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to history mean for Cold War evangelical institu-
tions? In a period when such religious cosmologies, 
specifically those informed by dispensationalist 
traditions, came into contact with the prospect of 
imminent nuclear disaster, what was it to build in 
a revival style, for example to return to a colonial 
idiom? Did such a vernacular suggest a different 
horizon of expectation than so-called futuristic or 
modernistic modes in ecclesiastical construction? 
More generally, can a style’s relation to historical 
precedent reveal beliefs about the future? A belief 
in ‘No Future’? For, as the Lutheran scholar of reli-
gion Martin E. Marty writes, ‘whatever else the talk 
about apocalyptic ends in all its forms assumes, this 
stands out: the world as we know it and time as we 
experience and reckon with it ultimately have no 
future.’4 

‘Ephemera, ephemera, all is ephemera’ 
The future was in the air at Oral Roberts University 
– from the central spire of its Prayer Tower, which 
evokes the Space Needle of the 1962 World’s Fair, 
to the cutting-edge communications technologies 
to be available to its Christian students.5 [Fig. 1] 
The Oklahoma campus was notable for this gilded 
expression of modernity: a 1973 article in the New 
York Times Magazine remarked that the school’s 
buildings were ‘right out of ‘2001’, and Robert 
Moses, the New York public official and planner, 
commented upon his visit to Tulsa, ‘the new Oral 
Roberts University, set on a hill … is architecturally 
startling to Ivy League, Gothic, Georgian ancients.’6 
And there it was in plans and renderings: an 

And the third part of trees was burnt up, and all green 

grass was burnt up.

 Revelation 8:7

In a 1984 Yankelovich poll, ‘39 percent of a sample 
population agreed with the statement “When the 
Bible predicts that the earth will be destroyed by 
fire, it’s telling us that a nuclear war is inevitable”.’1 
Indeed, for many in the twentieth-century United 
States, apocalyptic thinking of this kind – which 
marries biblical prophecy with contemporary geopo-
litical circumstances – was pervasive as a method 
for framing the world-historical events that occured 
in their lifetimes.2 As William Martin described in a 
1982 cover story for the Atlantic, ‘a sizable subcul-
ture exists in this country, for whom the past, 
present, and future are interpreted in a manner radi-
cally different from the way they are presented to 
us in secular media and institutions.’3 And while it 
was then, in that historical context, the atomic bomb 
that promised the fulfillment of biblical prophecy and 
allowed for a political and cultural alliance between 
secular and religious visions of the end of human 
history, similar conclusions continue to be drawn to 
meet today’s novel horrors.

It is in relation to such a politically inflected antic-
ipation of Christ’s Second Coming that this essay 
considers the contrasting choices of futuristic and 
neo-vernacular colonial revival idioms – indeed the 
question of what might be called architectural style 
– in the building projects of the popular television 
evangelists Oral Roberts and Pat Robertson. What 
did stylistic choices implicitly coded by references 
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television evangelism; not only Oral Roberts but 
also Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson, and Jimmy 
Swaggart, among others, were adherents of a 
premillenial dispensationalism that ably internal-
ised nuclear war, among other varieties of political 
and environmental disaster, as the realisation of 
biblical prophecy.9 Paul Boyer, who has written 
extensively about this alliance, describes what he 
terms the ‘fundamentalist apocalyptic’: a ‘literalistic 
interpretive hermeneutic in which the key texts 
are viewed not as allegorical representations of 
spiritual realities … but as a guide for God’s plan 
for human history, verbally dictated and inerrant 
in every detail.’10 For example, nuclear weapons 
might be understood to have been foretold in scrip-
ture, particularly in the Book of Revelation, but 
also elsewhere; one common citation, mustered in 
support of the connection, is from 2 Peter: ‘The 
heavens shall pass away with a great noise, and 
the elements shall melt with fervent heat; the earth 
also and the works that are therein shall be burned 
up’ (3:10). 

Roberts’s forward-looking undertakings in Tulsa 
– defined as they were not only by a streamlined 
space-age mode but also by concrete technological 
sophistication – may seem to be at fundamental 
odds with his end-times thinking. But such contra-
diction might also suggest a broader phenomenon, 
an expansion of the possible spatial effects of the 
geopolitical moment. If, in some secular cases, the 
architectural reverberations of Cold War thinking 
manifested themselves as an orientation toward 
survival – think of the bunker or the dispersed 
centre – there was, equally, a contemporary mood 
by which the insubstantial and fleeting became a 
vital and counterintuitive response to the prospect 
of apocalypse. In 1954, John Ely Burchard, then 
a dean at MIT, suggested in Architectural Record 
that ‘historians trying to generalise from our build-
ings may develop elaborate hypotheses to explain 
the metal and glass cages as an expression of 
the feeling of a society with a sense of death, 
“ephemera, ephemera, all is ephemera”, in which 

impressive campus laid out along diagonal sight-
lines; classrooms and administrative buildings with 
thin, exaggerated supports tracing their geometric 
perimeters; and three y-shaped dormitory blocks 
that evoke, among other things, the dogmatic city 
plans of highest modernism. 

But a kind of ambivalence lay beneath the 
university’s leaders ambitions for the new insti-
tution. An article in the July 1964 issue of the 
campus publication the ORU Witness, describing 
the new university’s undertakings, concluded with 
this subtle but revealing promise: 

we intend to keep building until all who are ‘‘supposed 

to meet us” will find room on the campus … where we 

hope to see a new man brought forth to meet the chal-

lenge of this age and every age until Christ Returns. 

We are building the University to stand until the return 

of Christ.7 

We are building the University to stand until the 
return of Christ: this is a pronouncement of intent 
that simultaneously bespeaks endurance and transi-
ence. And, when applied specifically to architectural 
efforts, it suggests a nearly equivocal relation to 
traditional architectural-historical notions of stability, 
durability, and permanence. 

The promise made at ORU, of the university 
standing until Christ’s return, also demonstrates 
a prophetic theme and orientation important to its 
eponymous founder. In 1963, as construction was 
underway on the tremendous project that would be 
his university, Oral Roberts (1918–2009) published 
a slim volume, The Drama of the End-Time, in 
which he asks his reader: ‘What lies just ahead? … 
Nations are perplexed; great leaders are baffled. 
… Marked uncertainty is everywhere. Mistrust 
hampers any real progress at the disarmament 
negotiations. Can anyone doubt that we are living 
in the last days?’8 [Fig. 2]

The passage, which puts ‘disarmament negoti-
ations’ and ‘the last days’ into immediate dialogue, 
points to a set of beliefs common to the world of 
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Fig. 1: Prayer Tower, Oral Roberts University, Tulsa, Oklahoma. Photo: Daniel Thomas. 

Fig. 2: Oral Roberts, The Drama of the End-Time (Tulsa, Oklahoma, 1963). Photo of author’s own copy. 

Fig. 1

Fig. 2
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gentility, of tradition – associated with such places. 
The contemporary reiteration of historical styles at 
the evangelical school might appear, from a certain 
critical perspective, as a kind of kitsch historicism, 
the replication of Thomas Jefferson’s forms amid 
the blossoms of interstate off-ramps incongruous 
at best. But what if the campus at CBN was taken 
at face value, as an architectural effort to be read 
against the expressed beliefs of its founder, beliefs 
to do with the end of history, time, the world? In 
terms of style, and of style’s relation to Cold War–
era eschatology, Robertson’s institutions serve as a 
compelling foil to Oral Roberts University. 

Robertson has, in the years since CBN’s 
founding, varied in his commitment to a particular 
prophetic timeline, but at some point he predicted 
the end of the world by 1982.14 In February of that 
year: ‘the onrush of events toward the end of the 
year may see the world in flames.’ And then in May: 
‘I guarantee you by the fall of 1982 there is going to 
be a judgment on the world.’15 The world in flames, 
including, presumably, the new red brick campus 
of CBN, planned from 1976 and constructed from 
1979, based in part on designs by the Durham, 
North Carolina -based architect, Archie Royal Davis. 
Why build in a mode evocative of an American past 
when ultimate destruction – no future – is nigh? 

At CBN, ‘buildings were… fashioned out of half 
a million handmade bricks laid in Flemish Bond.’16 
The headquarters building was allegedly inspired, 
in part, by Monticello, and the architect Davis 
was described as ‘one of the leading authorities 
in America on colonial architecture.’17 A feature in 
Harper’s magazine claimed that the campus ‘got 
you to thinking not so much about Jesus but about 
Patrick Henry or Thomas Jefferson.’18 Furthermore, 
Pat Robertson’s personal office was decorated with 
eighteenth-century furniture that recalled his own 
Virginia roots and patrician background.19 

The campus was placed at the intersection 
of Indian River Road and Interstate 64. An early 
proposal specified that the 142-acre (roughly 
57 hectares) site would include ‘International 

building for permanence was obviously futile and 
for which there was something symbolic in using 
fragile and transitory materials.’11 Imagine here 
the shimmering frangibility of the curtain walls 
that in the postwar era descended upon midtown 
Manhattan – so many noses thumbed at doom.12 

Burchard’s wording is a play on Ecclesiastes, 
‘Vanity of vanities; all is vanity’ (1:2). The reference 
provides a re-entry into a Christian worldview defined 
by a sense of the impermanence of earthly concern. 
And indeed, rather than testifying to ephemerality 
of a fatalistic or ironic kind – of an empire engaged 
in a confident dance with its own destruction – Oral 
Roberts’s architecture of glass seems a sign of 
allegiance to another timestream, suggestive of a 
logic by which it is not earthly survival, per se, that is 
germane, and by which the ‘end’ is not an absolute. 

History ought to go someplace 
One of Roberts’s most immediate peers, in terms of 
national profile and a parallel involvement in educa-
tion and broadcasting, is Pat Robertson (1930–), 
the minister, one-time candidate for president, 
and founder of both the Christian Broadcasting 
Network (CBN) and its partner in Virginia Beach, 
the Christian Broadcasting Network University 
(since 1990 known as Regent University). CBN’s 
studio headquarters sit at the head of a symmetri-
cally composed drive, the entrance inscribed in a 
sloping hand with Matthew 24:14: ‘The Gospel of 
the Kingdom shall be preached in all the world for 
a witness unto all nations.’ This task of evangelism 
was, from the network’s founding, to be undertaken 
with the aid of production facilities and broadcast 
technologies rivaling those of major networks. And 
yet, the headquarters’ exterior – which founder Pat 
Robertson himself described as ‘lovely Colonial 
architecture’ – is incommunicative of these means, 
staunchly mute about the sophisticated equipment 
that it houses.13 

Instead, Robertson’s red brick and white 
columns evoke prominent secular institutions 
like the University of Virginia and the values – of 
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little realized that balmy day that God, in His infinite 
goodness, would someday establish an interna-
tional Christian ministry 12 miles away where prayer 
would be offered 24 hours a day for the needs of 
people everywhere.’24 The connection between the 
settling of the New World and the world-converting 
aims of the television ministry is made explicit again 
and again. In The Flame, for example, in spring 
1976: 

This unique ministry of preaching the Gospel liter-

ally around the world is a fulfillment of the dream of 

evangelization that God gave the Christian men who 

envisioned and supported the first permanent English 

settlement in the New World, Jamestown, located, like 

CBN, in the Tidewater Region of Virginia.’25 

The exact timing of this work was meaningful: that 
the ground for the headquarters building was to 
be broken in 1976 was seen as ‘a fitting gift from 
North American Christians to God in honor of the 
Bicentennial.’26 Robertson and his supporters not 
only connected CBN to the Jamestown settlers 
but also tied the Bicentennial celebration itself to a 
project of evangelism. 

Robertson’s time-jumping – from the ‘settling’ of 
Virginia to the television-heavy 1970s – has as its 
background a specific relation to a providentially 
inspired telling of history. As Alva J. McClain, then 
president of Grace College and seminary, wrote 
in 1956, history ‘should have some proper goal. It 
ought to go someplace … There ought to be in history 
some worthy consummation of its long and arduous 
course.’27 Secular history, without a transcendent 
eschatological destination, appears, by contrast, 
aimless, without pointed meaning.28 Further, though, 
there is a branch of Christian historiography, specifi-
cally postmillennial, that is attached to a vision of 
America’s distinct role in history. In this sense, the 
references to Patrick Henry and Thomas Jefferson 
are apt. 

In the secular realm, just up the road from the 
Christian Broadcasting Network, lies so-called 

Headquarters’ with ‘studios, offices, a 24-hour 
prayer center, and language translation facilities’, 
‘satellite earth station for sending and receiving tele-
vision signals for the United States and overseas’, 
the ‘CBN Institute, where students … will be trained 
in all aspects of radio and television broadcasting 
to prepare them to communicate the Gospel’, as 
well as a conference center and an ‘international, 
evangelical seminary’.20 The cover of CBN maga-
zine The Flame in which these plans for the campus 
were announced depicts ‘a majestic sunrise’ at ‘the 
landing place of Cape Henry, Virginia, of America’s 
first permanent English settlers, 13 years before 
the Pilgrims.’21 A description within the issue makes 
explicit the intended connection between those 
settlers and the mission of CBN: 

as their first official act in the New World, the colonists 

knelt in prayer around a cross on this beach ... and 

in a service of prayer and thanksgiving dedicated the 

new land to Almighty God. … The light of the Gospel 

that they brought with them ... from the Old World – is 

now being broadcast by The Christian Broadcasting 

Network throughout America. Now God has led CBN 

to build an International Communications Center in 

Virginia Beach to claim, from this place of spiritual 

beginnings, our nation and our world for the glory of 

Jesus Christ.22 

In other words, Robertson understood his work in 
Virginia Beach and at CBN to perpetuate that of the 
colonial forefathers and, moreover, interpreted that 
continuity as proof of providential will. 

On another page in the issue, a painting and 
a photograph are paired to a similar end. On the 
left, Englishmen are painted in prayer around a 
cross: ‘the first colonists’ first formal worship service 
on April 29, 1607.’ On the right is the painting’s 
pendant, a photograph of the dedication ceremony 
for the CBN site. Captions underline further simi-
larities: one says: ‘both [gatherings] were attended 
by about 100 persons ... both dedicated the land 
to the glory of God.’23 ‘The God-fearing colonists 
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the leaders and followers in apocalyptic movements 
and traditions are able to live with more than one 
apparently contradictory set of expectations and 
investments.’35

From the perspective of architectural history, 
it is surely worth considering how the imbuing of 
history with apocalypse-laced meaning intersects 
with the characteristically giddy meaningless-
ness of postmodernism. But what's more: design 
undertaken within the framework of an apocalyptic 
narrative troubles notions of permanence and dura-
bility historically vital to architectural discourse. And 
of course the question of how to build in a context 
of global precarity is not unique to a specific theo-
logical position;  climate scientists warn that  ‘nearly 
500 US churches built in low-lying coastal areas are 
in danger of flooding at least once a year by 2050, 
should seas continue rising amid unchecked climate 
change.’36 Cold War-era, Revelation-inflected con-
struction could reveal something about the style 
and nature of everyday building that continues in 
the face of such profound environmental disaster. 

According to Oral Roberts’s timeline, and to the 
general position of pretribulationists, the church will 
be raptured – in other words, the Rapture will occur 
– before the hardships of the Tribulation. Which is 
to say, the horrors accompanying the end of today’s 
world will come, inevitably, but the saved will be 
exempted from them, spared the suffering to befall 
the unredeemed. This kind of doubled certainty 
resonates with our own moment of environmental 
devastation – those whose capital will directly or 
indirectly usher in its grotesque climax are sure, not 
by theology but by the very fact of their age and 
the irony of generational timing, that they will not be 
here when the inevitable comes to pass. It is a state 
of mystical exemption with an inconceivable toll. 

Colonial Williamsburg, an open-air museum of eight-
eenth-century Virginia life, a project that calls upon 
history, and historical style, in parallel pursuit of a 
Cold War diplomatic vision.29 As John D. Rockefeller 
III said of his family’s philanthrophic support of the 
project, the hope was to use Colonial Williamsburg 
to ‘indoctrinate visitors in the importance of American 
ideals.’30 This is a critical comparison: the deploy-
ment of the colonial revival style at CBN connects 
both to a specific vision of the network’s relation to 
history and place and to a patriotic anticommunism 
that was both of its time and fundamentally under-
written by a perception of the particular role of the 
United States in world history.31 This vision of the 
United States dates back to writings by eighteenth-
century theologian Jonathan Edwards, who figured 
the New World as the founding site of Christ’s 
kingdom, and persisted into the twentieth century, 
when even those who otherwise held premillenialist 
beliefs at times ‘adopted a type of postmillennialism 
which teaches that the United States has a divine 
mission as the last best hope of humanity.’32 It is 
useful to acknowledge the doctrinal mismatch of 
these positions, and yet, its holders were thereby 
able to square prophetic claims about world history 
with a sometimes politically inflected orientation 
toward patriotic exceptionalism.33

Style at the End
In both cases, that of gold glass Oral Roberts 
University and that of red brick CBN, there is an 
apparent contradiction between what is said and 
what is done, between belief and action in the 
world – the end is coming; one builds as if it weren’t. 
Timothy Weber observes in Living in the Shadow of 
the Second Coming that at the Moody Bible Institute, 
for example, ‘while the students were being taught 
that Christ might return at any moment, the Institute’s 
administrators were building for the future in case 
he did not.’34 It is a mode that is so common as to 
be defining. As Martin E. Marty observes, ‘however 
much consistency concerning views of the end critics 
or cynics might demand, it is evident that many of 
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