suggestion that the cost of Frances' desk demonstrated a serious inconsistency 

between how money was solicited and how it was spent. 

. On two occasions Swaggart demonstrated an awareness of the accusation of 

Being a Manipulator. He rejected the assertion that he was guilty of preying upon 

the illness and loneliness of a multi-million dollar oil heiress and widow, Zoe 

Vance, in order to be named the sole recipient of her entire estate. Likewise--but 

this perception is unique to his video--Swaggart denounced the challenge that 

appeals for Third World children were a gimmick to get people to give. In buth 

Swaggart's interview and newspaper responses, as well as in the ABC 

documentary, appeals for Third World children were treated as the basis of his 

ministry rather than as a manipulative device. 

Finally, three of Swaggart's responses indicated that he perceived Being Big

Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion as a serious imperfection in need of 

resolution. He repudiated the suggestion that more than one-half of all monies 

contributed to his organization were in response to children's specials. In similar 

manner, he stressed how almost every program did not attempt to raise money 

with appeals to the tragic conditions of Third World children. Likewise, Swaggart 

denied that his ministry was "just a show or an act." 
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Perceived Exigencies in Swaggart's Newspaper Response 

Swaggart's newspaper reply opened with a paragraph that highlighted: (a) 

the dates of the original program, (b) how several newspapers had run stories 

about the charges, (c) why the TV reporter had been allowed to investigate and 

interview, and (d) how his reputation had been damaged because of his naive 

openness and honesty in giving out the facts, i.e., he had been exploited for a 

"doctored up" news story by an unscrupulous and calculating station and reporter. 

Swaggart's introductory paragraph did not suggest any particular exigence but set 

up Swaggart as the attacker rather than as the one being attacked or charged. 

The article's first heading read, "PRIMARILY A TELEVISION MINISTRY." 

Within this paragraph Swaggart attempted to correct misconceptions regarding his 

multi-faceted ministry and his primary task of world evangelism--arguments 

subsumed under the exigence of Being Big-Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion. 

Next carne eight specific rejoinders which were set off by headings which read 

"THE FIRST ACCUSATION," 'THE SECOND ACCUSATION," through "THE .. 
EIGHTH ACCUSATION." The charges addressed by the eight numbered, but not 

labeled, accusations were as follows. 

Swaggart's first, fifth, sixth and eighth answers to "accusations" were all 

attempts to resolve the exigence of Being Corrupt. Not a single supporting 

argument was new or unique, they had all already been highlighted in either his 

interview or video discourses. The responses to "accusations" numbered two, three 

and four reflected a constraint generated by the exigence of Being Big-Time Rather 

Than Old-Time Religion. Again, no new specific point of refutation was supplied. 

Finally, "The Seventh Accusation" revealed that Swaggart was aware of the 

imperfection of being perceived as Being in Business for the Money. He refuted 

the notion that his family was enriching itself under the guise of ministry. 
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The nearly 2,300 word article also had a final four paragraph section 

labeled, "IN CONCLUSION." Here Swaggart mixed being the attacker with being 

the responder. He initiated exigencies to which Channel 2 needed to respond. 

They were: (a) since he had been "unfairly maligned by a slanted telecast that 

assembled bits and pieces of fact into a whole that was completely misleading" 

[emphasis in originaIJ--WBRZ faced the serious threat of contributing to the 

undermining of a healthy free press; (b) ABC's Channel 2 would have to answer 

for the suffering and starvation of Third World children, the victims if 

contributions to Swaggart were to fall off. 

Swaggart also confronted the charge of Being Big-Time Rather Than Old

Time Religion by denying that he was exclusively a Children's Ministry and his 

ministry was not a cover for self-promotion. He venerated his ministry as a multi

faceted ministry that continued "to light a candle in the midst of the darkness." 

A combination of all the exigencies in the WBRZ documentary with those 

reflected in all three of Swaggart's discourses can be seen in Figure 1. These 

"urgent imperfections" must be kept in mind in order to answer the question, 

"How Fitting were Swaggart's Responses to the Exigencies Generated by ABC's 

WBRZ Documentary?" 

--- --------------_ ..... _-----_ .. -----_. 
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Exi&ence WBBZ Intrvi~w Yi!le.Q N~w~12a12 

Being In Business for the 
Money 

X X X X 

-Money was the Message and X X 
the End 

-Swaggart and His X X X X 
Family were Getting Rich 

Being Corrupt X X X X 

-Unaccountably Abused His X X 
Tax-Exemption 

-Swaggart Deceived His X X X X 
Supporters 

-Major Inconsistencies X X X 

Being a Manipulator X X 

Being Too Political X 

Being Anti-Catholic X 

Bein; Big-Time Rather Than X X X X 
Old- ime Religion 

-His Ministry was Based on X X X X 
Lucrative Appeals for Children 

-TV Evangelism was Too X X 
Costly 

-Bein~ a Self-Promoting X X X 
Entertamer 

Figure 1 

~.----.------.'"'---



Chapter 4 

AN EXAMINATION OF SWAGGART'S RESPONSES 

This chapter examines Swaggart's interview, video, and newspaper 

responses. Of the options available to Swaggart--reciting scripture, relying on 

personal ethos, categorical statements, or the like--which did he choose? Swaggart 

was shaping his responses for people to whom he spoke directly and frequently in 

his World Ministry Center, and to neighbors and residents within the Baton Rouge 

area. An analysis of the audiences for each of Swaggart's responses has already 

been provided in Chapter 1. Consequently, this chapter will focus on Swaggart's 

rhetorical tactics aimed to satisfy each of the exigencies-identified by a careful 

analysis of the transcript of the ABC special and/or as revealed in Swaggart's 

responses. Adhering to the chronological order of Swaggart's replies, this chapter 

investigates his interview, video, and newspaper efforts to resolve the exigencies. 

Swaggart's Interview Responses 

In his response in the interview, Swaggart addressed three of the six 

exigencies: "Being in Business for the MoneYi" "Being Corrupti" and "Being Big

Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion." He did not deal with the charges of "Being 

a Manipulator," "Being Too Political," and "Being Anti-Catholic." The appeals 

Swaggart made to remove the first three exigencies are analyzed here. 

Replies to "Being in Business for the Money" 

As was presented in Chapter 3, this first exigence arose from two main 

66 
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factors. The WBRZ program charged Swaggart with "Being in Business for the 

Money" because: (a) money was the message and the end of his ministry; and (b) 

Swaggart and his family were getting rich. 

Money was the Message and the End. Swaggart countered this charge 

with a direct denial. He argued, "It is not his organization's purpose to go on 

television to raise money to go on television to raise more money, he said--'Our 

purpose is to preach the gospel'."1 Furthermore, Swaggart pointed out that "'We 

spend only four minutes out of every hour on television on fund raising'."2 Both 

of Swaggart's replies depended upon personal ethos and the experience of his 

auditors. Those who frequently watched his programs could agree or disagree 

based on their personal perceptions. Others would be confronted by a denial with 

specifics, i.e., "four minutes," which sounded authoritative, especially when coming 

from the producer of the programs. And it could be checked out. On further 

reflection, however, one might observe that the four minutes of fund raising in 

every hour is very close to the formula for all advertising on commercial television 

which is uniformly and unabashedly acknowledged to be in business for the profit 

of those whose "messages" are broadcast. Thus it should be noted that Swaggart's 

response revealed his own, perhaps subconscious, acceptance of a standard that 

present society lives with and lives by. 

I Albarado 9B. 

2 Albarado 9B; and, In 1984 Frankl finished his study of the TV ministries of 
Oral Roberts, Robert Schuller, Rex Humbard, Jerry Falwell, Jim Bakker, Pat 
Robertson, James Robison and Jimmy Swaggart. His research revealed that 
Swaggart's claim was fairly accurate. Swaggart spent the least time of any TV 
evangelist requesting money, six minutes out of each hour. Razelle Frankl, 
"Popular Religion and the Imperatives of Television: A Study of the Electric 
Church," diss., Bryn Mawr College, 1984,229. 
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Swaggart and His Family were Getting Rich. 

68 

To resolve this blemish, 

Swaggart claimed that the Channel 2 accusation "erroneously implied" the charge 

and labeled it "foolishness. "3 He explained how the documentary "left the 

intimation on the screen that two or three members of the family get $400,000 a 

year." But, in contrast to the intimation, the truth is "there are 10 family members. 

All of us together don't come up to the $400,000."4 By means of clarification, 

Swaggart attempted to explain in more precise detail the distorted picture painted 

by the "so-called documentary." This, he seemed to suggest, was verifiable since 

not-for-profit organizations must file a financial report with the United States 

Internal Revenue office. 

Replies to "Being Corrupt" 

A second charge answered in Swaggart's interview response was "Being 

Corrupt." In a sweeping invective, Swaggart declared, "The documentary 'left a 

biased untruthful aura before the public' regarding the Pentecostal minister's 

family and Swaggart Ministries integrity. "5 Then Swaggart addressed two of the 

suggested reasons why he was labelled corrupt: (a) he unaccountably abused his 

tax-exempt status; and (b) Swaggart deceived his supporters. He did not attempt 

to resolve the argument that there were major inconsistencies between what he 

said when he solicited the money and how he spent the money. 

Unaccountably Abused His Tax-Exempt Status. Although this accusation 

related to personal enrichment, the underlying constraint involved the corrupt 

3 Albarado lB and 9B. 

4 Albarado 9B. 

5 Albarado lB. 
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means rather than the questionable ends. Thus, the finer issue seemed to be that 

Swaggart sought to refute this charge by distorting clearly stated laws for tax

exempt organizations. The law states that all leaders, directors, and the like, are 

not to be unduly enriched as a result of their work with that organization.6 The 

charge stemmed from a personal loan of $342,000 from the organization to 

purchase 20 acres on which homes were to be built for Swaggart and his son 

Donnie in one of Baton Rouge's most elite neighborhoods. Swaggart's resolution 

attempted to point out that "The funds for the loan came from record sales."7 It 

appeared that Swaggart's concern was that the Baton Rouge audience not believe 

their contributed money supported his extravagance, rather than addressing 

directly the fundamental issue of abusing his tax-exempt status. 

Another reason for this charge was Swaggart's lack of accountability. The 

program stressed how "there are not specially designated accounts for the 

children's fund and other related missions." Thus, the funds given for one 

purpose could easily, even unknowingly, be applied somewhere else. Again, the 

federally regulated by-laws require that tax-exempt organizations spend their funds 

as was promised when the money was raised. Similar laws administered by the 

Federfll Communication Commission also require that money solicited over the air

waves be spent as was promised.a Swaggart attempted to gloss over the fact that 

the Children's Fund was "commingled" or "diverted" so that all the money was in 

one bank account. He acknowledged "It all goes into the same bank account, but 

6 United States, Internal Revenue, United States Code Vol. 11, Title 26, Sec. 
6033 (Washington: GPO, 1983); and Federal Tax Coordinator 2d. Sec. D-4100 (New 
York: Researcn Institute of America, 1988). 

7 Albarado 1 B. 

a United States, Internal Revenue, United States Code Vol. 7, Title 18, Sec. 1343 
(Washington: GPO, 1983); and Federal Tax Coordinator 2d (New York: Research 
Institute of America, 1988) D-4oo0 and 0-4100. 
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on the books, we know where it came from." Swaggart stressed that designated 

donations "always reach the children or programs for which they are aimed."9 The 

audit~rs were expected to believe this on Swaggart's authority alone. 

Swaggart Deceived His Supporters. To refute this charge Swaggart 

attempted to undermine the credibility of ABC's "inside source," George Journigan. 

Swaggart repudiated the claim that Journigan was the "ministries former finance 

director." He admitted that Journigan worked in the accounting department, but 

added, he "actually knew little about the organization's operations." In like 

manner, Swaggart denied that "the organization has improperly handled the funds 

donated to it. "10 

Replies to "Being Big-Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion" 

The third charge answered in the interview was that Swaggart was "Being 

Big-Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion." Swaggart endeavored to resolve this 

exigence by speaking to the issue of his ministry being based upon lucrative 

appeals for children, one of the arguments presented in the telecast. He also 

addressed what he evidently perceived to be another contention related to the 

charge of "Being Big-Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion"--that television 

evangelism is too costly. In addition, Swaggart provided two global explanations. 

(1) He suggested that "Misunderstandings about the nature of an evangelistic 

organization's work account for the innuendo and incorrect perceptions contained 

in Thursday's documentary." (2) Equally important, Swaggart explained, "We're a 

non-profit organization, not a charity or some type of humanitarian organization. 

9 Albarado 1 B. 

10 Albarado 1 B. 
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We involve ourselves in humanitarian activities, but our primary purpose is to 

preach the gospel. The other things are just part of it."1l Swaggart made a 

distinction without a difference in this quote. He certainly knew that preaching 

the gospel is neither the sole nor yet the primary criterion for non-profit status. 

"Charities" and "humanitarian organizations" also qualify as non-profit agencies 

without any need to preach. 

His Ministry was Based on Lucrative A1212eals for Children. Swaggart 

agreed that approximately four cents out of every dollar received by his 

organization went to children's projects. But, Swaggart "disputed a claim that the 

organization draws more than half its donations in response to appeals for the 

Children's Fund."12 Furthermore, he denied mentioning the Children's Fund in 

every appeal for money. In fact, Swaggart stressed, "'We made only one appeal 

for it on television last year and maybe a couple in mail-outs."13 Instead, he 

claim~d people gave more for televising his broadcasts "than for anything else."14 

Television Evangelism was Too Costly. In his response that his ministry 

was misportrayed as "Big-Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion," Swaggart stressed 

that his primary goal was world evangelism. He stressed that "raising money for 

television preaching is important" because it only costs "5 cents per person to take 

a gospel program into their homes." In addition, he claimed that "Preaching the 

gospel over television is probably the most inexpensive way of getting the word of 

It Albarado 9B. 

12 Albarado IB. 

13 Albarado lB. 

14 Albarado 9B. 
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Jesus Christ to the world."lS Therefore, his claim was that he was being faulted for 

being wise and maximizing the evangelistic potential of each dollar contributed. 

A Summary of Swaggart's Interview Responses 

In his interview Swaggart attempted to resolve three of the six exigencies 

but placed most of his emphasis on two of them: "Being in Business for the 

Money;" and "Being Corrupt." He relied primarily upon his personal ethos and 

direct denials of the WBRZ charges. Even though Swaggart did not control what 

was finally published in reporter Albarado's article in the Morning Advocate, 

Swaggart responded to the supporting arguments for each of the exigencies not 

just the overall charge. 

Swaggart's Video Responses 

Having shown that the charges of "Being in Business for the Money" and 

"Being Corrupt" dominated Swaggart's interview, Swaggart's rhetoric in his video, 

which is the next chronological attempt to respond appropriately to the compelling 

exigencies within his situation, is now examined. Swaggart's video discourse, a 

transcription of about 8,100 words, aimed to resolve five of the six identified 

exigencies: "Being in Business for the Money;" "Being Corrupt;" "Being a 

Manipulator;" "Being Big-Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion;" and "Being Anti

Catholic." The only suggested imperfection Swaggart did not address was that he 

was "Being Too PoliticaL" 

Replies to "Being in Business for the Money" 

First, in contrast to his interview, Swaggart spent relatively little time in his 

15 Albarado 9B. 
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video addressing the charge of "Being in Business for the Money." In fact, the 

only contention offered to resolve this exigence which was addressed concerned 

Swaggart and his family getting rich. Swaggart extolled his worth to Baton Rouge 

by stressing that he was probably "one of the biggest employers in this 

metropolitan area."16 Also, this point suggested his legitimacy as an established 

local employer whose word could be readily verified by some 400 residents of 

Baton Rouge. 

"But let's look at the truth," Swaggart said, obliquely suggesting a distortion 

by John Camp's report. Swaggart compared how the report claimed about a 

$400,000 payroll for family and relatives with the true amount of only $344,431, 

which included all housing allowances and expense accounts, not just salaries.17 

He provided exact figures to the dollar, in contrast to the reporter's inflated 

estimate--implying a possible reporter's desire for a sensational effect. Also, 

Swaggart contrasted the supposed "few people" who were to receive the $400,000 

with the actual fourteen family members who worked at Jimmy Swaggart 

Ministries. 'That averages out to about twenty-five - a little less than $25,000 per 

person," noted Swaggart. This was suggested as a most reasonable amount 

especially since some made a little more and some a little less.18 Therefore, 

Swaggart concluded, "This is an example- ladies and gentlemen, of how that [sic] 

the news can be slightly twisted to where that, whenever you get it, it's not quite 

right."19 

16 Swaggart, "Answers" 9. 

17 ABC, 23; and Swaggart, "Answers" 21. 

18 Swaggart, "Answers" 21. 

19 Swaggart, "Answers" 21. 
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Replies to "Being Corrupt" 

Second, the exigence of "Being Corrupt" was addressed by Swaggart in 

great detail and with thoroughness in his video. Arguably, Swaggart perceived 

this to be the most vital issue for his video audience. He attempted to resolve two 

of the three specific accu~ations which constituted this exigence: that he deceived 

his supporters and that there were major inconsistencies between his claims and 

his practice. 

Swaggart Deceived His Supporters. Swaggart asserted that those who 

claimed that funds had been diverted from specific appeals to pay for office 

furnishings and the like "just simply don't know what they are talking about."20 

Instead, he claimed, the sale of records and books "enables us to take care of an 

awful lot of administrative costs and other things."2! Therefore, Swaggart urged 

his auditors to listen carefully because "every single dollar that's ever been sent to 

the Jimmy Swaggart Ministries for the purpose of spreading of the gospel has 

always, 100 cents to the dollar, been used exclusively for that purpose."22 His 

point was that diversion was unnecessary because his "track record" demonstrated 

responsible spending. 

The claimed need to divert monies from the Children's Fund to pay for 

buildings was also treated as a mistake. Swaggart shared with his viewers how he 

sold a radio station in Kansas City, Missouri for $3,100,000; made $4 million profit 

"from the sale of records and tapes and books;" and received "$5 million for 

appeals for the building fund." He summarized, "That totals, ladies and 

20 Swaggart, "Answers" 16-17. 

2! Swaggart, "Answers" 16. 

22 Swaggart, "Answers" 16. 
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gentlemen, $12,100,000."23 With these exact figures on the screen, Swaggart 

contrasted that total with the exact amount for the construction of the building, 

$8,475,336.59. Then Swaggart accentuated that the diversion of funds was 

unnecessary. He argued, "if you'll just look at those figures, just take a look and 

let them soak in, let them sink in, that you'll know that the statement that was 

made was spurioUS."24 Beyond the biting sarcasm, Swaggart inserted the claim that 

these new buildings were already too small-a sign to supportive Bible-believing 

auditors of being blessed by God.2.5 

An additional strategy used by Swaggart to counter the claim of deceiving 

his supporters was an attack on the credentials of WBRZ's "inside" sources, 

Journigan and Squaggins, whom Swaggart supposedly fired for expressing their 

concern about diverting money from the Children's Fund.26 Swaggart repeatedly 

claimed he did not have "one unkind thing to say about them. We love them in 

the Lord and we prayed for them."2? Then, in contrast to what was said in the 

interview, Swaggart asserted that "he [JourniganJ knew absolutely nothing about 

accounting in our organization." His job was to be "liaison between the 

contracting company, Tudor Construction, and our organization," to be "in charge 

of retirement for the organization," and "he also headed up the insurance." Since 

his job was unrelated to claims made in the documentary, according to Swaggart, 

23 Swaggart, "Answers" 23. 

24 Swaggart, "Answers" 23. 

2.5 For example, according to I Corinthians 3:6, God made the Apostle Paul's 
ministry in Corinth grow. Paul was just the "sower" and fellow evangelist Apollos 
was just the "waterer." Swaggart appears to be claiming the same kind of 
endorsement by God which could be seen by the growth of his ministry. The 
Revised Standard Version of the Bible 992. 

26 ABC 35 and 37. 

27 Swaggart, "Answers" 24. 
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Journigan can not be the "excellent clincher witness" suggested by Channel 2. 

Swaggart also posited that Squaggins, the other "inside source," worked at the 

Ministries again and may "just as long as he does his job."28 The point being that 

Squaggins was not really so distraught regarding Ministry accounting practices as 

implied in the special. 

Furthermore, Swaggart played the "deceitful letter" clip by WBRZ regarding 

the number of children and amount of money he sent them. He admitted that it 

looked very bad, "but it's really untrue." He held up the carbon copy of the 

original letter, suggesting that his honesty could be verified, and admitted a 

mistake had been made. This would be a powerful strategy because it greatly 

enhanced his persona as an honest person even when it was costly to himself. 

Swaggart immediately turned to the wonderful things his ministry was doing for 

over 60,000 children around the world, i.e., building schools, providing uniforms, 

feeding them meals, and even taking care of their medical needs when allowed--a 

flashback to the issues stressed at the outset of his video. With this accolade of 

good deeds around his neck, Swaggart attempted to distinguish between "total 

care" and "complete care" for Third World children. He explained how the letter 

was wrong because it claimed "total care" at $15 each for fifty thousand children. 

However, he provided "complete care" for sixty thousand children. Besides, the 

letter was not a sample of a mass mail-out, but a private letter to one man which 

contained a secretary's typographical error. It should have read fifteen thousand 

children are "totally cared for" rather than fifty thousand. Furthermore, Swaggart 

argued, if he wanted to deceive people he would have sent this letter to everyone. 

Then he offered a booklet, The Children's Fund, to all viewers, which detailed his 

work with children. Swaggart quickly noted that he was currently doing even 

28 Swaggart, "Answers" 24-25. 
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more than was shown, i.e., the booklet was already dated.29 

Finally, when Channel 2 implied that only four cents out of a dollar given 

for starving Third World children reached them, "even though the reporter didn't 

really say that," Swaggart charged WBRZ with deception.30 Swaggart labeled this 

implication as "erroneous as anything could ever be." He explained that the 

reporter was given two sets of figures, the amount earmarked for children and the 

amount spent for these children--which were almost identical. But what was 

presented in the ABC special was not a comparison of Children's Fund receipts 

with Children's Fund expenditures. Instead, the reporter compared Swaggart's 

total income with the amount spent on children. Thus, viewers were led to believe 

that only four percent of the money given for children reached them. Whereas, 

the total income, explained Swaggart, was for a "multi-faceted ministry; and in 

reality, we are a television ministry." Although Swaggart was generally proud of 

his work with children, he noted that money came from eleven different sources 

and the Children's Fund was only "a small part. "31 Almost instantly, Swaggart 

turned the tables on his accusers and proclaimed, "I resent strongly the implication 

that was left with the public" because "it's a lie. I've given you the facts and the 

facts speak for themselves."32 

In summary, Swaggart's "righteous indignation" at the deliberate 

mispcirtrayal of his integrity, i.e., that he deceived his supporters, as well as his 

letting the "facts speak for themselves" would both make sense to most hearers. 

The media had manipulated the evidence and suggested implications which were 

29 Swaggart, "Answers" 28-31. 

30 Swaggart, "Answers" 32. 

31 Swaggart, "Answers" 32. 

32 Swaggart, "Answers" 33. 
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not necessarily so. And, most Americans, as Richard Weaver has noted, accept the 

notion that whoever knows the facts in the case "has the kind of knowledge to 

which all other knowledges must defer."33 

Major Inconsistencies. Swaggart, who was portrayed as a "Dr. Jekyll and 

Mr. Hyde" type figure regarding appeals for money and the spending of money in 

Camp's report, answered the charge by changing the focus from "how" money was 

spent to the "source" of the money spent. He mentioned the donor plaques on 

numerous office doors in his administration building. Those plaques, just like 

plaques on church pews throughout the land, identify people "wanting to give it, 

desiring to give it."34 In similar fashion, a man from Phoenix, Arizona, whose 

name and address were displayed on the screen, requested the "true cost of the' 

desk" and paid for Frances' desk a second time.35 By covering the cost twice and 

offering all questioners the opportunity to call the man in Phoenix, Swaggart 

closed the argument with, "Hopefully, we can take care of that."36 

The other time Swaggart addressed the issue of inconsistencies between his 

"preaching and his practice" concerned his new World Missions Center. He began 

by reflecting that for years his ministry had been housed on Goya Street, i.e., this 

new building had been long in coming and was well deserved, as all residents of 

Baton Rouge could vouch. Next, he thanked the Lord and "people all over the 

United States of America" who had helped make construction possible and who 

33 Richard Weaver, The Ethics of Rhetoric (South Bend: Regnery, 1953) 214-215. 

34 Swaggart, "Answers"15. 

35. Swaggart, "Answers" 15. 

36 Swaggart, "Answers" 15. 
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were livery, very proud of it."37 Swaggart suggested that Baton Rouge ought to be 

proud also. He explained that he desired "'the most simple building that can be 

constructed, the least expensive building that can be put up. We want it to look 

neat and nice but we cannot spend money on frills."M Then he introduced Mr. 

Coleman, the hired architect from Baton Rouge, to explain how they were able to 

meet .Swaggart's demands. The "no frills" limit, and the unbiased outside source's 

verification, provided substantial support for Swaggart's answer. 

Replies to "Being a Manipulator" 

Third, Swaggart devoted a significant amount of time in his video to 

answering the charge of "Being a Manipulator." The most pressing attack 

regarding his manipUlative practices concerned the will of oil heiress Zoe Vance. 

Swaggart began by changing the focus from the amount of money she contributed 

and how her will was being contested to the absence of any needy heir.39 "[S]he 

had no living family, no husband, no children other than a sister and maybe some 

nieces or something like that [sic]," argued Swaggart. He continued, "Her sister," 

the very person contesting the will, "is very wealthy in her own right, very 

wealthy." Swaggart's point was that absent needy blood relatives, why the fuss. 

Besides, noted Swaggart, "I have been in thousands of homes ever since I've been 

eight years old, and I don't guess I have ever walked into a house that had a 

piano or an organ that they didn't ask me to play it."40 Thus he suggested that the 

:r7 Swaggart, "Answers" 17. 

M Swaggart, "Answers" 17. 

39 The contesting of Zoe Vance's will had also been featured on national 
newspapers like the LOS Angeles Time. See Rone Tempest, "Evangelist's Windfall 
From Widow Spurs Court Battle," Los Angeles Times 26 Dec. 1982,Part 1: 30-31. 

40 Swaggart, "Answers" 19. 
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sketch showing Swaggart "serenading" Mrs. Vance, was a distorted blow-up of the 

gracious reaction of any gifted musician. Equally important, Swaggart responded 

to WBRZ's emphasis upon how Mrs. Vance had been singled out at an enormous 

crusade meeting and set up by bringing her out on the platform with him. 

Swaggart asserted, "I've called a lot of people up on the platform," but the vast 

majority on whom I have laid hands have been "people that don't have two dimes, 

period."41 Therefore, rather than being a vulnerable old lady upon whom Swaggart 

preyed, she was just another person for whom he prayed. So, with an air of 

extreme confidence, Swaggart slashed out with sarcasm, "You can believe that if 

you want to, but I don't think you do believe it. "42 Then Swaggart added 

emotional and visual support by presenting another on-stage transaction from one 

of his crusades, this time with a paraplegic named John. 

In response to the allegation that he used appeals for children as "a 

gimmick to raise money," Swaggart pressed upon his audience the disturbing facts 

that "every 30 seconds that goes by, a little boy or a little girl somewhere in the 

world lays down, lies down and dies from starvation."43 Then he immediately 

referenced his OWll children's special from Africa. "That little child that you see 

right now on the screen that I'm holding in my arms," I wrote about it and asked, 

"Did they make it?" The reply was no. Then Swaggart made a deeply emotional 

appeal. "I've looked into their eyes. I've been there; and if anyone would want to 

think this is just a gimmick that doesn't really amount to much, it's just a ploy to 

raise money, all I can say is that I don't think you know what you're talkins 

41 Swaggart, "Answers" 19. 

42 Swaggart, "Answers" 19. 

43 Swaggart, "Answers" 33. 
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about, and I'm sorry for you."" Following a quick reference to how he prevented 

the starvation of "14,000 little boys and girls in Calcutta," he indicted the ABC 

program as an effort to "discredit this ministry so that people would not give to 

it." Then Swaggart simulated a question and answer interaction. He asked, "Do 

you realize if that happens, some kids could starve to death? Do you know that? 

I don't think you want that." And then to prevent him from appearing vindictive, 

Swaggart added, "I don't think the news people intended to do that, I really don't 

think they did."45 But with quick deft attacks, Swaggart changed the charge from 

his being a manipulator to WBRZ and viewers sympathetic to that point of view 

being the cause of children starving. 

Swaggart did not stop there. He continued with an emphasis on how he 

had built eight schools in EI Salvador, a nation "war tom and on the very edge of 

dest";Iction, of going communist"--another emotion-packed ultimate devil term.46 

He had been told by the Salvadorans, "Brother Swaggart, we desperately need to 

build a school." This school would take care of "anywhere from 300 to 600 

children" and "pull them out of the worst poverty." Then, following a "tongue-in

cheek" denial that he had been attempting to defend himself, Swaggart 

emphatically declared, "The main reason I said I feel I need to do it [answer the 

charges], I need your help in building this school. ,,47 He then displayed the 

address on the screen for this "Children's Special" and proceeded to ask WBRZ "to 

make a sizeable contribution to help us build this school."48 Finally, in an effort to 

" Swaggart, "Answers" 34. 

45 Swaggart, "Answers" 34. 

46 Weaver 222. 

47 Swaggart, "Answers" 35. 

48 Swaggart, "Answers" 35-36. 
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contrast his genuine compassion for children with Channel 2's callous indifference, 

he noted how "we tried to get the reporter to go to Haiti to see what we were 

doing; to El Salvador, we tried to get him to go." And, he observed, when some 

of the missionaries Swaggart supported were in town, "I don't think he [John 

Camp] even talked to them at all."49 Swaggart cast the children as victims--their 

life sustaining funding would be cut off. He treated the ABC documentary as the 

villain--the goal of this program being to stop the contributions which keep these 

precious Third World children from starving. The role he played was the hero--he 

attempted to provide another ray of hope with this appeal for El Salvador. Thus, 

by reversing the roles, Swaggart attempted to resolve the exigence of being cast as 

a manipulator. 

Replies to "Being Anti-Catholic" 

The fourth exigence addressed by Swaggart in his video concerned his 

"Being Anti-Catholic." Although Channel 2 had not charged Swaggart with "Being 

Anti-Catholic," he felt a need to address this issue. The source of this exigence 

was discussed in Chapter 3. 

Beginning with a straight-forward rebuttal, Swaggart explained how he 

loved Catholics as well as Baptists and Methodists. The only legitimate concern 

might be that he was "opposed to some doctrine in the Catholic church"--not at all 

a surprising position for an evangelical Protestant. But Swaggart softened the 

charge even more by adding that he was also opposed to some doctrine "in my 

own church, to be frank and honest with you." The logical conclusion being that 

he was an independent thinker and had his own beliefs. But, as he emphatically 

49 Swaggart, "Answers" 36. 
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declared, "we're not anti-anybody."sa And to cap off this response, as well as 

conclude the entire hour-long discourse, Swaggart closed by quoting the most 

universally accepted and loved scripture citation in all Christendom, John 3:16. 

"For God so loved the world that he gave his only Begotten Son, That whosoever 

believeth in him should not perish but have everlasting life."St The verse could 

hardly escape being an emotionally powerful tie between Swaggart and his 

auditors. 

Replies to "Being Big-Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion" 

The fifth exigence dealt with by Swaggart in his video, in addition to the 

inherently conflicting messages in the titles of the programs: ABC's "Give Me That 

Big Time Religion;" and Swaggart's "Give Me That Old Time Religion;" was treated 

along two specific lines of argument. They were: (1) the Swaggart Ministries were 

not built basically upon monies given to care for children, nor (2) was Jimmy 

Swaggart really just promoting himself as an alternative source of entertainment. 

. His Ministry was Built on Lucrative Appeals for Children. To dispel the 

impact of this reasoning Swaggart definitively stated, "Our organization is 

dedicated to the spread of the go::pel all over the world. We believe the gospel of 

Jesus Christ is the singular, most important factor on the face of this earth."s2 Then 

he extolled how "Our television programming is aired on some 700 television 

stations" and that it was being telecast "in over 30 other countries of the world."53 

sa Swaggart, "Answers" 36. 

St Swaggart, "Answers" 36. 

52 Swaggart, "Answers" 8. 

53 Swaggart, "Answers" 8. 
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Swaggart continued, "It's translated into Spanish, it's translated into Portuguese, 

and we're making plans right now to translate it into Japanese, into French, into 

Italian." Then, with two rhetorical questions-"Why do we do this?" and "Why is it 

important?"--Swaggart guided the viewers to the desired conclusion. All twenty

seven international offices of Jimmy Swaggart Ministries existed for "the express 

purpose of preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ."54 Thus, the viewer was led to the 

conclusion that at least Swaggart's avowed main pUlpose was world evangelism. 

He did not purport to be a children's mission. 

A second line of reasoning held that, although Swaggart broadcast three 

children's specials in 1982, if he had raised one-half of his total contributions in 

1982 from these specials, as charged, he would have raised $30 million dollars. 

Thus, if his viewers would just stop and think about the facts, even as presented 

by WBRZ, they would have to conclude that Swaggart netted "$10 million per 

special." "And friends, I want to tell you something," Swaggart noted, "if I could 

get $10 million or anywhere even thinking to be close to it, per special, I would be 

building schools on top of schools all over this world."ss For anyone familiar with 

Swaggart's appeals for money, this argument would make sense. Yes, he would 

use a children's appeal more if it were that productive. Furthermore, Swaggart 

continued, "that would mean that we got in about $31 million from those three 

children's fund specials, and that's ridiculous. It's absolutely ridiculous." 

Whereupon Swaggart presented what he collected, "a little over $2-1/2 million on 

all three of those children's fund specials."s6 By mocking the suggested amount as 

ludicrous and presenting the actual, verifiable amount, Swaggart was able to 

54 Swaggart, "Answers" 8. 

ss Swaggart, "Answers" 26. 

56 Swaggart, "Answers" 26. 
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provide a reasonable solution. 

In addition, Swaggart explained that "We're involved in so many things -

you see, they didn't tell you about the churches we're building." Immediately he 

shared with his viewers how "We gave last year over $5-1/2 million -- that's a lot 

of money."57 Yet, Jimmy Swaggart Ministries was neither primarily a missions nor 

children's fund organization, those were just small parts of this ministry. 

Swaggart explained why he mentioned the children so often. 

You see, children's fund is not like building a church or a Bible 
school or anything of that nature. Once you say I'm going to do a 
certain thing in respect to the children's fund, it is 1rom now to 
eternity. I mean every month that checks [sic] has to go to those 
people whether we have it or not, and sometimes we sweat, we cry, 
we weep, we pray.58 

In other words, Swaggart's deep-seated compassion compelled him to extend 

himself in this on-going effort regardless of the amount of money received and 

earmarked for children. At this point Swaggart switched to a description of what 

he was doing in Haiti, commonly acknowledged to be the poorest country in the 

world. He enlivened his explanation by urging his audience to "think of what I'm 

telling you -- 50 schools that will take care of multiple thousands of children, and 

Haiti desperately needs it." Again, Swaggart's solution was to change the focus 

from the charge of basing his ministry upon appeals for children to his concern for 

their health, education and welfare, as well as their souls. 

Not so obvious, but just as important, Swaggart explained that "less than 

half" of the eleven thousand people who had pledged to "take care of a child each 

month at $15 a month" were steadfast. In other words, "we really have less than 

half that are faithful every single month, and yet we're giving total care to 15,000 

57 Swaggart, "Answers" 26. 

58 Swaggart, "Answers" 27. 
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children, and we're helping from fifty to sixty, really closer to sixty thousand 

children at this time."59 Therefore, the reason for the three specials and his brief 

but regular mention of the children's fund was his vast compassion. His praise

worthy compassion and risk-taking faith had saddled him with an enormous 

burden definitely worthy of repeated mention--even though it was only a small 

part of his total ministry. 

Being a Self-Promoting Entertainer. Swaggart began his response to this 

argument by playing WBRZ's statement by William Martin which described great 

public evangelists as marvelous actors who put on shows which were acceptable 

entertainment for evangelicals.6O Swaggart, according to Martin, provided "'quite 

wonderful singing, quite good gospel music'."61 

Swaggart used seven rhetorical maneuvers to mitigate the impact of this 

charge. (1) He attacked the credibility of Martin regarding ministry. Swaggart 

avoided appearing overly-defensive by claiming "I am not maligning this 

sociologist's statements." Then immediately he followed with a powerful and 

completely reversing but-type statement. Swaggart said, 

he's not a minister of the gospel that I know any thine; about, I doubt 
that he has ever preached a revival meeting in his hfe, I doubt that 
he has ever preaChed a message in a churCh in his life -- and these 
individuals, they try to pick up and take apart the ministry, to try to 
analyze it.62 

(2) Swaggart distinguished the "biased" Channel 2 charge--being a "pitchman and a 

59 Swaggart, "Answers" 28. 

60 Swaggart, "Answers" 11. 

61 Swaggart, "Answers" 11. 

62 Swaggart, "Answers" 12; and, it is interesting that the PBS revision refers to 
Professor Martin as "A fonner evangelist" who is the "nation's leading scholar on 
televi$ion preachers." PBS 4. 
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promoter," from the objective and well-qualified sociologist's comments by noting 

how Martin "didn't use me" nor did he say "an unkind thing about me."63 Then 

(3) Swaggart repeated his first argument, he doubted that Martin "really knows 

anything about the ministry."M Next, (4) Swaggart used a counter example. He 

played an extended clip from his Madison Square Garden crusade and then 

commented; "I think you can see from that that this is not an act. It's not a joke."6S 

Additionally, (5) Swaggart told an anecdote about a world famous Hollywood 

actor, although no name was ever provided, who visited a crusade and visited 

Swaggart backstage. Swaggart related how he told that highly esteemed person 

"'We mean business'." Immediately Swaggart challenged his viewers, "some of 

you may believe it and some of you may not believe it. "66 Danny Lee Alexander 

argued that the willingness "to make statements which may offend people," like 

the one just quoted, can be interpreted as an indicator of personal courage.67 

Equally important, (6) he identified himself with John Wesley--who "pulled 

England away from moral corruption" even though Wesley "used his father's 

tombstone as a platform" and was "excommunicated from the English church;" and 

with Charles G. Finney--who in similar fashion "did the same thing in the early 

1700s [sic] in America."68 Swaggart concluded: 

Now I believe that the only hope for the United States of America 
today is to preach the gospel of Jesus Christ and for men and 
women to be smitten with Holy Ghost conviction and brought to a 
saving knowledge of the King of Glory. I believe that. I believe 

63 ABC 3; and Swaggart, "Answers" 12. 

640 Swaggart, "Answers" 12. 

6S Swaggart, "Answers" 13. 

66 Swaggart, "Answers" 13. 

67 Alexander 85. 

68 Swaggart, "Answers" 13. 
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there's no other hope for our country. I believe that the preaching of 
the gospel, considering the difficulties that we're in, I believe that it's 
the singular, most important thing in this United States.69 

This attempt by Swaggart to present himself as the embodiment of yet another 

"prophet without honor in his own country" would make sense to listeners who 

accept the premise that America today, like America and England of old, is 

morally corrupt and in need of renewal. (7) The capstone to this lesson from 

history came when Swaggart emphatically declared, "And, ladies and gentlemen, 

it's not an act, it's not a show. God is deadly serious."7o 

A Summary of Swaggart's Video Responses 

. In his video discourse Swaggart relied upon several unique maneuvers. 

The first ten pages of the transcription contain "pre-allegation answering" 

information. Swaggart presented interviews with missionaries in Central America, 

Africa and India who lauded the magnificent things being done because of Jimmy 

Swaggart Ministries. The missionary in Central America stated, "I believe with all 

of my heart that God is not only going to bring peace and happiness to the lives 

of these children [earlier said to be about 17,000], but that God is influencing 

nations through the ministry of the Jimmy Swaggart Ministries."71 The African 

missionary reminded everyone that "Jimmy Swaggart today stands right at the 

threshold of his greatest ministry." Therefore, he pleaded, "I urge you to stand 

back of them, for I bring to you thanks for Africa for the wonderful things that 

Brother Swaggart and his friends have done for our work in Africa."n Finally, a 

69 Swaggart, "Answers" 13. 

?O Swaggart, "Answers" 13. 

71 Swaggart, "Answers" 2. 

n Swaggart, "Answers" 2-3. 
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missionary from Calcutta who described it as "the hell of the world," reported that 

Swaggart "helps me to feed 14,000 boys and girls" and "to educate 6,500 young 

people from kindergarten up on through junior college. "73 Then, a fourth and 

unidentified speaker who provided the title for Swaggart's rebuttal, "Give Me That 

Old Time Religion," explained how it was to be "a special in-depth look into all 

that his ministry is doing in our world today" and introduced Swaggart.74 

Swaggart himself began by stressing how "We're very proud of Baton 

Rouge" and "we're very, very pleased to do what we do for the Lord Jesus Christ 

and consider it an honor to work for him."75 He informed viewers "I'm the only 

television ministry with the Assemblies of God that they question nothing we 

do. "76 Of even greater significance, Swaggart related how he "received a phone call 

the other day from the White House" and the President of the United States asked 

him to help "get prayer back into the public schools."77 Swaggart presented 

himself as a loyal American who attempted to help his President as well as to be a 

good' fundamental Christian who knew that our drug-filled and dilapidated 

schools needed the help of God. 

Furthermore, Swaggart employed the emotion-laden "devil term"-

communist. He portrayed himself as a patriot's patriot because he was not fooled 

by the communist plot to overthrow America. He stated, "The Communists have 

already stated they cannot take us externally; we have got to destroy ourselves, 

73 Swaggart, "Answers" 3. 

74 Swaggart, "Answers" 3. 

75 Swaggart, "Answers" 4. 

76 Swaggart, "Answers" 6. 

77 Swaggart, "Answers" 10. 
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then they say they can take US."78 Thus, by aligning with freedom-loving 

Americans and at the same time taking advantage of the "decline from within" 

philosophy, Swaggart was able to present himself as a "good guy in a white hat" 

who was being attacked for defending what every American holds dear. 

On top of all of this, Swaggart boasted of his impeccable integrity in this 

"pre-allegation answering" section of his discourse. He stated, "I invited the 

reporter in and opened up everything, and to be frank and honest with you, we 

would open up our books, anything we had, to anyone."79 Not surprisingly, 

Swaggart pointed out, his ministry "was the very first evangelistic association in 

the world to give to the general public, anyone that wants it, an audited financial 

statement from our organization." According to Swaggart the motive was simple, 

"We did it because we felt that the basic foundation of this ministry is integrity. 

That's what we go by, that's what we live by."80 

Another unique feature of his video response was how Swaggart explained 

that he regretted that "whenever a rebuttal of any nature is made, somehow it 

lends credence, it lends dignity to whatever has been said." Then, as he began the 

"allegation answering" portion of his video he added, "All right, I feel almost, to be 

frank. and honest with you, I feel like I'm demeaning myself to get involved in 

these other things; but possibly I have no choice." Swaggart continued, "I want to 

turn from that [his expose regarding ministry] to a lighter note" referring to the 

charges surrounding Frances' "$11,000 desk."81 This contrasted sharply with his 

style in his newspaper interview where he aggressively "took issue with much of 

78 Swaggart, "Answers" 10. 

79 Swaggart, "Answers" 5. 

80 Swaggart, "Answers" 6. 

81 Swaggart, "Answers" 14. 
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the material in the program."82 It contrasted, too, with his full page newspaper 

rhetoric, where he truculently identified eight accusations which dominated the 

content and format of his reply.83 Perhaps this "lighter note" mode in his video 

response can be attributed to the fact that this is "his medium." Swaggart is most 

at horne here. He has control, absent in the interview, and it is oral and 

spontaneous in contrast to written and permanent, where slips can be identified 

and dissected. Swaggart's "master self" is shown in the video. 

It seems that Swaggart attempted to create his own environment for the 

interpretation of the "allegation answering" portion of his video. If people 

understood the enormous amount of good he did; that he did it all for suffering 

children, America and God; how he was backed by the President and was in line 

with numerous fundamental Christians; that he shared America's repugnancy for 

communism; and how he had been the epitome of integrity among televangelists; 

then Swaggart should come across as being in the dominant role. He was not the 

"accused" who must defend himself as much as he was the "master" who was 

helping his audience understand the "real" truth. 

At the end of the entire video, Swaggart again returned to this "higher 

plane" by asking his audience to help him build a school in El Salvador. He 

stated, "Now, you know, the main reason I did this program is not to try to 

defend myself. The main reason I said I feel like I need to do it, I need your help 

in building this school."M He concluded by hurling challenges at WBRZ to follow 

the building of this school--the normal Swaggart-in-charge style of rhetoric. 

82 Albarado IB. 

83 Swaggart, "Letter" BlO. 

M Swaggart, "Answers" 35. 
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Swa&&art's Newspaper Responses 

The third response, in chronological order, was Swaggart's full-page 

newspaper reply. This was the final effort presented by Swaggart tQ the people of 

greater Baton Rouge to solve the exigencies generated by Channel 2's special. As 

in his interview, Swaggart addressed only three of the six exigencies, and the same 

three:' "Being in Business for the Money," "Being Corrupt," and "Being Big-Time 

Rather Than Old-Time Religion." 

Replies to "Being in Business for the Money" 

Of the two lines of argument used by John Camp to support the first 

exigence, "Being in Business for the Money," Swaggart addr'-!ssed only one, that he 

and his family were getting rich. In what he denoted as "THE SEVENTH 

ACCUSATION," Swaggart attempted to remove the impact of the charge by 

pointing out that "we have approximately 600 employees worldwide, with 

approximately 400 based in Baton Rouge"--suggesting the insignificance of a few 

family members. Besides, Swaggart explained, there were "fourteen instead of 

seven [sic]" family members and "their total income was less than $350,000 in 1982" 

compared to the claimed $400,000. And it was not fair to expect kin folk, anymore 

than anyone else, "to work for less than living wages," a reasonable argument that 

would find sympathetic ears in Baton Rouge. Therefore, concluded Swaggart, this 

allegation was "unfair and untruthful."8S 

Replies to "Being Corrupt" 

The second exigence to which Swaggart spoke in his newspaper statement 

was his "Being Corrupt." Swaggart placed more emphasis on this charge than any 

8S Swaggart, "Letter" BlD. 
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other in his newspaper because four of his eight labeled answers to accusations 

were aimed at resolving the claim that he deceived his supporters. Yet Swaggart 

did not address the contentions that he unaccountably abused his tax-exempt 

status and that he was guilty of major inconsistencies. Instead, Swaggart focused 

exclusively upon the argument that he deceived his supporters. 

As in the video, Swaggart presented the figures related to the cost of his 

World Ministry Center and urged the reader, "You be the judge of the facts." With 

a surplus of about $3.6 million dollars, to suggest "improprieties in the handling of 

donat.ions intended for the Children's Fund--that these funds were diverted to 

subsidize the construction of our World Ministry Center" was in Swaggart's words, 

ridiculous. Then Swaggart quickly noted how he '" diverted'" this surplus to such 

"frivolous areas as paying for our basic television ministry, missionary projects, 

and so forth. "86 

Swaggart again addressed this issue when he discussed the "letter" which 

stated that he was "supporting fifty thousand children at $15 per month."87 He 

pointed out that it contained a "typographical error" and "was a private letter, sent 

to one individual [emphasis in originaI]." In a credibility-raising maneuver, 

Swaggart pointed out, "We have rectified this mistake since it was called to our 

attention." Of course, if this had been a public letter, Swaggart noted, "it would 

have been checked at several levels and would not have gone out with this error." 

Then Swaggart demonstrated respect for his readers. 

Sheer common sense would show how ludicrous it would be for me 
to claim we are supporting 50,000 children at $15 per month (or a 
total of $9,000,000 per year) when we have publicly stated a number 
of times that we were only able to spend a little over $2,000,000 on 

86 Swaggart, "Letter" BIO. 

87 Swaggart, "Letter" BIO. 
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the Children's Fund in 1982.88 

Furthermore, Swaggart continued, "I should probably mention that this reporter 

had the releases containing the accurate information as it was released to the 

public, but he chose to feature the single private letter with the typing error in 

it. "89 Swaggart asserted that the ABC special was not a true documentary because 

the reporter was more interested in a sensational story than in the truth. Swaggart 

concluded, "If this reporter had chosen to give an unbiased report -- he could have 

stated [because he had the information] [sic] that we support sixty thousand 

children worldwide I The 15,000 figure is those who receive total care."90 

The designated "SIXTH ACCUSATION" in Swaggart's newspaper rebuttal 

addressed how "This totally slanted program reported with horror that Jimmy 

Swaggart Ministries gives only four cents of every dollar to the Children's Fund." 

Swaggart continued to dramatize the attack by promising that "for those unfamiliar 

with the subtlety of 'doctored news'" he would provide a detailed account of the 

facts. Swaggart stressed that the reporter was given the figures for both the 

amount collected and the amount spent on children. "But was this reported to the 

public? No, at least not in a way the public could understand," decried Swaggart. 

By relying upon a rhetorical question, Swaggart drew his readers into the situation 

but under his tutelage. Then he posited a conclusion, reasonable from his 

perspective, that the reporter was "enterprising" and relied upon "'creative 

accounting''' to conclude that "4% of receipts actually went to feed and clothe 

children. "91 Finally, Swaggart reminded his audience that "by far the largest 

88 Swaggart, "Letter" BI0. 

89 Swaggart, "Letter" BI0. 

90 Swaggart, "Letter" BI0. 

91 Swaggart, "Letter" BID. 
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expense we have is for television programming," i.e., to preach the gospel. And, 

he added, in contrast to syndicated television, "We do not have the luxury of 

having our time paid for by business sponsors as do the TV stations."92 In an 

appeal for acceptance, Swaggart again dignified his audience and emphasized his 

sincerity by stating, "I believe you, the reader, will understand this."93 

Finally, in his efforts to refute the contention that he deceived his 

supporters, Swaggart spoke to the issue of the cost of Frances' desk. But, in 

contrast to the video, this issue was not treated as if it supported the contention 

that he was guilty of major inconsistencies. Instead, in the newspaper statement, 

Swaggart responded to the cost of the desk as if it were testimony for the charge 

that he deceived his supporters. Thus, he listed four specific lines of analysis and 

their accompanying rebuttals. (1) Swaggart pointedly claimed 'The desk cost 

considerably less than the amount suggested." However, Swaggart never specified 

the actual amount and even avoided the exact accusation of $11,000. He used an 

ambiguous and sweeping generality. (2) He stressed that "The desk (and indeed 

all th~ office furniture) was a gift and had nothing to do with funds contributed 

for any other purpose." Swaggart attempted to switch the focus from the amount 

for the desk to the generosity of his followers. His next argument (3) expanded 

upon the donation issue. Swaggart stated, "A number of people have donated a 

number of valuable items for our use and stewardship." These were "fine people" 

and they were valued by Swaggart. Therefore, Swaggart emphatically asserted, 

"we will not divulge the names of donors without their permission." Finally, (4) 

Swaggart reminded the reader that "All of these facts were carefully explained to 

the reporter, but he chose to put a completely different face on the matter." Thus, 

92 Swaggart, "Letter" B1O. 

93 Swaggart, "Letter" Bl0. 
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the reporter was the cause of the misunderstanding. Swaggart, on the other hand, 

was presenting the infonnation as it should have been presented in the first place. 

Swaggart demonstrated that the only possible charge could be the generosity of 

good people, not personal corruption. The reporter was portrayed as being out of 

line, or perhaps driven by some kind of vendetta. 

Replies to "Being Big-Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion" 

The third perceived imperfection addressed by Swaggart in his newspaper 

statement was his "Being Big-Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion." This exigence 

consisted of three contentions: Swaggart's ministry was based upon lucrative 

appeals for children; television evangelism was too costly; and Swaggart was a 

self-promoting entertainer. Swaggart, in his newspaper piece, chose to address 

only the argument that his ministry is based on lucrative appeals for children. 

Swaggart began by noting that "it was strongly implied that over one-half of all 

funds received by Jimmy Swaggart Ministries came from television specials 

focusing on our Children's Fund."94 He then stressed that his ministry was 

primarily television evangelism and not children's missions. Likewise, he 

reiterated that the reporter ignored this fact and distorted the true picture of his 

ministry. In similar fashion, Swaggart argued that "the overwhelming percentage 

of our expenses go to buy television time." He continued, television time "is 

purchased solely to preach the Gospel" and his supporters knew this very well and 

in fact "donate primarily to subsidize these programs."gS Swaggart backed this 

claim, saying, "Only after our television costs are paid" can money be "diverted" to 

all the other ministries. Finally, Swaggart acknowledged that he aired three 

94 Swaggart, "Letter" BlO. 

\6 Swaggart, "Letter" Bl0. 
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Children's Fund specials and ten daily programs about children in 1982. But, he 

added, they were totally eclipsed by the "250 segments of our daily, Bible-teaching 

telecast and 49 segments of our weekly, hour-long evangelistic program. "96 

Therefore, Swaggart claimed, his ministry could not possibly be based upon 

appeals for children because "the truth is that Children's Fund Specials constituted 

approximately 2 1/2% of our 1982 programming -- a far cry from the 50% 

suggested by our truth-seeking, investigative reporter."97 

Regarding the amount garnered from each Children's Fund special, 

Swaggart retorted that $10 million from each is an enonnous exaggeration. And, 

as in 'his video, he claimed that if that were true he would "be putting on several 

every week." Of even greater importance, Swaggart appealed to the emotions of 

his audience by focusing on his desire "to help eradicate starvation, poverty and 

need among the unfortunate children of the Third World." Then, as an expression 

of personal pain, Swaggart said, "Regrettably, receipts were far less than those 

implied on this television 'report' - and poverty and hunger are still rampant 

throughout the world."9B 

One section of Swaggart's newspaper reply admitted that "finally there is' a 

hint of truth in what you were shown." It concerned how the Children's Fund 

was featured in "almost all literature emanating from our offices."gg Swaggart 

featured two lines of argument. (1) Swaggart noted that "We are currently 

committed to supplying the daily total care needs of approximately 15,000 children 

96 Swaggart, "Letter" BID. 

97 Swaggart, "Letter" BtO. 

98 Swaggart, "Letter" BtO. 

99 Swaggart, "Letter" BtO. 
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worldwide."l°O However, since he only had 11,000 sponsors giving $15 per month, 

he was a full 4,000 sponsors short. Swaggart explained, "By continuing to remind 

our supporters of these unfortunate children, we hope to find another 4,000 

compassionate souls who will commit themselves to join this outreach on a 

continuing basis."lol (2) As unfortunate as it may be, Swaggart stated, "a large 

percentage of our supporters forget their regular contributions to the Children's 

Fund if not reminded."I02 Thus, numerous appeals for children were not bad but 

good. What could be more noble than to remember the starving children of the 

Third World? 

In his concluding remarks, Swaggart almost defiantly declared, "we make 

no claims of being exclusively a Children's Ministry."I03 This was as if to say: is it 

not commendable to provide over $2 million worth of care for 60,000 starving 

children when that is not even our primary function? 

A Summary of Swaggart's Newspaper Responses 

In his newspaper responses Swaggart spoke to three of the six identified 

exigencies. He also provided his readers with several over-arching comments by 

way of conclusion. He stressed how he has been "unfairly maligned by a slanted 

telecast that assembled bits and pieces of fact into a whole that was completely 

misleading."I04 Immediately Swaggart posited the consequences of this type of 

journalism-a desire for more control of the press. Because "unless the various 

100 Swaggart, "Letter" BlO. 

101 Swaggart, "Letter" BI0. 

102 Swaggart, "Letter" BlO. 

103 Swaggart, "Letter" BI0. 

104 Swaggart, "Letter" BI0. 
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media news sources return to responsibility in reporting, freedom of the press is 

threatened. "lOS The impact, claimed Swaggart, was that, "Sometimes a distortion of 

the facts is worse than complete fiction. "106 

Also unique to his newspaper discourse, Swaggart highlighted his own 

naivety in taking "people at face value" and believing that if you openly give out 

the facts they will be accurately reported. What Swaggart attempted was to tum 

the tables. He switched from being the one "on trial" to placing journalists "on 

tria1." As in the video, he attempted to keep himself on a different and higher 

plane than his accusers by stressing how innocent children were the victims of 

such loose reporting. Of even greater significance, Swaggart concluded by 

borrowing the clout of a powerful saying--"Do not curse the darkness, light a 

candle." He claimed his one purpose in all facets of his ministry was "to light a 

candle in the midst of the darkness." In other words, Swaggart attempted 

enactment, i.e., a reflexive form in which the speaker incarnates the argument.107 

lOS Swaggart, "Letter" B10. 

106 Swaggart, "Letter" B10. 

107 KarIyn Kohrs Campbell and Kathleen Hall Jamieson, "Form and Genre in 
Rhetorical Criticism: An Iritroduction," Form and Genre, Shapin~ Rhetorical Action, 
eds. Karlyn Kohrs Campbell and Kathleen Hall Jamieson ( alls Church: SCA, 
[1978]) 9. 



Chapter 5 

JUDGED BY BITZER'S "RHETORICAL SITUATION" 

HOW FITTING WERE SWAGGART'S RESPONSES 

Criticism of a discourse according to the perspective of the "Rhetorical 

Situation" aims to determine how well the address enabled modification of the 

exigencies in view of the capabilities of the audience. John Patten's dissertation, an 

examination of the "Rhetorical Situation" as a critical mode for a religious rhetor, 

confirmed that "the criteria for knowing what is or is not a 'fitting' response are 

found within the nature of the situation itself. "I Thus, discourse can be judged 

appropriate to the degree that it meets the demands of that particular rhetorical 

situation in four ways. (1) The oration must address genuine exigencies. (2) The 

address must be directed to an audience capable of altering the situation 

constructively. (3) The discourse must rely upon constraints which are embedded 

in the situation and are personally significant. And (4) the communication must 

function as a means or motivation for the actual or probable alteration of a real 

situation.2 Therefore, by means of these four over-arching standards, this chapter 

will answer the question, "How fitting were Swaggart's responses?" 

Swaggart Spoke To Genuine Exigencies 

In Chapter 1 the exigencies of this rhetorical situation were shown to be 

genuine and compelling. Swaggart was clearly the target of specific charges which 

created compelling imperfections because of the constraints the charges touched 

I John Howard Patten, "The Contemporary American Pulpit as Rhetorical 
Situation," diss. Indiana U., 1974, 47. 

2 Patten 113. 

100 
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upon and which could be solved only through rhetorical discourse. For example, 

Swaggart's financial support, his ministries mission, and his personal reputation 

were threatened. Furthennore, Chapter 2 highlighted how this was an exemplar of 

a "Rhetorical Situation" because of the tightness between the stimulus--the ABC 

documentary, and the response--Swaggart's interview, newspaper and video 

replies. Finally, the entirety of Chapter 3 was devoted to an analysis of the 

exigencies both as an expert and detached examiner of the WBRZ program text 

and by working backwards through Swaggart's responses to detect what he 

considered to be in urgent need of being addressed. Therefore, it can be 

confidently concluded that the exigencies to which Swaggart spoke were genuine. 

The question remains: "To what extent did Swaggart effectively speak to 

these authentic exigencies?" As Patten argued, "the salient concerns of a rhetor are 

viewed in comparison with the salient concerns of an audience."3 Figure 1 in 

Chapter 3 illustrated that Swaggart, in at least one of his replies, spoke to five of 

the six exigencies. Not surprisingly, Swaggart addressed "Being In Business for 

the Money," "Being Corrupt," and "Being Big-Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion" 

in all three responses. Swaggart's emphasis on these three exigencies in the WBRZ 

special can be explained. First, Swaggart repeatedly addressed what appeared to 

be the most potent indictments because these three accusations would be lethal to 

future contributions. Thus, since Swaggart depended upon over one million 

dollars in weekly contributions, these imperfections had to be resolved. A second 

explanation for his extensive efforts to repudiate the three identified exigencies is 

that they were three of the four most damaging to his image as a humble and 

sincere servant of God. Proponents of the "Old Time Religion," as suggested by 

the title of the ABC report, typically live on moderate-to-Iow incomes and do not 

3 Patten 101. 
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handle millions of dollars yearly. Also, crucial characteristics of a messenger of 

God are purity, trustworthiness, concern for the welfare of others, and consistency 

between what is preached and practiced. Therefore, Swaggart evidently perceived 

"Being Big-Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion," "Being Corrupt," and "Being In 

Busin;ss for the Money" as the most direct and personal attacks on his legitimacy 

as a minister of the gospel. Finally, since two of the three remaining exigencies, 

"Being Too Political" and "Being Anti-Catholic," were not great threats to 

Swaggart's reputation nor his base of support, he selected to refute fiercely the 

other three accusations. 

It should be noted that Swaggart often focused on one of the supporting 

arguments for or one of the sub-issues of a particular exigence. For example, 

Swaggart focused most of his attempts to resolve the charge of "Being In Business 

for the Money" upon the sub-issue that he and his family were getting rich from 

his ministry. Likewise, Swaggart was tenacious in answering the specific 

arguments that he deceived his supporters and that his ministry was based on 

lucrative appeals for children--contentions used by ABC to support the charges of 

"Being Corrupt" and "Being Big-Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion." 

Apparently, Swaggart believed these to be the most crucial lines of attack in the 

perceived exigencies. 

In addition, Swaggart spoke to the most significant exigencies and their 

supporting arguments in an appropriate manner in three out of the four charges. 

Regarding the Channel 2 charge of "Being in Business for the Money," Swaggart 

fittingly stressed both sub-issues: (1) money was the message and the end; and, 

(2) he and his family were getting rich. These were the most potent elements of 

the charge because of the constraints embedded within Swaggart's audience. 

Furthermore, Swaggart's extensive efforts to resolve the second exigence, "Being 

Corrupt," demonstrated acumen regarding Swaggart's rhetorical sensitivity. One 
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particularly interesting maneuver was made by Swaggart. He treated the 

exorbitant cost of Frances' desk as an argument for deception in his newspaper 

rhetoric rather than as a contention for inconsistency as he had in his video reply. 

Thus, Swaggart avoided the sub-issue of inconsistency in his newspaper response, 

perhaps believing or at least hoping it had significantly weakened or dissipated. 

At the same time he still was careful to address the vivid issue of the cost of the 

desk. The third sub-issue, abuse of his tax-exempt status, was not nearly as 

significant for his audience. Finally, Swaggart also correctly selected the 

supporting argument that his ministry was based upon lucrative appeals for 

children for most of his rebuttal regarding his "Being Big-Time Rather Than Old

Time Religion." The other sub-issues--the cost of TV evangelism and being a self

promoting entertainer--were far less pressing to his audience. Therefore, 

Swaggart's stress upon three of the four most potentially damaging charges 

illustrates the extent to which Swaggart accurately spoke to genuine exigencies. 

The only issue he did not directly address was the charge of "Being a 

Manipulator. " 

Finally, regarding how Swaggart spoke . to genuine exigencies, it is 

significant that Swaggart dealt with the charge of "Being Anti-Catholic" and the 

excessive cost of TV evangelism, a sub-issue of "Being Big-Time Rather Than Old

Time Religion," only one time each. As was explained in Chapter 3, Swaggart 

himself introduced the perceived charge of "Being Anti-Catholic" and the sub-issue 

of the cost of TV evangelism. Both are genuine concerns even though neither was 

raised by the WBRZ documentary. They were part of the pressing needs of the 

moment. Much like the generation of circles inside of circles when a pebble is 

dropped into a pond, one situation can be included within another. As Bitzer 

noted, "Nor are situations isolated from one another; within a single frame of time 
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and place, they may overlap and implicate one another.'" Accordingly, Swaggart 

perceived these issues to be appropriate to address while answering the charges by 

the WBRZ special. 

The one apparent failure of Swaggart was that he did not directly address 

the charge of "Being a Manipulator." Swaggart chose to speak to this exigence only 

in his video reply. Even then, it was not directly addressed in a careful, precise, 

or thorough manner. However, the charge of "being a manipulator" is one that is 

difficult, if not impossible, to refute directly. One simply cannot assert, "I am not 

a manipulator" persuasively. Thus, to enable his audience to resolve this 

damaging exigence Swaggart chose to reinterpret the Vance situation, making it as 

routine and unmanipulative as possible-and she was not available for refutation 

nor contradiction. Then he shifted to the attack on the children's ministries and 

made Camp the manipulator, based upon the "four cents per dollar line," and 

argued his own trusting nature in contrast with press distortion. Therefore, it is 

not Jimmy Swaggart who manipulates. He shifted labels. The adequacy in his 

defense on this charge inhered in the indirection, rather than in his direct response. 

Indirection is a primary way to generate ethos--or to disprove "manipulation." 

Addressed to a Capable Audience 

To assess how well Swaggart addressed a capable audience, this section 

will: (1) Define a capable audience; (2) Examine Swaggart's audience; and (3) 

Reflect upon the capability of his audience. 

Defining a Capable Audience 

According to Bitzer, "It is clear also that a rhetorical audience must be 

4 Bitzer, "Functional" 24. 
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distinguished from a body of mere hearers or readers: properly speaking, a 

rhetorical audience consists only of those persons vvho are capable of being 

influenced by discourse and of being mediators of change."s A rhetor vvill be able 

to constrain this audience "in thought or action in order to effect positive 

modification of the exigence."6 The rhetorical audience can be constrained because 

it has experienced the exigence vvith "sufficient interest to motivate a pragmatic 

response. "7 That is, a capable audience knovvs the factual conditions quite well, 

experiences the exigencies in an imminent manner, considers the consequences to 

be numerous and/ or significant, has a personal involvement vvith the exigencies, 

and understands that the intrinsic quality of the interest involves serious or 

potentially serious personal risk.8 

Another vvay of expressing the idea of a capable audience is to determine if 

these people stand in for a public, i.e., are they a community vvith a collective 

knovvledge and are they the recipients of communication aimed to assist in the 

resolution of the experienced exigencies. The interdependence of a public, public 

knovvledge, and communication is expressed by Bitzer as follovvs: 

The public is called into existence in response to exigencies produced 
by public transactions; a grovving and rich fund of Knovvledge, based 
partly in shared meanings ana interests and partly in scientific 
mquIry, vvill serve the community as it moves forvvard through time 
ana the circumstances of its environment; and this fUnd of 
knovvledge vvill be subject to testing and confirmation as the public 
struggles vvith exigencies throughout its life. Rhetorical 
communication vvill enrich the public's information, sustain its 
experiential knovvledge, and proviae modes of debate and discussion 

S Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 8. 

6 Bitzer, "Functional" 23. 

7 Bitzer, "Functional" 32. 

8 Bitzer, "Functional" 32. 
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needed for intelligent decision and action. II 

Finally, a capable audience is one able to accomplish a positive modification 

of the exigencies in a particular rhetorical situation. In other words, is this 

audience capable of distinguishing good from bad or ethical from unethical 

behaviors; able to distinguish beneficial from detrimental consequences of the 

suggested changes by the rhetor; and free from being brainwashed or 

unconditionally compelled but free to choose whether to change and if so, how the 

change will be accomplished. 

Swaggart's Audience 

Swaggart only addressed people in the Baton Rouge area. They were the 

only ones to experience directly the exigencies created by the ABC special and thus 

the only ones interested in and capable of resolving these exigencies. The potential 

audience for Swaggart's interview, video and newspaper replies consisted of 

people whose attitudes ranged from supportive to impartial to antagonistic. Yet, 

he stood in for and spoke to a particular public, "a community of persons who 

share conceptions, principles, interests, and values, and who are significantly 

interdependent."lo As confirmed by the two-year research project of the Annenberg 

School of Communication and the Gallup Organization commissioned by over 30 

main line and independent church groups, ''The profile of the audience for 

religious programs tends to be fairly coherent and well defined." It could be 

argued that viewers of the Channel 2 special as well as those who took note of 

Swaggart's responses might be more "news-oriented" people than religious 

program watchers. But, Swaggart's public would be predominantly his regular 

\I Bitzer, "Public" 80. 

10 Bitzer, "Public Knowledge" 68. 
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watchers and potential adherents. They were the ones who could be moved to 

resolve the exigencies constructively. 

The Capability of This Audience 

Swaggart did select a fully capable audience for his responses. They were 

proficient for several reasons. Geographically, they were the only ones to 

experience the exigencies at that time and thus the only ones capable of mediating 

the needed change. Also, as Swaggart's public, they shared his conception that 

truth is preferred over lies; that ideas as well as life styles should be judged by a 

standard of right and wrong; and they would want to transfer their "trust in the 

authority of the Bible" to him as "the exhorter of that supreme authority," as 

regular viewers of religious programming do constantly.ll 

In similar fashion, Swaggart spoke to people who shared his view that a 

televangelist ought to be honest and accountable. He should respect people, 

pursue justice, practice what he preaches, be a man of character and good will, as 

well as one of authority and experience.12 In addition, most within Swaggart's 

public would share his view of the world as predominately causal and clearly 

dichotomous, as well as his populist bias.13 Furthermore, Swaggart's audience 

personally experienced the exigencies as "factual" because they were presented as a 

news documentary on their local station. Also, the magnitude of the exigencies 

cr,eated by the WBRZ program would have been enormous because they involved 

deep-seated morals, over $60 million dollars annually, and over 400 community 

members who worked for Swaggart in addition to their extended networks of 

11 Alexander 57. 

12 Alexander 1-5. 

13 Dupree iii. 
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families and friends. Finally, this public, part of Baton Rouge--just as was 

Swaggart, had been interdependent with him and his ministry for years. 

Therefore, it can be stated with assurance that Swaggart's audience was fully 

capable as the mediators of positive resolution of the six identified exigencies. 

Constraints Embedded in the Situation 

The "Rhetorical Situation" perspective demands that the crWc assess the 

extent to which the rhetor perceived "what is at stake in a g}.ven set of 

circumstances" by how well the response "competently engages or articulates the 

knowledge and interests of the public."14 As Bitzer explained, "The rhetor's central 

creative task is to discover and make use of proper constraints in his message in 

order that his response, in conjunction with other constraints operative in the 

situation, will influence the audience. "15 In other words, how well did Swaggart 

select from and appeal to "persons, events, objects, relations, rules, principles, facts, 

laws, images, interests, emotions, arguments, conventions" as well as the "beliefs, 

attitudes, documents, traditions, motives, and the like" within his audience?16 

Carroll Arnold likened these constraints to "opportunities" and "limitations."17 

Accordingly, by probing beneath the surface, the rhetorical critic can discover "the 

extent to which aspects of their experience, attitudes, values, as well as the types 

of facts and events available, would properly motivate an audience to move 

toward positive exigence alteration."18 

14 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 10; and Bitzer, "Public" 76. 

15 Bitzer, "Function" 23. 

16 Bitzer, "Function" 23; and Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 8. 

17 Arnold 28-29. 

18 Patten 96. 
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Constraints Swaggart Has Relied Upon in the Past 

Swaggart's regular audience was afffected by "deep feelings" because, as 

observed by John Corry, a reporter for the New York Times, "Mr. Swaggart is 

tapping some powerful resentments" for "he is speaking to the disenfranchised" 

with a very explicit vocabulary.19 To illustrate his point, Corry quoted a sample of 

a Swaggart sermon: 

I'm sick of fellow-traveling Communist liberals, who constantly 
praise Russia and kick the United Stales of America,... I'm sick of 
putrid, pathetic, pukish pulp that passes for entertainment coming 
over our television sets. I'm sick of evolution, secular humanism, 
materialism and Communism.20 

Eric Mink, in describing Swaggart's regular evangelistic programs concurred: 

"Swaggart's program, on the other hand, and others like it, play on our baser 

instincts, emphasizing a special brand of hatred, vengeance and intolerance and 

appealing to people's fear and envy."2l 

In like manner, past viewers would expect Swaggart to take a definitive 

stand regarding the moral aspects of the WBRZ charges. For according to The 

Annenberg Report (popularized by Marjorie Hyer in the Washington Post) 

"Dissatisfaction with the 'prevailing moral climate' (much of which, of course, 

comes to them through and from television) may be one of the most distinctive 

bonds between religious programs and their viewers."22 

19 Corry 1129. 

20. Corry 1129. 

21 Eric Mink, "Old-Time, New-Time Religion," St. Louis Post-Dispatch 16 Feb. 
1984: D6. 

22 Gerbner, et aI. 3-4; and Marjorie Hyer, "TV Relig!on Doesn't Pull 
Worshippers From Regular Churches Study Finds," Washington Post 19 Apr. 1984: 
A9; ana Marjorie Hyer, "TV Religion Doesn't Pull Worshippers from Regular 
Churches, Study Finds," Washington Post 21 Apr. 1984: D7 . 

. ------.--.--.......... -~----.- ... - ... -~.-----.'-.~------
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Another constraint operant within Swaggart's public as revealed in a Gallup 

poll was that regular viewers believe TV ministries "helped provide the love and 

affection they need while at the same time offering a means (through financial . 
donations) by which they can find meaning and purpose in life."23 Undoubtedly, 

since Channel 2 attacked things that gave Swaggart's regular viewers meaning and 

purpose--world evangelism and helping the starving children of the Third World, 

Swaggart's audience would expect him to stress the merits of such endeavors. 

Equally important to Swaggart's customary audience were references to 

divine guidance and approval. Swaggart's following had been accumulated mainly 

after the "pentecostal experience hit the middle class and the 'established' churches 

in 1960--as the charismatic renewal movement."24 As would be expected, direct 

appeals to God, references to divine sanctions and actions like laying on of hands, 

would generate additional "heart-felt" experiences for his auditors. Thus, at 

Swaggart's Crusade in Hampton, Virginia, like all of Swaggart's crusades which 

provide "the material for three to five one-hour television programs," John Camp 

asked people "What is the major attraction that you find to the ministry?" Two 

typical answers were: "Jimmy speaks straight from the bible [sic). He preaches 

right from the bible [sic), and he tells it just like it is;" and, "All I know is that my 

heart goes out for [sic) him because he stands up for the Lord. I just love the way 

he preaches."25 

Additionally, Swaggart, in line with model reformers, has relied upon his 

powerful personality to enhance his simple theology so that a wide range of 

23 Oberdorfer 93. 

24 Quebedeaux xi. 

25' ABC 28 and 7-8. 
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people will accept his appeals.26 Swaggart's preaching, much like Methodism 

which found a receptive audience with Anglicans who saw the church as 

"ineffective, dry and uncaring," has been filled with "emotional manifestations such 

as sobbing, weeping, laughing, shouting and dancing."Z! In fact, Flo Conway and 

Jim Siegelman described Swaggart as "perhaps the best instance on television of 

holy rolling as pure art form." They continued, "Swaggart is hard, gruesome, but 

never· mean."28 And the potential power of emotional appeals to Swaggart's 

audience can be estimated by noting the response William F. Fore received to his 

article in TV Guide, "There is no such thing as a TV pastor." Over 500 letters of 

rebuttal were received, but as Fore explained, "the theme I was not prepared for, 

either in its anger and intensity or in its pervasiveness, was the outpouring against 

local churches and their preachers as dry, unfriendly, cold, not filled with the 

Spirit, unbiblical, works of Satan, dead or dying. "29 Swaggart, on the other hand, 

"has mastered the powerful technology of television,"3O and 

is one of the best .... Mr. Swaggart expresses conviction .... This viewer 
watched him recently while he said that evolution was not 
supported by 'one shred of evidence' and that science was 
increasingly turning to 'creationism.' He took his glasses off; he!ut 
them baCK oni he rooked forcefully into the camera. It was har to 
doubt him for even a moment,3! 

The point is that Swaggart's public would be most likely compelled by conviction

filled, energetic, friendly, warm, and biblically-saturated responses, typical of 

26 ABC 6. 

Z! Alexander 35-36. 

28 Conway and Siegelman 49. 

29 Fore, "Beyond the Electronic Church" 29. 

30 ABC 20. 

3! Corry II29. 



Swaggart 112 

Swaggart's nonnal addresses. Likewise, Swaggart's audience would be moved by 

arguments affinning Swaggart to be a humble and sincere servant of God whose 

behaviors, practices and motives were exemplary. 

Constraints and Interests in This Situation 

Analysis of the text of the Channel 2 program reveals that literally 

thousands of potential interests and constraints may have been touched upon. The 

present discussion is limited to those interests which seem to dominate and which 

are inextricably linked to the identified exigencies. It is important to note that 

Swaggart's intended audience--those whose attitudes and beliefs he felt the need to 

affect in order to refurbish his status or image with them--was a Bible-reading, 

Bible-believing group. Thus, biblical concepts and principles would constitute 

shared values and beliefs--constraints and interests--which would be salient in this 

situation. 

Standing charged with "Being in Business for the Money" would suggest 

that Swaggart was wrong-headed. As a minister of the gospel his audience would 

have expected him to be like the biblical and typical models of "dying to self" and 
I 

"surrendering all" instead of seeking self-exaltation and/or satisfaction of a spirit of 

avarice.32 Furthennore, to consider money to be the message and end of 

Swaggart's ministry would be horrifying to his public. They would view this as 

blasphemy. The motive for God's servant must be unfeigned love for people and 

a radical commitment to the commands of God as revealed in the Bible. Only 

"hirelings" or those enslaved to "all kinds of evil" would be under the influence of 

personal gain.33 In addition, Swaggart's audience knew that Jesus, as well as the 

32 See Matthew 10:5-25 and 16:24-28. 

33 For example, see Ezekial 34:1-10; John 10:1-10; and I Timothy 6:6-16. 
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Apostles and most ministers, never accumulated earthly riches for themselves nor 

their families.34 Instead, it would have been considered pure hypocrisy to demand 

that others live by precepts which Swaggart himself neglected to obey.35 On the 

other hand, Swaggart's public would agree that his use of his tax-exempt status 

was legitimate because it was permitted by the United States tax code. 

Concerning the charge of "Being Corrupt," numerous powerful interests 

would spring to the foreground. The responsibility of God's messenger to be 

ethical in character and conduct would be vital. Viewers of the Channel 2 

program would have expected Swaggart, like Old Testament prophets whose 

integrity was paramount to young New Testament preachers like Timothy who 

was an exemplar, to "set the believers an example in speech and conduct, in love, 

in faith, in purity."36 All auditors would demand that God's spokespersons be 

models of the eternal principle that one must "first take the log out of your own 

eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck our of your brother's eye."37 

The charge of being corrupt suggested a failure to be genuine, pure, and 

trustworthy--devastating flaws in one who is to be the spiritual guide of others.3s 

34 See Matthew 8:18-22 and Mark 10:28-31. 

35 For example, see Matthew 23:1-36, the scathing rebuke of hypocrisy by Jesus. 

36 I Timothy 4:12, The Revised Standard Version of the Bible 1035. 

:rl Matthew 7:5, The Revised Standard Version of the Bible 840. Also, see: 
Roland Kenneth Harrison, Introduction to the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1977); Theodore Laetsch, The Minor ProIf.hets (St. Louis: Concordia, 
1970); and Jack P. Lewis, The Minor Prop-hets (Grand apids: Baker, 1980). 

38 The expose of Jim Bakker's extra-marital affair forced the Bakkers out of the 
PIL Organization. Likewise, the revealing of Swaggart's impurity:, especially after 
he had labeled the Bakker incident "a cancer on the body of Christ," has been 
devastating. Contributions have dropped to less than one-third of what they used 
to be and broadcasts of Swaggart's programs are no longer aired in 120 nations 
but a meager four or five. See, Richard N. Ostling, et aI., 'TV's Unholy Row," Time 
6 Apr. 1987: 60-67; Larry Martz, et al., "God and Money," Newsweek: 6 Apr. 1987: 
16-22; Lewis J. Lord, et aI., "An unholy war in TV pulpits," U.S. News & World 
Report 6 Apr. 1987: 58-65; Wayne King, "Swaggart says He Has Sinned; Will Step 
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Equally important, the constraints of being deceitful like the proverbial "wolf in 

sheep's clothing" or the attempt to serve simultaneously both "God and mammon" 

would be excited by the arguments put forth by John Camp's documentary. 

Other interests embedded within this situation include the abhorrent label 

inherent within the exigence of "Being a Manipulator." Ministers are not to be like 

the stereotypic used car sales person--get the contribution no matter what lies must 

be told to secure it. The commonly held belief would be that ministers who 

mani:t;>ulate others are guilty of fleecing the sheep. On the other hand, Swaggart's 

public would welcome his political involvement because they believed that 

America should return to God and basic biblical morality--something Swaggart 

could help accomplish. But the auditors of the WBRZ program would have been 

repulsed by the notion that Swaggart was a self-promoting entertainer instead of a 

submissive humanity-serving minister. For, although some might accept 

Swaggart's accumulation of things as evidence of God's blessing, most would be 

keenly sensitive to the vast difference between preaching the gospel and God 

sending blessings as he deems appropriate and for God's messenger to pursue 

monetary gain--an unthinkable travesty. 

Not so obvious but equally important would be the latent respect for ABC's 

objective sources--Rice University sociologist Dr. William Martin and two former 

employees of Swaggart's who were reported to have been fired for expressing 

concerns about honesty and accountability within Swaggart's ministry. Also, 

displaying the letter to the North Carolina man which contained Swaggart's false 

claim that he was taking care of "50,000 children each month at a cost of $15 per 

child per month;" listing on the screen the figures of salaries reported to the IRS; 

Down," New York Times 22 Feb. 1988: 1 and 11; Lisa W. Foderaro, "Swaggart Is 
Just Latest Preacher to Jar Follower's Faith," New York Times 22 Feb. 1988: 11; and 
Larry Martz, et al., "TV Preachers on the Rocks" 26-28. 
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and portraying Swaggart's own log book which contained the self-incriminating 

remarks regarding visits to Zoe Vance in La Jolla, California, would be potent 

facts to this audience.39 Finally, the personal experience of a religious conversion, 

no matter whether it was of the Swaggart emotional ilk or not, would face the 

challenge of being perceived as invalid because of this "two-faced" model of 

Christian living. 

Constraints and Interests Relied Upon by Swaggart 

Just as the Channel 2 program contained and relied upon innumerable 

interests, Swaggart's replies also were replete with a myriad of interests and 

constraints. Accordingly, only those constraints that are the most compelling and 

tightly linked to specific exigencies will be discussed in this section. 

Swaggart, as has already been shown, was speaking to a public which was 

sensitive to deep feelings and resentments. Thus, he relied upon mockery and 

ridicule to address the charge that each Children's Special garnered over $10 

million. Swaggart also tapped strong feelings when he attacked the quality of the 

journalism which produced the ABC special. He charged that WBRZ "erroneously 

implied" that he was getting rich; "left a biased untruthful aura" about Swaggart 

and his family; relied upon "doctored news" to conclude that only four-cents-out

of-a-dollar given to children reaches them; and either twisted or ignored the 

information given them regarding several issues. Thus, Swaggart concluded, a 

free-press, something all Americans dearly revere, is at risk due to this type of 

shoddy journalism. 

Another interest tapped by Swaggart was the deeply rooted attitude that 

secular humanism had been unrestrained. Thus, when Swaggart told his audience 

39 ABC 33, 22 and 42. 
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that even President Ronald Reagan called him and asked him to assist in getting 

prayer back into the schools, he appealed to a powerful constraint. In similar 

fashion, when Swaggart addressed the alleged qualifications of the WBRZ "inside 

sources," he stressed their ignorance of the internal workings of his organization 

and pointed out what their real jobs were. In essence, Swaggart appealed to a 

commonly shared admiration for the truth. He also provided objective external 

sources for confirmation of his claims-an appeal to collaboration and verification, 

virtues esteemed by all who heard Swaggart's defenses. Thus, Swaggart had the 

architect of his World Missions Center explain how the building was built with 

constant frugality in contrast to the implied extravagance. Also, he had 

missionaries from India, Africa and Central America testify to the wonderful good 

being done in each country due to the generosity and dependability of Jimmy 

Swaggart. Swaggart even displayed the name and address of a man in Phoenix, 

Arizona who paid for Frances' desk a second time and could be contacted to 

verify the amount. Finally, regarding reliance upon external confirmation, 

Swaggart appealed to all in Baton Rouge to participate by asking them to decide if 

it was fair to ask his 400 local employees to work for less than a fair wage. 

Swaggart also relied upon relations which would constrain his public. He 

denied that he was anti-Catholic although he did disagree with some of their 

doctrine just as he disagreed with some doctrine in his own church. Then 

immediately he quoted John 3:16, the most commonly revered scripture in all 

christendom. 

Emphasis upon powerful "facts" also characterized Swaggart's responses. 

He used statistics when he explained that only four minutes out of each one hour 

of programing is devoted to fund raising as well as when he noted that his 

Children's Specials constituted only 2 1/2% of all his programing. Swaggart also 

provided visual evidence by holding up a carbon copy of the letter which 
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erroneously claimed he was fully supporting fifty thousand children at $15 per 

month. By acknowledging that it was an error which had since been rectified, 

Swaggart appealed to his auditors appreciation of a correctly motivated life--one 

that rectifies its mistakes when they are pointed out. Additionally, in answer to 

the charge of diverting money for children to the building fund, Swaggart 

provided a list of the sources of the building fund with the amount from each as 

well as the exact cost to the penny paid to Tudor Construction. Showing an 

obvious surplus he asked his viewers to be the judges. Finally, Swaggart reduced 

the charge of his family members getting rich to "the facts." He divided the total 

amount family related employees were paid by the number of employees and 

prodlJced the completely bland average of $25 thousand per employee. All of 

these attempts to "let the facts speak for themselves" would have touched upon 

significant interests in his audience. 

Furthermore, Swaggart appealed to the emotions of his public when he 

stated that he was angry because of the lies about his ministry--that only 4% of 

what is given for children actually gets to them. He affirmed his desire to 

eradicate starvation among Third World children. Even more potently, Swaggart 

stressed that every 30 seconds a child dies of starvation. In fact, Swaggart's 

concluding appeal was to give 300-600 children a chance by sending him money 

for a mission in San Salvador. These would have been compelling constraints for 

Swaggart's audience. 

Reliance upon additional arguments grounded in the beliefs of his auditors 

consisted of appeals such as these. He said that if he had wanted to deceive his 

supporters regarding the amount he spent on children, he could have sent the 

letter to everyone rather than to "one man." Using sound logic, Swaggart 

explained why he mentioned the children so often--over one-half of those who 

have pledged to support a child at $15 per month fail to meet their pledge. He 
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asked his audience to stop and think about the reasonableness of the alleged 

charge of collecting over $10 million per Children's Special. He stressed that Zoe 

Vance did not have any family to whom she might have left her wealth except one 

sister who was already extremely rich. Therefore, to will her estate to Swaggart 

Ministries was a reasonable and commendable use of her money. Besides, 

Swaggart noted, he did not have sponsors like the networks so he must appeal for 

money to continue spreading the gospel world-wide. 

As expected, Swaggart appealed to documents such as the carbon copy of 

the letter regarding the amount of money spent on children and the plaques on 

doors within his headquarters bearing the names of the donors of the furnishings 

for that room. He called upon deeply seated traditions when he compared himself 

with John Wesley and John Finney as a modem reformer. Swaggart admitted that 

he was naive to believe that John Camp's motives were purely to discover and tell 

the truth. He drew upon his public's conversion experiences and witnessing his 

crusades like the one in Madison Square Garden where he invited John, a 

paraplegic, on the stage to give his testimony to his faith in God in order to verify 

the veracity of his cause. 

Other values are replete throughout Swaggart's replies. He often stressed 

the need to pursue truth as he was doing. He acknowledged there had been 

problems in the past with Joumigan and Squaggins, but that he loved them and 

did not have one unkind thing to say about them. Swaggart also stressed that his 

main purpose was to preach the gospel to every person in the world--a massively 

powerful interest for almost every member of his public. Repeatedly Swaggart 

stressed that he did all he was doing for God. He accentuated the fact that he had 

built eight schools in EI Salvador where precious children were being fed and 

educated. He also noted that he had built $5 1/2 million worth of church 

buildings in addition to his evangelistic and children's work. In a subtle manner, 
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he suggested divine approval when he implied that already his new buildings 

were becoming crowded because of God's blessing his efforts. In other words, he 

had accomplished much and God was blessing him even more so that his new 

facilities were now almost outdated. 

In sum, these interests and constraints were deeply embedded in this 

situation. As has been shown, numerous interests and constraints were operant in 

both the charge and the response. Therefore, it is this critic's judgment that 

Swaggart effectively appealed to interests which were personally significant to his 

auditors. It remains to explore how well Swaggart's responses functioned as a 

means or motivation for the resolution of the exigencies. 

The Means or Motivation for Alteration 

. Assessment of Swaggart's responses depends upon how well he and his 

audience perceived the link between the exigencies, the constraints and the end-in

view. As Patten argued, "underlying the prescription of a response by a given 

situation is the specification of a particular end-in-view to which a response must 

adapt on grounds of serviceability, usefulness, or needfulness, if it is to prove 

adequate for the requirements of that situation."4o The "Rhetorical Situation" calls 

for evaluation regarding how well the discourse provided "principles, concepts, 

and procedures by which we effect valuable changes in reality."41 The rhetor as an 

agent of change, "operates on the basis that in order to be genuinely powerful 

discourse must be oriented toward changing instead of merely reflecting reality."42 

In other words, how well did Swaggart's responses promote serviceable, useful 

40 Patten 52. 

41 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 14. 

42 Patten 100. 
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and needful exigence modification through the capacity of the audience. Or, how 

appropriately did Swaggart's discourse enhance a change in "reality through the 

mediation of thought and action?"43 The critic also must assess the suggested end

in-view as proper or improper based upon "the extent to which the audience is 

enabled to constructively resolve the problem at issue."" 

The Ideal Response 

Following the analogy of fight or flight, rhetors, when confronted by an 

exigence, may choose responses along a continuum from direct clash to "no 

comment." Bitzer described the appropriate response: "It may fit as a corrective to 

the situation--or it may be said to 'fit' simply because the situation enables it to be 

well received."45 Either way, 'The 'fitting response' concept can be more 

adequately understood as the development of an 'end-in-view'."46 Therefore, in 

order to judge Swaggart's responses, it must be decided how well the created 

"end-in-view" functioned as a corrective or was well received. 

Furthermore, just as the knee-jerk response to the doctor's mallet is one 

indicator of a person's health, the style of a rhetor's address is also instructive' 

regarding the appropriateness of the response. Because, as Bitzer argued, clear 

and strong situations not only dictate the substance of the discourse but also the 

style of the response.47 Thus, an additional consideration is how well did the style 

of Swaggart's response assist in the constructive alteration of this situation. 

43 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 4. 

" Patten 103. 

45 Bitzer, "Functional" 36-7. 

46 Patten 50. 

47 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 10. 

----------_ ...... _ .... _-_. __ ._------- .. 
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Swaggart's Responses as a Means or Motivation 

The valuative judgments of this study will be presented in two groups. 

The first group will consider how well Swaggart's responses functioned as a 

means or a motivation to resolution in general. The second will explore the 

efficacy of his replies for each of the exigencies. Both categories will be compared 

to the already established standards of how well did the discourse provide 

principles, concepts and procedures for the serviceable, useful and needful 

modification of the exigencies. Also, the extent to which the end-in-view of both 

groupings functioned as a corrective or was well received will be considered. 

Finally, the appropriateness of Swaggart's style will be discussed. 

How Fitting Were Swaggart's Responses in General? The first and foremost 

item is that Swaggart's replies were well received.48 He appealed to interests and 

constraints within his public which would motivate them to modify the exigencies. 

In like manner, the information disseminated by Swaggart would provide the 

means for needful change. Numerous arguments offered by Swaggart would 

equip his public to articulate reasons for the desired changes in the exigencies. For 

example, they could explain to themselves and to others that the "letter" to one 

man .in North Carolina was not patent deception but an error which had 

subsequently been corrected. Furthermore, Swaggart's rhetoric would enable his 

public to change their perception of reality. He provided adequate answers to 

48 Depending on the Roll, Swaggart was either the most watched or second
most watched TV evangelist in America even after the telecast of the WBRZ 
documentary in 1983 ana PBS's revised version in 1984. Swaggart continued to 
expand his ministry reaching a peak in 1987 when he broadcast rus programs into 
120 nations. See: FormaneI< C3; "Study Finds Surprisingly High Viewing" 9; and 
Martz, et al., "TV Preachers on the Rocks" 27. 
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most of the charges as well as acceptable and extensive explanations regarding the 

most damaging accusations--"Being In Business for the Money," "Being Corrupt," 

and ",Being Big-Time Rather Than Old-Time Religion." With a style indicative of a 

confident rather than reactionary rhetor, Swaggart did not rashly "lash out," as 

might have been expected in view of his normal style and the newspaper report 

about his "in-house" reaction to loyalists on the Sunday, May 22, 1983, following 

the Thursday telecast. Instead he provided calculated, meticulous, and reasoned 

explanations.49 For example, regarding the financing of his World Ministry Center, 

he presented easy to understand figures to demonstrate the fallacy of the charge of 

diverting money given for children to build buildings. However, Swaggart did not 

completely abandon his normally more strident style but carefully couched his 

more venomous replies in sarcasm or in question form. Finally, Swaggart was 

quite effective in his efforts to convince his audience that he was being attacked 

for doing good. The numerous references to all the children being helped and the 

missions being supported in addition to his international evangelistic efforts 

enabled Swaggart's replies to be exceedingly fitting responses in general. 

How Fitting Were Swaggart's Responses For Each of the Exigencies? 

Concerning the charge of "Being In Business for the Money" Swaggart was able to 

provide the needed responses to enable his audience to alter most of this 

imperfection. He emphasized world evangelism which his public valued and 

understood to require enormous amounts of money. Thus, since Swaggart stressed 

how he needed millions of dollars FOR evangelism and FOR starving children, his 

motives would be seen as commendable rather than suspect. Even bellicose 

elements within Swaggart's audience who might oppose the idea of tax exemption 

49 Kelly A12. 
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for TV evangelists would agree that Swaggart was not abusing his tax-exempt 

status but simply claiming the tax-shelter the government provided for all 

ministers. 

In addition, Swaggart provided an adequate procedure for a serviceable 

solution to the sub-issue that money was his message and end. He put to rest his 

alleged "insatiable appetite" for money and reinstated the means by which many 

auditors could find meaning and purpose by concluding his video with an 

opportunity for them to help desperate Third World children.50 

On the other hand, although Swaggart stressed that fourteen family 

members work at the ministry, it was undeniable that some of these fourteen were 

living at an elevated economic level when compared with the average employee of 

Jimmy Swaggart Ministries. Additionally, since several family members urged 

Swaggart not to provide the reporter access to his records and not to answer all 

his questions, the Channel 2 report sustained the suspicion that Swaggart had 

something to hide. One concrete example was the contrast between having been a 

devout forty-dollar-a-week swamp-traveling evangelist and now paying himself 

and Frances combined salaries of over $118,000. This was testimony that Swaggart 

had gotten rich from his ministry. Finally, Swaggart was using $342,000 from the 

ministry, which was being paid back with a tax-exempt housing allowance of 

$3,500 each month, to build a mansion in one of Baton Rouge's most affluent 

neighborhoods. Thus, when Swaggart's public considered where he was building 

his house and what he was paying himself and close family members, he appeared 

to be "In Business for the Money." Furthermore, Swaggart operated an enormous 

business--not unlike most secular corporations with its innumerable records, books, 

T-shirts, Bibles, and gift items like crosses made out of Olive wood from the Holy 

50 Oberdorfer 93. 

-----_ ... _--_ ..... _._ .. _----_._,-_._--
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Land. However, Jimmy Swaggart Ministries did not pay taxes. These facts were 

too compelling to enable people to change the suggested reality that Swaggart was 

"In Business for the Money." 

Concerning the charge of "Being Corrupt" Swaggart provided an end-in

view which contained the necessary principles and concepts for a useful 

modification of this exigence. He used "facts" to repute the alleged need to divert 

funds to build his World Ministry Center; the amount supposedly earmarked for 

children; and to affirm that the actual amount received for children was spent on 

children. These were fitting responses. Additionally, Swaggart's having opened 

his books, as confirmed by the investigative reporter, would have provided ground 

for the rejection of the attack that he was unaccountable. Instead, every viewer 

was reminded that she/he could receive, upon request, an audited financial 

statement from Jimmy Swaggart Ministries. In like manner, Swaggart was able to 

create a "we-versus-they" construct; "we" were Swaggart and his public and "they" 

the unscrupulous journalists who desire sensational stories rather than reporting 

the truth. Even someone hostile towards Swaggart would have been equipped to 

modify the charge that Swaggart deceived his supporters by spending only four

cents-out-of-a-dollar given for children by Swaggart's distinguishing between the 

total amount he collected that year for all aspects of his ministry and the amount 

collected solely for children. 

However, Swaggart failed to provide a satisfactory rationale for not keeping 

the money given for children in a separate account, especially when two "inside 

sources" testified that when they expressed concerns about it they were terminated, 

even though one was eventually re-employed. And the inconsistency between 

Swaggart's claim that "every dime of money people give goes entirely for the work 

of God" yet Frances' desk evidently cost around $11,000 (an invoice was never 

produced) and Swaggart was building a personal mansion using ministry money. 
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An equally potent inconsistency which was not satisfactorily altered was how 

Swaggart jumped from not knowing his salary to pinpointing exactly how much 

he received each month. This apparent attempt at deception regarding his 

personal finances persists as a nagging imperfection. Frances also denied knowing 

her salary and then turned around and explained that her job was to "oversee and 

monitor how the money is spent."SI In like manner, Swaggart's claim that "every 

dime" from the sale of his books or albums had gone exclusively into the ministry 

was inadequately dealt with.52 Swaggart's concept of "into the ministry" was far 

too broad and loose. It almost appeared to be a catch-all smokescreen instead of 

an organization with clear and impeccable accounting. 

Regarding the charge of "Being a Manipulator," Swaggart's responses were 

the least fitting. What he said failed to enable his public to modify this exigence. 

The WBRZ documentary's testimony about "getting high" on Swaggart's music 

was not addressed. To Swaggart's audience statements like that simply bore 

witness to the impact of "Spirit-filled" gospel music. However, entries from 

Swaggart's own log books about contacts with oil-heiress Zoe Vance like, "Good 

PR call, plans large gift in the future" demanded a thorough explanation which 

was not provided. Although viewers might have agreed that Jimmy Swaggart 

Ministries was a good use of Zoe Vance's estate, they would be offended by 

Swaggart's means of getting it. Swaggart's references to the absence of any 

children and how her sister was "very wealthy in her own right" failed to address 

the constraints stimulated by the charge.53 The pressing need was for Swaggart to 

explain why he even kept records like that? Why the log read as it did? And, if 

51. ABC 23. 

52 ABC 26. 

53 Swaggart, "Answers" 19. 
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he kept such records, were they of visits with everyone or just those with wealthy 

potential donors? It would have been nearly impossible for anyone to believe 

anything except that patent manipulation was occurring. Swaggart's responses to 

this exigence were neither serviceable nor useful because he failed to speak to the 

crucial principle underlying the charge. 

Swaggart appropriately ignored the charge of "Being Too Political." This 

issue was moot for the friendly members of Swaggart's public. Most of them 

would have been pleased if he were to become more politically active. Many 

believed that in order to save America and her children, champions of morality 

must step forward and confront the powers that be. Swaggart could be such a 

power. Therefore, they did not perceive it to be an imperfection in need of 

mending. Even neutral to antagonistic components of Swaggart's audience would 

not have experienced Swaggart's silence with alarm. Separation of church and 

state is a basic and enduring constitutional issue that often concerns devout 

Christians as much as any other religious or non-religious group. Therefore, 

Swaggart's normal posture of limited political involvement would have suggested 

there was no reason for serious agitation. Besides, this charge was relatively weak 

and completely dwarfed by the other exigencies. Therefore, it was not a pressing 

concern at this time for his audience.54 

On the other hand, Swaggart's effort to remove the stigma of "Being Anti

Catholic" seems to have been a brilliant seizing of an opportunity. It is to be 

granted that many within Swaggart's public would not perceive attempts to 

"convert" Catholics as something in need of repair. Rather, almost every member 

54 Interestingly, when PBS re-worked the WBRZ program and aired it one year 
later, they: chose to highlight the emerging political involvement of Swaggart. If 
this had been the case with Channel 2 fhen Swaggart would have needed to 
address this issue. 
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of any Protestant denomination could be just as accurately labeled "Anti-Catholic." 

In addition, they would share his belief that most Roman Catholic churches lacked 

evangelical zeal and therefore were in need of revival. At the same time, 

according to the Official Catholic Directory, in 1983 almost exactly 26% of Baton 

Rouge was Roman Catholic, a significant percentage.55 Thus, due to the pointed 

exchanges between Swaggart and Bishop Barberie in the recent past, Catholic 

people would likely have been stimulated to listen to Swaggart's replies. 

Furthermore, an uncritical acceptance of the charges within the ABC documentary 

and the ability to demonstrate weaknesses in Swaggart's discourse regarding the 

accusations raised by Channel 2 would be a way for antagonistic members of the 

Catholic community to verify their view of Swaggart and tum Catholics who were 

sympathetic toward Swaggart against him. Thus, Swaggart attempted to provide 

his auditors with a principle and a procedure by which the charge could be 

amended. Without opening up all the numerous aspects to the exigency, Swaggart 

reduced the charge to four simple items: (1) His attitude toward Catholic people; 

(2) Catholics were not being discriminated against; (3) Some doctrinal differences 

were the real issue; and (4) Both agree with the sentiment of John 3:16. What 

Swaggart did was to emphatically and with conviction declare, "I'm not anti

Cathqlic. I love the Catholic people." Then, to illustrate that Catholics were not 

being isolated for denouncement, Swaggart continued; "I love the Baptist people, 

the Methodist people. We love all people everywhere." Swiftly and strategically 

he moved to the third issue when he calmly stated, "I'm opposed to some doctrine 

in the Catholic church." But Swaggart immediately continued the thought, "some 

55 This figure was arrived at by: dividing the reported Catholic population 
(183,625) by tIie population of Baton Rouge (717,855). All fi~res were based upon 
the annual pufilication of the Catholic Church: OffiCIal Catholic Directory 
(Wilmette, IL: P. K. Kennedy, Anno Domini, 1983) 65. 
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[doctrine] in my own church, to be frank and honest with you." Then, following 

one more affirmation that he is "not anti-anybody" Swaggart quoted John 3:16.56 

This was a fitting response because it spoke to an issue pregnant with interest and 

constraint in Baton Rouge and because this response would be prima facia to all 

but the most hostile within his public. 

The final exigence faced by Swaggart concerned his "Being Big-Time Rather 

Than Old-Time Religion." For many within Swaggart's audience, if God's 

messenger received national notoriety for doing good, so be it. In addition, 

Swaggart provided a reasonable rebuttal to the argument that TV evangelism was 

too costly. He extolled how mass mediated gospel messages were "the least 

expensive method of presentation," a mere "five cents per person to take a gospel 

program into their homes."57 Also, the cost of TV evangelism was easily answered 

since the super-ordinate good of "saving a priceless soul" justified the puny 

expense. In addition, Swaggart's evangelistic programs were reaching millions of 

people world-wide. This imperfection was handily addressed by Swaggart. 

Swaggart was not as successful in answering the sub-issue of being a self

promoting entertainer. He had been charged with flaunting his closeness with the 

President of the United States, pushing the sale of his records at all his radio 

stations, constantly attempting to build bigger and bigger facilities as well as 

expand his broadcasts into more international markets, and to incessantly stress 

how he badly needed his weekly million-dollar collections. Therefore, it would be 

difficult for his auditors to not at least wonder if the driving force in Swaggart's 

minislry was self-promotion. But Swaggart illustrated that at his crusades, from 

scenes like the ones from Madison Square Garden, he has been devoted to 

56 Swaggart, "Answers" 36. 

57 Swaggart, "Letter" BlOi and Albarado 9B. 
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evangelism. The fact that some people eagerly purchased his records did not 

signify that Swaggart was motivated by a craving for stardom. Instead, it was his 

direct confrontation of sinners with deeply serious issues like destiny and purpose 

that endeared him to those given a new outlook on life via a "new birth" 

experience. 

Of greater significance, Swaggart was able to satisfactorily respond to the 

argument that his ministry was based upon lucrative appeals for children. 

Swaggart used statistics to expose the manner in which WBRZ came up with its 

erroneous four-cents-out-of-a-dollar charge. They divided his total income by the 

amount spent on children instead of by the amount collected for children, in spite 

of the fact that the reporter had been given all three sets of figures. Swaggart 

made a logical appeal when he stressed how he would have used Children's 

Specials more often if he could indeed collect anything near $10 million per 

special. Furthermore, he added a powerful emotional appeal by noting how he 

would love to eradicate starvation among Third World children and was doing all 

he could with ,he $2.5 million he received. And, whether or not it was deliberate, 

the ABC program would likely contribute to the already alarming death rate--every 

30 seconds a child in the Third World dies of hunger--if contributions to Jimmy 

Swaggart Ministries were reduced. 

Having assessed the degree to which Swaggart's responses were fitting, the 

final chapter will discuss implications and suggested research questions. 
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Chapter 6 

SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS AND SUGGESTED RESEARCH 

This dissertation has examined the charges, the target and the responses in 

the situation of which Jimmy Swaggart was an integral part in 1983. The 

appropriateness of Bitzer's "Rhetorical Situation" as the critical perspective has been 

demonstrated due to the exemplary nature of the situation, the tightness of the 

link between the exigencies and the responses, and its superiority over other 

currently applied critical procedures. Furthermore, a textual an~lysis of the ABC's 

WBRZ documentary, supplemented by inferences derived from Swaggart's 

responses, has revealed six clear and compelling exigencies. Following a careful 

analysis of Swaggart's responses, the degree to which his responses were "fitting" 

has been assessed. 

This chapter will: (1) Discuss what is now known that we did not know 

before; (2) Consider implications from this study for the "Rhetorical Situation" as a 

critical perspective; and (3) Suggest lines of inquiry for future research. 

What is Now Known 

The analysis of the situation concerning Jimmy Swaggart and ABC's WBRZ 

Channel 2 documentary has resulted in the generation of knowledge in three major 

areas. They are: (1) A detailed analysis and understanding of this rhetorical 

situation; (2) An evaluation of the ways in which Swaggart managed the exigencies 

created by the ABC program; and (3) A more clear perception of how to discuss 
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and debate some of the issues surrounding the use of the mass media by religious 

practitioners. 

An Understanding of This Situation 

Through reliance upon the perspective of the "Rhetorical Situation," a 

thorough and accurate account of the "complex of persons, events, objects, and 

relations presenting an actual or potential exigence" has been provided.1 The link 

between the exigencies and the appropriate constraints-a perception shared by 

Swaggart and his audience--has been established. 

This was, in every respect, a genuine rhetorical situation. Arguments 

presented in Chapter 5 note that Swaggart spoke to an audience which was 

capable of freely judging his responses as well as acting upon them to modify the 

exigencies.2 

How Well Swaggart Managed the Exigencies 

This research has demonstrated that Swaggart adopted a suitable "end-in

view" because he sought to clear his name in an open and public manner, i.e., he 

presented information to his audience over the public airwaves and in the 

newspaper for them to evaluate and use as verification of the accuracy of his 

claims. In like manner, he relied upon constraints embedded within his audience 

such as world-evangelism, facts and figures related to the cost of his World 

Ministry Center, and compassion for Third World Children, which empowered his 

1 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 6. 

2 This is one of the responsibilities of the critic who relies upon this 
r,erspective and also one of the benefits of its application. See Robert J. Heppler, 
Rhetorical Situation Theory: An Analysis, Synthesis, and Evaluation," diss. Penn. 

State u., 1985, 99 and 161. 
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rhetoric so that his audience could "test" their perceptions of reality as presented 

by Swaggart against those presented by the Channel 2 special. Thus Swaggart, 

labeled the "King of TV Preachers" by Fonnanek, is more than just the harbinger of 

a religious message which has captured the attention of millions of Americans. 

Swaggart is also a rhetorician who can effectively defend himself and his 

ministries. As skeptic John Corry noted, Swaggart almost mesmerizes his 

audiences, even when his auditors initially begin listening without believing a 

word he says.3 

In addition, this research has provided at least a partial answer regarding 

how Swaggart enabled his auditors to modify the damaging exigencies regarding 

his image. Following the airing of the WBRZ Channel 2 program, Swaggart fought 

back with responses which were built upon compelling constraints and interests 

within his public. His ministry did not plummet from being one of the top TV 

ministries in America due to the charges in the ABC documentary, as occurred 

with the Bakkers in 1987 and with Swaggart in 1988 when the image of each was 

severely damaged due to charges of misconduct. Instead, in 1983 Swaggart's 

ministry continued to grow and prosper.4 

Improved Discussion and Debate of TV Evangelism 

In this examination of Swaggart's rhetorical situation in 1983, focus has 

been upon rules, principles, issues, constraints, values, relations, and images which 

are likely to be dominant features of situations involving any evangelical TV 

personality. This examination of Swaggart's rhetoric, which is representative of 

much of the preaching telecast nationally and internationally, has provided insights 

3 Corry 1129. 

4 See footnote number 4 in Chapter 5. 
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concerning the values of evangelicalism in America. 
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As Heppler has argued, 

"One way by which we can detennine a culture's values, is by carefully observing 

how a culture continually expresses itself, how public expressions of values are 

dramatized."s Therefore, by attending to, chronicling, and assorting responses 

within recurring rhetorical situations, the compelling constraints and expected 

behaviors can be anticipated and discussed. On that account, it is easy to see why 

the rhetorical critic's task, according to this perspective, is to "take a more visible 

and active role in public life by bringing before the wider audience of lay readers, 

the potential public or publics, analyses and recommendations concerning their 

rhetorical activities."6 Thus, this dissertation is intended to function as one treatise 

aimed at benefiting "the common, universally established, needs of humanity" by 

exposing the values which are "tied to facts in their origins and to specific 

consequences in their effects."? Therefore, we now are better able to know "when a 

falsification of exigence or an abnonnal manipulation of the constraints has 

resulted in a situational activity which is typical to the culture and thus spurious 

in its infonnational value about the culture's typical rhetorical activities."B This 

should be especially valuable since there have been and may be other charges of 

corruption and responses by other religious rhetors. 

Implications for the "Rhetorical Situation" Perspective 

This section discusses what has been learned regarding the perspective of 

the "Rhetorical Situation" from its application to the ABC-Swaggart interaction in 

5 Heppler 118. 

6 Heppler 132. 

? Heppler 136 and 219. 

B Heppler 160. 
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1983. The two implications to be considered are: (1) The utility of the perspective 

of the "Rhetorical Situation" to test the appropriateness of discourse; and, (2) 

insights gained regarding criticism of Bitzer's conceptualizations. 

The Utility of the IIRhetorical Situationll 

. Analysis of Swaggart's responses to the charges by the WBRZ documentary 

has provided additional support for Bitzer's conceptualization of rhetoric. 

According to Heppler's reading of Bitzer, true rhetoric only occurs "if an audience 

is in a position to freely judge and act to modify the exigence" when constraints 

are active and lIonly if a valuable change will result."9 In the present analysis it 

has been shown thai: Swaggart's audience was free to judge his efforts which were 

aimed at exigence modification; he built his case upon constraints significant to his 

public; and, a valuable change was possible since the audience could resolve the 

dilemma of how they should regard Jimmy Swaggart and his ministries. 

In addition, the "Rhetorical Situation" has provided a means for getting at 

truths involved in human actions. Bitzer's perspective demands that the critic be 

concerned with the perceived outcomes of the suggested actions, as well as 

exposing responses which have "misfunctioned within clearly structured systems, 

or in which components have been invented rather than discovered."IO In other 

words, good rhetoric "will have for its end the knowledge of good opinions 

needed for necessary social action."l1 It will be based upon facts and reasons 

"which can be verified as being true or not;" be presented openly to those "who 

share the common environment;" demonstrate that the rhetor was conscious of the 

9 Heppler 161. 

10 Heppler 99. 

11 Heppler 136. 



Swaggart 135 

values and knowledge that compel action; and will reflect a sense of self-regulation 

because the discourse "encompasses within it knowledge of the results of its prior 

activities."12 As has been shown, Swaggart's discourses met these standards and 

provided the knowledge needed by his audience so that they could take the 

needed action. Thus, taking the perspective of the "Rhetorical Situation" has 

enabled this critic to evaluate how well Swaggart "enrich[ed] the public's 

information, sustain[ed] its experiential knowledge, and provid[ed] modes of 

debate and discussion needed for intelligent decision and action."13 

Insights Regarding Criticism of Bitzer's Conceptualizations 

The most noted and referenced criticism of Bitzer's "Rhetorical Situation" 

has been Richard Vatz' article, "The Myth of the Rhetorical Situation."14 This 

examination of Swaggart's responses to the charges by ABC's WBRZ helps answer 

four of Vatz' criticisms. They are: (1) Criticism from the perspective of the 

"Rhetorical Situation" reveals more about the critic than about the rhetoric or the 

rhetor; (2) Meaning is created rather than being discovered; (3) Rhetoric is a cause 

not an effect; and (4) Ethical responsibility is removed. 

Revealing More About the Critic Than the Rhetor or the Rhetoric. Instead 

of revealing more about the critic than the rhetor and his or her rhetoric because 

situations do not have any independent nature, this analysis of Swaggart's 

discourses suggests the opposite. By means of an analysis of the situation faced 

by Swaggart in 1983, and his responses, this paper has revealed much about both 

12 Heppler 109. 

13 Bitzer, "Public Knowledge" 80. 

14 Richard Vatz, "The Myth of the Rhetorical Situation," Philosophy and 
Rhetoric 6 (1973): 154-61. 
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Swaggart and his rhetoric. In fact, through a comparison of the perceived 

exigencies by a trained critic who has relied upon socially shared significant 

concerns with those perceived by Swaggart, additional assessment of Swaggart's 

prowess as a rhetor has been possible. 

Meaning is Created Rather Than Discovered. The charge that meaning is 

created rather than discovered, seems to be an overly restricted interpretation of 

"reality." Everyone cuts into history at some point in time, and, of necessity, 

attends to some issues made salient by participation in that culture. For Swaggart, 

there really was an attack. The charges by WBRZ created real exigencies with 

inherent meanings for Swaggart. To illustrate, in July of 1988, Swaggart's daily 

collections were less than one-third of what they had been prior to his fall in 

February of 1988. Neither· Swaggart's rhetoric nor that of anyone else created this 

real and salient issue. It was a "reality" he experienced. In 1983, Swaggart 

anticipated such a demise. His perception of this potential reality was a powerful 

imperfection or exigence. Therefore, it was necessary for Swaggart to discover 

what the ABC program might mean to his public, and to offer a rhetorical 

response to that meaning. 

Rhetoric is a Cause not an Effect. Along similar lines, Vatz' argument that 

the "Rhetorical Situation" erroneously demands that rhetoric be treated as an effect 

rather than a cause, is an overly rigid dualistic perspective. As Bitzer noted, 

"When the orator, invited by situation, enters it and creates and presents discourse, 

then both he and his speech are additional constituents."1S Furthermore, 

Swaggart's situation was antecedent to his rhetoric. Camp's rhetoric created a 

situation--perceived reality. Swaggart's perception of exigencies, which "are 

located in reality and are objective and publicly observable historic facts" 

15 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 8. 
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stimulated Swaggart's rhetoric.16 He did not just imagine there had been charges 

made against him and his ministry, they were real. In like manner, those 

allegations were publicly observable by means of the ABC telecast. Anyone in the 

greater Baton Rouge could have observed this historkal event on May 19, 1983. 

Ethical Responsibility is Removed. Finally, this dissertation rebuts that the 

"Rhetorical Situation" frees the rhetor from ethical responsibility. In other words, 

Vatz argued that choice, and the responsibility for each choice, is removed by the 

notion of a "fitting response" so that rhetoric is dehumanized. Based upon this 

examination of Swaggart's situation, the opposite can be argued. Swaggart's 

replies were not the result of some fatalistic force. As Patten observed, much of 

the misunderstanding of the "Rhetorical Situation" is due to a failure to distinguish 

between "fatalism" and "determinism"-where Bitzer's conceptualizations argue for 

a compulsion to respond but not the specification of "certain fadors as being 

causally irrelevant to the outcome."17 

On the other hand, as Heppler has argued, the "Rhetorical Situation" 

accommodates freedom in three ways. (1) Each rhetor is free in his or her 

perception of the situation. This research confirms this claim. Swaggart did 

perceive the pressing exigencies of the Channel 2 special in a manner quite similar 

to that of an independent observer. However, differences exist. Swaggart also 

perceived the need to respond to the allegation of "Being Anti-Catholic." This 

accusation was never mentioned in the telecast, but as has been argued, it was a 

part of Swaggart's situation in 1983. 

Also, (2) the "Rhetorical Situation" accounts for freedom in the creation of 

responses. Swaggart exercised this freedom by sometimes being the attacker 

16 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 11. 

17 Patten 66. 
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when he was the one attacked. Also, there are obvious differences in Swaggart's 

three responses to the same set of charges as can be seen in Figure 1 in Chapter 3 

(page 65) and as was discussed in Chapter 4. Accordingly, in his video Swaggart 

spent a great deal of time extolling his accomplishments whereas in the newspaper 

reply he focused much more intensely on the "Children's Fund." In addition, as 

can be seen by noting how Swaggart treated the issue of Francis' desk, the 

"Rhetorical Situation" can account for rhetoric where one accusation, the cost of 

Francis' desk, was treated in his newspaper response as if it had been support for 

the argument that Swaggart "deceives his supporters" whereas in his video reply 

he treated the same issue as supporting the argument that he was guilty of "major 

inconsistencies. " 

Finally, (3) the "Rhetorical Situation" allows for a rhetor to be free to 

misconceive the situation. Swaggart, as has been shown, miscalculated the weight 

and significance of the charge of "Being a Manipulator." Therefore, rather than the 

rhetor being de-humanized or lacking in ethical responsibility, this examination of 

Swaggart from the perspective of the "Rhetorical Situation" supports the argument 

that Bitzer's concepts are humanistic. 

Suggested Future Research 

One constraint in writing a dissertation is to restrict oneself to the question 

at ha,nd. However, it is inevitable that careful research stimulates numerous 

additional questions. The following is such a list. They are not rank ordered, but 

provided as possible stimulants for future analyses. 

Immediately, one is captured by the possibility of comparing Swaggart's 

situation in 1983 with the one he now faces in 1988. A comparison of the nature 

of the accusations as well as the responses might provide answers to numerous 

questions surrounding Swaggart's demise in 1988. 
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. Also, Swaggart's discourses in 1983 could be appraised from other 

perspectives. One in particular might be the genre of apologia, especially since 

there is a clear link between the charges and the responses--referred to as kategoria 

and apologia by Halford Ryan, who has established the merits of criticism when 

this configuration is present.IS Another might be an experimental analysis of the 

three main media used by Swaggart following PBS' broadcast of "Give Me That 

Big Time Religion"--newspaper, television and his own magazine, The Evangelist. 

Additional future research might use Swaggart's discourses as the launching 

point for an examination of the genre of apologia. As Bitzer argued, "From day to 

day, year to year, comparable situations occur, prompting comparable responses; 

hence rhetorical forms are born and a special vocabulary, grammar, and style are 

established."19 As Simons stressed in a footnote to his article, "'Genre-alizing' 

About Rhetoric: A Scientific Approach," there is a great need to examine a larger 

number and range of defenses in order to generalize regarding apologia theory.20 

Thus, an analysis of the self-defense rhetoric of every available TV evangelist could 

provide an adequate sample to determine if the current conceptualizations of the 

genre of apologia are equally applicable to the self-defense messages of religious 

rhetors. And, if alterations in apologia theory need to be made, this research 

might conclude what changes should be made. This promises to be an especially 

beneficial endeavor since there appear to be six major attacks on all television 

evangelists. They are: (1) Televangelists are not effective in reaching the un

churched; (2) TV ministers distort the gospel; (3) They are ignorant hicks who are 

IS' See Halford Ross Ryan, "Kategoria and A~oIOgia: On Their Rhetorical 
Criticism as a Speech Set," Ouarterly TournaI of Speec 68 (1982) 254-61. 

19 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 13. 

20 Simons 46. 
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out of touch with current culture and mores; (4) Their motives misguided; (5) They 

are guilty of political terrorism; and (6) They abuse the separation of church and 

state as required by the first amendment. 

The issue of effectiveness can be seen from allegations, even among the 

evangelicals themselves, regarding the ability of the TV evangelists to reach the 

unchurched. In an interview stimulated by his popular book, The Electric Church, 

Ben Armstrong, president of the National Religious Broadcasters Association, 

voiced this concern. He stated, "I fear that religious broadcasters may largely be 

talking to themselves and are not communicating to the modern generation of 

persons who have decided that belief in Jesus Christ is irrelevant."21 

Another apparent exigence, distorting the gospel, stems from allegations 

centered around the goals and methods of the TV evangelists. 

expressed it in this manner: 

James Brieg 

The programs are a distortion of the gospel. There is no cross. In a 
half-hour, they have to convert you (which trivializes what 
conversion means), heal you (which is hokey), promise success 
(people on the shows have overcome alcoholism, are Miss America, 
or play in the NFL), and entertain (so they find ever more expensive 
sets with more fountains and glamour (which detract from the world 
of the suffering).22 

An additional reason that TV ministries provide defenses of their images is that 

they are misportrayed by the media. Fyten quoted from Flake, 

'This is especially the case when it comes to evangelicals because 
there are such social and class differences between those who are 
writing about the subject and those who are worshipping. I found 
quite often that members of the media were contemptuous of 
evangelicals because they didn't like their white socks./23 

21 David Kucharsky, liThe Future of the Electric Church," Christian Herald 107 
(1984): 30. 

22 James Breig, 'TV Religion: The Price is Right," U.S Catholic 46 (1981): 12-13. 

23 David Fyten, liThe Supersavers," Tulanian 55.4 (1984): 21; from Flake, 
Redemptorama. 
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Cal Thomas noted: "Without exception its connotation is always negative. 

Fundamentalism, like McCarthyism, like Orwellian, has taken on a life of its own. 

It is something to be avoided, like unclean service station rest rooms."24 To 

illustrate, Nowlan described evangelicals as a group who expects us to "worship a 

deity who is patently less intelligent than the average human being." He 

continued, "The deitY described by the TV evangelists is grossly ignorant, 

unspeakably silly, despicably vain, insanely paranoid and disgustingly dirty

minded." Nowlan described the evangelical's deity, whom he named Gadh, as 

"not much concerned about war, famine, plague and pestilence. He is not 

concerned at all about the exploitation of one human being by another. What 

worries Gadh, what can positively infuriate him is a naked human body. He is 

obsessed with who sleeps with whom."25 The recent charges of sexual misconduct 

against Bakker, as well as Swaggart, lend support to Nowlan's charge. 

Equally important is the charge which centers around the motives of the TV 

evangelists. Critics see TV evangelists as a threat to the pluralistic American 

culture. The title to Conway and Siegelman's book, Holy Terror, The 

Fundamentalist War on America's Freedoms in Religion, Politics and Our Private 

Lives, suggests the seriousness with which some people treat harbingers of 

religious fundamentalism. Few attacks establish an exigence in a more direct 

manner than does this one. Others believe that they are too entertainment 

oriented or are often "fake healers." Still others deplore the promise of "health and 

wealth" to loyal followers. Some decry the fact that most TV evangelists like 

Jimmy Swaggart play on people's emotions. The most serious indictments are 

aimed at the tawdry methods used and internal corruption. Even though the PTL 

24 Thomas A23. 

25 Alden Nowlan, ''The Gospel According to Gadh," MacLeans Nov. 1982: 17. 



[! 

Swaggart 142 

Organization has been the most recent and visible exemplar, all TV ministries in 

the past few years have been under scrutiny and in need of rhetorical defenses 

(see footnote 2 in Chapter 1). 

A related but independent allegation, is political terrorism. Conway and 

Siegelman claim: "It is a tale of two cultures-one fundamentalist, one secular--and 

of a declared holy war for the soul of America being waged on a society that, for 

the most part still refuses to acknowledge that it is being attacked."26 They explain 

how it was through their discovery of the link-up of different ministries, missions, 

PAC's and nonprofit foundations that they "came to see the movement as a whole 

of interrelated tactics and technology, a full-fledged system of social and political 

terrorism."27 They label the operations of most fundamentalists as CI, ert and stress 

the need for self-defense. They depict TV evangelists as part of 

a system of terrorism by communication, a plan of social and 
political control using, not guns, bombs or other physical 
Implements, but information: symbols, statements, ima~es, myths, 
coded messages, exchanges between individuals m prIvate 
encounters and in expressr public media, marketing and mass
communications campaigns.2 

Also, they portray the fundamentalist right as going beyond personal manipulation 

to lOan outright drive for power: for unprecedented levels of social and political 

control over all Americans and our nation as a whole."29 The personal testimony 

of a former fundamentalist, provides the following: 

They never actually came out and said that democracy was wrong. 
But they said that a pluralistic society was not acceptable to God. 
They said that freedom of religion was only an illusion, and that 
democracy could only work if Christians had the leadership 

26 Conway and Siegelman 198. 

27 Conway and Siegelman 198. 

28 Conway and Siegelman 198. 

29 Conway and Siegelman 229. 
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Finally, since TV evangelists necessarily blend the issues of free expression 

and separation of church and state, future First Amendment defenses are 

inevitable. Televangelists have been charged with having "breached the ethics of 

the nations airwaves" which has "removed the phenomenon of fundamentalism 

from the domain of private belief and thrust it into the public sector" and therefore 

"made their religion urgent public business."31 As Richard Crable has warned, 

unethical or illegal behaviors fuel the age-old notion of "legislating ethical 

behavior" since a "code functions to remove a contention of unethical behavior 

from the realm of vaguely guided accusation and to place it in the category of 

clearly argued claim." However, according to Crable, this means that "initial 

arguments will not be about the quality of the behavior, but, rather, the scope of 

the law. "32 This provides a direct link to sensitive First Amendment issues 

especially when one rhetor is simultaneously a representative of both an 

individual's free speech rights and the voice of a religious organization. 

30 Conway and Siegelman 23. 

31 Conway and Siegelman 33. 

32 Richard E. Crable, "Ethical Codes, Accountability, and Argumentation," 
Quarterly TournaI of Speech 64 (1978): 23,27 and 28. 
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