Jimmy Williams Recalls Debate with Madalyn
Murray O’Hair at SMU
Jimmy Williams, founder of Probe Ministries in Dallas, remembers vividly his encounter with
Madalyn Murray OHair, her husband, and her son John Garth, in the Umphrey Lee Student Center of
Southern Methodist University on March 28, 1966.
The president of the freshman class, Charlie Williams (no relation), was active in the student group
of Campus Crusade for Christ, which Jimmy directed at that time. Hearing of Mrs. OHairs visit to the
campus, Jimmy recalls that Charlie invited her to enter into debate with me.
The debate, Jimmy remembers, was mostly a monologue with Mrs. OHair doing most of the talking.
Her intimidation tactic was to shock listeners, using the f-word and a stream of other profanities,
something we were not accustomed to hearing from a woman in those days. There is no question
that she was a gifted and intelligent woman, but her demeanor was harsh and mean-spirited. I
challenged her on a number of areas, but she quickly brushed them off with more four-letter words
and continued with her agenda of things she apparently thought must be said to the group.
After the debate, refreshments were served, and we chatted with her husband and her son. I asked
Mr. OHair if he shared his wifes beliefs, and he said he did not. Then I turned to John Garth, who
must have been about ten years old, and asked him what he thought about all of this. He seemed to
be a great kid. Looking somewhat confused, embarrassed, and sad, he replied, ‘Well, Im not sure. I
guess Im caught somewhere in the middle.’ When I learned the news earlier this year that
authorities had finally located the dismembered bodies of Mrs. O Hair, John Garth, and a daughterin-law, it grieved me deeply, said Jimmy.
A couple of years ago I read a quote attributed to Mrs. OHair, who said that the one desire of her
heart was to find someone in the world who really loved her. When I read it, I regretted I did not
express to her that day in the student center that I did and Jesus did.
After serving with Campus Crusade at SMU eight years, Jimmy spent four years in California
(1968-1972) overseeing the campus works of Campus Crusade throughout the southwest U.S.
Grappling with issues among students during these turbulent years on the West Coast provided the
main motivation to found a new ministry (Probe Ministries) to address the spiritual needs and
questions of university students. Jimmy moved back to Dallas and founded Probe Ministries in 1973,
serving as its president for twenty-five years. He has personally visited 181 universities to minister
and lecture throughout the U.S., Canada, Mexico, Europe, and Russia.
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