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John Modern
Keys

Life only seemed worth living where the threshold between 
waking and sleeping was worn away in everyone as by the steps 
of multitudinous images f looding back and forth, language 
only seemed itself where, sound and image, image and sound 
interpenetrated with automatic precision and such felicity that 
no chink was left for the penny-in-the-slot called ‘meaning’. 
  - Walter Benjamin, “Surrealism: The Last  
 Snapshot of a European Intelligentsia” (1929)

In 1958 Rex Humbard built a spectacular structure in Cuyahoga 
Falls, a suburb of Akron, Ohio. Humbard named it the Cathe-
dral of Tomorrow. It housed a broadcast television station, a 
domed theater that held 5,400 people and a 32-ton illuminated 
cross hung from the ceiling. It is still ranked among the largest 
interior crosses in the world. 

Over the course of the 1960s Rex Humbard Ministries 
grew into a corporation with many different programs — Sunday 
school, music, retirement apartments, and worship services. By 
the mid 1970s Humbard’s signature program, You are Loved, was 
broadcast weekly and had an audience of over 1.5 million Amer-
icans (or more precisely, 175 stations across the United States 
with an average audience of 9,589 households per station.)1 Such 
impressive ratings were not unrelated to the fact that Humbard 
Ministries was a lean business model that thrived, internally, on 
the presence of algorithms. For example, Humbard monitored 
revenue reports about each station that carried the program. 
Computers were deployed to survey each station in terms of the 
viewer mail and donations it generated for Humbard ministries. 
Stations that failed to reach predetermined revenue standards 
were dropped as outlets.2 

1 Jeffrey K. Hadden, “The Rise and Fall of American Televangelism,” The Annals of the 
American Academy of Political and Social Science 527 (May, 1993): 113-130.
2 J. Harold Ellens, Models of Religious Broadcasting (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1974), 79.

The hour-long You Are Loved was, f irst and foremost, 
a genre. The order, arc, and rhythm remained the same from 
week-to-week as did the scene, the faces, and the set pieces. And 
so did the pre-recorded testimonies and songs and close-ups and 
camera pans and cuts to audience members in attentive rapture. 
The content of the banter between Rex and his wife, for exam-
ple, may have changed from week to week, just as the line up 
of special guests — Johnny Cash, James Cleveland, Katherine 
Kuhlman, and Chuck Woolery — and the topic of the sermon 
did. But the rote repetition of Humbard’s performance suggested 
a lurking systematicity emanating from the altar. In the f igure 
of Rex Humbard one witnesses a man sincerely touched by and 
overf lowing with something like divinity. In the f igure of Rex 
Humbard one witnesses the institutional strategy to saturate the 
entire world with an all but anonymous technical expertise.3 

Around the 20-minute mark each week Humbard would 
take center stage alongside an altar, his hair close-cropped and 
greying, his suit brown banker tweed. He was into the business 
of prosperity. He put one hand on an altar, piled up and over-
f lowing with envelopes and hand-written notes. He would then 
kneel on one knee and extend his right arm upward and toward 
his audience. His head bowed and eyes closed, beads of sweat 
became visible on his brow. 
The camera pans slowly back 
from the altar draped with 
lonely paper missives. The 
screen reveals an audience of 
thousands who are themselves 
focused intently on the man at 
the altar. Humbard then issues 
a prayer: “I want everyone of 
you, beyond these walls lis-
tening by radio or television, 
I want you to pray with us. I 
3 See Your Are Loved (Akron, Ohio: Rex 
Humbard Foundation & Ministry, 2014), 
32 videodisc set available at Shadek Fack-
enthal Library, Franklin & Marshall Col-
lege.
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want every person that is standing here. . . . I want you to pray 
with us, right out loud.” Humbard, here, offered a gentle invita-
tion to those within the Cathedral of Tomorrow, to join him in a 
massive act of  incorporation:

You see those there in their home, beyond the walls of the 
Cathedral of Tomorrow. You know their need. . . . And heal 
each of those who said in an act of faith, “pray for me.” And 
now we call our Prayer Key Family together to prayer over 
the needs of every person who’s written in. . . . And this altar 
represents every persons who has written this week. . . . Lord 
we give our prayers to every person who has written us this 
week. Each one this week who has written we believe that 
their need will be met. . . .4

In order for your prayer to be answered you had to contact Hum-
bard Ministries by either mail or telephone. Your needs were met 
in proportion to your willingness to reveal them to Rex and to 
have them incorporated. For in becoming a member of his “Prayer 
Key Family,” your prayer request would be placed upon the altar. 
Your name would be “entered into a beautiful leather-bound 
Prayer Key Family Membership Book.” As Humbard promised, 
you would then become part of a vast familial network, a system 
of sympathetic energy. “This book is placed every Sunday on the 
Prayer Altar during the televised services, when all members join 
in prayer for each other.”5

Becoming a member of the Prayer Key family was an act of 
conviction — a transparent choice in which you subjected your 
conscience and moral will to Humbard’s gaze and the workings 
of his enterprise. All prayers were collected for free and for a 
small monthly contribution you would receive a You Are Loved 
Pin, The Prayer Key book by Rex Humbard, a 24-Hour Prayer 
Group telephone reminder sticker to stick on your telephone, 

4 The promotional documentary “You Are Loved” provides a basic introduction to 
Humbard’s ministry, particularly its global reach in TV specials in places like Manila, 
Hawaii Australia and more remote parts of Africa and in syndication across Asian 
markets.  [http://www.godtube.com/watch/?v=FBC9C1NU]
5 “The Rex Humbard Prayer Key Family,” The Answer ( June 1974): 9.

and an ornamented Prayer Key locket indicating your member-
ship in the Prayer Key Family.

Or as Humbard wrote, “It is a small pocket piece, two inches 
long, in antique gold finish. . . . This key is ornamented with three 
circles at the top, represent-
ing the Trinity: Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit. Each circle 
is drilled, so you can wear the 
key on a chain or ribbon, or 
affix it to a key chain or ring.”

Humbard  was explicit in 
inviting his audience to imag-
ine such items as gifts to wom-
en, as items to be used and 
cherished by women, and for 
women to give these items 
to other women in creating 
a common media space. The 
circulation of prayer between audience members and Humbard 
involved many frequencies — making prayer requests, submit-
ting them, imagining those very same requests piled onto an 
altar when you are watching Rex put his hand on that very same 
altar, reading — from your living room — the prayer requests 
and testimonials of others and experiencing the anticipation of 
your request or testimonial being chosen to be addressed on air 
or published in Humbard’s monthly publication, The Answer.

As a virtual patriarch, Humbard was composed and well-
coiffed. He was a slightly miscast Hollywood leading man —
square-jawed and humble but with sublimated, sexy goodness. 
(“If you need a prayer. . . call (216) 929-8691”). He was a preacher 
prone to embrace the aesthetics of banking. In personal appear-
ance, he was hypernormal, an epitome of mid-century masculin-
ity.6 In terms of theology, he made explicit promises that faith 
would be rewarded in this life. He evoked confidence in his f ine-
tuned cultivation of a successful business sheen. 

6 See, for example, Rex Humbard, Your Key to God ’s Bank (Akron, OH: Rex Humbard 
Foundation, 1977). I borrow the term hypernormal from Peter Coviello in his project 
on “The Mormon Century,” forthcoming from the University of Chicago Press.

Here is the key and there is the lock.
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Humbard was well aware that signif icantly more women 
than men watched You Are Loved. Indeed, at the dawn of data 
prof iling and consumer lifestyle statistical research, Humbard’s 
pitch was often tailored to women, specif ically “older, female 
Protestants with relatively low socioeconomic status.”7 And the 
gendered dynamic carried through back stage to his robust pub-
lishing house and beyond, as Humbard Ministries turned the 
traumas, ambitions, and fears of working-class women into fod-
der for a machine of benevolent design. Every piece of datum 
gathered lifted burdens and served to save both You Are Loved 
and the souls of its audience from cancellation. “As one of the 
Prayer Key Family,” assures the anonymous ad copy, “you will be 
sending prayer requests in letter form, and you will, in any emer-
gency, call the Prayer Group which originates from the Cathe-
dral of Tomorrow.” But as with missionary endeavors, the voice 
often turns stern. “You will invite others to share their burdens 
with members of the Prayer Key Family, perhaps thus leading 
them to know, accept, and love the Lord.”8

Humbard’s computational capacities were a measure of his 
gendered sincerity as he signed off every broadcast — “so that 
you may truly know that you are loved.” For such love was pre-
mised upon his capacity to store and sort and distribute infor-
mation about his largely female audience. In such storing and 
sorting and redistributing, Humbard created an unprecedented 
network of surveillance. This strategy most sincere was in the 
service of a new kind of God whose algorithmic inference sought 
to modulate identity in the most subtle of ways.9 

˜
To be honest, I am not a fan of this God. I know his presence all 
too well. I grew up about 30 minutes south of the Cathedral of 
7 Judith M. Buddenbaum, “Characteristics and Media-Related Needs of  the Audience 
For Religious TV,” Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly 58 (June 1981): 272.
8 “What Holy Scripture Tells Us About Prayer,” The Answer (November 1973): 9.
9 For an earlier version of  such pastoral systematicity, see my “Evangelical Secular-
ism and the Measure of  Leviathan,” Church History 77:4 (December 2008): 801-76. 
See, also, Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” in Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul 
Rabinow, Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics, 2nd ed. (Chicago: Uni-
versity of  Chicago Press, 1983), 208-26. See, also Michel de Certeau, “Believing and 
Making People Believe,” The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendell (Berkeley: 
University of  California Press, 1988), 177-89.

Tomorrow and was raised by my mother and grandmother and a 
Zenith TV set often tuned into Channel 23 and reruns of You are 
Loved. My grandmother, a f ierce advocate of God’s will, envi-
sioned the Humbards and the Billy Grahams of the world to be 
our last best hope to ready ourselves for the end with the proper 
moral mettle. I preferred Solid Gold and reruns of Gilligan’s Island 
and Hogan’s Heroes. “That’s just trash,” my grandmother would 
say when she walked into the living room. “You don’t want to be 
seen with those people when Jesus comes back.”

I took comfort in such warnings, not simply for the way they 
made the easy act of watching television feel deeply subversive 
but also for how they confirmed that my TV, and what was on it 
at any given time, were, indeed, real. So much so that the fate of 

my world, but also everybody 
else’s, depended upon that TV. 
This made watching TV ex-
hilarating — pleasurable, per-
verse, and full of risk. For as I 
taped the music from the Solid 
Gold weekly countdown, fum-
bling with my portable Pana-
sonic cassette player, transfixed 
by multi-hued bodies taut and 
bejeweled and flowing into one 

another, I necessarily had to consider what would happen if Jesus 
came back and saw me with  those people. 

Humbard’s Prayer Key was seemingly everywhere in my 
childhood home. It was my grandmother’s to be sure, she being 
moved to donate to Humbard’s Ministries whenever depression 
set in. But the key was also a communal object. Humbard’s Prayer 
Key emanating from the screen, on a shelf, in a jar, between the 
pages of a Bible, in my night-stand drawer with other trinkets 
and doo-dads I had collected for the obvious (and sometimes 
illicit) value — a rabbit’s foot died purple, tiny bones found in 
the backyard, shark ’s teeth, perfectly formed buckeyes, a vial of 
‘real ’ gold f lakes f loating in fuzzy water, a torn-out page from 
Playboy, and a pack of matches. 

Solid Gold Dancers
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I must confess. I want that key back with its minutely 
engraved instruction to “Pray For One Another” and its declara-
tion that “Prayer is the Key.” I want it because I want something 
to f it, perfectly, with something else. I want the jagged qualities 
of those memories to smoothly turn, to f ind their order and their 
proper place within my life. And so I scan and scroll and imagine 
a book that can capture and contain the swirl of nostalgic fan-
tasy. Or at the very least, a book of history that might domesti-
cate the past, that can capture how goddamned real those images 
on the Zenith were.

The eBay sheen and the micro screen of the Prayer Key. As 
if the tiny lock on the door to heaven was all that stood between 
you and a room full of teeny transcendent furniture. The living 
room of a house, perhaps, owned, by a member of the Prayer   
Key Family. 

The Prayer Key. A miniature piece of matter that contained 
within it memory and forces incomprehensible. Or at least that 
was a reasonable assumption. A little piece of forged metal suf-
fused with social facticity. How else to explain its resilience? 
How else could it continue to circulate? The same key circulating 
in and through my own childhood home now on my eBay screen. 
Every one of those keys the same and presumably for only one 
lock—a master mold and embrace of mechanical reproduction. 
An ostentatious precision.

Mouse over to zoom/Click to enlarge.

The notion that every lock has its key and every key its lock 
is a comfort that keeps the vertigo at bay. A f iction that enables 
the smooth workings of memory, inquiry and too often, histori-
cization. The feeling that washes over you in the act of interpre-
tation, when you arrive at some sort of ground — that this or that 
lies behind the lock on that door. Just you wait and see.

˜
You Are Loved deployed one of the most powerful IBM mainframe 
computer systems in Ohio. Leased from the First National Bank 
of Akron, Humbard employed punch card operators to encode 
data from each and every piece of mail. The data were “mainly 
requests for prayers, which are sorted out according to a data pro-
cessing code — “Loved One in Service,” “Broken Home” — and 
answered by form letter.” With its COBOL (Common Business 
Oriented Language) platform Humbard’s IBM mainframe assem-
bled a most impressive data bank. The selling point of COBOL 
was that it could “provide a significant degree of machine inde-
pendence in the description of data and the specification of algo-
rithms.”10 Humbard was at the cutting edge, at least in terms of a 
statistical way of seeing. In his capacity to utilize computers as an 
integral component of his religious mission, the anxious interiori-
ties of Humbard’s audience were not merely collected but collated 
and connected with other sources of demographic information 
and parsed for patterns. Although the effects are hard to measure, 
Humbard’s computers were always calibrating, to the best of their 
ability, the target of future appeals.11 

Humbard’s was the algorithmic arts of audience targeting, 
predictive potentials, building and deploying lists of potential 
consumers. Lists of names with dot matrix sheen. The better the 
computer the more malleable these lists could become. The way 
in which the name had a buzzing life behind it that intersected 
with other names, other lives. Each name, among millions, 
became potentially personalized, known outside of itself for this 
10 Clifford Terry, “It’s a Far Cry From the Church in the Wildwood,” TV Guide (Oct. 
2-8, 1971), 39-41. William R. Brown, “COBOL,” in Encyclopedia of Computer Science 
and Technology, eds. Jack Belzer, Albert G. Holzman, Allen Kent. Vol. 5 (1976): 47. 
See, also, the special issue of the Annals of the History of Computing 7:4 (October 1985).
11 Peter G. Horsfield “‘And Now a Word from Our Sponsor’: Religious Programs on 
American Television,” Revue francaise d ’études américaines 12 (October 1981): 268-69.
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data point or that one. The name could then be scattered <<auto-
matically>> throughout the letter. The name would then (ide-
ally) gather more data from the recipient. Prayer requests mined 
for the personality and lifestyle behind them. The name could 
then be scattered, again, <<automatically>>, throughout a new 
letter that was ever more precise in its appeal.12 And so on and 
so forth. Through immense feats of faith-driven computation, 
the burdens, ambitions, and fears of Humbard’s largely female 
audience were collected, inf lected, and fed back to them. 

With the advent of psychographic marketing and its par-
ticularization of demographic aggregates — values, attitudes, 
beliefs — this trend of producing the keys in order to conjure the 
locks, so familiar to any student of this modern world, became 
an algorithmic phenomenon.13

Humbard’s was an erotic charge. It was a spectacle that 
bridged old and new world formations of patriarchal authority 
with its pitch aimed at securing the interiority of a feminine pi-
ety. Humbard was, indeed, a manic media strategist. A ladies’ 
man, to be sure, but one whose vision of conquest could also 
fail in spectacular fashion — the most spectacular being the con-
struction, in the late 1960s, of a 600 foot concrete tower beside 

the Cathedral of Tomorrow park-
ing lot. The Tower was designed to 
function as a transmission tower for 
his own television station and it was 
to house a revolving restaurant at its 
apex. Construction was halted be-
fore completion, however, given lo-
cal complaints, aggressive city in-
spectors, and f inancial mismanage-

ment. Known to local residents as “Rex’s Erection,” it remains a 
hollowed-out obelisk still visible on the Cuyahoga Falls horizon.

12 Ibid.
13 Martin Baier, “Psychographics: New Key to Segmenting Market Lists,” Direct Mar-
keting (February 1971): 35-39. In the “move from demographic to psychographic cat-
egorizations clusters of consumer types were created to better understand the non-es-
sentialist character of demographic based consumption patterns.” John Cheney-Lip-
pold, “A New Algorithmic Identity: Soft Biopolitics and the Modulation of Control,” 
Theory, Culture & Society 28 (2011): 167.

Rex’s Erection. https://goo.gl/images/GPzr7g

Despite such brick-and-mortar failures Humbard was ex-
emplary of how religion, at some point between old and new, 
became proprietized as an interior matter. A success at once 
abstract, visceral and impossible to measure. Humbard’s trick, in 
other words, was to broadcast 
the sexual desires of his audi-
ence back at them and, in the 
process, convince his audience 
that their desires were entire-
ly private matters.14 And this, 
one might say, was an effec-
tive revelation. Those people 
would soon enough become 
my people. For my eyes only. 
A choice that was less than 
rational. Switching back and forth between Humbard’s sermons 
and the lithe bodies and lip-synched lips of Sheena Easton on 
Solid Gold. 

Lock-and-key, lest we forget, is what we put things under. 
Discipline shoots through. Punitive energies haunt the libera-
tory act of unlocking the meaning of this or that. 

Here is a key and there is the lock. 

14 On sex and the regulation of religion as an interior matter—legal, categorical, af-
fective—see Ann Pellegrini and Janet Jakobsen, Love the Sin: Sexual Regulation and 
the Limits of Religious Tolerance (New York: NYU Press, 2003), Joan Wallach Scott, 
“Sexularism: On Secularism and Gender Equality,” in The Fantasy of Feminist History 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), 91-116, Linell E. Cady and Tracy Fessenden, 
eds. Religion, the Secular, and the Politics of Sexual Difference (New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 2013), Mayanthi L. Fernando, “Intimacy Surveilled: Religion, Sex, and 
Secular Cunning,” Signs 39 (2014): 685-708, and Saba Mahmood, Religious Difference 
in a Secular Age: A Minority Report (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015). 

Sheena Easton. Performing “For Your Eyes Only,” on 
Solid Gold (1981)

https://goo.gl/images/GPzr7g

