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PITTSBURGH – Before Jerry Falwell, Jim
and Tammy Faye Bakker, Joel Osteen, Arch-
bishop Fulton Sheen and famous radio
evangelists such as Father Charles Coughlin
and Aimee Semple McPherson, there was
Edwin Van Etten.

It was the Rev. Edwin Van Etten, far from a
household name, who helped popularize the
live radio sermon. It began Jan. 2, 1921, at
Pittsburgh’s Calvary Episcopal Church on
fledgling KDKA radio and continued Sunday

nights for decades. And as it happens, Van
Etten, rector of the East Liberty church, ini-
tially shied away from the idea.

It was exactly two months after KDKA’s
historic first broadcast of the 1920 Harding-
Cox presidential election results that the
station put together the first live remote
broadcast from Calvary.

Broadcast pioneer Harry P. Davis – a vice
president of Westinghouse Electric, which
owned KDKA – was looking to sell “radio
sets,” as they were called back then. In order
to do that, he needed programming of all
types to give people a reason to buy them.

“Davis wants to be successful. He wants
this to be a major commercial enterprise for
Westinghouse,” said Anne Madarasz, chief
historian at the Senator John Heinz History
Center. “And the more quality programming
and the more variety they can offer, the bet-
ter opportunity he has to sell radio sets.”

Plans were made to do all sorts of live, re-
mote broadcasts, but the one from Calvary
proved to be KDKA’s test case, according to
Madarasz.

“Two weeks later, Herbert Hoover does 
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I invite you to take a walk with me through a forest.
Let’s lace up our sturdy walking shoes, slip on some
warm jackets and pull on our hats. I’ll loan you one of
my walking sticks if you don’t have one. Or, pick one up
along the way. We can decide which trail, which direc-
tion and how far to go. I’m fine with choosing a sunny
day, but if you’re okay with it, I don’t mind a saunter in
the rain. Bring a few favorite snacks to share, and I will
too.

As we make our way deeper into the canopy of trees,
you remark that it feels like a cathedral. “Yes, without a
roof,” I quip. There is a calm, a deep quiet, a feeling of
being surrounded by silence. When we reach a seclud-
ed spot where two creeks converge, it seems natural to
sit on a large mossy boulder and open our packs for
lunch. 

While we sit sharing simple snacks, you look up and
down the stream and grow pensive. “This is such a
spiritual place, don’t you think?” I’m gazing down into
the clear, rippling water, listening to the soft music,
captivated by the swirling bubbles in the current.
“What do you mean?,” I reply. “This is so beautiful;
we’re sitting right in the stream of the Lord’s creation.”
Cocking my head to the side, wrinkling my brow, I re-
spond: “Well, Nature sure is busy and creative here,
moving, flowing, constantly changing things in a won-

derful show of beauty-making.” You look puzzled. “But
don’t you sense God’s presence here?” I’m smiling. “I
used to, but honestly now I sense your presence, the
presence of water, trees, countless kindred creatures
around us.” 

You take a handful of trail mix and point up. “Listen
to the wind up in those branches. Even though we can’t
see it, doesn’t that sound like a divine breath nearby?”
I turn an ear upward. “That’s a beautiful sound. Why
call it divine?” I pause, turning to my companion. “Can
you describe your ‘spiritual’ experience here right
now? We’re here together, in this forest, by this stream;
how is that ‘spiritual’ rather than an unmediated de-
light, a satisfying sense of physical and emotional re-
lation to the beauty, the symphony of sound and si-
lence surrounding us?”

Handing me an apple from your bag I can tell you’re
considering your words carefully. “I’m not sure how to
answer that. I just have a feeling there is more here
with us, more than our senses can take in or compre-
hend.” I’m nodding in agreement. “Yes, I think you’re
right, there is more here than we’re aware of, but does
that have to mean we sense something beyond the
reach of our senses – something or someone behind all
this, something super-natural?”

A kingfisher soars by; for a few seconds we stop and
hold our words. Then you speak: “No, it’s more a feel-
ing that everything is infused with spirit, all of this we
see and hear is filled with sacredness, holy energy.”

With a plop, a frog hops from the bank. “I’m not sure
what those words mean. I know what they mean
through the lens of faith. I seek to understand the nat-
ural connections, everything before us here – trees,

stream, birds, fish, sun, shade, you, me – inter-related.
Naturalists alongside physics, biology and psychology
teachers are my trail-guides … my clergy,” I say, with a
wink.

You stare more deeply into the stream. “I’ll have to
think about that.”

On our walk back down the twisting trail on a carpet
of pine needles and oak leaves, I smile at my saunter-
ing partner. “I think we both love Nature out here and
feel more alive in all this. I don’t personally see or feel
anything more than the greatness of this wild beauty
and the goodness of sharing this day with you.” You
smile and nod.

“I know what you’re saying. We have that love of the
world in common. I believe there’s something more;
maybe the words I choose can’t communicate what I
feel.”

Springing over a twisted knot of roots, I say: “That’s
honest. Out here our instincts are at a higher aware-
ness. We become more alert to something much great-
er than we are – Nature itself, as I see it – and our
words, even our beliefs, seem to evaporate in all this.” I
wave around. 

A stick cracks in the thicket near us. We stop our
steps, stand silent and listen intently. A white-tail deer
leaps away through the mountain laurel. We laugh,
then we’re quiet the rest of the way, words leaping off
into the dark, silent reaches of the woods. 

Thank you for walking in wonder with me.
Chris Highland served as a Protestant minister and

interfaith chaplain for many years. His latest books
are “A Freethinker’s Gospel” and “Broken Bridges.”
Learn more at chighland.com.
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