When God Spoke American
10.22439/asca.v57i1.7493

Hilde Lovdal Stephens

University of Oslo
0009-0002-6702-2506

WHEN GOD SPOKE AMERICAN:

Norwegian Pentecostalism and the North American Healing

Revival, 1947-57

Copyright 2025 The Author(s)

080

Creative Commons License
This work is licensed under a

Creative Commons Attribution-

NonCommercial-NoDerivatives
4.0 International License.

47

Abstract: This article tells the story of the Norwegian recep-
tion of the North-American postwar pentecostal healing re-
vival. The 1950 visit by two American faith healers was a major
media event. Although the healing revival was perceived as
“too American” by many, including many pentecostal believers
in Norway, the article shows that Nordic-American pentecostal
groups played a role in launching the movement in the first
place. Moreover, it argues that the American faith healers vis-
iting Norway in 1950 shaped Norwegian public debate and un-
derstanding of religious freedom.
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Henry Lilleborg, a Minnesota-born factory
worker in a small town outside Oslo, played a
small but significant role in facilitating the
growth of a new kind of religious culture." Be-
tween the summer of 1948 and April 1949, Lil-
leborg reportedly translated four thousand let-
ters from Norwegian into English before for-
warding the letters and a cash donation to the
US. The letter writers hoped to reach American
faith healer William Branham, who would in re-
turn pray for them and send over prayer cloths
for them to put on their aching bodies.? For
these petitioners, it was clear that God was bus-
ily working through this American and his peers.
By October 1949, Lilleborg claimed to have
translated more than 10,000 letters. His volun-
teer work had exhausted him so much that he
was looking for another line of work. Were he
not to, he feared it would shorten his own life.
Startled by this confession, the editors of Friend
of the Home, the pentecostal magazine that facil-
itated the letter exchange, urged believers to
pray for Lilleborg in return for his great service
to the faithful.® His workload, however, seems
only to have increased after Branham and an-
other star of the healing revival, William Free-
man, visited Oslo in 1950. To lighten Lilleborg's
workload, Friend of the Home encouraged people
to “[b]e short and clear.”*

The letters and the prayer cloths were what Oral
Roberts, the pentecostal faith healer who would
later outrank his peers, called “points of contact”
between the believer and God.> But as Andrew
Atherstone, Mark Hutchinson, and John G.
Maiden have pointed out, they were also im-
portant in uniting believers across geographic
divides. They were the “stuff’ of charismatic re-
newal,” and connected believers across the At-
lantic, along with testimonies and books pub-
lished by pentecostal institutions.® Such transat-
lantic exchanges of religious ideas and practices
were not new.” But the end of the Second World
War launched a new wave of religious and cul-
tural exchange as American political and cultural
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dominance increased and Europeans embraced,
adapted, or rejected American cultural exports.
The healing revival was a part of these dynamics.
Pentecostalism in Norway had, despite its roots
in the US, developed relatively independently
from American churches, and the postwar era
reignited the relationship across the Atlantic.
The healing revival was perhaps the most hotly
debated topic at its time, not only among pente-
costals, but also in secular settings including
newspapers and Parliamentary debates.
Whether reading the Oslo-based newspaper of
record Aftenposten or regional and small-town
newspapers on the political left and right, Nor-
wegians—secular or not—could not avoid the
phenomenon. And yet the healing revival re-
mains an understudied moment in transatlantic
history that deserves more attention.® The heal-
ing revival raised questions about what consti-
tuted true religion and what was just crass
American sensationalism, questions that have
remained at the heart of the discussion of pen-
tecostal faith practices into the present.

This article is also informed by scholarship on
postwar American evangelical missionary ef-
forts. American pentecostal groups had for dec-
ades, like the broader evangelical movement, in-
vested in foreign missions. The Second World
War only intensified their drive to spread their
faith. Along with fundamentalists and the nas-
cent neo-evangelical movement, postwar faith
healers were eager to make sure that as many
lost souls as possible would be saved until what
they believed was Jesus's imminent return.
Nonetheless, this was not just a matter of Amer-
ican cultural and religious imperialism. Rather,
as recent scholarship on American missionary
efforts has shown, religious actors in different
countries have been active participants in this
exchange.® This article adds to this discussion
with a case study on how North American faith
healers and Norwegian pentecostal believers
dealt with the healing revival. It argues that reli-
gious culture was not one-directional. Rather,
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people on both sides of the Atlantic contributed
to the distribution of new faith practices.

There is no shortage of primary sources for this
project. Pentecostal and other free church
groups have produced an impressive amount of
print material. In the 1940s, there were about a
dozen pentecostal and holiness magazines, en-
compassing a broad range of groups of various
statuses.'® This article examines the flagship
Korsets seier (Victory of the Cross, first named By-
posten, which has run from 1904 to the present),
which was established by the founder of the
Norwegian Pentecostal Movement, the English-
born preacher Thomas Ball Barratt, and remains
a highly influential periodical. This is paired with
Hjemmets venn (Friend of the Home), published by
small-scale preacher Michael Wade, and Pro-
fetrasten (Prophetic Voice), published by the inde-
pendent but highly influential preacher Carl Rein
Seehuus. In addition, | have used the National Li-
brary of Norway's extensive collection of digit-
ized newspapers, which has provided ample ex-
amples of secular coverage of the healing re-
vival.

Transatlantic Responses to the Healing Re-
vival

Freeman and Branham were part of a group of
young, charismatic American preachers who at-
tracted thousands of people to their meetings.
Branham and fellow revivalists such as Oral Rob-
erts, A. A. Allen, and Gordon Lindsay grew out of
the fringes of North American pentecostalism.
These independent preachers joined a network
centering on the magazine Voice of Healing (es-
tablished in 1948). This network overlapped with
the restorationist and apostolic Latter Rain
movement that emerged in North Battleford,
Saskatchewan, Canada. Both groups challenged
the more established networks such as the As-
semblies of God, which had co-founded the Na-
tional Association of Evangelicals (NAE) in 1942
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and joined forces with groups that had openly
disdained the ecstatic worship services in pente-
costal churches. The faith healers rejected the
NAE and its kind. Instead, they wanted to restore
the early days of pentecostalism. As they saw it,
signs and wonders—not staid bureaucracy—
would save the church.

Norwegian pentecostalism was similarly at a
crossroads after its leader Thomas Ball Barratt
passed away in 1940. After the war, questions of
what it meant to be pentecostal and how such a
community should be organized—if at all—rose
to the forefront. Like fellow believers in the US,
they were split between those who wanted to
“evangelicalize” their tradition by developing a
formalized structure and by attaching them-
selves to other churches and those who wanted
to restore the spirit of the early revivals.'? But
the healing revival was not necessarily a good fit
for a Norwegian context. As the historian Nils
Bloch-Hoell notes in one of the first substantial
scholarly treatments of pentecostal theology,
Freeman and Branham represented a practice
that had been an anomaly in pentecostal
churches in Norway. Such public healing events
were an American import, Bloch-Hoell con-
cludes, and they were seen as something alien.

The history of Norwegian and North American
pentecostalism, however, gets more compli-
cated when we consider pentecostal churches in
Norwegian immigrant communities in North
America. Such churches existed in the tension
between Norwegian traditions and the entrepre-
neurial culture of the postwar era. Norwegian-
American immigrant pentecostal churches in
the US were in many cases more or less trans-
plants of churches at home. The Salem Gospel
Tabernacle in Brooklyn, New York, for instance,
had close ties with the Filadelfia Church in Oslo
and “owed virtually nothing to the already flour-
ishing American Pentecostal movements of that
period.”™ These churches were scattered



around ethnic enclaves across the country. Let-
ters printed by Victory of the Cross testify to an
intricate network of largely ethnic churches from
Brooklyn on the East Coast, via smaller and
larger communities in the Midwest and Moun-
tain West, to Seattle on the West Coast. Many
writers noted that arriving in Brooklyn, Chicago,
or Tacoma often felt like coming home. But
many observed that the churches seemed less
Norwegian as second- and third-generation im-
migrants were assimilated into American cul-
ture. Although some still understood Norwegian
and other Nordic languages, it was clear that
Norwegian-American pentecostal believers had
looser ties to their ethnic churches. Many of
them would seek out inspiration from anglo-
phone churches. News traveled fast, and believ-
ers in Norway soon read reports of what they
believed could be a new outpouring of the Spirit.
In January 1948, for instance, a little over a year
after the outbreak of the healing revival and Lat-
ter Rain movement, Victory of the Cross printed
reports about a revival “as in the days of the
apostles” taking place in Calgary, Alberta, follow-
ing Branham's preaching. A member of Oslo’s
Filadelfia Church, the most influential church in
Norwegian pentecostalism, testified in a short
piece to having seen healing of the sick during
meetings that attracted thousands.'

Scandinavian pentecostal networks were central
to the rise of the healing revival."® Many Norwe-
gian and other Scandinavian believers had
found a spiritual home in the Independent As-
semblies of God (IAG), a denomination founded
by Swedish immigrants. Reflecting the congrega-
tionalist structure of the Swedish Pentecostal Al-
liance of Independent Churches, the IAG was
loosely organized, which allowed for religious
experimentation. It was also this group that be-
came central in spreading the healing revival
across the US and Canada, and from there to Eu-
rope and beyond. The Chicago-based IAG
preacher Joseph Mattson-Boze played a key role
in promoting independent preachers in the US
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and abroad. Born in Sweden, Mattson-Boze had
migrated to the US in the 1930s to pastor an IAG
church in Chicago. He remained in touch with
the old country; he was a close friend of Lewi
Pethrus, the leader of the Pentecostal Alliance,
who had visited and pastored in Chicago’s Swe-
dish community. When Mattson-Boze encoun-
tered the new revival, he had been quick to offer
his network to preachers promising healing and
salvation after he had returned to Chicago. His
church hosted meetings for faith healers like
William Freeman and Latter Rain preachers like
James and Phyllis Spiers on several occasions. As
editor of the Herald of Faith, Mattson-Boze
spread the message about the new revival to be-
lievers across the continent. As he saw it, he
could facilitate cooperation between estab-
lished churches and what many of them saw as
a gang of rowdy and sensationalist preachers."’

After the war, Mattson-Boze returned to Scandi-
navia for a visit. While he was in Oslo in 1947, he
shared that he was acutely aware of the compe-
tition from other preachers. In particular, he
warned against the fundamentalist group Youth
for Christ that had visited Oslo one year earlier
with a young and yet largely unknown Billy Gra-
ham on the team. Such groups could lead to su-
perficial religiosity, Mattson-Boze warned, and
not enough of the religious awakening needed
in the country.' Back in the US, Mattson-Boze
introduced Pethrus to Freeman, who again in-
vited the faith healer to Europe."

Swedish and Swedish-American preachers were
instrumental in spreading the revival. But what
did influential Norwegian pentecostal leaders
think? A preacher, pastor, and editor, Rein See-
huus was the son of a second-generation Nor-
wegian-American woman who had returned to
her family’s home country, married, and eventu-
ally joined the ranks of pentecostal believers.
The revivalist spent lengthy periods in the US
and authored long reports back to readers in
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Norway about religious and political develop-
ments in the Prophetic Voice. In 1949, Seehuus
wrote a series of letters from America, in which
readers could follow him on his travels from one
Norwegian-American enclave to another, from
Brooklyn, NY, through the Upper Midwest to Ta-
coma, Washington. One thing that stood out to
him was how he was met with respect as a
preacher. Even his relatives would call him Rev-
erend or Pastor, he noted. Americans held reli-
gious leaders in high regard, he explained, be-
cause of the separation of church and state and
the lack of a priestly class in the country.® But
he was not always happy with what he saw. See-
huus admired the higher material standard of
living in the US. He warned, however, that these
material goods created complacency and hin-
dered the work of the Holy Spirit in the country.
American churches were spiritually dead, he
complained. As he saw it, there were no real dif-
ferences between the churched and the un-
churched.”

The reports changed in the fall of 1949 after See-
huus reached Chicago, where he attended Wil-
bur Oglivie’s and William Freeman's faith healing
meetings. He was awed by what he saw. Free-
man’s preaching was nothing special per se, See-
huus had first concluded. Freeman was not a
particularly charismatic person who came with
new theological insights. But then he saw what
happened when Freeman started praying for
the sick. Freeman commanded evil spirits to
leave the sick body, Seehuus reported, in a way
he had never seen before. Describing the event,
the preacher alluded to the words of Jesus in
Matthew 11. The blind could see. The deaf could
hear. The lame could walk. Not only that, he
wrote, people who looked like they were nearing
death rose to walk out of the meeting com-
pletely healed. Disease was Satan's work, he
now had come to realize, and God wanted all
those who were suffering to be healed. Seehuus
concluded that there was a new outpouring of
the Spirit.*
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Leaders of the Pentecostal Movement also sent
their reports back home. The head of its publish-
ing house J. G. Bratlie wrote a series of letters
from his trip across the US. In September 1949,
a Norwegian audience could read his thoughts
on Oral Roberts's ministry. Bratlie had traveled
to Tacoma, Washington, to experience the heal-
ing revival for himself. He was impressed—eve-
rything was bigger in America, it seemed. The
tent used for the meetings, Bratlie wrote, could
seat 4,500 people. It was packed every night, he
wrote, and more than two hundred people had
been saved at the meetings after listening to
Roberts's powerful sermons and watching him
pray for people to be healed. The Americans
were also professional, he noted. The healing
services were meticulously organized, he ex-
plained. Each night, the revival team would hand
out cards so that those seeking healing could fill
them out to provide information about their
health issues. He could not say all of them were
miraculously healed, but he concluded that
some had been. Bratlie had sat on the stage
close to the preacher and could observe the
events close-up. He had no reason to doubt
them.?® The magazine followed up on Bratlie’s
account with a lengthy report from Roberts's re-
vival in Minneapolis. This had been even larger,
readers would learn. As many as 60,000 people
attended the meetings, with about 5,000 attend-
ing each night. The reporter noted Roberts's
ability to discern the Spirit. Never had he seen
anyone gifted in the same way.** God was on the
move, it seemed, and God moved through these
Americans.

Others were not equally convinced. Pastor and
Victory of the Cross journalist Erling Strem had at-
tended a meeting with Roberts and had been
impressed by his preaching, but he was not so
sure about Roberts's claims. Perhaps his journal-
istic instincts made him hesitant to conclude.
Since he had not observed the reported healing
himself, Strem declined to say much about the
preacher’'s powers. “There were instances that



seemed somewhat curious,” he noted, but he
could not confirm what had happened.” His
skepticism toward new forms of religious prac-
tice was evident in his next letter, where he
brought up the healing revival's sister move-
ment, Latter Rain. He had left the West Coast for
Chicago, where he attended the largely Scandi-
navian Independent Assemblies of God's annual
meeting, that year hosted by Mattson-Boze.
Strem had met Norwegian and Norwegian-
American friends there, and he noted that un-
derstanding the Latter Rain movement had been
at the center of their conversations. Quite a few
had rejected the movement, Stream reported,
and he admitted to being among those critical of
it.’® Earlier that fall, he had attended and
preached at the General Council of the more
evangelical-oriented and organized Assemblies
of God in Seattle.?” During this meeting, the de-
nomination discussed the Latter Rain phenome-
non. Eventually, they concluded that Latter Rain
teachings on spiritual gifts and specially
anointed prophets and apostles were un-
sound.?® Strem seemed to agree. He was more
interested in the ways the nascent postwar
evangelical movement operated. Earlier the
same year, he had visited Moody Bible Institute
of Chicago, a historically fundamentalist school
a few miles south of the Swedish neighborhood
of Andersonville, a center for Scandinavian pen-
tecostalism in the area. Strem had met Einar
Christiansen, from Drammen, Norway, who
headed a department at Moody, and who had
given Strem an overview of their work. Stregm
was impressed. Moody students were given a
thorough biblical education, he wrote, combined
with practical evangelizing tasks to prepare
them to win souls for Christ.?

Such admiration of the Moody Bible Institute re-
flected an identity crisis of sorts among at least
some Norwegian pentecostal believers. The edi-
tor of Victory of the Cross Martin Ski shared his
thoughts on how to fit his faith tradition into the
broader stream of Christianity. It had not been
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possible for Thomas Ball Barratt to fit the early
Pentecostal Movement into a broader evangeli-
cal community, Ski suggested. Rather, Barratt
had had to find his own way. Yet Ski seems to
have found hope in that even though the Pente-
costal Movement represented a separate
stream of faith, all water led to the same ocean.
Ski, it seems, wanted reform and reconnection
with evangelicalism writ large, and not a restora-
tion of the movement that set them apart.*

Stateside pastors were also worried that Free-
man would bring an unhealthy theology to Oslo.
Pastor Arne Dahl of the Salem Brooklyn Taber-
nacle shared his thoughts in Victory of the Cross.
There was a new wind blowing in the US and in
Canada, Dahl wrote. But he was not convinced
that the “American methods"” used during those
meetings—which he did not fully describe be-
cause he had not observed them closely him-
self—would harmonize with the more conform-
ist and conservative tone common in Norwegian
and Norwegian-American pentecostalism. Just
because something was new and exciting, he
noted, it need not be good or godly. “It's not all
gold that glimmers,” Dahl warned.*’

With Freeman's meeting approaching, leaders
were more willing to take one step at a time. Pas-
tor Osvald Orlien, who would later go to medical
school and become a medical missionary in
Congo, was hesitant about concluding too
soon.*? In a piece originally written for Victory of
the Cross, readers of Friend of the Home could
learn about Orlien’s thoughts on the upcoming
visit. Orlien was a little disappointed that Free-
man could only stay for two days. It would have
been better, he wrote, if the faith healer had
spent some time in the country ahead of the
meetings to preach the Gospel and lay a founda-
tion for his healing meetings. But he understood
that Freeman’s schedule was hectic. Orlien, how-
ever, expressed concern that people would pay
too much attention to the faith healer himself.
Freeman, he reminded readers, was merely a
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vessel for God's power in the world. Only Jesus
could perform miracles, he wrote, and if believ-
ers kept their eyes on Jesus, they would not be-
lieve in vain. Orlien noted that some observers,
Americans and Norwegians alike, had ques-
tioned the results of the healing revivals re-
ported in the US. Still, he trusted God to heal the
sick and was willing to give the American healing
preachers a chance.*

The secular press was less willing to do so.
Newspapers on the left and the right, across the
country, reported from Freeman’s campaigns in
Sweden as they prepared for his coming visit to
Oslo. At a time when many Europeans resisted
American power, several observers noted that
the faith healers represented a crass, American
religious culture unfit for a Norwegian context.
Most reports were indirect. But the conservative
newspaper, and Norway's paper of record, Af-
tenposten published accounts from a journalist
who had traveled to Gothenburg, Sweden, to at-
tend Freeman’s meetings in person. Freeman
was a sly salesman who could trick anyone into
buying just about anything, journalist Henning
Sinding-Larsen thought. “If he had stretched [his
arms] over a fridge,” he wrote, “it would be hard
not to buy it.” Freeman’s gestures made the jour-
nalist think of American catalogs where both
consumer goods and personal development
were being advertised. Sinding-Larsen was wor-
ried about the goods being sold in the meetings.
Faith, he noted, should ideally be a private mat-
ter. Freeman’s healing ministry, however, could
threaten public health, and Sinding-Larsen sug-
gested that future meetings should be
stopped.®

Public health was a concern for many. Already
before Freeman made it to Oslo, there were po-
tential problems ahead. Swedish parliamentari-
ans tried unsuccessfully to deny him entry to the
country.® During his stay in Sweden, Norwegian
newspapers reported that the faith healer
claimed to heal people from tuberculosis and
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cancer.®*® Some reported that Freeman and
Mattson-Boze had been interrogated by the po-
lice and that they had been denied entry to Fin-
land.?” Such news caught the attention of the
then-head of Norway's public health services
Karl Evang. He questioned whether faith healers
should be allowed to practice in Norway and ar-
gued that Freeman's healing sessions might go
against the 1935 quackery law about who could
treat patients. The law required that anyone in-
tending to cure someone of bodily ailments
have an appropriate medical degree. The ques-
tion that the border authorities would have to
ask was whether a faith healer was a quack or
whether this person, first and foremost, acted
out their religious faith. Faced with this dilemma,
the border authorities noted that there was little
they could do to stop “a religious sectarian” with
an American passport from entering the coun-
try, even if the religious practices he represented
were alien to Norwegians.*®

The Faith Healers Arrive

Into this fray, William Freeman arrived in Oslo in
late February 1950 with his Swedish-American
mentor and translator Mattson-Boze. Martin Ski
calculated that about 15,000 people attended
the meetings, which lasted three days and were
so crowded that the police had to be called upon
to help manage the masses. It was clear that the
organizers had gone to great lengths to avoid
any accusations of scandalous behavior. They al-
lowed journalists to cover the events—as long as
they did not bring their cameras—and empha-
sized how calm, civil, and organized everyone’s
behavior had been. Freeman was not a loud and
chaotic preacher, Skiwrote, but spoke of healing
and salvation in the name of Jesus to existing
and new believers peacefully and gracefully. Yet
Ski admitted that he had mixed feelings about it
all. Freeman’s methods were so new, he said,
that he had yet to conclude what he thought



about them. He described a preacher who had
urged people to come up to him and shake his
hand as they walked past him. He wanted evi-
dence that it was of God, and asked for people
who had experienced healing to send letters to
the magazine with testimonies of their healing.*

Many spirit-filled Norwegians seem to have be-
lieved that these Americans were gifted with
special powers from God that demanded their
interceding between the person seeking healing
and God himself. In the aftermath of Freeman'’s
meetings in Oslo, one woman testified in Victory
of the Cross to having been fully healed after writ-
ing to Freeman two years prior, and in return
she received a prayer cloth to lay upon her
body.*® A young girl claimed later to have been
partially healed from polio during Freeman’s
meetings. She and her family believed she could
have been fully healed had Freeman had more
time in Oslo. They now hoped the forthcoming
meetings with William Branham would complete
the process.*’ To this family, the physical pres-
ence of a faith healer seemed to be what mat-
tered. Others believed that the power to heal
could be transferred to a material vessel. After
Freeman had left the country, a woman brought
her son to the Filadelfia Church to ask them to
pray for her son, who had a serious sinus infec-
tion. As soon as she entered the church, she
wrote, she had been handed an envelope with
one of Freeman's prayer cloths. It had originally
been intended for someone else, but she felt
lucky to be handed what was now a leftover
cloth. She took it home to her son, she wrote,
and immediately the boy had been healed.** Re-
gardless of what they believed about whether a
faith healer had to be present or whether their
powers could be transferred, these believers
saw God as working in majestic ways through
American faith healers.

The secular press thought otherwise. Newspa-
pers across the country published commen-
taries and reports on the events.** One of the
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most colorful commentaries came from
Dagbladet, an Oslo-based culturally radical
newspaper with a history of combatting Chris-
tian conservatism. “Freeman was nothing but a
mediocre magician,” Norway's foremost magi-
cian and circus director Arne Arnardo declared
on the cover. Arnardo had been present at one
of Freeman’s meetings and concluded that the
techniques the faith healer had used were the
same as those used at his circus. People would
believe just about anything while under his spell,
the magician explained, and Freeman had done
the same when people were convinced about
being healed. The only difference between the
two, he noted, was that while a hypnotist work-
ing for a circus had to pay taxes on their income,
a faith healer could raise money and claim reli-
gious exemption from the tax authorities. The
circus director jokingly suggested that he and
some fellow hypnotists and magicians should
create their own religion and reap the benefits
of laxer tax regulations.*

Although the secular press had been critical,
some believers concluded that the overall cover-
age had been better than expected. A Prophetic
Voice writer noted that the secular newspapers
seemed disappointed in how “little American”
Freeman had been. Instead of the circus that
they might have expected, he noted, the meet-
ings had been calm and well organized. The only
extraordinary thing about the meetings, he
wrote, was that actual healing had taken place.
He had seen it with his own eyes.* Others com-
plained about an anti-American tone in some of
the coverage. In Friend of the Home, Florentinus
Hallzon lamented the unfair treatment of the
faith healers. In particular, he was bothered by
the radical press’ dismissive tone regarding the
fact that Freeman was an American. When did
being American become a negative thing? he
asked. He complained that the press had little
but praise for Black American athletes succeed-
ing in international sports and for authors, ac-
tors, and musicians visiting Europe as cultural
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ambassadors. Eventually he concluded that the
faith healers’ Americanness was not the prob-
lem. The Norwegian media was particularly hos-
tile towards American religion and to anyone
professing faith in a God who meets people in
their everyday lives and cares about their condi-
tions.*

Things were about to get worse for those con-
cerned with ridicule in the press. Shortly after
Freeman and Mattson-Boze had left for Copen-
hagen, newspapers reported that hotel staff in
Gothenburg had found dozens of unopened let-
ters from believers in Freeman’s room. Daily, the
staff noted, letters from hopeful believers had
arrived at the hotel, but the letters often ended
up discarded. The preachers’ host church in
Gothenburg suggested that outsiders had got-
ten hold of the letters to take out any money in
the envelopes, and they had requested that the
police investigate the issue, but the police
deemed that an unlikely explanation.*’ Readers
could easily draw the conclusion that the
preachers had defrauded innocent believers.
The question of whether the American faith
healers were fraudsters trying to make money
on naive Norwegians lingered. Many must have
wondered, were the American preachers simply
entertainers out to make easy money from des-
perate believers?

The question would become even more acute as
a new troupe of healing evangelists arrived. Wil-
liam Branham, accompanied by Voice of Healing
editor Gordon Lindsay, as well as Jack Moore
and Ed Baxter, visited Norway, Finland, and Swe-
den in the spring of 1950. Branham, a friend of
Mattson-Boze, arrived in a country in flux over
how to deal with grand claims of healing. Karl
Evang of the health authorities asked the police
to prevent Branham and his team from holding
healing services when they arrived a few weeks
after Freeman had left the country. With the po-
lice presentin the church, Branham followed the
orders, or at least the letter of them. Branham
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did so, although he had the support of a broad
section of the Norwegian church establishment.
They feared that the ban could affect more con-
ventional practices. Their concerns were not the-
oretical. The Norwegian Parliament discussed
the case as a test of the limits of religious free-
dom in the country. Simply put, the visit from
Branham urged Norwegian parliamentarians to
examine whether praying for the sick was
merely a form of quackery or whether it was a
legitimate part of religious practice.*®

Martin Ski may have had mixed feelings about
the faith healers, but he was clear in his views on
how the government handled the issue. To him,
the case had broader implications for religious
freedom. Norway was a Christian nation and
land of religious freedom, but, he noted, had Je-
sus himself ministered in the country under the
prevailing rules on healing, his ministry would
have been illegal. To the health authorities, he
wrote, “Jesus must have been a quack.” In the
same issue, he republished an editorial from the
Christian newspaper Vart Land. The newspaper
suggested that Evang, a social democrat and
member of the Labor Party, had let his anti-reli-
gious ideology cloud his judgment when faced
with the American faith healers and described
Evang as a serious threat to religious freedom in
the country.>®

Some secular media personalities showed their
support, however. In Aftenposten, Phillip Renne-
berg argued that Branham's experience was rel-
evant for people outside the healing revival as
well. He pointed out that praying for the sick was
a key part of the Church of Norway’s mission to
care for the Norwegian people. Other churches
routinely prayed for divine intervention without
government meddling. The Catholic church, he
noted, deemed praying for the sick a sacrament
and routinely had foreign clergy perform their
religious tasks on Norwegian soil without inter-
ference from Evang and his colleagues. It was a
matter of hypocrisy, Renneberg complained,



that the health authorities would stop an Amer-
ican preacher from doing something others had
done before. Renneberg more than hinted that
the real reason for Evang's hostility toward
American preachers was political. He was critical
of how people in Evang's left-wing circles had
complained about how Americans tried to keep
Communists out of the country. Norwegian au-
thorities had not stopped such agitators from
spreading their message, he wrote, even though
they had declared communist activities treason-
ous. To Rgnneberg, it was absurd and hypocriti-
cal to see American preachers being stopped for
doing something that otherwise would be pro-
tected by the religious freedom clause in the
Constitution.®® Even the prominent bishop
Eivind Berggrav of the Church of Norway, a cen-
tral figure in the postwar international ecumeni-
cal movement, expressed his support for pente-
costals against what he perceived as an attack
on religious freedom. The police had responded
to scandalous reports from Freeman'’s meetings,
he believed. The police simply could not gener-
alize about faith healers on the basis of such re-
ports. Each case had to be treated individually,
he argued.®® As he saw it, proper procedures
were a dire concern to the Christian faith itself.>?

Principled support on constitutional grounds,
however, did not necessarily translate to ac-
ceptance of the healing revival. A low-church Lu-
theran magazine criticized the Pentecostal
Movement for using crass and sensational
methods to market Freeman’s and Branham’s
visits. Such methods, the editor wrote, made
Christians partially to blame for a wave of mock-
ery from secular outlets. In other words, to them
it was not a question of whether God could or
would heal the sick, but how, as well as who was
involved and in what context the healing would
take place. Ski thought the criticism was unwar-
ranted and unfair. It was primarily the secular
press that had created a circus out of the visit,
he argued. Ski sought support in Paul's first let-
ter to the Thessalonians. Faced with criticism, Ski
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pointed to Paul’s advice to not be overly critical
about messages from prophets, “but test them
all; hold on to what is good.” The Pentecostal
Movement had been on solid biblical grounds,
he believed, when allowing Freeman, Branham,
and their troupes to preach and pray in their
churches.®

The Afterlife of the Healing Revival

In the following years, the limits of religious free-
dom remained a thorny issue in Norwegian pol-
itics. Those fearing government intrusion into
religious life rejoiced in 1955, when Parliament
decided not to outlaw faith healing. A writer in
Victory of the Cross interpreted this as a vote of
confidence in religious communities to make
sensible choices, but he remained doubtful of
the claim that God had anointed the American
visitors with special powers to heal. Reports
from the Voice of Healing were exaggerated, he
argued, and he cautioned against healing cam-
paigns in an American fashion.>

As in the US, postwar faith healing practices
were rejected by the pentecostal establish-
ment.>® Some were concerned with the sche-
matic healing practices of Branham, Freeman,
and similar figures. Osvald Orlien, by then a
medical doctor and missionary, lectured about
“Miraculous Healing” at the 1955 World Pente-
costal Conference in Stockholm. He voiced a
clear disapproval of the faith healing movement.
As a believer, he held onto the belief that God
could perform miracles, but he warned against
teachings that connected sickness to a lack of
connection with God. To be sick was not sinful,
listeners heard, and humans should refrain
from making grand claims about God's will. “God
has no fixed way of healing,” he concluded, “we
cannot harness the Almighty.”’

Church polity was also a concern. Martin Ski
worried about the effect emphasis on individual
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prophets and apostolic leaders had on the heal-
ing revival and Latter Rain groups. God’s Word
should guide the churches, he argued, not
prophecies from anointed leaders. It was time to
move away from the spectacular and toward a
more sober Christianity and collaboration with
others. “Pentecostal believers in Norway,” he
had written already in 1949, “are not at a cross-
roads, they are walking the Way together with
others who believe in Jesus.”® In the mid 1950s,
Ski represented Pentecostal believers in negoti-
ations with the government over the legal status
of churches outside the Church of Norway. It
seems to have been important to him to get his
church recognized as a free church in line with
other churches. As he saw it, it was important to
reform the existing structures and work within
the system, rather than revolutionize or chal-
lenge existing churches.>

In 1957, the Pentecostal Movement broke with
the restorationist faith healer Aage Samuelsen,
who had been inspired by Freeman, Branham,
and their troupes. A proud working-class
preacher, Samuelsen was eager to revolt against
the staid religion of “fancy folks.” After the much-
publicized split, Samuelsen went on a preaching
tour in the US. Upon his return, a news reporter
noted his American style; Samuelsen’s clothes
and entire demeanor were those of a slick Amer-
ican preacher. He wore “a nylon shirt and a gar-
ish tie” and he had brought back an electric gui-
tar that he used to reignite the energy from the
meetings he had experienced stateside.®® To
Samuelsen, the US was a model society for reli-
gious freedom. He praised the US for having no
restrictions on freedom of speech and for allow-
ing faith healers to freely reach the masses even
via new media outlets.”’ The boisterous
preacher stayed in touch with his American
peers. In 1961, his magazine Maran Ata an-
nounced a revival in Oslo with eighteen Ameri-
can preachers including Branham, Gordon Lind-
say, and Kenneth Hagin, as well as the South-Af-
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rican preacher David Du Plessis.®? Samuelsen re-
mained steeped in controversy. In 1966, a film
loosely based on Samuelsen, Broder Gabrielsen,
told a story of a charismatic preacher who lured
innocent youths into religious fanaticism by
playing American rock music on his electric gui-
tar. Samuelsen eventually mellowed and en-
joyed some mainstream approval, and by the
time he passed away in 1987, there were plenty
of others who provoked believers and non-be-
lievers with their theology and practice.

On both sides of the Atlantic, pentecostal entre-
preneurs have created a thriving network of
churches and institutions that preach health—
and increasingly—wealth as evidence of faith.
Such preachers have built a church structure
based on charismatic preachers anointed to
lead. In the US, preachers such as Lance Wallnau
and Sean Feucht preach a message rooted in the
theology developed in the postwar years. This
theology has manifested staunch support of
President Donald J. Trump, based on the belief
that he is chosen by God to lead the nation. In
Norway, the late world evangelist Aril Edvard-
sen, Christian TV mogul Jan Hanvold, and tele-
phone healer Svein Magne Pedersen have
drawn inspiration from the postwar healing re-
vival throughout their careers. Independent
pentecostal pastors Age Aleskjeer and Enevald
Flaten built on the health and wealth theology of
Kenneth Hagin when they established their
churches in Oslo and Bergen in the 1980s and
1990s. In recent years, many Norwegian believ-
ers have been inspired by the Bethel Church in
Redding, California, and the Australian Hillsong
movement, both legacies of the postwar healing
and Latter Rain movements. In each iteration of
pentecostal influence from across the Atlantic,
questions of whether believers can harness the
Spirit of God to heal and create prosperity, and
whether God anoints certain people for leader-
ship and ministry, have challenged pentecostal
believers. And more often than not, secular me-
dia and non-pentecostal observers have



deemed those beliefs and practices incompati-
ble with Norwegian culture. They are plainly too
American, many conclude. But a closer look at
the history of the healing revival complicates our
definitions of North American and Scandinavian
cultures. If God spoke American in the postwar
healing revival, it might have been with a Scandi-
navian accent.
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