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Introduction

America is a nation with the soul of a church.
—G. K. Chesterton1 (1874–1936)

THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK

Religion and Media in the Digital Age is a qualitative study of six distinct
ways religion, especially Christianity, has been woven into American popu-
lar and civic culture. Under the broad headings of civil religion, religion and
entertainment, and sacred and profane media, this book explores the meth-
ods by which Christianity both adapts to and is affected by new media forms.
From the Catholic mass order of service featuring ads for local businesses, to
the praise band at a megachurch, to the flag pin-wearing politician praising
God from the pulpit and selling his latest book in the narthex, media saturate
religion, and vice versa.

Christian leaders and communities have long created subcultures for
transmitting their values. Christian phone directories for finding like-minded
service providers have been distributed in many cities. At Washington,
D.C.’s Museum of the Bible and Kentucky’s Creation Museum, the Christian
founders of each institution provide safe spaces to educate the family about
faith, as well as offer alternative religious histories of the world. Catholic
schools have a long educational tradition, and recent trends have seen an
uptick in conservative Protestant private schools, charter schools, and home-
schooling, although homeschooling is gradually becoming more diverse.2

The United States at times seems overrun with Christian influencers,
many of whom have attempted to “Christianize” public secular culture, disre-
garding America’s increasingly pluralistic composition. The role is occasion-
ally handed down to an influencer’s progeny. Franklin Graham, son of prom-
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inent evangelist Billy Graham, and Jerry Falwell Jr., son of Moral Majority
founder Jerry Falwell, to give two examples, are not only carrying on their
fathers’ traditions of mingling politics with religion, but have staked out
cultural positions that in many cases are more rigid and extreme in their
evangelical and conservative fervor. Falwell, president of conservative
Christian Liberty University, which was founded by his father, encouraged
students of legal age to exercise their Second Amendment right to purchase a
handgun to keep on campus to protect themselves. Graham, commenting on
the decision by the Boy Scouts to allow gay members and troop leaders, has
said, “It’s not an organization that’s fit to exist.”3

Religious progressives have historically staked out positions supporting
abolition, labor reform, and civil rights. In each of these political and social
movements, clergy and other religious leaders played major roles. Those on
the Religious Left often find themselves in a posture of protest. As religion
reporter Jack Jenkins wrote, “Recent years have seen their public influence
eclipsed by the rising influence of the Religious Right, however, even as they
continued to fight for immigrants, gun violence prevention, and LGBTQ
rights—often as a crucial component of larger progressive campaigns.”4 Fu-
sion movements of unlikely allies, such as Muslim and Jewish groups as well
as Christian churches, frequently work together against bigotry and violence.

Despite lamentations from the faithful that religious influence, particular-
ly Christian influence, is waning in the United States, religion remains prom-
inent in everyday cultural life. “Religion” in this book will be considered
applicable to many forms of public expression, but will be viewed through a
primarily Christian effect lens. When exploring interactions among Chris-
tianity, spirituality, media, and popular culture, questions arise such as: What
do we mean by religion? What strain of Christianity is under discussion?
What tensions have historically existed between Catholics and Protestants?
What do people mean by spirituality? What is the definition of popular
culture? Why does this matter to Christians, non-Christians, and the non-
religious?

RELIGION IN THE EVERYDAY

Religion permeates American daily life, such as politics, news, and entertain-
ment, and sometimes all three at the same time. There was such a moment in
a December 2015 NBC television special featuring British outdoor adventur-
er and Running Wild reality TV star Bear Grylls. Grylls’s guest for the
episode, set in the Alaskan wilderness, was then-president Barack Obama.
After sharing a meal of found salmon that had been partially chewed by an
animal, hiking through the wilderness (with camera crew and Secret Service
in tow, but out of sight), and pointedly discussing the ravages of climate
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change, the one-hour show was about to come to a close when Grylls asked
President Obama a question:

“Can I pray for you before you go?”

“Absolutely,” the president responded.

Heads bowed, Grylls said a prayer for Obama. “Lord I thank you for the
president’s strength of courage and character. Bless and protect his work and
his family. Forgive us when we fall short, and help us to be strong in you.
Amen.”5

In a personal essay following the episode published in the London Sunday
Times, Grylls, who is open about his Christian faith, wrote, “We discussed
the challenges of juggling being a parent with work, our hopes and fears, and
at one point we even prayed together. That moment was special.”6

“The prayer that Bear prayed was a very simple, gentle prayer, which
probably did only last 10 seconds,” observed John McKenna of the National
Service Committee for the Charismatic Renewal in England. “But to see one
man lay his hand on another’s shoulder (never mind the fact that this man is
president of the United States), is something that you never see on main-
stream TV in a primetime slot.”7

Earlier that year, Grylls told the British website Christian Today,

I really, desperately have learnt in my life that I need my faith, and I’m just not
strong enough on my own. I try to start every day by kneeling down and
saying, “Lord Jesus, I ain’t got it all right, and I’m nervous about today. I will
give it my all, but will you help me?” It’s never more complicated than that. I
probably don’t go to church enough, but my faith is a quiet, strong backbone in
my life, and the glue to our family.8

Bear Grylls’s public prayer moment with Barack Obama, also a professed
Christian, was all the more noteworthy in light of detractors who criticized
the president for his ties to controversial United Church of Christ minister the
Reverend Jeremiah Wright, and/or spread rumors that Obama is a “secret
Muslim.”9

Other presidents have been forced to deal publicly with criticism on relig-
ious grounds. Senator John F. Kennedy faced religious battles as the Demo-
cratic candidate a half century earlier, primarily from Protestant ministers,
going on to become the first president who was a practicing Catholic. Kenne-
dy cited press descriptions of his candidacy in defending himself from
spurious charges. “For contrary to common newspaper usage, I am not the
Catholic candidate for president. I am the Democratic Party’s candidate for
president, who happens also to be a Catholic. I do not speak for my church on
public matters, and the church does not speak for me.”10
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The accusation that Kennedy would follow papal dictates over the U.S.
Constitution was merely another chapter in a long line of tensions between
Protestant and Catholic Christians. As American Studies scholar Thomas J.
Carty wrote in his book A Catholic in the White House? Religion, Politics,
and John F. Kennedy’s Presidential Campaign,

Although Catholic Americans assimilated easily during the new nation’s first
forty years, some native-born Protestants created anti-Catholic conspiracy the-
ories and organizations from the 1830s through the 1850s. In response to an
influx of Catholic immigrants in the nineteenth century, the Native American
Party and the American Protective Association alleged clerical conspiracies to
seduce and violate women and undermine American liberty. Portraying Ca-
tholicism as a menacing, alien threat to U.S. ideals, these groups sought to ban
Catholics from political office. The Ku Klux Klan revived this message in the
1920s, and evangelicals within various Protestant denominations, such as the
Southern Baptists, echoed these arguments. Al Smith’s appeal to religious and
racial minorities, however, revealed the potential for unity among non-
Protestant, nonwhite Americans.11

In President Kennedy’s inaugural address, delivered January 20, 1961, he
said, “We observe today not a victory of party but a celebration of freedom—
symbolizing an end as well as a beginning—signifying renewal as well as
change. For I have sworn before you and Almighty God the same solemn
oath our forbears prescribed nearly a century and three-quarters ago.”12 Re-
flecting on Kennedy’s inaugural in a now familiar essay some six years later,
sociologist Robert N. Bellah pondered Kennedy’s reference to “Almighty
God”:

Considering the separation of church and state, how is a president justified in
using the word “God” at all? The answer is that the separation of church and
state has not denied the political realm a religious dimension. Although mat-
ters of personal religious belief, worship, and association are considered to be
strictly private affairs, there are, at the same time, certain common elements of
religious orientation that the great majority of Americans share. These have
played a crucial role in the development of American institutions and still
provide a religious dimension for the whole fabric of American life, including
the political sphere. This public religious dimension is expressed in a set of
beliefs, symbols, and rituals that I am calling American civil religion [empha-
sis added]. The inauguration of a president is an important ceremonial event in
this religion. It reaffirms, among other things, the religious legitimation of the
highest political authority.13

Bellah notes that “certain common elements of religious orientation” are
shared by “the great majority of Americans.” This common civil religion, as
he called it, is not a religion confined by Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Bud-
dhism, or other specific tradition or denomination. “This religion—there
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seems no other word for it—while not antithetical to and indeed sharing
much in common with Christianity,” Bellah concludes, “was neither sectar-
ian nor in any specific sense Christian. At a time when the society was
overwhelmingly Christian, it seems unlikely that this lack of Christian refer-
ence was meant to spare the feelings of the tiny non-Christian minority.
Rather, the civil religion expressed what those who set the precedents felt
was appropriate under the circumstances.”14

Writing in the mid-1960s, sociologist Peter L. Berger observed, “Since
the socially significant ‘relevance’ of religion is primarily in the private
sphere, consumer preference reflects the ‘needs’ of this sphere. This means
that religion can more easily be marketed if it can be shown to be ‘relevant’
to private life than if it is advertised as entailing specific applications to the
large public institutions.”15

In his book, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of
Religion (1969), Berger examined the historical meaning of secularization in
society, leading up to a contemporary definition: “By secularization we mean
the process by which sectors of society and culture are removed from the
domination of religious institutions and symbols.” In the West, Berger wrote,
secularization manifested itself by the removal of education from ecclesiasti-
cal authority, and the separation of church and state in public life. As religion
is further removed from science, the arts, and other cultural areas, “there is a
secularization of consciousness,” and “an increasing number of individuals
who look upon the world and their own lives without the benefit of religious
interpretations.”16

A half century later in their study, “Is the United States a Counterexample
to the Secularization Thesis?,” sociologists David Voas and Mark Chaves
concluded that America is no longer a counterexample to the Western secu-
larization evidenced across Europe and Canada. Voas and Chaves define the
secularization thesis as “the idea that modernization tends to undermine
religious belief and activity.” Citing trends rather than current levels of reli-
giosity, the researchers “argue that the United States should not be consid-
ered a counterexample for two straightforward empirical reasons. First,
American religiosity has in fact been declining for decades, and second, that
decline has been produced by the same generational patterns that lie behind
religious decline elsewhere in the West: each successive cohort is less relig-
ious than the preceding one.”17

Research has shown that American Millennials, for example, are less
religious than their elders. The Pew Research Center’s Religious Landscape
Study defines Millennials as those born between 1981 and 1996. According
to Pew, “Just 27 percent of Millennials say they attend religious services on a
weekly basis, a substantially lower share than Baby Boomers (38 percent)
and members of the Silent and Greatest generations (51 percent each). Simi-
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larly, a smaller share of Millennials say they pray every day compared with
those in older generations.”18

In addition to less religiosity, some research indicates that atheists in the
United States may be undercounted. Psychologists Will M. Gervais and
Maxine B. Najle write that telephone surveys conducted by established pol-
ling organizations such as Pew Research and Gallup place the number of
atheists in the United States between 3 percent and 11 percent of the popula-
tion. “In contrast,” Gervais notes, “our most credible indirect estimate is 26
percent (albeit with considerable estimate and method uncertainty).”19

Despite increasing secularization and a growing diversity of religions due
in part to immigration, American society is still—for now—“overwhelming-
ly Christian” as Bellah put it.20 Much of this Christian cultural influence
comes from governmental trends. Presidents still swear oaths on Bibles. The
U.S. Congress skews heavily Christian and male, and thus is not reflective of
national demographics. Ninety-one percent of all members of Congress iden-
tified as Christian in 2017.21 By contrast, 71 percent of Americans identified
as Christian, which is still more than two-thirds of the total population. 22

RELIGION AND MEDIA

In the United States, even non-religious people come at religious understand-
ing through Christianity. Scholar Lynn Schofield Clark has written of the
“Protestantization” of the nation. Citing “the paradox of cultural victory and
organizational decline” described by sociologist Jay Demerath III, she writes,
“Most of us are familiar with the statistics regarding the atrophy of member-
ship in the liberal Protestant church, but, as Demerath points out, we must not
overlook the fact that a set of culturally dominant values—a set that includes
individualism, freedom, pluralism, tolerance, democracy, and intellectual in-
quiry—has its roots in the Protestant Reformation and its challenges to the
authority of religious institutions.”23

This Christian effect is magnified and perpetuated by digital media use
and political realities. With ubiquitous mobile device ownership and an ever-
expanding universe of social sharing applications, religious messages can
spread as quickly as any other kind of message, and are often more politically
controversial and divisive. Bible and Quran apps; denominational websites;
pastors, rabbis, and imams on Twitter; and numerous other means of sharing
can move religious information around the globe faster than previous genera-
tions could ever imagine.

Religions of many stripes use media to spread their gospels, but mainline
and evangelical Christians have a tradition of being early adopters of new
technologies, from steam printing presses, newspapers, magazines, books,
films, and broadcasting, to the internet and mobile media. As communication
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scholar Quentin J. Schultze has written, “In the 1830s the penny press of-
fered readers an additional source of fairly inexpensive news and human-
interest stories in some large American cities. During the same era religious
groups created many alternative media. By 1850 there were 181 religious
periodicals in the United States, at least half of which were newspapers.”24

As early as the 1920s, “Christian organizations began using radio to preach
the Gospel to the nation.”25

Televangelists, who populated the airwaves from the earliest days of
broadcast television through the twentieth century, are still found in large
numbers on cable and satellite, as well as on podcasts and live streaming
services. CBN’s The 700 Club, a religious news and talk show hosted by
controversial televangelist pioneer Pat Robertson, has been on the air since
1966 and on cable since 1977.26

Mediatization theory lays out an argument for considering religion and
media as inextricably linked in the digital age. In his seminal study, “The
Mediatization of Society: A Theory of Media as Agents of Social and Cultu-
ral Change,” Stig Hjarvard wrote, “Contemporary society is permeated by
the media, to an extent that the media may no longer be conceived of as
being separate from cultural and other social institutions.”27 Building on
research by others on mediatization’s impact on politics and other cultural
processes, Hjarvard arrives at a clarifying definition:

By the mediatization of society, we understand the process whereby society to
an increasing degree is submitted to, or becomes dependent on, the media and
their logic. This process is characterized by a duality in that the media have
become integrated into the operations of other social institutions, while they
also have acquired the status of social institutions in their own right. As a
consequence, social interaction—within the respective institutions, between
institutions, and in society at large—take place via the media.28

Just as Hjarvard asserts that social interactions take place via media, mediat-
ization of religion has made “religion and media” a redundant phrase in the
twenty-first century. This is especially true for Christianity.

DEFINING RELIGION

In his book Spirits Rejoice! Jazz and American Religion, religion scholar and
jazz guitarist Jason C. Bivins writes that, “Religion is not always where we
think to look; it moves between and beyond those spaces.”29 While religion
may appear in unexpected places, defining it can be an elusive task. As
religion and communication scholar Jeffrey Mahan writes,

Religion at first seems simple to describe and then quickly becomes complicat-
ed. There are many competing definitions to be found in the discussion of
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religion. People often begin with the assumptions of their own religion or
those of the dominant religion in their society and then expand their definitions
as they become aware of expressions of “religion” that do not quite fit their
definition.

Many people see religion as a matter of belief, focusing on one or more
central deities, such as the God of Judaism, Islam, or Christianity, or the gods
in Hinduism or Greek mythology . . .

Another approach in defining religion is to describe it in the terms of
practice and ask what adherents of religion do with their bodies. You can see
that they go to particular places that they regard as sacred, they carry out
rituals at particular times, and they observe rules about how they should and
should not behave.30

In 1961, sociologist Gerhard Lenski offered what he labeled as “a moderately
inclusive definition of religion.” Religion, he wrote, could “be defined as a
system of beliefs about the nature of the force(s) ultimately shaping man’s
destiny, and the practices associated therewith, shared by the members of a
group”31 (italics in original).

Anthropologist Clifford Geertz, writing a dozen years after Lenski, of-
fered a two part definition: “(1) a religion is a system of symbols which acts
to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations
in men [people]. . . .”32 In his book Between Heaven and Earth, religious
studies scholar Robert A. Orsi writes, “Religion is the practice of making the
invisible visible, of concretizing the order of the universe, the nature of
human life and its destiny, and the various dimensions and possibilities of
human interiority itself . . .”33 Mahan observes that “Geertz thinks of religion
as a ‘system of symbols’ that establish particular ways to act in society, while
Orsi thinks of religion as a ‘practice’ related to the interior life and how we
understand the meaning of the universe.”34

In Religion in the News: Faith and Journalism in American Public Dis-
course (1998), Stewart Hoover writes, “Scholars of religion have long held
that there are two major ways of defining and understanding it.” One focuses
on the essential or substantive, and centers on meaning and practice. The
other is functionalist and “focuses on the purposes, meanings, and practices
that surround those areas of culture we think of as religious.”35 Hoover
maintains that this distinction is an “overgeneralization” debated within re-
ligious studies, but the functionalist approach to “contemporary religious
evolution” is the one that is useful to journalists who often write about
practice, symbolism, and ritual.36

Widespread use of digital media, including various social networks, has
changed the way religious people consume religion, interact with culture, and
practice their faith. “To understand the digital culture that is emerging, stu-
dents of religion, media, and culture look for places where new media, with
their capacities for sampling and hybridity, become part of religious practice
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and ask what religion looks like in these new media spaces,” according to
Mahan.37 “Religion is constructed and performed, often with elements sam-
pled from different traditions, even when . . . those traditions reflect religious
worldviews that seem to be at odds with one another.”38 Constructivism
theory shifts the realm of reality from realism to relativism. Constructivists
reject “standards by which truth can be universally known,” forming their
own truth from assorted religions.39

Religious syncretism is the blending of multiple belief systems, as when
one adopts the consumerist posture of selecting tenets of various religions
that he or she finds appealing. The Pew Research Center’s Religion & Public
Life survey noted in 2009 that,

Three-in-ten Protestants say they attend multiple types of religious services,
including those who attend services at Protestant denominations different than
their own; 18 percent of Protestants indicate that they attend non-Protestant
services . . .

Roughly one-in-five Catholics say they attend services of at least one faith
other than Catholicism, with most of these (18 percent of Catholics overall and
16 percent of white Catholics) saying they attend Protestant services. About
one-in-twenty Catholics report attending services at Jewish synagogues (5
percent) and 1 percent say they attend Muslim mosques.40

How Americans practice a single faith can also reflect this selective ap-
proach. According to Pew, “Roughly half or more of U.S. Catholics say that
using contraceptives, living with a romantic partner outside of marriage and
remarrying after a divorce without an annulment are not sins. And about
four-in-ten (39 percent) say homosexual behavior is not a sin.”41 Religion is
constructed and adapted by many to fit a particular and preferred lifestyle.
Some beliefs are accepted, others ignored. Colloquially, this may be referred
to as “cafeteria Christianity.” Cafeteria Christians choose a bit of this, and a
bit of that, constructing the religion they wish to practice. While other relig-
ions may have adherents who do this, such as Reform Jews, Christians vary
widely in diversity of practice and belief.

Coinciding with the rise of digital media is the rise of “nones,” people
who do not identify with any faith tradition or denomination. This group
consists of atheists, agnostics, and believers who simply do not follow or
practice a particular faith. A 2015 Pew demographic survey noted that “the
number of religiously unaffiliated adults has increased by roughly 19 million
since 2007. There are now approximately 56 million religiously unaffiliated
adults in the U.S., and this group—sometimes called religious ‘nones’—is
more numerous than either Catholics or mainline Protestants. . . . Indeed, the
unaffiliated are now second in size only to evangelical Protestants among
major religious groups in the U.S.”42
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Although the number of Christians in the United States is declining, par-
ticularly among mainline denominations, roughly 7 in 10 Americans still
identify with some branch of Christianity.43 Many Americans consider the
United States to be a “Christian country,” but as indicated above, the number
is shrinking. In a survey by the Public Religion Research Institute (PRRI)
conducted in partnership with the Brookings Institution, and released a few
months prior to the outcome of the 2016 presidential election, 59 percent of
white evangelical Protestants said the United States is no longer a Christian
country. That number jumped 11 points from just 48 percent in 2012. A
Religion News Service (RNS) story on the survey noted that, “While a strong
majority of white evangelical Protestants agree that the U.S. has lost its
Christian identity, Americans overall are split on the question—41 percent
say it was Christian and remains so, and 42 percent say it was in the past but
is no longer. Relatively few (15 percent) say America never has been a
Christian nation.”44

Republican Senator John McCain of Arizona, Barack Obama’s challenger
in the 2008 presidential race, told an interviewer during that campaign, “I
would probably have to say yes, that the Constitution established the United
States of America as a Christian nation.”45 In an op-ed published the follow-
ing week, historian Jon Meacham wrote, “The founders were not anti-
religion. Many of them were faithful in their personal lives, and in their
public language they evoked God. They grounded the founding principle of
the nation—that all men are created equal—in the divine. But they wanted
faith to be one thread in the country’s tapestry, not the whole tapestry.”46

Robert P. Jones, founding chief executive officer of PRRI, noted that
“seven in 10 white evangelical Protestants say the country has changed for
the worse since the 1950s.”47 That 70 percent figure concerning white evan-
gelical views parallels Pew’s findings about overall Christian identification.
In his book, The End of White Christian America (2016), Jones opens with
“An Obituary for White Christian America”:

After a long life spanning nearly two hundred and forty years, White Christian
America—a prominent cultural force in the nation’s history—has died. WCA
first began to exhibit troubling symptoms in the 1960s when white mainline
Protestant denominations began to shrink, but showed no signs of rallying with
the rise of the Christian Right in the 1980s.48

The mock obit lists White Christian America’s accomplishments, including
hospitals, the Boy Scouts, and the YMCA, and noted that, “Virtually every
American president has drawn from WCA’s well, particularly during mo-
ments of strife.”49 The obit ends with a list of survivors:

WCA is survived by two principal branches of descendants: a mainline Protes-
tant family residing primarily in the Northeast and upper Midwest and an
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evangelical Protestant family living mostly in the South. Plans for a public
memorial service have not been announced.50

DEFINING EVANGELICALS

Like religion, defining who is an “evangelical” is tricky. The word has be-
come as much of a political label as a spiritual one. As British scholar David
W. Bebbington and other religious historians have written, an evangelical is
not associated with a particular Christian religion, but commonly refers to
someone who is “of the gospel.”51 Someone who evangelizes is spreading
the gospel of Christ. With roots in the Protestant Reformation, Bebbington
writes, the evangelical movement has existed in Britain since at least 1730.

There are the four qualities that have been the special marks of Evangeli-
cal religion:

conversionism, the belief that lives need to be changed; activism, the expres-
sion of the gospel in effort; biblicism, a particular regard for the Bible; and
what may be called crucicentrism, a stress on the sacrifice of Christ on the
cross. Together they form a quadrilateral of priorities that is the basis of
Evangelicalism.52

Historian Thomas A. Kidd summarized Bebbington’s evangelical quadrilat-
eral, as it is known, this way:

1. Conversion, or the need to be born again.
2. Biblicism, or the need to base one’s faith fundamentally on the Bible.
3. The theological priority of the cross, where Jesus died and won for-

giveness for sinners.
4. Activism, or acting on the mandates of one’s faith, through supporting

your church, sharing the gospel, and engaging in charitable endeav-
ors.53

“When proposed thirty years ago, Bebbington’s definition was a valuable
steppingstone,” wrote Timothy Gloege, a historian of evangelicalism.

It pushed historians to ask new questions and research new groups. But the
findings of that research also revealed the definition’s flaws. Its characteristics
simply do not translate into identifiable patterns of belief and practice. . . . It’s
not a definition, but a prospectus for a theological agenda.

Consider the definition at work. To be evangelical, we are told, is to believe in
“conversion.” But is conversion a uniquely evangelical idea? It’s not even
uniquely Christian; Muslims convert too.54
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Gloege said he finds “it troubling that a group of media-savvy evangelicals is
poised to dictate the terms of our national conversation. Insiders, not schol-
ars, now determine who ‘counts’ as an evangelical. . . . Respectable evangeli-
cals have been defining away their embarrassing spiritual kin for a century, at
least. . . . Whether televangelist scandals, or hurricanes-are-God’s-judgment-
jeremiads, or homophobic protests at military funerals: it’s not us.”55

In 2005, TIME magazine named American scholar Mark A. Noll one of
the top 25 most influential evangelicals.56 Noll is the author of The Scandal
of the Evangelical Mind, a landmark book whose first sentence reads: “The
scandal of the evangelical mind is that there is not much of an evangelical
mind.”57 He decries the anti-intellectualism streak among many evangelicals,
and maintains that believing in the Bible and thinking on a higher plane are
not incompatible. “The things that David Bebbington identified, that others
have used and I’ve used—cross, Bible, conversion, activity in the world—
these all characterize broadly speaking ‘evangelical’ people,” Noll told an
interviewer for the Wheaton College newspaper upon his retirement from
teaching in 2016.58

“I don’t actually think ‘evangelicalism’ exists,” Noll said. “There are
evangelical institutions, evangelical movements, evangelical people, evan-
gelical emphases. But you say, what’s the institutional or organizational
continuity? And there just isn’t any. So does the word mean anything? If
when people hear ‘evangelical’ they think of something political first, then
the serious meaning of the word is gone.”59

In the 2016 presidential election, older white evangelical Protestants
voted overwhelmingly for Republican Donald Trump over Democrat Hillary
Clinton. Evangelicals who are younger, African American, Hispanic
American, or Asian American heavily favored Clinton over Trump. “This
group of Christians shares the same core beliefs, but they don’t vote the same
way,” according to Scott McConnell of LifeWay Research. “There are signif-
icant cultural and political divides among evangelicals that will remain long
after the election is over.”60

“I think what’s called ‘evangelical support for Trump’ had to do with the
pro-life position of the Republican party, it had to do with a lot of antagonism
against some of the cultural steps taken by the Obama administration,” Noll
said. “It certainly had to do with the memory of Bill Clinton’s immorality in
the White House, and a lot of white evangelicals were concerned about
economics. . . . I do think we have increasing numbers of Christian academ-
ics who would have a much more sophisticated approach to political life
than, ‘I’m angry at Hillary so I’m voting for Trump.’ But I’m worried about
the Christian populace at large listening all the time to their media go-to and
never being concerned about folks who are trying to see things more broad-
ly.”61
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In her major work The Evangelicals: The Struggle to Shape America
(2017), historian Frances FitzGerald lays out a history of the fundamentalist
movement, including its activism in the twentieth century. “During the 1950s
fundamentalists divided into two camps, corresponding to the two conflicting
impulses present in fundamentalism since its inception: one to guard doctri-
nal purity without compromise; the other to reclaim America and to gain the
world for Christ through revivals.”62

One camp, FitzGerald writes, was separatist, leaning toward outsider stat-
us as politically extremist. The other, preferring the evangelical label, was
“inclusivist, bent on regaining respectability and cultural influence.”63 The
National Association of Evangelicals (NAE) was comprised of Pentecostals
and other conservative denominations, but many liberal believers considered
themselves evangelicals as well. While fundamentalists used the terms inter-
changeably, less militant NAE leaders preferred to be called evangelicals to
distinguish themselves from perceptions of narrowness.64 Today, “evangeli-
cal” is often used as media shorthand, without nuance, to describe those who
publicly declare belief in Jesus Christ and attend church regularly. The word
is prominent in news stories every election year.

DEFINING SPIRITUALITY

“I’m spiritual, but not religious” is a common phrase among the religiously
unaffiliated nones, especially Millennials and those who have left the
churches they were raised in. “But while Millennials are not as religious as
older Americans by some measures of religious observance, they are as
likely to engage in many spiritual practices,” according to Pew Research
Center.65 The notion of “spiritual, but not religious,” while not a new con-
cept, is becoming a widespread American philosophy.

The Pew Religion & Public Life survey found in 2012 that “the unaffiliat-
ed are not wholly secular. Substantial portions of the unaffiliated—particu-
larly among those who describe their religion as ‘nothing in particular’—say
they believe in God or a universal spirit. And while 42 percent of the unaffili-
ated describe themselves as neither a religious nor a spiritual person, 18
percent say they are a religious person, and 37 percent say they are spiritual
but not religious.”66

“With the phrase generally comes the presumption that religion has to do
with doctrines, dogmas, and ritual practices, whereas spirituality has to do
with the heart, feeling, and experience,” writes Christian Studies Professor
Amy Hollywood in the Harvard Divinity Bulletin in a discussion of monasti-
cism, commitment, ritual, and belief. “For the spiritual, religion is inert, arid,
and dead; the practitioner of religion, whether consciously or not, is at best
without feeling, at worst insincere.”67 Hollywood says this criticism is com-
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ing from both within religious traditions and those who simply call them-
selves spiritual.

“The catchphrase ‘spiritual but not religious’ is among the most glib and
insipid pieties of our times,” according to National Catholic Register film
critic Steven D. Greydanus. “‘Spirituality’ has no traditions or rituals, makes
no demands, gives us nothing to do in times of crisis.”68

Christian Smith, a sociologist at the University of Notre Dame, coined the
term “Moralistic Therapeutic Deist” (MTD) to describe Millennial teens.
MTDs view religion as something that should make you happy, feel good,
and be nice to others. Smith writes that the “creed” of this de facto Millennial
religion can be summarized this way:

1. A God exists who created and orders the world and watches over
human life on earth.

2. God wants people to be good, nice, and fair to each other, as taught in
the Bible and by most world religions.

3. The central goal of life is to be happy and to feel good about oneself.
4. God does not need to be particularly involved in one’s life except

when he is needed to resolve a problem.
5. Good people go to heaven when they die.69

This checklist is hardly reflective of traditional Christian orthodoxy. Smith’s
research argues that Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is displacing traditional
Christianity in the United States. “This is not a religion of repentance from
sin, of keeping the Sabbath, of living as a servant of a sovereign divine, of
steadfastly saying one’s prayers, of faithfully observing high holy days, of
building character through suffering, of basking in God’s love and grace, of
spending oneself in gratitude and love for the cause of social justice, etc.,”
Smith writes.70 “America has lived a long time off its thin Christian veneer,”
he says. “That is all finally being stripped away by the combination of mass
consumer capitalism and liberal individualism.”71

A 2005 Newsweek cover feature, “Spirituality in America,” reported on
the findings of a poll the magazine conducted in August of that year, as well
as highlighting the individual stories of a Christian environmentalist; a Mus-
lim community youth outreach in Southern California; a Pentecostal preacher
in Memphis; an Alabama Baptist turned Buddhist; conservative Catholics
influenced by Pope John Paul II; and a rabbi extolling Kabbalah meditation.
Newsweek defines “spirituality” in this compilation of stories as “the impulse
to seek communion with the Divine.”72 In doing so, the publication appears
to conflate spirituality with religion, even though its poll questions divided
the two. This further complicates the search for a concrete, summative defini-
tion of either spirituality or religion.
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Browsing the “Spirituality” section in a retail or online bookstore is an
enlightening experience. In fact, enlightenment is the topic of many spiritual
self-help books. Some discuss spirituality in Buddhism, particularly as part
of yoga practice. Outrageous Openness: Letting the Divine Take the Lead
(2011) is by Tosha Silver, who says on her website (ToshaSilver.com) that
she “graduated from Yale with a degree in English Literature but along the
way fell madly in love with yogic philosophy.” She refers to letting “God” or
the “Divine” lead the way. “Because our culture is about chasing and grasp-
ing, this is for people ready to let the inner Divine lead. Learning to invite
this Force is a muscle that grows stronger over time,” Silver writes. “Some-
times answers are immediate, sometimes you wait. But one way or another,
you come to trust that you will always be shown the Way.”73

The essence of spirituality for some is transcending the stresses of every-
day life. German born and Cambridge educated, Eckhart Tolle is a spiritual
teacher and bestselling author of The Power of Now: A Guide to Spiritual
Enlightenment (2004). Tolle’s book seeks to help people live without pain
and anxiety, and has sold more than 2 million copies in 30 languages.74 His
idea centers on freeing oneself of the analytical mind and being present in the
world.

Sometimes, spiritual awareness comes after a life-threatening ordeal.
Mexican physician Don Miguel Ruiz nearly died in an auto accident and
abandoned medicine to research Toltec mythology. He became a shaman,
and in 1997 published The Four Agreements: A Practical Guide to Personal
Freedom: A Toltec Wisdom Book. The four agreements referred to in the
book’s title are:

1. Be impeccable with your word.
2. Don’t take anything personally.
3. Don’t make assumptions.
4. Always do your best.

Publisher’s Weekly said in its review of The Four Agreements:

Ruiz’s explanations of Toltec-based cosmography got a major boost when
publishing pooh-bah Oprah Winfrey mentioned his work on her TV show.
Ruiz, whose workshop teachings are distilled here, was born into a Mexican
family of traditional healers, became a surgeon in adulthood, then underwent a
near-death experience that made him reexamine his life, his beliefs. Like the
popular works of the late Carlos Castaneda, Ruiz’s teachings focus on dreams
and visions.75

Oprah Winfrey, the media titan who was an iconic cultural force when she
hosted her television show for 25 years (1986–2011) and remains so, lends
credence and popularity to nearly anything she favors, including spirituality
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movements. Winfrey endorsed The Secret, a 2006 documentary film by
Rhonda Byrne that Byrne later turned into a bestselling book. Byrne based
The Secret on Wallace D. Wattles’s The Science of Getting Rich (1910) and
New Thought, which has its origins in the nineteenth century. New Thought
operates on the “law of attraction,” holding that positive or negative thoughts
affect not only behavior, but outcomes.

In her book Oprah: The Gospel of an Icon (2011), Religious Studies and
American Studies scholar Kathryn Lofton explains that rather than a move-
ment, “New Thought is probably better understood as a potent combinatory
trope,” involving Christian Science, the Unity School of Christianity, the
United Church of Religious Science, and Church of Christ Scientist, among
other religious bodies, organizations, and alliances.76 “Committed to philo-
sophical idealism and mind cure, New Thought proponents were identifiable
by a devotion to the possibility of physical healing through spiritual healing.
Coming into consciousness with God produces health; likewise, coming into
consciousness with God produces abundance.”77 Positive thinking breeds
positive results, and those results can include material wealth. Many critics
of New Thought, The Secret, and Winfrey see parallels with the prosperity
gospel, a message preached by some televangelists and megachurch pastors,
loosely based on the book of Matthew: “Ask, and it shall be given you.”78 If
you think that you can achieve wealth, you will achieve wealth. (See chapter
6, “Jesus Laughed: The Uses and Abuses of Religious Satire,” for an in-
depth discussion of prosperity preachers.)

Winfrey has a catchphrase she shares frequently with followers: “Live
your best life.” She often illustrated how to do just that by the topics she
explored on her show, a theme that continues in her magazine O, and in
various productions she oversees. When Byrne and other discussants ap-
peared on her show, Winfrey declared, “I realized I’ve always lived by the
secret. . . . And for years on this show, this is what I have been trying to do, is
to get people to see [the secret] through different ways manifested through
the lives of other people.”79 Winfrey’s enthusiasm for The Secret was potent
enough to warrant a follow-up episode.

United Church of Christ minister Lillian Daniel has little patience for
people who overshare their spirituality. “On airplanes, I dread the conversa-
tion with the person who finds out I am a minister and wants to use the flight
time to explain to me that he is ‘spiritual but not religious,’” she said. “Such a
person will always share this as if it is some kind of daring insight, unique to
him, bold in its rebellion against the religious status quo.”80 The Reverend
Daniel, who pastors the First Congregational Church of Glen Ellyn near
Chicago, wrote a widely shared Huffington Post column in 2011 that mocked
the lack of depth in the “spiritual.”
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Next thing you know, he’s telling me that he finds God in the sunsets. These
people always find God in the sunsets. And in walks on the beach. Sometimes
I think these people never leave the beach or the mountains, what with all the
communing with God they do on hilltops, hiking trails and . . . did I mention
the beach at sunset yet?

Like people who go to church don’t see God in the sunset! Like we are
these monastic little hermits who never leave the church building. How lucky
we are to have these geniuses inform us that God is in nature. As if we don’t
hear that in the psalms, the creation stories and throughout our deep tradition.

Being privately spiritual but not religious just doesn’t interest me. There is
nothing challenging about having deep thoughts all by oneself. What is inter-
esting is doing this work in community, where other people might call you on
stuff, or heaven forbid, disagree with you. Where life with God gets rich and
provocative is when you dig deeply into a tradition that you did not invent all
for yourself.81

Daniel expanded on her essay in a book two years later, titled When “Spiritu-
al But Not Religious” Is Not Enough: Seeing God in Surprising Places, Even
the Church. For those who seek spirituality in sunsets, who say communing
with nature is their “church,” Daniel responds, “So you find God in the
sunset? Great, so do I. But how about in the face of cancer? Cancer is nature
too. Do you worship that as well?”82

In an interview with the “faith, culture, and intentional living” magazine
Relevant, comedian and recovered drug addict Marc Maron discussed the 12-
step program that helped him get clean as “slightly gutted Christianity.”83

Maron, whose popular podcast titled WTF means what you think it means,
typically consists of obscenities as well as deep, often moving, conversations
with famous people—including Barack Obama. Just as he ate partially
chewed salmon with Bear Grylls on television, Obama sat for an audio
interview with Maron in his garage studio, though their talk was less spiritual
than topical.84 Maron, who is culturally Jewish, describes himself as some-
one who is “not willing to commit to believing—so I live in that place.”85

A growing number of people live in that place, between secularism and
religious commitment, between believing and almost believing, between
nonbelief and spirituality. Three religious studies scholars at Elon University
were asked to offer their definitions of “Spirituality.” Despite their varied
backgrounds, traditions, and areas of research, the responses were similar in
that they each found the word amorphous.

• Brian Pennington is a scholar of Hindu-Christian encounters and religion
in India, and director of Elon’s Center for the Study of Religion, Culture
& Society. “I would say that spirituality is a contemporary form of reli-
giosity that aims to achieve a sense of belonging and wholeness outside
the structures and authority of traditional religions.”
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• Geoffrey Claussen is the Lori and Eric Sklut Emerging Scholar in Jewish
Studies and Jewish Studies Program Coordinator, and is an ordained rabbi.
“The word ‘spirituality’ (or ‘spiritual’) may have certain clear meanings in
certain cultural contexts, but I often try to avoid using the word because I
think that it seldom makes matters clearer. The same is true, though, of the
word ‘religion’ (or ‘religious’), which I also try to avoid using. In fact, the
attempt to create a cultural category called ‘religion’ that’s distinct from
the ‘secular’ is even more troubling to me than creating a cultural category
called ‘spirituality.’ And one possible benefit of the term ‘spirituality’ is
that it can have the effect of helping to break down that false dichotomy
between what’s ‘religious’ and what’s ‘secular.’”

• Jeffrey C. Pugh is the Maude Sharpe Powell Professor of Religious Stud-
ies and an ordained Christian (Methodist) minister. “Spirituality can be a
vague and protean term, reflecting nothing more a projection of our own
desires. In this way the term is meaningless to denote anything other than
humankind’s wish-fulfillment for a ‘happy ending.’ When the idea of
spirituality centers itself around traditions and communities of lived prac-
tice, it can take on a more textured meaning, something akin to the intui-
tion that the way we order our world may fall well short of divine inten-
tion for how we are to live and treat one another and the planet. Tradition
and discipline shaped expressions of spirituality can be powerful forms of
resistance (in my tradition I think of Oscar Romero, the Berrigan brothers,
Dietrich Bonhoeffer) to the political and economic powers that presently
shape and dominate the world.”

Wade Clark Roof and Robert Wuthnow have noted that since the 1950s,
“spirituality” has taken on the meaning of a search for self and purpose. In
1993, Roof published A Generation of Seekers: The Spiritual Journeys of the
Baby Boom Generation, which explored spirituality among Baby Boomers as
a distinct trend.86 The book was based on hundreds of interviews conducted
with this cohort in the late 1980s. His follow-up book, Spiritual Market-
place: Baby Boomers and the Remaking of American Religion (1999), revis-
ited many of the Boomers interviewed previously to see where they were on
their spiritual journeys.

Roof identified the quest for meaning among many Boomers as more
spiritual rather than religious. “Today’s spiritual quest culture,” Roof wrote,
“can be analyzed in terms of four interrelated components: the social world,
producers, the audience, and cultural objects.”87 Many Boomers respond to
the fragmenting social world, the various producers of religion, and cultural
objects, such as “symbols and spiritual themes . . . in relation to this social
world and audience,” by being spiritual seekers.
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Leonard Norman Primiano has written of the “plurality of perspectives”
in “television talk shows and newsmagazines in the 1980s and 1990s [that]
became forums for the views of institutional religious representatives and a
variety of belief systems described as contemporary spiritualities.”

“Religion” presented on such programs can be perceived as organized, estab-
lished forms of religious belief and practice: that is, religious traditions that
have taken institutional form. “Spirituality,” however, can be understood as
more multilayered belief and practice, representing the core truths of one or
several religious traditions, contributing to the creation and nurturing of pri-
vate (and sometimes communal) belief systems.88

“This spirituality of seeking,” according to Primiano, “is characterized by a
deeply personal but transient religiosity with roots in traditional religious
beliefs and practices; an interest in noninstitutionalized religious contexts;
and an eclectic, idiosyncratic, and at times isolated spirituality fascinated
with the supernatural.”89

There is unpredictability, fluidity, disagreement, and vagueness among
the spiritual but not religious, but the distinctness and endurance of the mode
is real for its many practitioners.

DEFINING POPULAR CULTURE

Ray B. Browne, father of the academic study of popular culture, wrote in
1970 that, “‘Popular Culture’ is an indistinct term whose edges blur into
imprecision.”90 Popular culture, wrote scholar Gordon Lynch, is “the shared
environment, practices, and resources of everyday life.”91 According to writ-
er Will Rockett, “Popular culture refers to the art, entertainment, and cultural
objects ‘which have proved most successful in garnering a significant audi-
ence.’”92 Religion and media scholar Daniel A. Stout has observed that,
“Genres of popular culture range widely from TV soap operas to country
western music; in print media it might include romance novels and comic
books. The term culture war was popularized in the 1980s and 1990s by
writers seeking a descriptive label for what they perceived to be religious
reaction to popular forms of communication.”93

If “cultures are simply systems of conflict, tension, and contradictory
approaches to certain values,” asks religion and popular culture scholar John
C. Lyden, “then what would popular culture be?” Culture can be seen as high
or low, but that perception changes over time. As Lyden notes, “jazz might
have begun as a popular art form, but it soon became so sophisticated that the
majority of the population lost interest in it, and now it is primarily played
and studied more in academic settings than in nightclubs.”94
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Lyden suggests that we shouldn’t worry about distinctions in culture vs.
popular culture, but offers this definition: “‘Popular culture’ indicates some
sort of shared cultural values of a populace, or at least a set of issues around
which negotiations and conflicts over meaning occur in a populace . . . and
this may involve some elements of elite, avant-garde, or folk culture, so
called; all of these may be popular with certain groups, and this is worth
studying.”95

In his 1994 book, Selling God: American Religion in the Marketplace of
Culture, R. Laurence Moore says of the wide array of items spotted for sale
in a Christian bookstore, “It is, in fact, difficult to wander through these
bookstores and imagine any aspect of popular culture that has been left
uncloned.”96 Moore further notes that religion is not subsumed by consumer-
ism, but has become another product:

[M]uch of what we usually mean by speaking of secularization has to do not
with the disappearance of religion but its commodification, the ways in which
churches have grown by participation in the market, or more specifically how
religious influences established themselves in the forms of commercial culture
that emerged in the nineteenth century, turning the United States into a flower-
ing Eden of leisure industries by the middle of the twentieth . . . It is a study of
religious influence in determining the taste of people who were learning to
purchase “culture” as a means of self-improvement and relaxation.97

In a 1954 Guggenheim Fellowship essay that later became the preface for a
posthumous book collection titled The Immediate Experience: Movies, Com-
ics, Theatre and Other Aspects of Popular Culture, mid-twentieth century
critic Robert Warshow argued that movies and other such topics were legiti-
mate subjects for serious cultural study. Warshow, an editor for Commen-
tary, the neoconservative Jewish magazine, wrote, “In the long run, I hope
that my work may even make some contribution to the ‘legitimization’ of the
movies; but I do not think one can make such a contribution by pretending
that ‘legitimization’ has already taken place.” Of his intention to use the
fellowship to write a book of essays on films, Warshow stated,

The movies—and American movies in particular—stand at the center of that
unresolved problem of “popular culture” which has come to be a kind of
nagging embarrassment to criticism, intruding itself on all our efforts to under-
stand the special qualities of our culture and to define our own relation to it . . .

My own ambition, in the present work, is only to produce a body of
criticism dealing with specific films and types of films, with certain actors,
certain themes, and with two or three of the general problems which may point
towards a theory. If it is successful, the book should bring its readers pleasure
and illumination in connection with one of the leading elements in modern
culture, and perhaps go some way towards resolving the curious tension that
surrounds the problem of “popular culture.”98
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Warshow’s intellectually informed essays range from novels of the 1930s to
Clifford Odets to fellow essayist E. B. White to the Krazy Kat comic to “The
Gangster as Tragic Hero” of American film. Lyden compares the study of
such a wide array of cultural phenomena to the work of the anthropologist
who examines the “everyday life of a people in order to understand what they
value and how they make meaning. . . . Should we do less for the study of our
own culture (or cultures)?”99

“Religious groups have always expressed a love-hate relationship with
American popular culture” observes Quentin Schultze, who has studied
Christian evangelicals’ interactions with media. “Protestants hoped they
could use mass media to evangelize the unsaved. But they found that popular
culture also sparks culture wars.”100 One problem Schultze points out con-
cerning religious popular culture is that, while unifying Christians, such fare
“can polarize groups within society by antagonizing people who do not share
the same beliefs. Religious popular culture often politicizes religion for the
purposes of quickly mobilizing audiences and raising funds. It sometimes
even demonizes others for the benefit of its own religious cause.” In addition,
multiple moral media crusades and campaigns “whips religious consumers
from one current agenda to another,” eroding established religious tradi-
tions.101

“The rituals of both popular culture and of religious tribes invite people to
share the meanings of narratives,” Schultze writes. “Over the centuries Jews
gathered around the Passover table and Protestants met in homes and
churches to celebrate Communion. Today television audiences meet in front
of the tube for a ritualistic enactment of a community’s shared hopes and
fears. Like religious rituals, mass media rituals can dramatize communal
belief.”102

THE SYSTEMATIC STUDY OF RELIGION, MEDIA, AND CULTURE

The academic study of religion, media, and culture is still a relatively new
field, but a significant body of work precedes the present volume. Religion
and communication scholars have produced research that explores the inter-
section of religion with journalism, politics, digital media, materialism, mod-
ernity, and all manner of popular culture. Some researchers have examined
how audiences use religious media, while others have studied the effects of
media on religious audiences. In addition, there is a growing list of colleges
and universities that offer courses with some variation of religion, culture,
and media in the title.

“The study of religion and popular culture . . . has not established a solid
foothold in the halls of academia, perhaps because it is too recent in origin, or
because it appears to lack the coherence and discernment required for inclu-
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sion,” according to Lyden. “There is something we call religion, and there is
something we call popular culture, however contested and slippery the defi-
nitions of these terms remain.”103 Writing in the mid-1980s before the digital
revolution, William F. Fore noted that Christian fundamentalists embrace
technology for purposes of conversion. “It also explains why fundamentalist
religion has been quick to grasp every new communication technique—from
radio to motion pictures to television and satellite TV and videocassettes. For
them, the only question is how to build a bigger and better pipe to deliver the
simple gospel message to the recipient.”104 In the digital present, the internet
has become that bigger and better pipe.

In 1996, the Journal of the American Academy of Religion published a
thematic issue on “Religion and American Popular Culture.”105 In an intro-
ductory essay, Religious Studies scholar Catherine L. Albanese wrote,
“[T]he expressers and purveyors of personal experience—the print and elec-
tronic media that ‘semioticize’ it—achieve a special cogency as religious
agents and spaces. . . . Students of religion need to pay strenuous attention to
them.”106 Albanese would have had no way of knowing the semiotic forms
digital media would take in the decades hence, but she was prescient in her
assessment of mediated religious messaging and practice.

Communication scholar Heidi Campbell has published widely on the top-
ic of digital media’s relationship to religion, including two books that explore
how religions interact with what was once commonly referred to as “new
media.” Published in 2010, When Religion Meets New Media focuses on how
Jewish, Christian, and Muslim communities engage with technology. “At the
heart of this book is the argument that religious people are not anti-
technology,” Campbell writes in her introduction, “rather they are con-
strained by a number of social and faith-based factors which inform and
guide their responses to the possibilities and challenges offered by new forms
of media.”107

The social shaping of technology (SST) theory Campbell employs in her
approach to the study of religion holds that technology is shaped by social
interaction, possibly leading to new and different forms of technology.
Campbell suggests a specific framework for fellow researchers studying how
religious people and communities respond to technology. “What is needed is
a framework that also acknowledges how a religious community’s historical
life practice, interpretive tradition, and the contemporary outworking of their
values inform their choices about the adoption and adaptation of technolo-
gy,” she writes.108 “These include highlighting: 1) history and tradition; 2)
core beliefs and patterns; 3) negotiation processes; and 4) communal framing
and discourses. Together these form the basis of the religious-social shaping
of technology approach to the study of religious communities uses of me-
dia.”109
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Campbell’s book Digital Religion: Understanding Religious Practice in
New Media Worlds (2013) is an edited volume that casts a wider net, encom-
passing Buddhism and Hinduism, as well as Christianity, Islam, and Juda-
ism.110 This expansive book builds upon previous research that looked at
“cyber religion,” including religious communities that formed online. (See,
e.g., Brenda E. Brasher, Give Me That Online Religion, 2001; Lorne L.
Dawson and Douglas E. Cowan, Religion Online: Finding Faith on the Inter-
net, 2004; and Elizabeth Drescher, Tweet If You Love Jesus: Practicing
Church in the Digital Reformation, 2011, a book that offers a Christian
perspective on media use.)

The three sections of Campbell’s Digital Religion focus on six themes:
Ritual, Identity, Community, Authority, Authenticity, Religion. Assorted
chapters detail case studies of faith communities explored through these
themes. The final third of the book offers reflections on theoretical frame-
works, ethical issues, and theology, plus concluding thoughts by media stud-
ies scholar Stewart M. Hoover, director of the Center for Media, Religion,
and Culture (CMRC) at the University of Colorado at Boulder. Part of the
CMRC’s work is the Public Religion Project, which explores the public’s
understanding of religion. “Religion is more and more at the center of con-
temporary political and social life,” Hoover says in a statement on the Public
Religion Project website. “[T]his project begins with the fact that religion’s
role is increasingly a role defined by modern media.”111

In his brief coda to Campbell’s book, Hoover outlines three broad “les-
sons that come out of reflections on religion and the internet”:

The first concerns the ways we think about the digital and its locus of genera-
tion as a new space, as a “third space.” . . . It is important to understand that
constitution of the third space does not grow out of the logic of the technology,
but out of the logic of digital practice.

Second is the issue of how these third spaces act and are understood . . .
third spaces are in a way small sphericals of focused interactions.

Finally. . . . Attention and discussion given to digital religion is usually
focused on what it produces in the digital space. Yet we have to keep in mind
that at some fundamental level digital religion is essentially about religion and
spirituality.112

Religion is intimately connected to media, even though individual digital
devices have led to a more fragmented media audience. In a nod to mediat-
ization theory, Hoover argues in his own book Religion in the Media Age
(2006) that religion and media “occupy the same spaces, serve many of the
same purposes, and invigorate the same practices in late modernity. Today, it
is probably better to think of them as related than to think of them as separ-
ate.”113 Of media in particular, Hoover writes, “Their cultural location is
derived from their capacity—described in a range of ways—to be both shap-
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ers of culture and products of that same culture. This ‘double articulation’ of
the media makes their role and impact particularly difficult to pin down, and
is one of the reasons that, today, we are still unsure of the nature and extent
of their significance.”114

Hoover’s earlier works include a 1982 book titled The Electronic Giant:
A Critique of the Telecommunications Revolution from a Christian Perspec-
tive, published when videocassette recorders made home taping possible,
VHS tapes were available for rental, and just as cable television was expand-
ing viewer choices beyond broadcast channels. Hoover and Robert Abelman
also published an edited volume called Religious Television: Controversies
and Conclusions (1990), a history and data-driven social analysis of religious
television content, including the influence of televangelists.

Hoover and Lynn Schofield Clark have collaborated on many works,
including Practicing Religion in the Age of the Media: Explorations in Me-
dia, Religion, and Culture (2002). Hoover’s introduction touches on the rea-
soning behind the selection of topics:

The realms of both “religion” and “the media” are themselves transforming
and being transformed. Religion today is much more a public, commodified,
therapeutic, and personalized set of practices than it has been in the past. At
the same time, the media . . . are collectively coming to constitute a realm
where important projects of “the self” take place—projects that include spiritu-
al, transcendent, and deeply meaningful “work.” This means that . . . religion
and media are increasingly converging. They are meeting on a common turf:
the everyday world of lived experience.115

In a book mentioned earlier, Religion in the News: Faith and Journalism in
American Public Discourse (1998), Hoover noted that religious audiences
consume news as much as the general public, yet observed that coverage of
religion remains controversial. At the time Religion in the News was pub-
lished, he observed that “significant segments of the various religious com-
munities, the public, and the press, have no expectation that religion will be
covered at all.”116 Religion coverage has increased significantly since then,
but perhaps is no less controversial.

Other scholars have explored religion and journalism, including Mark
Silk, a former newspaper reporter, now director of the Leonard E. Greenberg
Center for the Study of Religion in Public Life at Trinity College. Silk’s 1995
book, Unsecular Media: Making News of Religion in America, examines the
“topoi” of news coverage of religion. These topoi are general concepts that
are assumed, used, and reused in news stories over and over. Topoi in relig-
ion news are reflections of the public, Silk, writes. “[T]he topoi will mirror
public attitudes, if only because it is in the nature of the media to need to be
comprehensible to the undifferentiated audience it seeks—that is, morally
comprehensible, for the media trade largely in tales of good and evil.”117
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In his book, From Yahweh to Yahoo! The Religious Roots of the Secular
Press, former Seattle Times reporter and media historian Doug Underwood
notes that, “It is almost forgotten in our more secular times that many of the
early advocates of freedom of the press were preachers and proselytizers
whose religious zeal—and the writings that poured forth from their pens—
placed them solidly in the tradition of the world’s first ‘journalists.’”

While the values of free expression put forth by these religious reformers have
been transformed into secular principles that we now identify as constitutional
(as in the protections of free speech and press freedom in the U.S. Constitu-
tion) or professional in nature (as in journalists’ defense of the “public’s right
to know”), the origins of these bedrock principles of a free press can be found
in the passionate religious disputes of a time when religion was interwoven
with virtually all controversies of public life.118

Judith M. Buddenbaum and Debra L. Mason in their book Readings on
Religion as News (2000) offer a detailed history of religion news, as well as
discussions of contemporary issues such as abortion, pluralism, and separa-
tion of church and state.119 Buddenbaum has also partnered with Daniel Stout
on a number of projects, including the founding of the Journal of Media and
Religion in 2002. Books Buddenbaum and Stout have produced include Re-
ligion and Mass Media: Audiences and Adaptations (1996) and Religion and
Popular Culture: Studies on the Interaction of Worldviews (2001). The for-
mer offers a thorough review of previous literature in religion and media, as
well as theoretical perspectives of the uses of media by religious commu-
nities. Agenda-setting theory plays a role in the latter book. As Buddenbaum
noted, “[I]t seems obvious that both mass media and religion shape public
opinion.”120

Accommodations to the diversity and multiplicity of religious lifestyles
have brought commercial religious media into the mainstream. In a study
titled “Interpretive Community: An Approach to Media and Religion,” media
studies scholar Thomas R. Lindlof wrote of the rapid growth of this media
sector.

Religiously inflected cultural products valued in the billions of dollars are now
produced and distributed by publishers, bookstores, recorded music divisions,
video companies, television networks, and other media companies. Many of
these products are targeted solely for the evangelical Christian market, but a
growing number of them—for example, contemporary Christian music; novels
such as the hugely successful Left Behind series; movies made by Christian
film companies . . . demonstrate crossover appeal to a broader consumer base.
Even the mainstream entertainment industry is taking the “faith market” more
seriously than ever before, with overtly religious characters and themes fea-
tured in movies and primetime television series.121
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Lindlof’s article was published in 2002, and in the intervening years, the
faith market’s crossover appeal has expanded considerably. One of the most
successful books of 2007 was The Shack by William Paul Young, who spent
part of his childhood in New Guinea with his missionary parents. Young’s
novel revolves around a man who was abused as a child, grows up to have a
loving family, but has a daughter go missing on a camping trip. A trio of
strangers, representing God, Jesus, and the Holy Ghost, reveal meaning in
the man’s life by appearing to him in a shack in the woods. A film version
released a decade later grossed $57 million domestically and $89 million
worldwide.122

As media scholar David Sloan has written, “One of the most common
misconceptions about the history of mass communication is that the media
and religion have always been natural enemies.”123 As religion adapts to a
more secular culture, it is, in effect, doing what it has always done—evolving
to reach people where they are. As noted earlier, religious communities have
historically been at the forefront of communication technology and media
use, from the hand operated printing press to wireless internet.

In introductory media history courses, students learn that the first book
assembled on the first printing press in the West was a Christian Bible,
printed by Johannes Gutenberg in Mainz, Germany in the 1450s. The first
book printed on the first press in the American colonies was The Whole
Booke of Psalmes, a hymnal produced in 1640 by printer Stephen Daye of the
Massachusetts Bay Colony. David Paul Nord reminds us that, “Between
1815 and 1835, centralized, systematic mass publication had become part of
the American way of doing things. The origin . . . was religious and evangeli-
cal.”124

Through discussion of religion and its intersection with all manner of
media, we learn about diverse cultures, rituals, and societies. Pairing the
study of various religious traditions with nonreligious perspectives serves
both scholarly and social purposes of teaching diversity. Societal issues pre-
sented in news and entertainment media concerning minorities, women, and
the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) community, have relig-
ious connections.

The Reverend Jerry Falwell Sr. (1933–2007) used values-based tactics to
politicize religion when his Moral Majority organization helped Ronald Rea-
gan become the 40th president of the United States. Falwell, a Southern
Baptist pastor in Lynchburg, Virginia, became a major force through his
television ministry and conservative activism. The Gilder Lehrman Institute
of American History website provides a succinct overview of the Moral
Majority:

The Moral Majority was a fundamentalist Christian organization founded by
televangelist Jerry Falwell in 1979. The Moral Majority was established to
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preserve “traditional” American values and to combat increasing acceptance of
social movements and culture changes. The organization became a major po-
litical influence in its opposition to gay rights, abortion, feminism, and other
liberal movements during the 1980s.125

President Jimmy Carter, a Democrat and devout Southern Baptist from Geor-
gia, won many evangelical votes when he was elected in 1976. But as a result
of his pro-choice views and progressive stands on other issues, highlighted
during his second campaign by the Moral Majority as well as the rival GOP,
he lost to the more secular Reagan in 1980.

As noted earlier, Southern Baptists comprise the second largest denomi-
national body in the United States after Catholicism, making their influence
worthy of study.126 In the 1980s when the Moral Majority was at its height,
Southern Baptist seminaries began purging the more liberal members of their
faculties, and focusing on traditional gender roles in ministry. At Southeast-
ern Baptist Theological Seminary in Wake Forest, North Carolina, for exam-
ple, only men are ordained for preaching, church leadership, and pulpit du-
ties, while women who attend the seminary are trained in supplementary
ministries for children or in music.127

As a more literalist view of the Bible was adopted by the Southern Baptist
Convention, they began to slip in membership, as did other mainline denomi-
nations. Southern Baptists lost 1 million members between 2006–2016.
“Since 1980, the first year into a 10-year controversy over biblical inerrancy
that led to splintering into new groups like the Alliance of Baptists and
Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, baptism numbers have dropped by more
than a third,” Baptist News Global reported in 2017.128

As evidenced by FitzGerald’s description of fundamentalists of varying
extremes, clashes occur between factions within denominational bodies as
well as between the religious and the non-religious or anti-religious. Just as
Jimmy Carter divided Southern Baptist loyalties in the 1970s, controversial
Republican candidate Donald Trump did so in the 2016 election. “Barack
Obama [2008–2016] didn’t divide us,” Nathan A. Finn, dean of the School of
Theology and Missions at Union University, a Southern Baptist college in
Jackson, Tennessee, told USA Today. “Donald Trump divided us. His per-
sonal behavior, his policy views, his temperament and character, his religious
values, all were highly questionable.”129 As noted earlier, Trump won the
presidency thanks in large part to white evangelical voters, many of them
Southern Baptists.130

THE CHAPTERS OF THIS BOOK

We encounter religion in our daily lives, whether we want to or not. Some
seek out religious and spiritual experiences, while others endure, tolerate,
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resist, or are indifferent to them. Many Christians, particularly evangelicals,
have expressed dismay at the rise of the religiously unaffiliated, the nones, in
the United States. Some maintain that the faith is under assault from liberals,
the politically correct, leftist academic elites, and “the media,” not to mention
“terrorists,” a coded word that often refers to immigrants who practice Is-
lam.131 Despite some Christians’ fears of Christianity being marginalized by
such factors, the faith remains the dominant religion in the United States, and
a formidable cultural force.

Utilizing primary and secondary sources, public records, and interviews,
this book provides historical and contemporary perspectives on six unique
ways religion influences American culture, and vice versa. The chapters are
arranged in pairs under the following three categories:

• Civil Religion

• Moral Mondays in the South: God-Talk, Christian Activism, and Civil
Disobedience in the Digital Age

• So Blessed by God: Adding the Almighty to the Pledge of Allegiance
to the Flag

• Religion and Entertainment

• God Wants His Stars Everywhere: The Media Mission of Actors, Mod-
els, & Talent for Christ

• Sacramental Pilgrimage: Catholicism, Humanism, Spirituality, and
Community Along The Way

• Sacred and Profane Media

• Copyrighting God: Translating, Publishing, Marketing, and Selling the
Bible

• Jesus Laughed: The Uses and Abuses of Religious Satire

Chapter 1, “Moral Mondays in the South: God-Talk, Christian Activism, and
Civil Disobedience in the Digital Age,” is a history of a modern civil rights
protest movement in the South, characterized by its use of religious language
and moral justification. The Moral Monday movement, which began in 2013
in North Carolina, was partially about income inequality and economic injus-
tice, but also aimed at legislation curbing voting rights, gay rights, and other
issues proposed by a conservative Republican majority in the state General
Assembly. More than 25,000 Moral Monday protestors of various ages,
races, and professions such as healthcare workers, teachers, and clergy,
traveled to the state capital of Raleigh that year (80,000 gathered in a follow-
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up rally in early 2014) to protest what they saw as “immoral” laws. Moral
Mondays were led by a dynamic preacher and leader of the state chapter of
the NAACP, the Reverend William J. Barber II, who cited the Reverend
Martin Luther King Jr., the Bible, and the U.S. Constitution in equal measure
in his fiery rally speeches. Barber built upon King’s rhetoric and initiatives,
such as the Poor People’s Campaign, to launch a new civil rights struggle
with a religious revivalist undertone.

Chapter 2 on the addition of “under God” to the Pledge of Allegiance
details the Cold War origins of this phrase, as well as the media support
behind it. Many court and political battles are detailed in “So Blessed by
God: Adding the Almighty to the Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag,” as well
as the role the press played in getting the phrase inserted into what was a
secular flag pledge written for a magazine as a promotional scheme by a
Christian Socialist minister.

Chapter 3, “God Wants His Stars Everywhere: The Media Mission of
Actors, Models, & Talent for Christ,” combines interviews with ethnograph-
ic research to detail the evolution of a secular modeling agency into a minis-
try for training models, actors, comedians, and singers, with an emphasis on
making ethical choices and developing a personal relationship with Jesus
Christ. Coaching talented performers as a method of evangelistic outreach is
at the heart of this Georgia-based nonprofit.

Chapter 4, “Sacramental Pilgrimage: Catholicism, Humanism, Spiritual-
ity, and Community Along The Way,” discusses the 2010 film The Way
starring Martin Sheen and written and directed by his son, Emilio Estevez.
The chapter argues that this little-seen, low budget film more genuinely
reflects the lived human experiences of redemption and forgiveness than
those of more didactic, melodramatic, Christian-based movies, as well as
tangentially Biblically-based, CGI-laden Hollywood blockbusters such as
Noah. The ways in which faith has been depicted onscreen, the growth ofthe
Christian film industry, and the motivations of various creators of
religiously-themed films and television shows are explored as well.

Chapter 5, “Copyrighting God: Translating, Publishing, Marketing, and
Selling the Bible,” answers the question, How can you copyright the Bible?
Doesn’t the Word of God belong to everyone who seeks it? Perhaps, but
royalties are generated if you include supplements to the Word. Add illustra-
tions, a concordance, or unique packaging, publish a new translation, or
remake the Bible into a teen magazine, and you have a new creation. This
chapter discusses Bible societies, sources of various translations, histories of
religious publishers, and details a highly successful Kickstarter project that
produced a newly packaged Bible in an old translation. The Bible is not only
a bestseller, it’s big business.

Chapter 6, “Jesus Laughed: The Uses and Abuses of Religious Satire,”
examines religious humor from both religious and nonreligious sources. Can
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biting satire reveal religious truth, even if it comes from a hostile source?
How does a Christian satirize his peers, and what is the motivation for doing
so? This chapter explores historical and contemporary instances of Christians
and non-Christians utilizing humor in an attempt to effect positive change, as
they see it, among God’s people. Multiple examples will be discussed, but
two religious satire magazines, one American and one British (The Witten-
burg Door and Ship of Fools); and two television comedians who practice
religious satire, one American and one British (Stephen Colbert and John
Oliver), will be examined in detail.

Christians are not a monolithic group. By exploring in-depth the six dis-
parate yet related topic areas that make up this book, Religion and Media in
America offers a critical assessment of Christian engagement with American
media and popular culture.
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Chapter One

Moral Mondays in the South
God-Talk, Christian Activism, and Civil Disobedience in

the Digital Age

And the King shall answer and say unto them, Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch
as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it
unto me.

—Matthew 25:40, KJV

INTRODUCTION

God is never mentioned in the U.S. Constitution. It is legal (though unlikely)
for an atheist to be elected president, and there is no religious litmus test for
holding any public office or judgeship. Yet, Congress opens its sessions with
a prayer, and it employs a chaplain; both Congressional Democrats and Re-
publicans attend National Prayer Breakfasts and speak in houses of worship;
presidents routinely end addresses with the closing words, “God bless the
United States of America”; the U.S. Supreme Court convenes with the
words, “God save the United States and this Honorable Court!”1

Nearly 91 percent of members of the 115th Congress sworn in after the
2016 elections identified as Christian, according to Pew Research. That fig-
ure is far higher than the general population, which is made up of 75 percent
self-professed Christians.2 Those in conservative and progressive religious
camps often reject the right/left terminology associated with their respective
causes. Many argue that these designations are too narrow to describe nu-
anced positions that can vary from issue to issue, and they would be correct.
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“Religious Right” and “Religious Left” are media and journalistic terms of
descriptive convenience.

Issues typically associated with the Protestant Religious Right and con-
servative Catholicism include policies seen as intrusions upon personal belief
and practice. Abortion is viewed as murder, and anti-abortion rallies are
staged in front of the U.S. Supreme Court each January on the anniversary of
the 1973 Roe v. Wade decision legalizing abortion.3 Some employers object
to the use of contraceptives on religious grounds and seek to opt out of
healthcare mandates. Homosexuality is regarded as sinful. County magis-
trates invoke Bible verses when refusing to issue marriage licenses to same-
sex couples, as do bakers and florists who decline to serve gay weddings.4

Politically active Christian figures closely associated with these and simi-
lar causes are Franklin Graham, president of the Billy Graham Evangelistic
Association (BGEA) and Samaritan’s Purse, a Christian relief organization;
Timothy Busch, founder and funder of the conservative Catholic Napa Insti-
tute; Pat Robertson, founder of Regent University and The 700 Club televi-
sion program; Liberty University president Jerry Falwell, Jr.; and Bob Jones
III, president of Bob Jones University.5

The Religious Left is historically enmeshed with issues of poverty and
social justice. Suffragette, pacifist, socialist, and homeless advocate Dorothy
Day spawned the Catholic Worker Movement in the early twentieth century.
Day’s charity work and writings, including in her newspaper The Catholic
Worker, were grounded in her faith. During civil rights battles of the 1950s
and 1960s, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., a Baptist minister, quoted the Bible
regularly in his fight for racial equality. King marched and preached in Mont-
gomery and Selma, Alabama and other Southern cities alongside progressive
rabbis, priests, Protestant pastors of all races, as well as lay members of
various faiths. In the present age, income imbalance, access to healthcare,
and marriage equality are rallying cries of the Religious Left, though some
progressive congregations have split over same-sex unions.6

Christian conservatives have been largely successful in seeking public
office. Scholar Albert J. Raboteau framed the current political and religious
environment this way in his book American Prophets: Seven Religious Radi-
cals & Their Struggle for Social and Political Justice:

Current distrust of the role of religion in politics is focused on the divisive
force of hot-button issues, such as abortion, gay and lesbian rights, school
prayer, “family values,” the putative “secularization” of American society, and
the role of the religious right in electoral politics, augmented by the intemper-
ate and emotional, if not vitriolic language of print, radio, television, and
Internet commentators, who increase and arouse their audiences by frequently
belittling, ridiculing, and demonizing those with whom they disagree. 7
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Elements of Raboteau’s analysis were present in critiques of the progressive
Moral Monday movement, including criticism “augmented by the intemper-
ate and emotional, if not vitriolic language of print, radio, television, and
Internet commentators.” Moral Monday organizers resisted left/right labels,
however, arguing that they were fighting for equality and justice for all, as
King did. Media portrayals, however, hewed more closely to a storyline of
liberal social justice warriors pitted against right-wing extremists.

MORAL MONDAYS

The influence, and in some cases corruption, of corporations and banks was
the driving force behind the 2011 global protests known collectively as the
Occupy Movement, a largely secular populist campaign that stretched from
New York to London and beyond.8 The religiously tinged Moral Monday
movement two years later in the previously moderate Southern state of North
Carolina was partially about income inequality, but was also aimed at a
plethora of legislation concerning voting rights, gay rights, and other issues
regulated by a conservative Republican majority in the state General Assem-
bly.

The Moral Monday movement was spearheaded by a Protestant pastor,
the Reverend Dr. William J. Barber II, then-head of the state chapter of the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).
“William Barber is the closest person we have to Martin Luther King, Jr. in
our midst,” declared Cornel West, the outspoken Professor of Philosophy and
Christian Practice at Union Theological Seminary.9

More than 25,000 Moral Monday protestors of various ages, races, and
professions such as healthcare workers, teachers, and clergy, traveled from
around the state to the capital of Raleigh during the summer of 2013 (80,000
gathered in a follow-up rally in early 2014) to protest what they saw as
“immoral” laws.10 No blood was shed, and the stakes were arguably lower
than those of King’s lifetime, but the months-long Moral Monday protests
were filled with high drama—preaching, prayer, politics, nearly 1,000 ar-
rests, international news coverage, a smattering of show business, and social
media retaliation. This was a political and religious social movement for the
Digital Age.

This chapter is a case study of the 2013 Moral Monday movement in
North Carolina, and the use of progressive Christianity and religious rhetoric
as tactics for social justice protest in the modern media era. Moral Mondays
and related movements led by Barber continued beyond 2013, but the focus
here will be on the initial burst of protests that first formative year.

Themes explored include: 1) the role religious rhetoric played in this
twenty-first century protest movement; 2) the tone of news coverage of Mo-
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ral Mondays; 3) how social media was used by both the protestors and their
critics; and 4) the political effectiveness of the protests, including:

• Outcomes of the 2014 midterm elections in North Carolina.
• Protestors’ legal challenges to Republican-passed bills, including Voter

ID, gerrymandered political redistricting, and other laws.
• Public awareness and perception of the Moral Monday movement.
• The rising public profile and national influence of William Barber.

EVANGELICALS AND POLITICAL MOVEMENTS

Religion is ever-present in American politics and civic culture, especially
among Protestant Christian evangelicals. According to historian and journal-
ist Frances FitzGerald, “Evangelicals are a product of the two Great Awaken-
ings in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that turned virtually all
American Protestants into evangelicals—people who believe in a high view
of the Bible, salvation coming from Christ’s sacrifice on the cross, and the
need to be born again in Christ. They also believed in spreading the good
news of the gospel.”11

Spreading the gospel is not only about outreach for evangelicals, but also
about public demonstrations of piety. Evangelical piety takes many forms,
and has outsized influence in the realm of American politics, particularly
when race is a factor. White conservative, born-again, evangelical Christians
have long been identified with the Republican Party.12 In the 1960s, the GOP
courted white Southern voters with what was called the “Southern Strategy.”
Up through the mid-twentieth century, most Southerners had been Demo-
crats since the election of Franklin D. Roosevelt, but disenchantment set in
for many whites when the party began supporting civil rights and integration.

As Robert P. Jones, CEO of the Public Religion Research Institute
(PRRI), noted, “[W]ith the passage of landmark civil rights legislation like
the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, Republican
Party Strategists saw an opportunity to coax disgruntled white southern vot-
ers into their camp.”13

“Beginning in 1960,” writes scholar and journalist Kenneth L. Wood-
ward, “no Democratic candidate for president had won a majority of the
white Evangelical vote.” That changed in 1976 when Georgia’s Democratic
Governor, Jimmy Carter, ran for president. In response to a question, Carter
said he was “born again,” a statement that confused the press, but “sent a
linguistic signal to Southern Baptists in particular and Evangelicals in gener-
al that he was one of them.”14

Carter defeated Republican incumbent Gerald Ford, despite Ford’s dec-
laration that he, too, was an Evangelical Christian.15 Two weeks before the
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election, Woodward published a cover story in Newsweek “proclaiming 1976
‘The Year of the Evangelicals.’” This article, coming out in the nation’s
bicentennial year, was seen as a “media milestone” by many Evangelicals,
Woodward notes. “[F]or the first time, Evangelical Americans were recog-
nized as a distinct and numerous movement in American religion, right up
there with Catholics and mainline Protestants.”16

Carter served only one term as president, but white Evangelicals were just
getting started. “Carter’s election in 1976 was only a temporary stay in what
would ultimately be a decisive judgment against the Democratic Party by
white, mostly Christian voters in the South,” according to Jones.17 He refers
to this shift as the “White Christian Strategy.” By 1980, the Jerry Falwell-led
Moral Majority had formed, consolidating power into a new Christian
Right—not a Religious Right, but a uniquely Christian one. There were three
presidential candidates that year: Carter, Republican contender Ronald Rea-
gan, and independent John Anderson. All three claimed to be born-again
Christians. Falwell and other Christian Right leaders threw their weight be-
hind the conservative Reagan, who, as Woodward put it, “rarely saw the
inside of a church.”18

But Reagan was a former actor who knew how to work a crowd and
deliver a line. Speaking to 17,000 Evangelicals at a right wing Religious
Roundtable rally, Reagan said, “I know you cannot endorse me, but I want
you to know that I endorse you.”19 Reagan trounced Carter in the 1980
election, going on to win by an even larger margin in 1984 over Walter
Mondale, Carter’s former vice president.20 Thomas Jefferson’s wall of separ-
ation between church and state had been punched full of holes.21

In his book, The End of White Christian America, Jones follows the trail
of the White Christian Strategy beyond the Reagan era. In the 1990s, “Pat
Robertson and Ralph Reed of the Christian Coalition of America, James
Dobson of Focus on the Family, and Gary Bauer and Tony Perkins of the
Family Research Council spoke for White Christian America through a pro-
liferation of statewide and local chapters of their organizations.”22 It’s worth
noting that Pat Robertson and Gary Bauer each ran for president on the GOP
ticket in 1988 and 2000, respectively.

By pounding away at expanding secularism and pluralism, white Chris-
tian numbers and influence continued to grow. Dobson emerged as a power
broker and political activist for a time, using his broadcasting and publishing
media concerns to reach millions of listeners and readers well into the
George W. Bush administration. “Dobson was one of the engineers of the
2004 ‘Value Voters’ campaign, which buoyed Bush’s re-election and the
passage of more than a dozen state-level bans on same-sex marriage,” Jones
writes.23

The Christian Right was aided in its mission of amassing political and
cultural power by the coverage it received, and still receives, from the press,
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says media scholar Diane Winston. Winston, who holds the Knight Chair in
Media and Religion at the USC Annenberg School for Communication and
Journalism, draws a straight line from Ronald Reagan in the 1980s to the
election of President Donald Trump in 2016. “How did a lying, philandering
blowhard convince millions of Americans—including white evangelicals and
the working poor—that he should be their president? I blame Ronald Reagan
and the news media,” Winston wrote in an essay published in the Los An-
geles Review of Books.

According to the Tyndall Report, a news monitoring site, Trump’s unor-
thodox candidacy received more than twice as much broadcast news cover-
age than Democrat Hillary Clinton during the 2016 campaign. 24 Cable net-
works often covered his rallies live. Trump also received more coverage than
his fellow GOP presidential candidates, and was given more airtime during
Republican debates.25 “News coverage mainstreamed Reagan’s worldview
to elite and middle America, at the same time that televangelists like Jerry
Falwell and Pat Robertson preached it to millions of countercultural Chris-
tian viewers,” according to Winston. “Broadcast through both secular and
religious media, a conservative perspective on the relationships between God
and government, individual freedom and civic responsibility shifted the
American religious imaginary—a shared notion of what matters and why—
and legitimated the economic policies and political practices that gave rise
both to Donald Trump and to the citizenry that supports his candidacy.”26

The Christian effect in American politics remains active, with help from
the news media megaphone. This chapter examines how Moral Monday
organizers, many of them Christian progressives, used that megaphone for
political protest.

SCHOLARSHIP OF RELIGION-INFUSED SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

Michael P. Young has explored major nineteenth-century protest movements
“combining the evangelical schemas of public confession and the special sins
of the nation . . . within a national infrastructure of Protestant institutions”
[italics in original]. Young points out that, “The movements for temperance
and the immediate abolition of slavery were the first national social move-
ments in the United States, but they emerged in interaction with religious and
civil institutions, not the state.”27 Amending previous perspectives, such as
“contentious politics” and “life politics,” as the motivations behind sustained
and interregional protest movements, Young makes the case for a religious
perspective:

I argue that what is needed to explain the first U.S. national social movements
is an appreciation that struggles very much like the life politics of today
emerged in the 1830s within civil society. A cultural mechanism combining
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intensive and extensive religious schemas launched and sustained these popu-
lar movements. This mechanism produced a modular form of protest with
special and national purposes, and it mobilized actors and resources by fusing
personal desires for reformation with goals for national change.28

“Evangelical Protestantism constituted a national infrastructure of resources
independent of political and economic institutions,” Young writes. “These
resources conveyed the schemas of confession and sin. The first national
social movements emerged as particular variants of the schemas of sin and
confession combined.”29

Religion can be an important resource for protest movements. Religious
social networks can be used to mobilize a critical mass of participants, as in
the case of Moral Mondays. Religion, even for the nonreligious, can also
offer inspiration when addressing right and wrong and championing social
justice. As researchers Kraig Beyerlein, Sarah A. Soule, and Nancy Martin
noted, “religion supplies moral resources to social movements” [italics in
original].30 Beyerlein, Soule, and Martin have also shown that religion even
tends to dictate the policing of protest movements. If there is a chance of
threatening tactics, increased oversight by authorities occurs:

We find that police were, in fact, less likely to show up at protest events when
general religious actors, actions, or organizations were present, relative to
events with secular activists. However, we find that these differences are due
to the different ways protesters behave at events. That is, with the introduction
of threatening tactics, the significant protective effect of general religion goes
away.

We complicate this finding, however, in several ways. First, when disag-
gregating our broad religion category into different religious traditions, only
mainline and black Protestant groups are less likely than secular groups to be
policed. As with the general religion finding, both of these traditions’ buffer-
ing effects are a function of promoting less threatening tactics at events. In
addition, we find that, controlling for tactics known from past research to
incite police response, law enforcement agents show up to events featuring
fundamentalist Christians at higher rates than they do events involving secular
groups. Further evidence against the theory of religion as privileged legitimacy
is observed in that non-Christian religious groups using extremely confronta-
tional tactics are more likely to be policed than are similarly behaving secular
groups.31

Police presence that tends to be heavier for protests by fundamentalist Chris-
tians may result from this group being seen as less respected and more of a
deviation from mainstream religion.32 As will be discussed in the sections to
come, there was a heavy police presence at Moral Monday events staged
inside the North Carolina State Capitol and the General Assembly legislative
building.
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BACKGROUND OF THE MORAL MONDAY MOVEMENT

Unlike the mostly leaderless and secular Occupy Movement, where domi-
nant voices came and went, Moral Mondays were led by the charismatic
African American Disciples of Christ minister William Barber. The weekly
protests were an offshoot of Barber’s progressive, social justice-focused For-
ward Together Moral Movement. Moral Mondays initially consisted of ral-
lies concentrated in the state capital of Raleigh against assorted legislation
proposed by a Republican supermajority in the legislature, but eventually
expanded to other cities around the state. Policies proposed by GOP lawmak-
ers were deemed by the activists to be immoral and hurtful, especially to the
poor.

The Reverend Barber had long been involved in social justice causes,
including voting rights, health care reform, labor and immigration rights, and
funding for disadvantaged students. Barber was born in Indianapolis on Au-
gust 30, 1963, two days after Martin Luther King Jr. delivered his “I Have a
Dream” address at the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom.
Like King, Barber’s father was a preacher, and he planted the seeds of
activism in young William when he moved the family to Washington County
in rural eastern North Carolina from Indiana in the 1960s to help desegregate
local schools. “I grew up under that tutelage of not understanding how to be a
Christian without being concerned about justice and the larger community,”
he said in a 2013 interview with the liberal Indy Week alternative news-
paper.33

Barber later graduated cum laude from historically black North Carolina
Central University with a bachelor’s degree in political science.34 He re-
ceived a Master of Divinity degree from Duke University and his doctorate
from Drew University in public policy and pastoral care. Since 1993, Barber
has served as pastor of Greenleaf Christian Church in Goldsboro, North
Carolina (population 36,400), a majority African-American town. Knowl-
edgeable about politics and history as well as theology, he was elected head
of the state NAACP in 2005, stepping down in 2017.35

In addition to the Forward Together movement, Moral Mondays also
sprang from an earlier fusion protest effort by Barber and the Reverend Dr.
Nancy Petty, a white activist and the openly gay pastor of Raleigh’s Pullen
Memorial Baptist Church. That movement, called the Historic Thousands on
Jones Street (HKonJ), named for the location of the legislative building,
began in 2006 with 14 assorted and previously unrelated organizations in a
display of fusion politics.

As Barber told The American Prospect magazine in 2013,

We recognized that many of the same political forces that are against, say,
gender rights, are often also against education equality, environmental justice,
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and policies that help the poor. And so we said that we needed in North
Carolina—and we said this is when Democrats were in office—to have a new
form of fusion politics if we were going to really address the South . . .

We’ve been pushing this moral agenda, this positive agenda rooted in
constitutional values, even before the Republicans took over. We’ve talked
about the need to have an anti-racism, anti-poverty, anti-war agenda. An anti-
discrimination and pro-human rights agenda. And we were successful. That’s
why North Carolina got same-day registration and early voting and Sunday
voting and opened up the most progressive [voting] laws in the South that
actually produced [President Barack] Obama.36

The 2013 Moral Monday protests coincided with the 50th anniversary of
King’s “I Have a Dream” speech. At that earlier historic demonstration of
fusion politics, King joined with labor and civil rights activists to protest the
unequal and harsh treatment of black Americans. The Washington march
gave momentum to a movement that eventually led to passage of the Civil
Rights Act in 1964.

In early 1965, after being turned back twice by authorities, including a
bloody clash on the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama, a federal
court judge permitted King and his fellow protestors to participate in a nonvi-
olent march from Selma to the state capital of Montgomery. On Sunday,
March 21, some 3,000 marchers started the trek on foot. The gathering
swelled to more than 25,000 by the time they reached the capitol building on
Thursday. Less than five months later, President Lyndon Johnson signed the
Voting Rights Act of 1965. Raboteau writes that King saw the civil rights
movement “as a moral struggle, a ‘God-given cause,’ that moved citizens of
different ethnic, racial, and religious distinctions to act together.”37

In addition to basic civil rights and the right of citizens to cast a vote,
King was also keenly interested in economic justice. Accordingly, he “an-
nounced the Poor People’s Campaign at a staff retreat for the Southern Chris-
tian Leadership Conference (SCLC) in November 1967. Seeking a ‘middle
ground between riots on the one hand and timid supplications for justice on
the other,’ King planned for an initial group of 2,000 poor people to descend
on Washington, D.C., southern states and northern cities to meet with
government officials to demand jobs, unemployment insurance, a fair mini-
mum wage, and education for poor adults and children designed to improve
their self-image and self-esteem.”38

The idea for the Poor People’s Campaign came from Marion Wright,
director of the NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund. “Desegregation
and the right to vote were essential, but King believed that African
Americans and other minorities would never enter full citizenship until they
had economic security. Through nonviolent direct action, King and SCLC
hoped to focus the nation’s attention on economic inequality and poverty.”
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Pledging support were members of the Native American, Mexican American,
Puerto Rican, and poorer white communities.39

King would not live to realize the potential of the Poor People’s Cam-
paign. He abruptly changed his plans to fly to North Carolina in April 1968
to campaign for the state’s first black gubernatorial candidate, Reginald
Hawkins. Instead, King traveled to Memphis, Tennessee to support black
garbage workers who were on strike. He was assassinated there on the balco-
ny of the Lorraine Motel on April 4. As Raleigh News & Observer political
columnist Rob Christensen recounted the story,

Hawkins was a 44-year-old minister, dentist, and civil rights leader from Char-
lotte. He decided to run for governor after studying the fusionist movement of
the 1890s which encouraged him to attempt a coalition of “Negroes, poor
people of all races and liberals.” In the 1950’s and 1960’s he was a civil rights
activist. He founded the Mecklenburg [County] Organization for Political Af-
fairs (MOPA) and led Charlotte’s black community in pickets and boycotts
against numerous segregated institutions.40

Hawkins came in third behind two white sons of former governors, but
garnered 129,808 votes, 18.5 percent of the total.41

“In the last years of Dr. King’s life,” writes poet Drew Dellinger, “his
holistic vision led him to emphasize the connections between racism, militar-
ism and economic injustice, and to see continuities across social move-
ments. . . . Dr. King was not, as some charged, calling for what he termed a
‘mechanical fusion’ of the peace and civil rights movements. Still, he main-
tained, the issues were connected . . . in a ‘revolution of values.’”42 As will
be explained later in this chapter, an earlier fusionist political movement in
the nineteenth century also inspired William Barber’s assorted coalitions.

Barber frequently cited King in his fiery sermons at Moral Monday
protest rallies. Rife with spiritual language and heavy on scriptural refer-
ences, the rallies were a rebuke to laws proposed by state Republicans and
GOP Governor Patrick “Pat” McCrory, newly elected in 2012. Each week,
protestors filled the hallways and offices of the N.C. General Assembly,
leading to more than 900 arrests by summer’s end. The Wake County courts
became clogged as the numbers of arrested swelled throughout the sum-
mer.43 Protestors were typically charged with misdemeanors, such as disor-
derly conduct, second-degree trespass, and violation of building rules.44

The first arrests came on Monday, April 29, 2013, when 50 protestors
blocked the entrance to the N.C. Senate Chamber.45 Barber and Duke Divin-
ity Professor Timothy Tyson46 were among 17 activists who refused to dis-
perse when ordered to do so, and were taken into custody. In the prologue to
his book, The Third Reconstruction: Moral Mondays, Fusion Politics, and
the Rise of a New Justice Movement, Barber writes about that first day: “We
did not call it a Moral Monday when we went to the legislature building that
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day. In fact, it took us nearly three weeks to name what we started with that
simple act of protest. But when a small group of us stood together, refusing
to accept an extreme makeover of state government that we knew would
harm the most vulnerable among us, it was like a spark in a warehouse full of
cured, dry tobacco leaves.”47

Barber had also been arrested two years prior “for interrupting a legisla-
tive session to protest the state budget.”48 He called Governor McCrory and
Republican legislative leaders “extremists” and this generation’s “George
Wallaces,” a reference to the Democratic Alabama governor notorious for his
efforts to prevent school integration in 1963, the year of the March on Wash-
ington. “Barber’s mode of operation is inclined toward the dramatic gesture,”
according to Southern politics historian Ferrell Guillory.49

On the following Monday, 30 more people were arrested, including
Charles van der Horst, MD, an infectious disease specialist affiliated with
University of North Carolina Hospitals. Dr. van der Horst recounted his
reasons for protesting and consenting to be arrested, despite possibly jeop-
ardizing his career, in an essay for The New England Journal of Medicine:

On May 6, 2013, I was arrested by the North Carolina Capitol Police in front
of the doors of the state Senate chamber, protesting our legislature’s decision
to forgo Medicaid expansion under the Affordable Care Act (ACA) . . .

In February 2013, before a law was passed in North Carolina blocking
Medicaid expansion, health care workers and nongovernmental patient organ-
izations held a press conference at the North Carolina General Assembly
building. Then we published an editorial arguing that expanding Medicaid
would be financially beneficial to North Carolina in the long run. Our legisla-
ture plowed on. So on April 29, 2013, the “Moral Monday” protests began, in
an attempt to change the minds of Governor Pat McCrory, House Speaker
[later U.S. Senator] Thom Tillis, and North Carolina legislators. To academics,
such a quest might sound quixotic, but protests (along with common sense)
have helped to lead several conservative Republican governors to change their
views on Medicaid expansion. . . . We hoped that protests in North Carolina
would have a similar effect . . .

Although my personal decision to protest was somewhat spontaneous, the
rally was not. The event was carefully planned by a broad coalition of North
Carolinians, including environmentalists, voting-rights advocates, leaders in
reproductive health, educators, workers, and immigrants, all led by the North
Carolina NAACP. The protest was organized in the tradition of civil disobedi-
ence, whose history reaches back through Martin Luther King, Jr., and Mahat-
ma Gandhi to Henry David Thoreau. Physicians and other health care workers
chose to participate out of frustration at our inability to protect our poorest
patients. . . . These problems are not unique to North Carolina.50

Raboteau writes that Martin Luther King “had a remarkable fluency” in both
biblical literacy and scholarly discourse, having been tutored in both the
pulpit and “the philosophical and theological traditions acquired at More-
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house College, Crozer Theological Seminary, and Boston University.” His
ability to quote scripture, Plato, and Thoreau, as well as cite principles em-
bedded within the nation’s founding documents, were a “major factor in the
effectiveness of King’s rhetoric,” according to Raboteau.51

“To his admirers, Dr. Barber, a gifted preacher with a big-tent vision, is
the strongest contender for King’s mantle. And he invites the comparison,”
New York Times religion reporter Laurie Goodstein wrote in a profile. “In
April [2017], to mark the 50th anniversary of the landmark sermon at River-
side Church in Manhattan in which King denounced the Vietnam War, say-
ing, ‘I cannot be silent,’ Dr. Barber preached against [President Donald]
Trump from the same pulpit and denounced what he saw as pervasive racism
across the political right.”52 Goodstein described Barber’s image of himself
and his religious social justice activism:

Loath to be labeled left-leaning or liberal, Dr. Barber cites the Constitution and
the common good as freely as the Bible. “We use the words that progressives
have thrown away—morality, welfare, poor, faith—because those are soul
words,” he says.

He calls himself an evangelical “who takes seriously the Old Testament
and Jesus.” Yet he has fully embraced gay and transgender rights—and in
North Carolina, home of the law restricting bathroom use by transgender peo-
ple. The Bible, he notes, says far more about caring for the needy than it does
about homosexuality or abortion.

“How do you take two or three Scriptures and make a theology out of it,
and claim it is the moral perspective, and leave 2,000 on the table?” he said.
“That is a form of theological malpractice.”53

Barber again echoes King’s sentiments here when he chastises those who use
Scripture selectively. King expressed similar disdain for fellow clergy in his
much anthologized “Letter from Birmingham Jail”:

In the midst of a mighty struggle to rid our nation of racial and economic
injustice, I have heard many ministers say: “Those are social issues, with
which the gospel has no real concern.” And I have watched many churches
commit themselves to a completely other-worldly religion which makes a
strange, un-Biblical distinction between body and soul, between the sacred and
the secular.54

There have been modern political protests leading to massive rallies in state
capitals, notably in Wisconsin in 2011.55 But few if any of those protests
matched the size and religious fervor of North Carolina’s Moral Mondays.
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REPUBLICANS TAKE THE REINS IN RALEIGH

Legislators nationwide frequently pass laws unpopular with various constitu-
encies with little pushback beyond letters to the editor, social media rants,
phone calls, or speeches at public meetings. Why was there such an intense,
sustained backlash against Republican legislators in this instance? Part of the
explanation lies in the fact that the Democratic Party had dominated North
Carolina politics for nearly a century, and many longstanding laws and pro-
gressive policies implemented over the course of decades were reversed in
short order after Republicans were swept into office in 2012.56 Barber de-
cried these “immoral” reversals as intentional targeting of vulnerable popula-
tions. “With a Republican newly elected as governor and a Republican-
controlled legislature, North Carolina, long a politically moderate player in
the South, will soon have its most conservative government in a century,” the
New York Times reported in December 2012.57

The sheer number of bills introduced in a short time span stunned even
supporters who had put a Republican majority into office. Some of the pro-
posed legislation Moral Monday activists found objectionable included:

• A repeal of the state Earned Income Tax Credit, which benefited the
working poor, and provided a refundable tax credit to nearly 907,000
workers in 2011;

• A proposal to tighten Medicaid eligibility requirements for poor women;
• A plan to reduce unemployment benefits from 26 weeks to 12–20 weeks;
• A voter ID bill, effective in 2016, requiring a government-approved photo

identification card to cast a vote, ostensibly to cut down on voter fraud,
that also eliminated straight-ticket voting and shortened the period of time
for early voting, provisions favored heavily by Democrats and black vot-
ers who tended to vote Democrat;58

• Repeal of the requirement that campaign ad disclosures must appear in or
on an ad identifying who paid for it, reducing transparency;

• Loosening of gun restrictions to allow concealed carry permit holders to
carry a firearm into restaurants and bars that serve alcohol as long as the
permit holder is not consuming alcohol;

• Repeal of the Racial Justice Act that allowed death row inmates to use
statistical evidence of racial discrimination in death penalty appeals. 59

“We are protesting for things that my mother won,” Barber told a reporter for
The New Yorker magazine in 2016, “Like voting rights.”60

As journalist Rob Christensen noted, “Through the 1930s, most black
voters identified with the party of Abraham Lincoln. But that began to
change during the New Deal and particularly gained momentum when
Democrats began championing civil rights legislation and Republicans began
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courting disaffected conservative Democrats with their ‘Southern Strate-
gy.’”61 Democrats nationwide ultimately became more identified with pro-
gressive causes, and remained in the majority in North Carolina until 2010.
The state’s centrist reputation, molded by a succession of mostly Democratic
politicians in charge for a hundred years, produced education and economic
reforms. The Research Triangle Park, the University of North Carolina sys-
tem, and the N.C. Community College system were all established or refined
under primarily Democratic administrations.

That changed in 2012, when for the first time since 1870, Republicans
controlled both the General Assembly and the governor’s office. As Rob
Christensen put it in June 2013, “Numerous programs, laws and initiatives
started by Democratic governors and Democratic legislatures are now on
political life support as the first unified Republican government in Raleigh in
more than a century gives new scrutiny to what has gone before.

“Generations of programs involving education, the environment, health
care, election laws and economic development are being eliminated or gutted
in the budgets proposed by either Governor Pat McCrory, the Senate or the
House.”62

“North Carolina has never had a problem bragging about its progressive
history,” Mary C. Curtis wrote in the Washington Post later that fall. “In
1960, when George Wallace was formulating the hard-line segregationist
stand that would propel him to multiple terms in the Alabama statehouse,
North Carolina was electing as its governor Terry Sanford, who was an
advocate of education, an opponent of capital punishment and took moderate
but definite steps toward integration, at the time a risk in the South.”63

The state’s progressive streak is also evident in its historical protest
movements, Curtis said:

In the early 1970s, Mecklenburg County liked to contrast pictures of the rela-
tive calm that greeted its busing of students to achieve school integration with
the violence and vandalism up North in Boston’s busing battles.

And 50 years ago, in May 1963, a year before the Civil Rights Act of 1964
ended segregation in public accommodations, Charlotte leaders—black and
white—paired up for two-by-two integration of restaurants, called “eat-ins,” a
name that played off the “sit-ins” of three years before at a Greensboro, N.C.,
Woolworth’s counter.64

David Zucchino, writing in The Los Angeles Times, stated that, “North Caro-
lina has long portrayed itself as a progressive former Confederate state—a
moderate Southern beacon in civil rights and social justice. That image has
been challenged since November [2012], when Republicans won the govern-
or’s race and took control of both the Legislature and governor’s mansion for
the first time since Reconstruction.”65
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John Hood, head of the John Locke Foundation, a conservative think tank
in Raleigh, disagrees with the storyline of positive Democratic reform vs.
negative Republican dismantling. “North Carolina’s economic history is not
an uninterrupted climb until 2007, when suddenly we fell,” he said. The
state’s economic history “has been filled with peaks and dips, which can be
attributed to factors ranging from state highway spending to international
manufacturing trends.” Hood maintained that, “Texas and Virginia have de-
veloped strong economies with more conservative governance.”66

Republicans became the majority party in part due to outside campaign
cash and GOP strategizing, but Democrats in state government also had high
profile scandals that led to voter disenchantment. A Democratic leader of the
state House of Representatives and an agriculture commissioner both went to
jail on corruption charges. Two-term Democratic governor Michael Easley
pled guilty in 2010 to filing a false campaign finance report.67 His successor,
former lieutenant governor Beverley Perdue, voluntarily served one term as
North Carolina’s first female governor, one poll designating her “the most
unpopular Governor in the country.”68

VALUES AND PRIORITIES OF RELIGIOUS CONSERVATIVES AND
PROGRESSIVES

In his book, Touchdown Jesus: The Mixing of Sacred and Secular in
American History (2003), R. Laurence Moore observes that, “For a long
time, adherents of very conservative religious groups were less likely to be
politically active than members of religious denominations that modernized
their doctrines.”69

For much of American history it was not just the Jeffersonians who protected
the wall of separation. It was religious conservatives who carefully cordoned
off church work from the howling wilderness of the world where politicians
raked their muck. They wanted no advice from the state about what it meant to
be a good Christian. Suspicions about the dangers of a strong state were
precisely what drove Americans to separate church and state in the first place.
Southern Protestants had particular reasons to resist political moves that might
impose someone’s moral standards on others. Casting themselves as the vic-
tims of abolitionism and other Yankee crusades, they were historically condi-
tioned to treat religion as a private matter. Only in the 1890s did they show
much interest in moral legislation. And they did so then because laws against
gambling and alcohol and prostitution were seen as ways to control African
Americans.70

Moore writes that in the early 1960s, many white Christians in both conser-
vative and liberal congregations were racist, and their churches were segre-
gated. “Later, [conservatives] were prepared to acknowledge, along with
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other Americans, that religious politics had their finest hour in the civil rights
campaigns. . . . What is more important, King had shown conservative Chris-
tians that the conscience of America could be altered.”71

As noted earlier, those in conservative and progressive religious camps
often reject right/left terminology, even though religion is often explained
using these tropes. Below is a broad, generalized dichotomy of contemporary
political worldviews of Christian conservatives and liberals. These frames
appear often in news coverage of religion:

• CONSERVATIVES: Christianity in the United States is more closely as-
sociated with the Republican Party. Some members of the GOP identify as
conservative evangelical Protestants who believe in Biblical inerrancy and
the creationist theory that the world is about 6,000 years old and was
created by God in six days as recorded in Genesis. (This perspective is on
display at The Creation Museum in Petersburg, Kentucky.) Most Republi-
can Catholics and Protestants alike speak of abortion as murder, although
many Protestants are pro-death penalty, while Catholic doctrine is anti-
death penalty. Politically conservative Protestants and Catholics consider
homosexuality an aberrant lifestyle. Religiously conservative people abide
by the dictum of loving the sinner, hating the sin. Evangelicals are com-
pelled by their faith to spread the good news of Jesus Christ as personal
savior to others. Charity is important, and philosophically should come
from churches and individuals, not the government. Many believe that
God’s judgment will come to the wicked, and believers will be raptured
into heaven (beliefs vary widely on this), while sinners left behind endure
hell on earth, until the anti-Christ is defeated.

• LIBERALS: Liberal Christians tend to be less dogmatic and rule bound.
Progressive politicians of faith typically reconcile modern science with
religion, believe in evolution and protecting the environment, and support
tolerance for those of different faiths, or of those with no faith. Equal
rights for all, regardless of ethnicity, gender, or religious belief. Many
progressives are “cafeteria Christians,” cobbling together practices from
various faith traditions to create unique and personalized belief systems,
such as combining Methodism and Buddhism. Many liberals, indeed
many Americans, see themselves as “spiritual” instead of religious, open
to a variety of faith experiences.72 They are typically pro-choice on abor-
tion and accepting of gay people, and in one study, about 70 percent of
gays identified as Christian.73 There is an emphasis on good works, partic-
ularly helping the poor and feeding the hungry. The government is seen as
a politically acceptable conduit for sharing wealth through progressive
taxation and social programs. Many see the redistribution of wealth as a
scriptural mandate that follows Jesus’s admonition to care for the poor.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:31 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Moral Mondays in the South 19

Writing about this bifurcation of Christianity, Australian theologian Michael
Frost pointed out that NFL football players Tim Tebow and Colin Kaeper-
nick are both devout Christians, and both are known for taking a knee on the
field. Tebow kneels for public prayer. Kaepernick kneels for public protest.
“Beginning in 2016, he refused to stand to attention during the playing of the
American national anthem,” Frost wrote in a column for the Washington
Post. “Kaepernick decided to either remain seated or kneel during renditions
of the Star Spangled Banner in support of Black Lives Matter and to protest
police violence against black people.”74 As Frost points out, Tebow has
received mostly praise while Kaepernick has received mostly condemnation,
including death threats and accusations of being a traitor.

It seems to me that Tim Tebow and Colin Kaepernick represent the two very
different forms that American Christianity has come to.

And not just in the United States. In many parts of the world it feels as
though the church is separating into two versions, one that values personal
piety, gentleness, respect for cultural mores, and an emphasis on moral issues
like abortion and homosexuality, and another that values social justice, com-
munity development, racial reconciliation, and political activism . . .

One is listening to Eric Metaxas and Franklin Graham. The other is listen-
ing to William Barber and John Perkins.

One is rallying at the March for Life. The other is getting arrested at Moral
Monday protests.75

In his 1997 book, Stealing Jesus: How Fundamentalism Betrays Christianity,
author Bruce Bawer writes,

Conservative Christianity understands a Christian to be someone who sub-
scribes to a specific set of theological propositions about God and the afterlife,
and who professes to believe that by subscribing to those propositions, accept-
ing Jesus Christ as savior, and (except in the case of the most extreme separat-
ist fundamentalists) evangelizing, he or she evades God’s wrath and wins
salvation (for Roman Catholics, good works also count); liberal Christianity,
meanwhile, tends to identify Christianity with the experience of God’s abun-
dant love and with the commandment to love God and one’s neighbor. If, for
conservative Christians, outreach generally means zealous proselytizing of the
“unsaved,” for liberal Christians it tends to mean social programs directed at
those in need.76

The cutting of social programs and the curbing of what Moral Monday pro-
testors viewed as basic rights led to the culture clash between religious and
secular progressives vs. political conservatives in North Carolina govern-
ment.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:31 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 120

THE RELIGIOUS ORDER OF MORAL MONDAYS

The Moral Monday rallies of 2013, which grew as the weeks passed, often
had the feel of a Christian revival, despite attracting both religious and nonre-
ligious adherents. There was a liturgical aspect to the highly organized and
choreographed protests, a Kabuki-like rhythm that followed a prescribed
script. “The throngs of demonstrators who flock to the grassy knoll outside
the North Carolina Statehouse each Monday know the drill,” begins a story
by Yonat Shimron of Religion News Service. “They listen to a fiery speech
denouncing the Republican majority’s legislative actions. They sing freedom
songs and chant civil rights slogans. Then they march two by two into the
legislative building to be handcuffed by police and arrested for failing to
obey orders to disperse.”77

Marchers assembled each week in various churches near the capitol that
opened their doors for the occasion. Barber briefed the crowd and asked for
volunteers to be arrested for acts of civil disobedience. Colored armbands
were distributed to those who chose not to be arrested. All marched to a large
public space near the N.C. General Assembly building where the House and
Senate were in session. Then Barber’s sermon/address began.

In a piece for the progressive religious Sojourners magazine, Barber
summed up some of the themes he reiterated at Moral Monday rallies. “We
must remind those who make decisions regarding public policy what the
prophet Isaiah said ‘Woe unto those who legislate evil. . . . Rob the poor of
their rights . . . make children and women their prey.’” Isaiah 10: 1–2.

“Martin Luther King Jr. said 46 years ago in one of his last sermons that if
you ignore the poor, one day the whole system will collapse and implode.
The costs are too high if we don’t address systemic racism and poverty. It
costs us our soul as a nation.”78 Barber stressed that, “Our agenda, by neces-
sity, is based on hope not fear,” and the movement uses “moral language to
frame and critique public policy, based on our deepest moral and constitu-
tional values, regardless of who is in power.”79

Writing in the liberal web magazine Salon, freelance writer Kristin Rawls
pointed out the progressive religious convictions of the Moral Monday
movement. “It might surprise you to know that Jesus is frequently and un-
abashedly invoked in a protest movement that includes support for LGBT
and abortion rights, but such is a simple fact of life in North Carolina. The
Moral Monday protests here seek to reclaim the rhetoric of morality and—
often explicitly Christian—spirituality in ways that are confounding to the
Tea Party.”80 Rawls, who lives in North Carolina, described Moral Mondays
as “[a] left-wing protest that seeks to reclaim the banner of prayer and moral-
ity.”81

After each open-air rally, protestors entered the legislative building on
Jones Street, which Barber called “the People’s House,” and sang hymns and
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chanted slogans. When the order came from state and police authorities to
disperse, most of the crowd departed, while those who volunteered to be
arrested that day clasped their hands behind them to await the zip ties that
bound their wrists. Supporters would line the road beside the buses that
transported those being detained to the Wake County jail, shouting words of
encouragement and thanks.

By mid-June, there had been more than 350 arrests at Moral Monday
events. Clergy from various faiths took the lead at a rally on June 10, 2013
with statements of support for Barber and the movement, signed by seven
rabbis and Catholic and Episcopal bishops. One of the signees was Bishop of
the Episcopal Diocese of North Carolina, Michael Bruce Curry, who was
elected the first African-American presiding bishop of the Episcopal Church
two years later in June 2015.82

“At a time when the country is becoming less religious and liberal politi-
cians shy away from faith-based rhetoric, this Disciples of Christ minister
[Barber], steeped in the activist traditions of the black church, has emerged
as a galvanizing force in North Carolina’s pushback against the Republican-
dominated legislature,” Shimron wrote.83 Author and Christian activist Jona-
than Wilson-Hartgrove, Barber’s friend and frequent co-author and collabo-
rator, echoed Cornel West when he told Shimron, “He communicates the
message of the South with a power I had heard only in recordings of Dr.
Martin Luther King.”84

In an interview with Chapel Hill, North Carolina-based magazine The
Sun, Wilson-Hartgrove said of Barber, “He’s for real.” Wilson-Hartgrove,
who is white, was raised as a conservative evangelical in the rural foothills of
North Carolina. At the age of sixteen, he became interested in politics, and
got a summer job as a Senate page for South Carolina Republican Senator
Strom Thurmond, known for his opposition to integration and civil rights
legislation.85

Shortly after his page job in Thurmond’s office ended, Wilson-Hartgrove
returned home and heard Barber speak for the first time at a gathering in the
North Carolina governor’s office. “I found his words compelling. This was
not the sort of politics I had seen in Washington. It was different,” Wilson-
Hartgrove said. “I came to see him as my spiritual mentor. As a teenager I
began preaching at his church. We’ve been friends ever since.”86

BACKLASH AGAINST THE RADICAL CHRISTIANITY OF MORAL
MONDAYS

“This is our Selma,” Barber said of the Forward Together Moral Movement
in press interviews and public speeches.87 The February 2014 Moral Monday
march that brought some 80,000 people to the streets of Raleigh was billed
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by organizers as the largest civil rights gathering in the South since the 1965
Selma to Montgomery march.88

There were actually significant differences between Moral Monday pro-
tests and those of the 1950s and 1960s, including the level of risk involved.
Those arrested at Moral Monday rallies, despite taunts from critics, had little
chance of being beaten or killed by racists and complicit lawmen. In addi-
tion, most of those arrested were white. From the first Moral Monday protest
on April 29 through the 11th protest on July 15, for example, 83 percent of
those arrested were white and 11 percent were black.89 The movement “is far
more deeply interracial and multicultural than the civil-rights movement ever
was, in its dreams on its best day,” admitted Duke Professor Timothy Tyson,
who is white, and was arrested with Barber on the first Moral Monday.90 One
similarity between the two eras was the disdain for each movement’s tactics
expressed by their respective opponents. Although Moral Monday marchers
were not met with physical violence, there was resistance, rebuke, and ridi-
cule, in legacy media outlets and especially online.

One notable critic was former Republican state senator, former Marine,
Citadel graduate, and attorney Thom Goolsby. He penned op-eds, widely
reprinted in newspapers throughout North Carolina, calling the protests
“Moron Mondays” and “Money Mondays.” Goolsby, sponsor of the legisla-
tion that repealed the Racial Justice Act and supporter of mandatory, trans-
vaginal ultrasounds for women seeking abortions, wrote the following:

The circus came to the State Capitol this week, complete with clowns, a
carnival barker and a sideshow. The “Reverend” Barber was decked out like a
prelate of the Church of Rome (no insult is meant to Catholics), complete with
stole and cassock. All he was missing was a miter and the ensemble would
have been complete.

Several hundred people—mostly white, angry, aged former hippies—ap-
peared and screeched into microphones, talked about solidarity and chanted
diatribes. It was “liberal theater” at its best . . .

Never short on audacity, the Loony Left actually named their gathering
“Moral Monday.” Between the screaming, foot stomping and disjointed
speeches, it appeared more like “Moron Monday.”91

The Civitas Institute, a nonprofit conservative think tank in Raleigh, set up a
mock gaming website consisting of mug shots of arrested Moral Monday
protestors. Called “Pick the Protestor,” the site revealed that “98 percent of
those arrested are from North Carolina, that the majority live in the Triangle,
are employed, and are Democrats,” according to one television news re-
port.92 Civitas inadvertently supported Barber’s contention that most protes-
tors were state residents, rather than outside agitators, as some had claimed.
Another news station noted that, “high-profile Republicans, including state
party Chairman Claude Pope, have dismissed the protesters as ‘outsiders.’
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That line has been refined in recent days to say that there are ‘outside influ-
ences’ on the protests.”93

The Voter Integrity Project of North Carolina (NCVIP), a group affiliated
with the conservative Tea Party movement, wrote and posted online a satir-
ical song called “Marxist Mondays” to the tune of “Manic Monday,” penned
by the musician Prince and originally recorded by The Bangles. “Marxist
Mondays” contained the lyrics:

It’s just another Marxist Monday
It’s a staged movement

Astroturf moment.94

“The song accuses protesters of ‘throw[ing] a tantrum,’ worrying about
‘look[ing] real hot,’ and wanting to ‘just live off food stamps and unemploy-
ment,’” according to a blog post by The Institute for Southern Studies. The
post also notes that, “NCVIP campaigns against voter fraud, recruiting vol-
unteers to serve as poll monitors. Its tactics have sometimes been criticized
as voter intimidation. The group promotes strict voter ID laws, which have
been among the targets of the Moral Monday protesters because of their
disproportionate impact on people of color, the elderly, students, and people
with disabilities.”95

FUSION POLITICS AND THREE RECONSTRUCTIONS

As noted earlier, fusion politics, cited frequently by Barber, was originally a
movement in 1890s America when various parties with some disagreements
but with many common interests formed coalitions. When asked by Lynn
Stuart Parramore of The American Prospect to describe the philosophy be-
hind Moral Mondays, Barber, like King, cited both secular and sacred
sources:

When we looked at the preponderance of this legislation that was passed and
was being planned, we said, let’s look at the deep values of our constitution.
We read where it says that in North Carolina, all political power should only
be used for the good of the whole. We saw that our constitution of 1868,
passed by blacks and whites, guaranteed equal protection and it guaranteed
public education, both as a constitutional value and a moral value. Then we
looked at the federal constitution and saw that the deep values in that are the
common good—promoting the general welfare. The first word, before you
even get to freedom and liberty, is the establishment of justice.

Then we went to the Bible. We saw that every major faith says that love
and justice should be at the center of public policy. Isaiah 10 says, “Woe unto
those who make unjust laws that rob the right of the poor.” And we said, wait a
minute, when you look at these policies, it’s not only bad policy, but it’s
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immoral and extreme. And we said that we had to stand up as a coalition—not
liberal vs. conservative (that’s too small, too limited, too tired), or Republican
vs. Democrat. We had to have a moral challenge because these policies they
were passing, in rapid-fire, were constitutionally inconsistent, morally inde-
fensible, and economically insane.96

In his writings and speeches, Barber has laid out three specific eras of Recon-
struction. The first took place in the period following the end of the Civil
War in 1865. The second was in the mid-1950s. Schools were desegregated
by the U.S. Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954,
followed the next year by the death of Emmett Till for allegedly insulting a
white woman. In a speech to the liberal gathering Netroots Nation 2014,
Barber outlined the history this way:

Two things fueled the civil rights movement. The Brown decision, and the
acquittal of the people that killed Emmett Till. . . . Both of these things result
in the kind of creation of a second reconstruction. A new fusion, moral fusion
politics. . . . We saw affirmative action, we saw the committee on equal
employment, we saw civil rights connected morally to economic justice, we
saw the Social Security amendments of 1965, we saw the creation on a moral
basis of Medicare and Medicaid . . . we saw the Civil Rights Act of ‘64 and the
Voting Rights Act of ‘65 . . .97

These programs were soon under attack by racists who marginalized the
programs’ beneficiaries and demonized their otherness, he said. He delineat-
ed the Southern Strategy being employed in the present by some conserva-
tive politicians, making this the right time for a third Reconstruction. Cutting
benefits and slashing tax breaks for low- and middle-income families violates
Christ’s teaching to care for the least among us, he said. That viewpoint
clashes with “another school of Christian thought followed by many South-
ern conservatives: The best way to help the poor is through private charity,
providing jobs and promoting self-reliance, rather than government pro-
grams,” according to an Associated Press story in June 2013 amid the Mon-
day rallies.98 This storyline echoes previous comparisons of progressive ev-
angelicals vs. conservative evangelicals.

In February 2016, three weeks before the North Carolina Presidential
Primary, Barber and Wilson-Hartgrove co-authored an op-ed piece in the
Raleigh News & Observer titled, “Holding Candidates Morally Account-
able.” The essay noted the 10th Annual People’s Assembly March that had
occurred on February 13, “made up of black, white and brown, gay and
straight, rich and poor, labor and civil rights Democrats, Republicans and
independents, people of faith and people whose moral visions are rooted in
reason or politics.”99 Revisiting the theme of fusion politics, they wrote,
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We knew it had been done before. After the Civil War, newly freed African-
Americans found common cause with white North Carolinians, wrote a new
state constitution and founded the South’s first public school system. In the
1890s, their political descendants formed an interracial “fusion coalition” of
white populists and black Republicans, which won the governorship and every
statewide office in 1896. White conservatives overthrew the Fusionist govern-
ment by force and fraud, installing a one-party state that disenfranchised
blacks and ushered in lynch law and Jim Crow segregation.100

BLACK SOCIAL GOSPEL

As ethics scholar, theologian, and Episcopal priest Gary Dorrien has pointed
out, “Martin Luther King did not come from nowhere, nor did the embattled
theology of social justice he espoused.”101 Just as Barber built on King’s and
others’ legacies, King inherited the legacy of the “wrongly and strangely
overlooked” black social gospel, as Dorrien called it. Prominent African-
American figures associated with the black social gospel movement include
Booker T. Washington, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, and W. E. B. DuBois among
many others.

Writing in the Harvard Divinity Bulletin, Dorrien outlined the evolution
of American civil rights and black religious activism:

The “civil rights movement” actually began in 1884 with a call for what
became the National Afro-American League in 1890, which was followed by a
brilliant moment of hope in the Niagara Movement of 1905 to 1909. A second
phase of activism occurred in 1910 with the founding of what became the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). The
historic mass movement that exploded in December 1955 was a third phase. In
every phase, the movement had leaders that espoused the social ethical relig-
ion and politics of modern social Christianity.102

These three phases of the civil rights movement dovetail with Barber’s thesis
of three eras of Reconstruction, both locating activist roots in the nineteenth-
century post-Civil War era. “Though the black social gospel grew out of the
abolitionist tradition,” Dorrien writes, “it responded to new challenges in a
new era of American history: the abandonment of Reconstruction, the evis-
ceration of constitutional rights, an upsurge of racial lynching and Jim Crow
abuse, struggles for mere survival in every part of the nation, and the excru-
ciating question of what a new abolition would require.”103

LIBERATION THEOLOGY AND MORAL MONDAYS

There is more than a hint of Liberation Theology in the rhetoric of Moral
Mondays. Liberation Theology grew out of a Catholic movement in
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1950–1960s Latin America, the same period in which Martin Luther King Jr.
was leading protests against oppression of blacks in the United States. Third
World adherents of Liberation Theology who were poor, persecuted, and
oppressed found in Christianity a relevant revolutionary and emancipatory
power. Establishment political and religious leaders, particularly those in the
West, saw the movement as socialist or Marxist.

American James Cone of Union Theological Seminary published, among
other works, A Black Theology of Liberation in 1970. Cone wrote in part:

Christian theology is a theology of liberation. It is a rational study of the being
of God in the world in light of the existential situation of an oppressed commu-
nity, relating the forces of liberation to the essence of the gospel, which is
Jesus Christ [Italics in the original].104

The Latin American Pope Francis embraced tenets of Liberation Theology in
the twenty-first century with his frequent pleas on behalf of the poor, and in
his criticism of capitalism. “While the earnings of a minority are growing
exponentially, so too is the gap separating the majority from the prosperity
enjoyed by those happy few,” Francis wrote in his Apostolic Exhortation.105

Gustavo Gutierrez, the “father” of the controversial Liberation Theology
movement, at age 85 was invited by Pope Francis to the Vatican in May 2015
to address the press about ministering to the poor.106

“I had sensed in him what I’ve come to learn is the long tradition of Black
liberation preaching,” Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove said of Barber in an inter-
view. “He inherited that from his father, and is, in terms of the Black social
gospel, I think, one of its greatest living preachers.”107

CONSERVATIVE PASTORS AND THEIR MESSAGE

Nationwide, religious conservatives run for local, state, and national offices
in order to influence legislation, and some seek to evangelize through poli-
tics. In July 2015, some 300 conservative evangelical pastors attended a
training session held in Orlando, Florida on how to run for public office. As
reported by NPR, this was just “one in a series of workshops being held
around the country in an effort to build a movement of pastor politicians who
will promote conservative ideas at all levels of government.”108 Mike Hucka-
bee, a 2016 Republican presidential candidate and ordained Baptist minister,
was the keynote speaker.

According to the NPR story, workshop organizer and political operative
David Lane “calls these Issachar workshops after one of the 12 tribes of
Israel, a tribe that, according to the Bible, was led by men who understood
the times and knew what Israel should do.” At the time of the 2015 Orlando
session, the U.S. Supreme Court had ruled in favor of legalizing gay mar-
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riage, the national deficit was nearing $500 billion for the year, and the
number of abortions was about 730,000 per year.109 Lane opened with a
prayer addressing all of these issues:

Fifty-five million babies dead, red ink as far as the eye can see, homosexuals
praying at the inauguration . . .110

Mark Harris, pastor of the First Baptist Church in Charlotte, North Carolina
and failed 2014 Republican senatorial candidate, tried to enlist the pastors in
the audience in a call and response to the children’s hymn, “This Little Light
of Mine.” When the audience gave a lukewarm response, he said, “Oh, that
was pathetic. No wonder the liberals are kicking our tails. Come on.” The
purpose of these workshops is twofold: to get more conservative evangelical
voters to the polls, and to get more evangelical pastors in office. The minis-
ters at the workshops are primarily Protestants, as the Catholic Church for-
bids its clergy from running for public office.111

THE PRESS AND THE PROTESTS

Joshua Clark Davis is co-director of the North Carolina-based Media and the
Movement: Journalism, Civil Rights, and Black Power in the American
South, described on its website as “an oral history project that aims to under-
stand the media and activism ecosystem of the American South during the
civil rights movement of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s.”112 The day before the
50th anniversary of the March on Washington on August 28, 2013, Davis
published an essay with Huffington Post titled, “The March on Washington,
Moral Mondays and the Media.”

Davis, who had been arrested at the June 17 Moral Monday rally for
“peaceful civil disobedience,” discussed the public relations boost received
by both the March on Washington and Moral Mondays via media coverage.
He noted that mainstream media covered the main event in 1963, but the
black press had been there all along:

King was already famous for his leadership in the nonviolent, direct action
civil rights movement. But the March on Washington was King’s, and the
movement’s, ultimate public relations victory. Never before had national me-
dia—particularly television—given the movement so much sustained cover-
age. As much of this week’s commentary will suggest, the March on Washing-
ton might have even failed without television cameras there to broadcast it.

But this narrative leaves out a key ingredient of the March’s success. More
than any other journalists, reporters from black newspapers helped to make the
March happen in the first place. Television cameras captured the March, but
they missed most of the weeks, months, and years of organizing that prompted
hundreds of thousands of people to go to Washington on August 28.113
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Davis recognized and appreciated the fact that the press boosted the popular-
ity and name recognition of Moral Mondays. “These weekly protests . . .
started April 29. Moral Mondays began to enjoy sustained national and inter-
national coverage as the protests grew substantially in June. Since then, New
York Times published no fewer than six articles and editorials that mention
Moral Mondays. NPR, MSNBC, Fox News, London’s Guardian newspaper,
and numerous other major news outlets featured stories and opinion pieces
on Moral Mondays, too.”114

Conservatives claimed favoritism in the press toward the movement.
“When you start to use inflammatory rhetoric and you try to fan the flame
that brings up a history of racism or violence perpetrated by folks who are no
longer here, no longer around—to try to bring that kind of inflammatory
rhetoric back and justify what they feel today—is totally off base,” State
Republican Party Chairman Claude Pope said in September of 2013 of the
Jim Crow and civil rights era language used by Moral Monday marchers.
“And one of the issues is the press seems to be buying into it.”115

Activist media, Davis says, “made Moral Mondays the top American
social protest story of the summer.”116 Durham, North Carolina-based online
magazine Facing South is an independent social justice and progressive
voice put out by the Institute of Southern Studies (ISS). Facing South, begun
by civil rights activists in 1970, had published nearly twenty stories mention-
ing the Reverend Barber in the previous six years.

“National television cameras and reporters might show up to cover
marches and rallies the day they happen. But if you’re looking for the stories
behind these movements, you’re more likely to get them from independent
activist journalists,” Davis writes.117

The Raleigh News & Observer, whose offices were just blocks from the
capitol, ran some 30 articles, including straight stories, editorials and first-
person op-eds, between the first Monday rally on April 29 and the thirteenth
on July 29. Stories focused on the size of the crowd, the number of arrests,
and quotes by supporters angry with the legislature over issues such as refu-
sal to expand Medicaid for some 500,000 uninsured citizens; tax cuts that
trimmed public school budgets; the elimination of teaching assistant posi-
tions; and revocation of a teacher pay hike for those who earned a master’s
degree.

HOUSE BILL 2

In February 2016, the Charlotte, North Carolina City Council passed an
ordinance on a 7–4 vote to expand a non-discrimination ordinance to include
protections for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) individuals.
Among other items covered under the ordinance was the provision that trans-
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gender people could use public restrooms that coincided with the gender with
which they identify.118

In March, Republicans in the State General Assembly quickly passed
HB2, which nearly as quickly became known nationwide as “the bathroom
bill.”119 The purpose was to nullify the Charlotte ordinance, but its provi-
sions went further. In an opinion piece for Charlotte Magazine, HB2 oppo-
nent Greg Lacour wrote,

Here’s what the North Carolina General Assembly did today, in your name,
with your money: passed a bill that effectively defines “transgender” out of
existence; forces transgender men to use women’s rooms and transgender
women to use the men’s; allows private businesses to discriminate against gay
and transgender people; prohibits local governments from preventing such
discrimination; prohibits local governments from setting any employment
standards, including minimum wage, for businesses they hire as contractors;
jeopardizes $4.6 billion in federal Title IX funding for schools; nullifies every
nondiscrimination ordinance ever passed by any local government in the state;
allowed legislators five minutes to read the bill; allowed the public 30 minutes
to comment on it . . . and declared “that the general welfare of the State
requires the enactment of this law under the police power of the State”; all
predicated on their genuine or feigned horror over a presumed danger that has
been shown, definitively, not to exist.120

HB2 became a moral issue for both sides, but for diametrically opposed
reasons. “Advocates of HB2 have called it a bill that protects women and
children in restrooms and locker rooms from men who might pretend to be
transgender for illegal motives,” reporter Anne Blythe wrote in The News &
Observer.121 At an April 2016 rally that drew about 60 people in Asheville in
the western mountains, proponents of HB2 focused on keeping families safe
from sexual predators in bathrooms. Rally organizer Pastor Andrew Sluder
said, “This bill protects all citizens across NC. It keeps school locker rooms
safe from the possibility of sexual predators. It is sad that things like this
must be brought to the table for discussion, but I thank God for our legisla-
tors, Lieutenant Governor, and Governor McCrory for passing this bill.”
Attendees carried signs that said, “Pray for our state” and “Thank you
Governor for keeping families safe.”122

In May, 11 protestors were arrested during a Moral Monday rally against
HB2. Barber consistently called for repeal of HB2. “We know the difference
between racism and homophobia . . . we must all stand together,” he said.123

In July, GOP Governor Pat McCrory signed a change to HB2 restoring the
right of employees who believe they’ve been fired because of discrimination
to sue in state courts instead of having to seek relief in federal court, but left
the exclusionary bathroom provision in place.124 The bill was repealed and
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replaced in 2017 after McCrory lost the 2016 gubernatorial election to
Democrat Roy Cooper, formerly state attorney general.125

CONCLUSION

How effective was William Barber and his Moral Monday movement in
sparking social and political change in North Carolina in 2013 and beyond?
Four themes were explored in this chapter concerning Moral Monday pro-
tests in North Carolina: 1) the role religious rhetoric played in this twenty-
first century protest movement; 2) the tone of news media coverage; 3) how
social and digital media was used by both protestors and their critics; and 4)
the political effectiveness of the protests. Results indicate the following:

1) Religious language was an essential ingredient at Moral Mondays that
attracted people of faith and secularists alike, united against changes imple-
mented by Republicans in the state legislature. The primary driver of this
rhetoric was the Reverend Dr. William Barber II. In the 2016 presidential
contest, Barber continued to employ religious language for commentary,
decrying Republican candidates’ use of coded language about race. With
2016 GOP presidential contenders Ted Cruz, Marco Rubio, and Donald
Trump (who eventually won) using Christian terminology on the campaign
trail, Barber wrote in The Nation, “Presidential candidates of all political
stripes have long courted what the media calls the ‘evangelical voters’ in the
South, using the language of morality.”

Well, I am an evangelical. I have been born again. . . . I learned that persons
who claim to be evangelicals are anointed to preach good news to the poor. . . .
Evangelism always starts with Jesus’s words: “When I was hungry did you
feed me? When I was naked, did you clothe me?” In North Carolina, even our
state constitution notes, in Article 11, “Beneficent provision for the poor, the
unfortunate, and the orphan is one of the first duties of a civilized and a
Christian state.”126

2) Coverage of Moral Monday protests spread across national media, and
occupied local newspaper front pages and television news lead status on
many days. Davis noted that Moral Mondays had sustained national and
international coverage as the protests grew substantially in June. The New
York Times published six articles and editorials that mention Moral Mondays
between June and August 2013. NPR, MSNBC, Fox News, The Los Angeles
Times, London’s Guardian newspaper, and many others also ran stories,
including the local Raleigh News & Observer. Republican legislators ac-
cused the news media of bias toward the protestors. Opposing viewpoints to
Moral Mondays came from op-eds and news quotes by current and former
GOP lawmakers.
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3) Both Moral Monday organizers and their opponents employed tech-
savvy strategies to forward their respective messages. Barber authored and
co-authored op-eds, and he gave frequent interviews. A website was created,
and social media employed to inform supporters of upcoming rallies. News
outlets often printed stories ahead of marches, informed by emails to report-
ers. Pushback came from conservatives who created satiric websites that
used arrested protestors’ mug shots and recorded songs parodying Moral
Mondays as “Marxist Mondays.” This rhetoric is reminiscent of accusations
in the 1950s that the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. had communist ties.

4) Despite the Moral Monday protests, Republicans remained firmly in
charge after the 2014 midterm elections. Had the movement made a differ-
ence? In 2015, Barber told the Huffington Post that, “The group was not
deterred by GOP wins in the state in 2014.”127 The HKonJ website offered its
nationwide following and frequent protests as evidence the movement was a
change agent:

After an avalanche of extreme and immoral policies passed during the 2013
Legislative Session, under the leadership of the NC NAACP, the HKonJ Co-
alition continued their work under the banner of the Forward Together Moral
Movement and organized 13 Moral Mondays and over 25 local Moral Mon-
days across the state once the session ended. This nationally known movement
has spread to other southern states and has inspired people across the na-
tion.128

The Moral Monday movement, and Barber, did indeed succeed in attracting
national attention, including that of Robert Reich, former Secretary of Labor
under President Bill Clinton. In a 2015 Facebook post, Reich wrote:

A few days ago in Raleigh, North Carolina, I met Reverend William Bar-
ber . . . president of the North Carolina NAACP and a leader of the “Moral
Mondays” movement that’s fighting both for voting rights and for a $15 mini-
mum wage. “This is our Selma,” says Barber. “Everything they won in Selma
is now being attacked and North Carolina is the clearest example of that.”
Since taking over state government in 2013, North Carolina Republicans have
enacted the toughest voting restrictions in the country, declined Medicaid ex-
pansion for 500,000 people, ended unemployment benefits, cut public educa-
tion funding and slashed taxes on the wealthy. Barber and his Moral Monday
activists are fighting those policies in the streets, in the courts and at the ballot
box. Over 1,000 people have been arrested during demonstrations at the legis-
lature. . . . A large progressive convergence is occurring.129

One significant effect of the Moral Monday movement was victory in a
lawsuit that required Republican Legislators to redraw voting districts ruled
by the court to have been gerrymandered on the basis of race.130 “This state’s
citizens have the right to vote in districts that accord with the Constitution,”
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Circuit Judge James A. Wynn, Jr. wrote. “We therefore order that new maps
be drawn that comply with the Constitution and the Voting Rights Act.”131

This decision was partly confirmed by the U.S. Supreme Court in 2017.132

AFTERMATH

During an appearance on Comedy Central’s The Daily Show in 2017, Barber
told host Trevor Noah, “I don’t know any way to be a person of faith and not
be concerned about how we’re treating the poor, how we’re treating the least
of these.”133

“You’re doing all of this work in North Carolina, which in many ways has
become a microcosm for everything that America is,” Noah said to Barber.
“You have the imbalances between rich and poor, you have a Democratic
state that votes a Democrat for a long time and then all of a sudden switched
and voted for Donald Trump and voted Republican. You have a place where
there has been gerrymandering, where there is a lot of racial discrimination.”

“North Carolina has had an interesting history,” Barber responded. “It’s
not as progressive as people tend to think.” He continued,

You know, we elected [conservative Republican Senator] Jesse Helms for
years. The only Democratic candidate that won for presidency other than
Jimmy Carter was Barack Obama. But that’s significant. When President Oba-
ma broke through in the South, in North Carolina in 2008, we had just passed
same-day registration and early voting. Two thousand and ten, during redis-
tricting, Trevor, they [Republicans] went redistricting-crazy. They created
apartheid districts. Right? And that stacked and packed black voters in a way
that in the 2012 election, more progressives voted for progressives.

But because of the redistricting, we ended up with a supermajority extre-
mist legislature. That extremist legislature then passes every law they could.
They were anti-Medicaid expansion, anti-immigrants, anti-gay, anti-public ed-
ucation, anti-living wage. Then they decided to pass the worst voter suppres-
sion law in the country. . . . 22 states passed racist, voter suppression laws and
racially driven redistricting laws. . . . Racism hacked this system before [Don-
ald] Trump was ever elected. . . . And you know what? The people who got
hurt the most by the policies that have been elected by these so-called, what I
call these “unconstitutionally constituted” legislatures have been poor
whites.134

After the 2013 Moral Monday rallies, Barber’s national, and international,
recognition was raised considerably. His profile rose even higher when he
was chosen for a plum speaking slot during the 2016 Democratic National
Convention. The televised speech was a stirring sermon that echoed his
Moral Monday themes and brought roars of approval from the convention
floor.
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“Good evening, my Brothers and Sisters,” he began. “I come before you
tonight as a preacher, the son of a preacher, a preacher immersed in the
movement at five years old. I don’t come tonight representing any organiza-
tion, but I come to talk about faith and morality.”135

Barber continued in that vein, throwing attendees at the secular conven-
tion a bit off-balance:

I’m a preacher and I’m a theologically conservative liberal evangelical bibli-
cist. I know it may sound strange, but I’m a conservative because I work to
conserve a divine tradition that teaches us to do justice, love mercy, and walk
humbly with our God.

I’ve . . . had the privilege of traveling the country with the Reverend Dr.
James Forbes, and Reverend Dr. Traci Blackmon and Sister Simone Campbell
as we are working together in the revival and calling for a revolution of values.
And as we travel the country, we see things. That is why I’m so concerned,
about those that say so much—about what God says so little, while saying so
little—about what God says so much. And so in my heart, I’m troubled. And
I’m worried about the way faith is cynically used by some to serve hate, fear,
racism and greed.

We need to heed the voice of the Scriptures. We need to listen to the
ancient chorus in which “deep calls unto deep.” The prophet Isaiah cries out,
“What I’m interested in seeing you doing, says the Lord, as a nation is, ‘Pay
people what they deserve,’ ‘Share your food with the hungry.’ Do this and
then your nation shall be called a repairer of the breach.”

Jesus, a brown skinned Palestinian Jew, called us to preach good news to
the poor, the broken, and the bruised, and all those who are made to feel
unaccepted . . .

I say to you tonight, there are some issues that are not Left versus Right,
Liberal versus Conservative, they are “right versus wrong.”

We need to embrace our deepest moral values and push for a revival of the
heart of our democracy . . .

And so, and so I stop by here tonight to ask,

• Is there a heart in this house?
• Is there a heart in America?
• Is there somebody that has a heart for the poor, and a heart for the vulner-

able?

Then Stand up. Vote together. Organize together. Fight for the heart of this
nation. And while you’re are fighting, sing that old hymn. “Revive us again.
Fill each heart with Thy love. May each soul be rekindled with fire from
above.” Hallelujah! Find the glory.136

Reporter Janell Ross, writing in the Washington Post stated, “Well, America,
what the Reverend William Barber II stopped by the Democratic National
Convention Thursday night to tell you was just about the most engaging
version of everything that every other speaker touched on over the course of
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the four day event. . . . What he delivered—eight years after this brand of
liberation theology took a beating from uninformed corners of the conserva-
tive commentariat—was evidence of a long tradition of liberal, religious
patriotism. It was a call to action that, in Barber’s view, serves this cause—an
articulation of a liberal and patriotic philosophy with what Barber said was
the moral force to shock and resuscitate the heart of the nation.”137

On the national NAACP website, Barber’s accomplishments were listed
as part of a Divine Plan:

By the grace of God, Rev. Dr. Barber, along with local, state, and national
NAACP leaders, has helped to lead the fight for voter rights, just redistricting,
health care reform, labor and worker rights, protection of immigration rights,
and reparation for women survivors of Eugenics, release of the Wilmington
Ten and educational equality. Rev. Dr. Barber has been arrested three times for
civil disobedience as he stood for educational, economic and equal justice. 138

In June 2017, Barber stepped away from the leadership of North Carolina’s
NAACP chapter to help organize a Poor People’s Campaign in Washington,
D.C. and 25 states, akin to Martin Luther King’s 1967/1968 Poor People’s
Campaign for economic justice, carried out by the Reverend Ralph Aberna-
thy after King’s assassination.

In a press release, Barber said, “This moment requires us to push into the
national consciousness a deep moral analysis that is rooted in an agenda to
combat systemic poverty and racism, war mongering, economic injustice,
voter suppression, and other attacks on the most vulnerable. . . . While I am
stepping down as president, I will continue working to advance the moral
movement here at home as well as support the leadership in our conference
to move North Carolina forward together.”139

On a website with videos, blogs, and historical resources, the new Poor
People’s Campaign lays out its vision:

We are fighting on many fronts of this struggle, including for good affordable
homes, water, nutritious food, health, and education, for racial, gender and
LGBTQ justice, for a humane immigration system and an end to mass incar-
ceration, for living wages and good jobs, for a healthy environment, for peace,
and for a more genuine democracy. We look to the example of the Forward
Together/Moral Mondays movement in North Carolina, the struggle against
water shut-offs in Detroit, the campaigns in Vermont, Maine, Pennsylvania,
and Maryland to make healthcare a human right, and many others which show
the power that comes when we’re able to see all the problems our communities
are facing as deeply inter-connected and organize on that basis.140

This new fusion movement that brings together a variety of constituencies
and causes is consistent with Barber’s message of equality. The New Poor
People’s Campaign is associated with another social justice organization

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:31 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Moral Mondays in the South 35

titled Repairers of the Breach. “Repairers of the Breach staff and volunteers
conduct trainings, town hall meetings, panels, and participate in other activ-
ities with state-based moral movement leaders across the country,” according
to the group’s website, which touts Barber’s books.141

As nineteenth-century abolitionist and Unitarian minister Theodore Park-
er said, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends towards jus-
tice.”142 The quote was a favorite of King’s, and has been used by Barber and
many other activist ministers. Barber has stressed time and again that he
rejects the narrow frame of left/right politics. Despite his resistance to parti-
san labels, though, Repairers of the Breach states that part of its mission is to,
“Challenge the version of the ultra-conservatives who have misinterpreted
Christianity and other faith traditions as a faith that hates the poor. They call
47 percent of us ‘Takers,’ and they want to shut down any government
agency that tries to provide for the general welfare and just economic sys-
tems.”143

“The real conflict isn’t Christianity versus Islam or Christianity versus a
liberal secular state; it’s one version of Christianity versus another,” says
Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove.

As I’ve said, the abolition movement was one kind of Christianity; the pro-
slavery movement, another. If you don’t acknowledge this story, then you end
up trying to bring people together without a story, which is sort of what the
secular state has been attempting. And yet the secular state in the U.S. devel-
oped very much within the context of Christian values. The challenge for the
Moral Movement is how to have a public discourse that appeals to those
values without excluding Jews, Muslims, Buddhists and people who don’t
adhere to any faith tradition.144

Barber “often says left vs. right is too puny for the moral challenge of our
day,” Wilson-Hartgrove notes. “Sometimes we need language to name right
vs. wrong.”145

That language for Barber is one of morality, and of religion.
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Chapter Two

So Blessed by God
Adding the Almighty to the Pledge of Allegiance to the

Flag

I Pledge Allegiance to the Flag of the United States of America and to the
Republic for which it stands, one Nation under God, indivisible, with liberty
and justice for all.1

—Final version of the Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag, adopted 1954

INTRODUCTION

One winter evening in 1969, comedian Red Skelton (1913–1997) performed
a nostalgic monologue about the Pledge of Allegiance on his long running
CBS variety television show. Long before the advent of YouTube, the audio
clip was later released on a 45-rpm vinyl record.2 Growing up in Vincennes,
Indiana, Skelton said, he and his classmates routinely recited the pledge at
school. One day, his principal, Mr. Lasswell, gave a speech about the pledge,
saying, “Uh, boys and girls, I have been listening to you recite the Pledge of
Allegiance all semester, and it seems that it has become monotonous to you.
Or, could it be, you do not understand the meaning of each word? If I may, I
would like to recite the pledge, and give you a definition for each word.”3

Skelton, in the guise of his elderly principal, then explained each segment
of the pledge:

I—Me; an individual; a committee of one.
Pledge—Dedicate all of my worldly good to give without self-pity.
Allegiance—My love and my devotion.
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To the Flag—Our standard. “Old Glory”; a symbol of courage. And wherever
she waves, there is respect, because your loyalty has given her a dignity that
shouts “Freedom is everybody’s job.”
of the United—That means we have all come together.
States—Individual communities that have united into 48 great states; 48 indi-
vidual communities with pride and dignity and purpose; all divided by imagi-
nary boundaries, yet united to a common cause, and that’s love of country.
Of America .
And to the Republic—A Republic: a sovereign state in which power is invested
into the representatives chosen by the people to govern; and the government is
the people; and it’s from the people to the leaders, not from the leaders to the
people.
For which it stands
One Nation—Meaning “so blessed by God.”
Indivisible—Incapable of being divided.
With Liberty—Which is freedom; the right of power for one to live his own life
without fears, threats, or any sort of retaliation.
And Justice—The principle and qualities of dealing fairly with others.
For All—That means, boys and girls, it’s as much your country as it is mine.

Skelton concluded the skit by breaking character and speaking directly to the
studio audience:

Since I was a small boy, two states have been added to our country, and two
words have been added to the Pledge of Allegiance: Under God. Wouldn’t it
be a pity if someone said, “That is a prayer”—and that be eliminated from our
schools, too?4

“UNDER GOD”

Americans often show their patriotism—and piety—through public recita-
tions of the Pledge of Allegiance to the flag. The current pledge is the fourth
incarnation of a flag oath composed by a clergyman, who was also a maga-
zine staff writer, for school children in the nineteenth century. Some 50 years
later, the secular patriotic pledge took on a religious dimension with the
addition of the phrase “under God.” This final alteration was an official act of
Congress passed during the tense years of the Cold War, a time of increased
public religiosity.5

The idea of adding God originated in the early 1950s within the Catholic
fraternity the Knights of Columbus, and nationwide adoption of the phrase
was championed by the Hearst newspaper chain and other media outlets,
both religious and secular. The addition of a deity to the pledge was accepted
in most quarters, but rejected in others.

Another half-century later, controversy concerning “under God” in the
pledge continued. In the summer of 2002, the federally-inserted phrase was
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challenged by self-described atheist Michael Newdow on behalf of his
school-aged daughter. On June 26 of that year, the Ninth U.S. Circuit Court
of Appeals banned the use of “under God” in public school recitations of the
pledge on the grounds that the First Amendment forbids “an establishment of
religion” by government. Many groups—including members of Congress—
defied the Court and kept the pledge intact, prompting the Court to stay the
decision pending appeals, including one by the U.S. Justice Department.6

On Flag Day, June 14, 2004—the 50th anniversary of the inclusion of
“under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance—the U.S. Supreme Court, sidestep-
ping church-state issues, reversed the lower court 8–0, and dismissed the
challenge to the use of the phrase on other grounds.7

This chapter explores and explains how “under God” found its way into a
secular flag pledge, and how the decision to add these two words to the
pledge influenced and often divided American society over the next century.

THE EVOLUTION OF THE PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE

Written by a Christian socialist clergyman, the original pledge was conceived
as a secular document. When the Reverend Francis Bellamy composed what
he called the “Pledge to the Flag” for The Youth’s Companion magazine in
August 1892, it read:

I pledge allegiance to my flag and the Republic for which it stands: one nation
indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.8

“In a marketing gimmick, the Companion offered U.S. flags to readers who
sold subscriptions, and now, with the looming 400th anniversary of Christo-
pher Columbus’ arrival in the New World, the magazine planned to raise the
Stars and Stripes ‘over every Public School from the Atlantic to the Pacific’
and salute it with an oath,” writes journalist Amy Crawford.9

Bellamy’s cousin was author Edward Bellamy, a leading American so-
cialist and writer of the utopian novels Looking Backward (1888) and Equal-
ity (1897). Francis Bellamy was a Baptist minister who, like Edward, be-
lieved in economic equality. Instrumental in forming the Christian Society of
Socialists, Francis served as the group’s vice president. What is considered to
be a patriotic oath is actually “a statement of an American Socialist, and
more specifically, a Christian Socialist,” according to pledge historian John
W. Baer.10

Bellamy actually resigned from the Society of Christian Socialists nearly
two years prior to writing the pledge. Later in life, he was a successful
advertising man in New York City, and edited the book Effective Magazine
Advertising.11 In light of anti-communism campaigns of the 1950s, it is
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striking that Bellamy’s early political leanings were never called into ques-
tion.

Bellamy’s original pledge was first modified at the inaugural National
Flag Conference, under the leadership of the American Legion and the
Daughters of the American Revolution, in 1923 to read:

I pledge allegiance to the Flag of the United States and to the Republic for
which it stands: one nation, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.

The following year at the Second National Flag Conference the identifying
words “of America” were inserted after “United States.” Congress formal-
ized the use of the pledge for all flag raising ceremonies in 1942.12

In April 1951, the Knights of Columbus in New York adopted a resolu-
tion to amend the pledge for use at their own assemblies by adding the words
“under God” after the word “nation” and before the word “indivisible.”13

Subsequent resolutions by the Catholic organization led to a campaign to
urge Congress and President Dwight Eisenhower, who was raised a Jeho-
vah’s Witness but later converted to Presbyterianism, to change the pledge
officially. The Knights also sent letters to every member of Congress in 1952
urging the change.14

In April 1953, a Republican senator from Michigan, Homer Ferguson,
and Democratic Congressman Louis C. Rabaut, also of Michigan, sponsored
joint legislation to insert the phrase “under God” into the Pledge of Alle-
giance. Representative Rabaut’s House bill was the one signed into law by
President Eisenhower on Flag Day, June 14, 1954.15 This final change creat-
ed the pledge as it reads today:

I Pledge Allegiance to the Flag of the United States of America and to the
Republic for which it stands, one Nation under God, indivisible, with liberty
and justice for all.16

As John Baer put it, “The pledge was now both a patriotic oath and a public
prayer.”17

In his seminal study on interfaith relations, Protestant, Catholic, Jew
(1955), Will Herberg wrote, “The identification of religion with the national
purpose is almost inevitable in a situation in which religion is so frequently
felt to be a way of American ‘belonging.’” He continued,

In its crudest form, this identification of religion with national purpose gener-
ates a kind of national messianism which sees it as the vocation of America to
bring the American Way of Life, compounded almost equally of democracy
and free enterprise, to every corner of the globe; in more mitigated versions, it
sees God as the champion of America, endorsing American purposes, and
sustaining American might.18
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Although many faithful still argue that God has been removed from
American public life, and some Christians maintain that their religion in
particular is under attack from atheists, secularists, media, and government,
religious influence is ever present in our pledge, on our currency, and in our
politics.

THE COLD WAR SETTING FOR ADDING GOD

Headlines in newspapers and on the cover of newsweeklies in the spring and
summer of 1954 were filled with stories about the Army-McCarthy Hearings,
looking into alleged infiltration of the federal government by communists.
World War II had been over for less than a decade, and it had ended with the
deadly explosion of two atomic bombs in Japan. Now in peacetime, the
country was becoming increasingly paranoid once again.

Senator Joseph McCarthy, a Wisconsin Republican, had in 1952 launched
an anti-communism crusade. Hundreds were accused—justly or unjustly—of
being communists or communist sympathizers. He became a nationwide ce-
lebrity, partly because “McCarthy’s effort succeeded in exploiting a climate
of fear that surrounded the cold war and everything that had to do with
domestic subversion,” according to Donald Crosby. “In such an atmosphere
it was inevitable that McCarthy’s sensational charges would find a ready
(even fanatical) audience.”19 The Catholic press largely supported McCarthy,
particularly the conservative periodical Brooklyn Tablet. Bucking this trend
was the liberal Catholic magazine Commonweal, which stated in a June 18,
1954 editorial, “Some honestly believe that he is a great national asset;
others, like the editors of this magazine, are convinced that he is a dangerous
demagogue.”20

Alongside these events were scattered stories on an issue that literally
linked God and Country. Through a letter writing campaign begun in 1951
by the Catholic fraternal order the Knights of Columbus and championed by
others, a bill sped through both houses of Congress amending the Pledge of
Allegiance to the Flag, adding the words “under God.” Prior to the bill being
signed into law by Eisenhower, the president’s pastor, the American Legion,
and the Hearst newspaper chain would all claim partial credit for adding God
to the pledge.

When Congressman Rabaut introduced the original House resolution in
April 1953 he said, “You and I know that the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics would not, and could not, while supporting the philosophy of
communism, place in its patriotic ritual an acknowledgement that their nation
existed ‘under God.’”21

During the Cold War, the United States had a collective case of nerves
because of national and international unrest, and citizens were seeking spiri-
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tual, not just patriotic, guidance from their government. The annual National
Day of Prayer was instituted by Congress in 1952; in 1956, “In God We
Trust” officially became the national motto, replacing the unofficial “E Pluri-
bus Unum”; and in 1957, paper currency began bearing the slogan, “In God
We Trust,” matching the existing phrase on coins, which had been mandated
in 1864 during the Civil War.22

One could argue the nation moved from seeing itself united by a common
humanity to a fearful one seeking the protection of God. This mid-twentieth
century national paranoia has parallels in the post-September 11, 2001 Unit-
ed States, with rising public fears of terrorist attacks and widespread resis-
tance to immigration, particularly of Muslims.23

“The late 1940s and ‘50s were also the years in which Billy Graham was
filling stadiums and making his first visits to the White House,” Jon Mea-
cham writes, “when President Eisenhower opened Cabinet meetings with
prayer (on one occasion, however, deep into a session, he said, ‘Jesus Christ!
We forgot the prayer!’), when Congress voted to make ‘In God We Trust’ the
national motto, and the phrase ‘under God’ was added to the Pledge of
Allegiance—all signs of a vital public religion.”24

As Richard J. Ellis has written, “Inserting the words ‘under God’ into the
Pledge of Allegiance must be understood as only one of many actions taken
in the early years of the Eisenhower presidency that were designed to inject
religious faith into public life.”25 Ellis also places the Pledge in the context of
anticommunist sentiment:

The history of the Pledge of Allegiance, from its inception, has mirrored the
history of American anxieties . . . the creation of the Pledge of Allegiance
stemmed in large part from the anxiety about the threat that new immigrants
posed to the American way of life. . . . The addition of “under God” to the
Pledge in 1954 emerged out of an anxiety about the threat of Soviet Commu-
nism.26

In his book, One Nation Under God: How Corporate America Invented
Christian America, Princeton history professor Kevin M. Kruse disagrees
with this assessment. Scholars, he writes, have “the mistaken idea that the
pledge change was largely, or even solely, a result of Cold War anticommu-
nism. But in reality it was the result of nearly two decades of partisan fight-
ing over domestic issues. The Cold War contrasts were largely a last-minute
development, one that helped paper over partisan differences.”27

Kruse also notes that, “In short order, the phrase ‘one nation under God’
quickly claimed a central position in American political culture. It became an
informal motto for the country, demonstrating the widespread belief that the
United States had been founded on religious belief and was sustained by
religious practice.”28

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:31 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



So Blessed by God 51

LEGAL CHALLENGES TO THE PLEDGE

Of all the religious symbolism officially added to public life in the 1950s, the
addition of “under God” to the Pledge has caused the most turmoil—and
litigation. Jerry Bergman has studied religious groups that object to saluting
the flag of the United States and the harm to children caused by societal
attitudes of intolerance toward differences of opinion. He writes that the first
recorded instances of refusals to salute the flag occurred in 1918. “The flag
salute issue is only one of many which has surfaced in the endless conflict
between church and state. . . . The flag as a symbol typically elicits strong
emotional feelings on the part of both those who feel all should salute as well
as those who feel saluting is wrong.”29

Children are often caught between the demands of parents and the de-
mands of school authorities, Bergman notes. The lawsuit brought by Michael
Newdow in 2002 to remove “under God” from the Pledge of Allegiance, for
example, was an attempt to shield his daughter from pledge recitations in
school.

Notable conflicts between parental teachings and the required recitation
of the Pledge of Allegiance arose from two 1940s-era U.S. Supreme Court
cases involving Jehovah’s Witness families. In Minersville School District v.
Gobitis (1940), the court dealt with the issue of the refusal to recite the
pledge by two elementary school children.30 The Gobitas children’s parents
had taught them Witness doctrine that God is the supreme authority, and
saluting the flag is not Scriptural. The basis for this belief is a literal interpre-
tation of Exodus: “Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any
likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or
that is in the water under the earth; thou shalt not bow down thyself to them
nor serve them.”31 In the view of Witnesses, the United States flag represents
an “image.” The court ruled against the Gobitas family, and in favor of
compulsory recitation if required by a school district. The court noted, “Na-
tional unity is the basis of national security.”

Three years later, the court reversed itself in West Virginia State Board of
Education et al. v. Barnette et al. (1943). Following the Gobitis decision, the
West Virginia Board of Education had made the flag salute mandatory in
public schools. Ironically, the original “salute” was an outstretched hand
resembling the Nazi salute to Adolph Hitler.

Protests from Jehovah’s Witness families and others were viewed as in-
subordination by the school board. This time, the court acknowledged civil
liberties, writing that, “the refusal of these persons to participate in the cere-
mony does not interfere with or deny rights of others to do so. . . . The sole
conflict is between authority and rights of the individual.” Instead of promot-
ing national unity, the court recognized that, “Government of limited power
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need not be anemic government.” The most often-quoted passage from this
case foreshadows the Ninth Circuit decision some 60 years later:

If there is any fixed star in our constitutional constellation, it is that no official,
high or petty, can prescribe what shall be orthodox in politics, nationalism,
religion, or other matters of opinion or force citizens to confess by word or act
their faith therein. If there are any circumstances which [sic] permit an excep-
tion, they do not now occur to us.32

Writing just after that 2002 Ninth Circuit decision eliminating “under God”
from the pledge, Peter H. Schuck asserted that the decision should be re-
versed, but for the right reasons. He said the original legislation to insert the
phrase in 1954 “was a clear governmental endorsement of religion,” but the
best reason to reverse the decision is that the phrase is not compulsory.
“[T]he Pledge and the words ‘under God’ are voluntary and thus do not
impose an orthodoxy on those who are asked to recite them.”33

Contradicting that argument as well as earlier rulings, the U.S. Court of
Appeals for the Fourth Circuit in August 2005 upheld a Virginia law requir-
ing public schools to lead a daily recitation of the Pledge, rejecting a claim
that its reference to God was an unconstitutional promotion of religion. A
suit filed by Edward Myers, a Mennonite father of three, objected to the
phrase “one nation under God” on grounds that it supports civic religion and
violates the establishment clause of the First Amendment.

But the court ruled that the Pledge is a patriotic exercise, not an affirma-
tion of religion. “Undoubtedly, the pledge contains a religious phrase, and it
is demeaning to persons of any faith to assert that the words ‘under God’
contain no religious significance,” the court ruled. “The inclusion of those
two words, however, does not alter the nature of the pledge as a patriotic
activity.”34

THE PRESS AND THE PLEDGE

How did the legal and political maneuvering over the pledge play out in the
press? It is instructive to explore framing of the “under God” issue in both
religious and secular periodicals of the period leading up to the passage of
the “under God” legislation.

Religious publications active during this period include:

• The nondenominational religion magazine The Christian Century
(founded 1884) projects a progressive social gospel viewpoint, reflecting
many of Bellamy’s early views. The small circulation magazine contains
informed commentary, and is read by seminarians and theologians as well
as by a general audience.
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• The Christian Science Monitor (founded 1908) is a newspaper published
by Mary Baker Eddy’s Christian Science Church. Along with the
Mormon-owned Deseret News and the Unification Church’s Washington
Times, The Christian Science Monitor “generally adhered to professional
norms for objective reporting, but evidence of religious influence could be
seen in their advertising policies and, to a lesser extent, in story selection
and framing,” according to scholar Judith M. Buddenbaum.35

• The leading weekly Unitarian publication The Christian Register
(1821–1957), published by the American Unitarian Association, opposed
the pledge bill adding God. Despite its title, the magazine touted church/
state separation.

• Catholic sources of the period include the respected National Catholic
Welfare Conference (NCWC) News Service; The Catholic Standard, the
weekly newspaper of the Archdiocese of Washington, D.C., founded in
1951 when the “under God” movement began; the Beehive, a publication
of the Catholic Maccabees organization; the conservative Catholic World;
and the liberal Commonweal. The Knights of Columbus (founded 1882)
took a leadership role in urging acknowledgement of God in the Pledge,
and their publications Columbia, The Fraternal Age, and The Fraternal
Monitor all touted the K of C party line. The Catholic Transcript is the
official newspaper of the Archdiocese of Hartford, Connecticut, which
includes New Haven, where the Knights are headquartered.

Secular news sources that reported on the pledge include:

• The Hearst newspaper chain, particularly the flagship New York Journal-
American and The Detroit Times, crusaded for the change in the pledge
with editorials and front-page stories. Hearst papers had long ago mas-
tered the art of mounting Crusades with the zeal of a Christian martyr,
especially publicly popular ones that boosted circulation.

• Time and Newsweek were well established as journalistic entities by the
mid-1950s when print was King, providing analysis as well as weekly
news summaries. Both magazines reached a large, national audience of
millions.
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RELIGIOUS MEDIA RESPOND TO THE PLEDGE CHANGE

A May 1954 item by the NCWC News Service discussed a bill passed
unanimously by the Senate that was awaiting passage in the House. The
House version of the bill, introduced by liberal Representative Louis C.
Rabaut, D-Michigan, a devout Catholic, would insert the words “under God”
into the Pledge of Allegiance. The story explains how the bill came about:

According to Luke E. Hart, Supreme Knight of the Knights of Columbus, the
Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag was originated by Francis Bellamy of Roch-
ester, N.Y., who was associated with The Youth’s Companion, a popular mag-
azine for young people. The pledge was recited for the first time at a Columbus
Day rally in 1893.

The idea of having the pledge changed so as to give recognition to God
originated with the Knights of Columbus, according to Mr. Hart, and then was
taken up by other fraternal, patriotic, religious and similar organizations. 36

Knights of Columbus publications were predictably enthusiastic about the
legislation adding “under God,” and also touted the fraternity’s involvement
and initial efforts to change the pledge. An article in The Fraternal Age notes
that the U.S. House bill was introduced only after the change was approved
two years prior by the Catholic National Fraternal Congress.37 The Fraternal
Monitor was equally effusive, running a story about Senate passage of the
amendment that covered most of a page with a photo of Supreme Knight
Luke Hart.38

A survey of all issues of the conservative magazine Catholic World for
1954 and 1955 finds many references to, and defenses of, Joseph McCarthy,
but none to the pledge issue. The liberal Catholic periodical Commonweal
also carried no news of the pledge during this period.

Non-Catholic religious sources were muted or played a contrarian role.
The Christian Science Monitor (1954) ran a five-line brief on page one after
Congress approved the bill. The sentence read in its entirety, “Now in the
White House awaiting President Eisenhower’s signature is a resolution
passed by Congress which adds the words ‘under God’ to the pledge of
allegiance to the flag, so those taking the promise would henceforth pledge
devotion to ‘one nation under God.’”39 This was the extent of the paper’s
reporting on the measure.

An editorial in the progressive Christian Century stated that the pledge
bill “is the sort of proposal against which no member of Congress would
think of voting,” and that,

It will be hailed in some church quarters as another triumph for religion—and
perhaps it is. But we would be more excited if schools and civic associations
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were to direct their attention into putting real meaning into the last six
words.40

Those last six words are, of course, “. . . with liberty and justice for all.”
The Unitarian publication The Christian Register (1954) ran an account

of the annual meeting in Boston of the American Unitarian Association. The
pledge change, the religious slogan “in God We Trust” on money, and other
religious displays in American public life were criticized by speakers at the
convention. The coverage of a keynote speech quoted Agnes E. Meyer, a
Washington-based writer: “Religion can and should be democracy’s strong-
est ally. . . . Yet freedom of religion would not long survive unless our
country is sufficiently united to withstand the ever growing power of com-
munism.” On that point, Meyer and the backers of the Pledge amendment
were likely in agreement.

However, Meyer also told the assembly that religious orthodoxy is be-
coming the “latest fad” in America, and that, “if you don’t bring God into
every cabinet meeting, political convention or other assembly, it is bad pub-
lic relations.”41

THE HEARST CRUSADE

Acknowledgement of the Knights of Columbus as the impetus of the Pledge
change movement eventually came from various news sources and even the
president himself.42 Before the final bill was signed by President Eisenhow-
er, and for weeks afterward, however, various news organizations would get
the originator of the “under God” idea wrong, and one initially took all the
credit. William Randolph Hearst Jr. carried on his father’s long tradition of
latching onto a pet issue and promoting it, and his newspaper chain claimed
the movement to insert the phrase as its own. As Ronald Bishop notes,
“Hearst reporters were carrying out a directive from management to convince
Americans that the Pledge of Allegiance must reflect our devotion to God,
and God’s ongoing role in our national affairs.”43

The Hearst pledge crusade may have been part of an effort to stem falling
circulation and profits. “Nineteen fifty-four was a dismal year for Hearst, a
year pervaded by the awful sensation that the world of the old man’s [W.R.
Hearst Sr.] dream had at last begun to disintegrate,” according to Hearst
biographers Lindsay Chaney and Michael Cieply.44 While the newspaper
industry as a whole was healthy, the 11-newspaper Hearst chain posted a
$340,000 loss for 1954.45

In April, a month prior to the NCWC release, Hearst’s New York Journal-
American ran an editorial announcing its intent: “It seems to us that in times
like these when godless Communism is the great peril this nation faces, it
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becomes more necessary than ever to avow our faith in God and to affirm the
recognition that the core of our strength comes from him.”46

The next day, a story ran in the paper with the headline, “Legion Head
Supports Change in Allegiance Pledge.” The kicker headline adds, “Hearst
Campaign to Stress Faith in God.” The second paragraph reads: “The cam-
paign, launched yesterday by the Hearst Newspapers, seeks early action by
the Senate and House Judiciary Committee on a joint resolution introduced
by Senator [Homer] Ferguson (R.-Mich.).” The article ends with an exhorta-
tion to local citizenry to get involved: “Readers desiring to lend their person-
al support to the Ferguson resolution are urged to write their Senators who,
from this State, are Herbert H. Lehman and Irving M. Ives.”47

The appeal worked. As Ellis notes, “[T]hrough the determined efforts of
various civic, veterans, and fraternal organizations, as well as the Hearst
newspapers, House and Senate members found themselves deluged by letters
urging support for adding the words ‘under God’ to the Pledge.”48 Two
weeks later, the Journal-American ran a front page, bylined article with a
Washington dateline announcing that the Senate had voted unanimously to
add “under God” to the pledge. “The measure now goes to the House and if
approved there will be sent to the White House for the signature of President
Eisenhower, which will make it the law of the land. . . . The Hearst news-
papers sponsored the legislation [emphasis added] in a nationwide campaign
which resulted in unprecedentedly heavy mail to all Congress members.”49

In an editorial the next day, the Journal-American continued to applaud
its own efforts. “It is, of course, a matter of deep gratification to the Hearst
Newspapers that our national campaign, undertaken less than a month ago,
for inclusion of the two supremely important words in the Pledge has moved
so swiftly toward success.” The editorial cast the paper as “a very strongly
interested intermediary” between readers and the U.S. Congress that func-
tions “for the nation’s good.”50 Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish groups gen-
erally were recognized in the piece for their part in the campaign, as were
various veterans groups such as the American Legion. In the same edition of
the paper, a report revealed that the million-member women’s American
Legion Auxiliary was ready to distribute copies of the amended pledge to the
country’s schools.51

No mention of the Knights of Columbus.
Not until five days later on May 18 did the Journal-American acknowl-

edge the Knights. A brief ran as an addendum to stories previously pub-
lished. Quoting Supreme Knight Luke E. Hart, the organization was labeled a
“pioneer” in the effort to add “under God” to the pledge. K of C involvement
dating from 1951 was reported, as was the brotherhood’s mass mailings to
members of Congress and the president. The story mentioned in the fourth
paragraph that, “The Hearst newspapers have been conducting a drive to
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have Congress amend the oath in conformity with the nation’s traditional
faith in God” [Emphasis added].52

Three days before President Eisenhower signed the bill into law, another
Hearst paper, The Detroit Times, ran an editorial with six small American
flags streaming across the top of the page. Above the flags in bold print were
the words, “MONDAY IS FLAG DAY! Get Ready to Fly Yours.” The
editorial was entitled “Under God” and made no mention of the Knights:

THE NATIONAL CAMPAIGN of the Hearst newspapers and their readers to
include the words “Under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag has
been all but won. . . . We began this campaign on direction of William Ran-
dolph Hearst Jr., April 28. Less than a month and a half later it arrived at
realization . . .

Leaders of the three great faiths, powerful veterans’ organizations, civic
groups, educators and literally thousands of patriotic men and women joined in
the demand on Congress to adopt the resolution. To all these our deep
thanks.53

According to Bishop, “Reporters for Hearst’s newspapers put aside the jour-
nalistic convention of objectivity to openly promote patriotism in the face of
the largely imagined threat posed by Communism.”54

NEUTRAL VOICES: NON-HEARST SECULAR NEWS MEDIA AND
THE PLEDGE

In May, about three weeks before the bill became law, the New York Times
ran stories about the proposed change in the Pledge that were free of the
religious and patriotic advocacy omnipresent in the Hearst papers. A story
deep inside a Sunday edition noted the volume of mail being received from
all over the country urging Congress to add “under God” to the pledge.
“Congress is being flooded with mail, but on a subject far removed from the
McCarthy-Army hearings that hold the headlines,” ran the lead. The number
of letters was recorded as “by the thousands daily,” and the writers were
“demanding” that the Pledge be changed. The Times said the Senate quickly
adopted the resolution and sent the measure on to the House because of “the
great influx of letters.”55

According to the Times, Michigan Senator Homer Ferguson, chairman of
the Senate Republican Policy Committee, introduced the bill on February 10,
“just three days after the change was urged in a Lincoln Day sermon by the
Reverend George M. Docherty, pastor of the New York Avenue Presbyterian
Church here [Washington], where President Eisenhower worships.” Eisen-
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hower heard Docherty say “There [is] something missing in the pledge” that
characterizes the American way of life:

Indeed, apart from the mention of the phrase “the United States of America,” it
could be the pledge of any republic. In fact, I could hear little Muscovites
repeat a similar pledge to their hammer-and-sickle flag in Moscow. Russia is
also a republic that claims to have overthrow [sic] the tyranny of kingship.
Russia also claims to be indivisible.56

The Times story went on to report that, “The churches backed it. So did
veterans groups, civic clubs, patriotic organizations, fraternal organizations,
labor unions, trade associations. Newspapers, individually and by chains,
backed it editorially.”57

Two stories in the Times related the criticism of the Pledge change resolu-
tion by speakers at the Boston American Unitarian Association meeting. The
Unitarian Ministers Association, “went on record as being opposed to the
insertion of ‘under God,’ in the Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag. . . . The
ministers held that this was an invasion of religious liberty.”58

On the same Sunday as the story about the flood of supportive mail to
Congress, the Times ran a story about the address at the Unitarian Associa-
tion meeting by Agnes Meyer. “The frenzy which has seized America to
legislate Christianity into peoples [sic] consciousness by spurious methods,
both at home and abroad . . . will harm the Christian religion more than the
persecution it is now suffering under the tyranny of Communists,” Meyer
said. The story reported that Meyer called religion among some people “the
latest fad,” and said “She cited as being contrary to the principle of separa-
tion of church and state Senator Homer Ferguson’s resolution to insert ‘under
God’ in the pledge of allegiance.”59

The day after the bill became law on June 14, 1954, the Times ran a ten-
paragraph front-page story highlighting the ceremony that accompanied the
signing. The lead was objective: “The Pledge of Allegiance to the flag here-
after will give recognition to God as well as country” The text of the pledge
was printed, and there was an account of Rabaut and Ferguson, who were in
dispute over the bill’s authorship, putting aside their differences to recite the
new pledge on the Capitol steps. A four-paragraph presidential statement was
printed in full, in which Eisenhower said, “From this day forward, the mil-
lions of our school children will daily proclaim . . . the dedication of our
nation and our people to the Almighty.”60

TIME magazine ran two stories in May. The first was two paragraphs in
the Religion section and began with the existing pledge plus a brief history.
The pledge bill was in subcommittee at the time, and the magazine quoted
Congressman Rabaut as saying “democratic . . . institutions presuppose a
Supreme Being.”61
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Two weeks later a three-paragraph story in the newsweekly’s National
Affairs section, closer to the front of the book, declared that the drive for the
change in the Pledge “has swept Capitol Hill, with all signs pointing to early
approval by Congress” (“Nation ‘Under God,’” 1954). The story recounted
the tale of the Reverend Docherty planting the seed with Eisenhower. “Sen.
Homer Ferguson, Michigan Republican, took it from there,” the story said.62

Newsweek ran the same three-paragraph story in the Religion section of its
May 31 issue.63

Four things support the idea that this particular story could have come
from Ferguson’s office. First, Ferguson, a Senate Republican, and Louis
Rabaut, a House Democrat, were debating whose version of the bill would be
sent to the president, a dispute eventually won by Rabaut. Second, the word-
ing of the story—“Sen. Homer Ferguson, Michigan Republican, took it from
there”—gives rise to the suspicion that his office sent out a press release that
was then reprinted by the competing weekly news magazines. Third, besides
the wording of the texts being the same, so were the headlines, “Nation
‘Under God.’” Finally, in an effort to correct the record, a press release dated
May 25, 1954 from Rabaut’s office calls his bill, introduced April 20, 1953,
“the granddaddy of them all,” yet there was no mention of Rabaut in Time or
Newsweek.

A letter appeared in Newsweek at the end of June from Luke Hart,
spelling out the chronology of the pledge change, beginning with the
Knights’ meetings in 1951 through the order’s 1953 mass mailings to Con-
gress. “Therefore, the idea did not originate with Reverend Docherty nor
with Senator Ferguson,” Hart wrote. “It had its origin with the Knights of
Columbus . . .”64

CONCLUSION

As journalist Amy Crawford noted, the pledge to the flag began as a way to
market Youth’s Companion magazine. It has been used as a marketing tool
ever since, for political causes, pop and country songs, governmental pro-
tests, and for numerous commercial products. In 2016, an election year,
Budweiser temporarily changed the name of its beer to “America,” adorning
its cans with phrases from the Pledge of Allegiance and lyrics from The Star-
Spangled Banner and America the Beautiful. “We are embarking on what
should be the most patriotic summer that this generation has ever seen, with
Copa America Centenario being held on U.S. soil for the first time, Team
USA competing at the Rio 2016 Olympic and Paralympic Games,” said
Ricardo Marques, vice president of Budweiser. “Budweiser has always
strived to embody America in a bottle, and we’re honored to salute this great
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nation where our beer has been passionately brewed for the past 140
years.”65

Flag symbolism has long been a part of American culture, and holding the
flag sacred is a form of Civil Religion, a term that came into widespread
academic use after sociologist Robert Bellah published his 1967 essay, “Civil
Religion in America.” Bellah wrote that civil religion was “an institutional-
ized collection of sacred beliefs about the American nation.”66

Of the phrase’s assorted definitions, one is the invocation of a deity in
political speeches, and it certainly applies to public oaths. Since the Septem-
ber 11, 2001 attacks, Americans of all stripes have come together in public
spaces to confess their “faith” in America. Of the demonstrations of public
faith post-September 11, religion journalist Mark Silk has written, “[T]he
readiness of Americans, from inside the Beltway to the hinterlands, to incor-
porate a diversity of faiths into their public ceremonies has been impres-
sive.”67

Historian John E. Semonche, writing about flag burning protestors and
the First Amendment, put his finger on the symbolic importance of the flag in
American culture:

While the First Amendment is an important part of the theological core of the
civil religion, its preeminent symbol is the flag. Reflect for a moment on its
primacy in the culture. What object do Americans annually celebrate? To what
do Americans, alone among all nationals of the world, pledge allegiance, with
what do Americans drape the coffins of those who have died in service of their
country, and upon what object is both the American national anthem and the
national march focused? Only by understanding the position of the national
emblem in this religious structure can we begin to make sense of the heated
debate over flag-burning. Few on either side of the controversy denied the
symbolic importance of the American flag, least of all the burners them-
selves.68

“Some of life’s most important decisions are sealed not with logical compre-
hension but with emotional response to symbolic speech,” former Southern
Baptist Convention President Jimmy R. Allen wrote in 2000 concerning
proposed anti-flag burning amendments to the Constitution. Allen argued
that the flag is not a religious symbol, and “others have the right to voice
unpopular opinions,” including through protest by flag burning. “Our nation
needs to get on to more significant matters,” he concluded.69 Flag burning as
a form of protest comes and goes in American culture, and since September
11, 2001 is more often seen in other countries with which the United States is
at war.

As mentioned earlier, of all of the religious conventions created for
American public life in the 1950s, the addition of “under God” to the Pledge
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is the one that keeps recurring as a major divisive issue. As R. Laurence
Moore (2003) has written,

If the health of religion in the United States depends on two words inserted
into the Pledge of Allegiance, then American religion is surely running on
empty. On the other hand, secularists who think that the same two words
endanger the American republic are ignoring the many ways that religion is
already embedded in American culture.70

The Knights and other conservative religious organizations saw no conflict
of church and state interest in the recognition of God in a public pledge in the
1950s. Many Americans still hold such a view. Conversely, Unitarians, athe-
ist organizations, and assorted people of faith firmly believe there is a basic
conflict between the current version of the pledge and the establishment
clause of the First Amendment. It’s important to remember that the pledge,
though ubiquitous, is not compulsory.

Religion permeates American culture, as Moore asserts, but rarely is God
such a prominent part of public life as in the case of the Pledge of Alle-
giance.71
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Chapter Three

God Wants His Stars Everywhere
The Media Mission of Actors, Models, and Talent for

Christ

Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and
glorify your Father which is in heaven.

—Matthew 5:16, KJV

INTRODUCTION

“Go because Jesus said to go. How better to reach all nations than through
media? Go because the entertainment industry raises our kids and controls
our culture. Go because the average teen spends 75 hours a week in media.
Go because Jesus went. Become a hip, talented, non-judgmental ambassador
for Christ in a world that desperately needs Good News!”1

This exhortation is one of many such enthusiastic declarations on the
website of Actors, Models, & Talent for Christ (AMTC).2 Billing itself as a
“talent development ministry,” AMTC isn’t exactly a Christian talent agen-
cy, and it isn’t exactly a Christian talent school, although it resembles the
latter more than the former. AMTC is a mix of American Idol, Dancing with
the Stars, and The Voice, if each of those competitions opened with prayer.
There is some crossover to those secular, yet family-friendly shows. AMTC
alum and country singer Brandon Chase appeared on The Voice, and was
chosen to work with artist and celebrity judge Blake Shelton. Singer Tim
Urban, who attended and performed at an AMTC conference, was on the
2010 season of American Idol.
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How to adequately explain this nonprofit, nondenominational, Tyrone,
Georgia-based talent ministry? Here’s how AMTC describes itself:

AMTC is much more than an agency . In fact, we don’t recommend you try for
an agent before you’re ready. Why? #1. You might get the wrong one. #2. You
might make the wrong first impression and hinder your future success . . .
because you weren’t ready.

AMTC is a talent development ministry that finds, prepares and launches
God’s performers into the mission field of media.3

According to religion and media scholar Daniel A. Stout, “Religious groups
are often at odds with popular culture, but they also help create and sustain
it. . . . It is insufficient to examine religious groups only as critics; they must
also be studied as creators of and participants in popular culture. In some
ways, religion is popular culture and can never be completely detached from
it”4 [Italics in original]. As noted in the Introduction to this book, communi-
cation scholar Quentin Schultze maintains that, “Religious groups have al-
ways expressed a love-hate relationship with American popular culture.”5

Rather than keeping popular culture at arm’s length, AMTC embraces media,
especially entertainment media, which is the opposite of what many mainline
and conservative congregations preach. “Sadly, many churches have avoided
the worldly business of entertainment,” according to AMTC’s website. “But
Jesus said to Go (sic) unto all nations. How? In media, with Spirit, talent,
love, truth and excellence.”6

This chapter explores mission and ministry in the context of entertain-
ment media, specifically the training of performers by AMTC to enter into
successful show business careers while maintaining religious conviction and
ethical boundaries.

AMTC AS A CHRISTIAN MINISTRY

Carey Lewis Arban cofounded AMTC, along with her late mother Millie
Lewis, a former fashion model. Arban goes by the title of “Chief Serving
Officer.” Her son-in-law, Adam She, is the executive director, and both of
Arban’s daughters have a hand in the business. AMTC employs about 30
full-time people and about 100 part-timers to work with performers who
enroll in various classes.7 A detailed history of AMTC is outlined later in this
chapter.

AMTC’s mission statement is clear in its intent to prepare believers for
the “mission field of media”:

Actors, Models and Talent for Christ (AMTC) is a non-profit ministry dedicat-
ed to making good bolder in film, fashion, music and theater. We seek, find
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and prepare performers to go into the world’s most influential mission field:
entertainment. Our faith-based education programs, international conference
and focus on fellowship set the stage for God’s stars to rise and shine as
reflections of His Truth.8

“All faiths are welcome,” Arban maintains, despite the decidedly Christian
focus.9 AMTC consultant, talent scout, actress, and evangelical Christian
Jenn Gotzon says the ministry is a good first step for people of faith who
want to be entertainers. Gotzon had a nonspeaking role as Tricia Nixon in the
2008 Ron Howard film Frost/Nixon, and is featured in the small budget faith-
based film Unbridled, starring actor Eric Roberts.10 “It’s a wonderful place
for people who love God and want to use their gifts that God has given them
in acting, modeling, singing, dancing, standup comedy, hosting, and might
not know, ‘How do I go about learning these skills? How do I get into an
industry to work in a safe environment? What do I need to even begin this
journey?’”11

“AMTC creates a bridge,” Gotzon said, “taking the mother, father of a
child who knows zero about the entertainment industry except what media
tells them and educates them through industry professionals that are working,
who also love God, that are then there as consultants to teach the performer
from young to very mature, all the way up into the 80s, 90s. . . . AMTC will
take anyone who has a similar heart, and their heart is that they want to use
their gifts to be able to impact and make a positive difference in media.”12

The ages of applicants range from 4 to 80, Executive Director Adam She
confirms, and there has been a rise in the number of older performers since
AMTC became a ministry in 1982. “So, even with a large number of teens
and kids our average age range is in the early 20’s,” he said.13

Planting Bible-believing Christians in entertainment media is at the core
of the organization’s mission. AMTC repeats the phrase “making good bold-
er” throughout its promotional literature, advertising its fee-based services
through digital and print media, as well as on billboards along major inter-
states. Focusing mostly on younger clients, AMTC offers training and educa-
tion that “set the stage for God’s stars to rise and shine as reflections of His
Truth.”14

“There is no better way to go out to all the world than through media and
the entertainment industry. . . . It’s where all the role models are at,” Adam
She told The Atlanta Journal-Constitution in 2015. “(Hollywood) is a mere
reflection of the world it portrays. The darkness is not just (in) Hollywood.
It’s the whole world,” he said.15

“No life goes untouched by media. Film, fashion, music and theater influ-
ence us like never before,” AMTC declares. “Their stars have become the
standard bearers for our children. . . . At AMTC, we believe God has allowed
such a time as this. Earth’s stage is set. The King is coming. Actors, models
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and talent for Christ are called to prepare the way of the Lord. . . . ‘Arise,
shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you’
(Isaiah 60:1).”16

There is a three-step process in working with AMTC, as outlined in the
organization’s annual report:

• Auditions, aka “searches.” In 2014, there were 124 searches held in 63
cities across the United States involving 34,495 applicants.

• Bridge Training Program. From the nearly 35,000 hopefuls, 2,928 people
enrolled in the Bridge Training Program in New York, Los Angeles, At-
lanta, Chicago, Dallas, Denver, Seattle, and Orlando. “Performers re-
ceived professional talent consultation, online curriculum, a national
photo session and marketing materials,” according to AMTC’s 2014 An-
nual Report. “More importantly, they received spiritual preparation and an
ongoing fellowship of performers to help them stay true to God’s purpose.
After successful completion of The Bridge, performers further their edu-
cation and receive introductions to entertainment industry professionals at
AMTC’s bi-annual SHINE Conference. At SHINE the journey into the
mission field of entertainment begins safely and effectively.”

• SHINE Conference. Performers who completed the Bridge Program (a
requirement) attended the Orlando, Florida-based SHINE Conference in
either January or July. They auditioned post-training for agents, managers,
casting directors, and music industry professionals from both mainstream
and faith-based media organizations. Between the two 2014 SHINE
events, 1,226 performers attended. More than $250,000 in scholarships
was awarded to attend schools as diverse as the New York Academy of
Performing Arts, and Liberty University, the conservative Christian col-
lege in Lynchburg, Virginia operated by Jerry Falwell, Jr.17

AUDITIONS

Depending upon area of talent, an applicant’s audition will consist of one of
the following:

Actors: Prepare a 30 second monologue, or read a script provided by AMTC.
Models: Walk for our Scout. Special shoes are unnecessary. Stay natural.
Singers: Prepare a 30 second song without accompaniment. (Exceptions: song-
writers may bring guitars or keyboards.)
Dancers: prepare a 30 second choreographed routine. (Bring music and your
own speakers.)
Comedians: prepare a 30 second standup routine.
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NOTE: Models, singers, dancers and comedians must also prepare or read a
20–30 second script.18

Auditions are a hybrid of a theatrical cattle call and a revival meeting. There
are typically two scheduled audition times per day, and each session takes
3–4 hours to get through. After a general information session, applicants are
separated according to talent, and then perform for a scout.

An open talent audition held in Durham, North Carolina in February 2016
illustrates the inner workings of this process.19 A little more than 100 people
gathered in a ballroom at the DoubleTree by Hilton Hotel on a cold Saturday
morning to perform for AMTC scouts. Minors were accompanied by at least
one parent, and most everyone had a friend or relative along for moral sup-
port. Gotzon was there, as were other AMTC representatives. Husband and
wife Prayer Team members Willie and Sandra were present to greet attend-
ees. Prayer Team members, or Prayer Warriors as they are known, receive
weekly email newsletters from AMTC and assist with events and person-
nel.20

Talent hopefuls were asked to fill out a form at the registration table,
which required completion of this phrase: “My #1 Goal from AMTC is . . .”
Applicants could select from one of the following listed responses: “Self-
Improvement,” “Education,” “A Career,” or “To see how far I can go.” A
slide show highlighted the opportunities available to performers to be Chris-
tian witnesses as part of the entertainment industry, as much by their choices
as by their words. Before being split up to perform monologues, sing, walk,
or do standup comedy, Gotzon gave instructions to applicants for an efficient
and successful audition. When their turn came, they were to give their name
and age, and say something interesting about themselves prior to performing
for a scout.

Gotzon discussed fundraising and other ways to help pay for classes,
should they get a callback. Applicants were told to consider whether “God is
putting it on your heart to enroll” in AMTC training, and to “pray to deter-
mine if you’re right for us.” She said that enrollees “have to be the right
caliber” of talent to go further. AMTC stresses morality, but is serious about
having talent. Amateurs must demonstrate aptitude and potential for success.

Following a pep talk and a group tension-releasing stretch, Gotzon prayed
aloud:

Father God . . . fill everyone right now with your peace. . . . Let them experi-
ence the gift you’ve given them, and let them get excited to share those gifts
today. Father God, give us as scouts your wisdom and discernment to know
how to best help each performer where they’re at. . . . Guide them and give
them clarity today. Father, if this is a program that will really be helpful to
them, let them know in their heart, Father God, and let us know so we can do
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what’s best for them. . . . Father, thank you so much for this time. . . . In the
name of Jesus. Amen.21

“Prayer is often stereotyped in our culture as a form of pietism, a lamentable
privatization of religion,” writes Kathleen Norris in Amazing Grace: A Vo-
cabulary of Faith. “Even many Christians seem to regard prayer as a grocery
list we hand to God, and when we don’t get what we want, we assume the
prayers didn’t ‘work.’ . . . Prayer does not ‘want.’ It is ordinary experience
lived with gratitude and wonder, a wonder that makes us know the smallness
of oneself in an enormous and various universe.”22 Gotzon’s simple prayer
was instructional as well as communal. Meant in part to reassure hopefuls
that AMTC is a Christian talent ministry, the prayer also reinforced the fact
that not all who audition are accepted.

After a chorus of “Amens,” hopefuls scattered to audition in assorted
event rooms. AMTC staffer John Montes hosted singing auditions in the
main hotel ballroom while Gotzon ushered actors into an adjacent room. As
with American Idol and other such televised contests, applicants sang a Cap-
pella in front of Montes, who watched, listened, and took notes. Other hope-
fuls and their supporters watched from folding chairs in the cavernous room.
After the first young woman completed her song, silence fell. “You guys can
clap now,” Montes told the audience, and they did. Whether hopefuls pass or
fail the audition, the atmosphere is one of support and respect.

BRIDGE TRAINING PROGRAM AND SHINE CONFERENCE

Those who receive callbacks after the initial audition return the next day for
registration and orientation. AMTC offers classes through the Bridge Train-
ing Program that develops and showcases talented people of faith, and pairs
them with professional agencies with the goal of launching their professional
entertainment careers. The premiere event preparing media missionaries for
the world of show business is the SHINE Conference, available to those who
attend the Bridge Program and are deemed sufficiently talented and ade-
quately prepared. This six-day conference has been going on for nearly 40
years, and takes place twice a year at the Gaylord Palms Resort in Orlando,
Florida. This showcase is where “Christians get screen, stage, seminar and
one-on-one time with entertainment industry executives. If you’re a perform-
er wondering how to take your talent to the world and maintain your focus on
God, SHINE makes it possible.”23 Agents and managers from both religious
and mainstream media organizations attend SHINE each year to scout for
new faces.

If a performer’s goal is to make a positive impact on media, Gotzon says,
AMTC’s goal is to develop the performer’s talent and moral judgment:
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AMTC, after they go through an audition process, and are evaluated on their
skill, will determine if they get to be invited to be a part of this talent develop-
ment program, which includes an online curriculum full of a gazillion videos
from the consultants teaching the performers via webinars to tutorials teaching
on the subject of modeling: “What do I do if I go onto a closed set and
someone asks me, I need to take my clothing off. . . . We govern and help
guide them on biblical principle. . . . How do you bring your agent, your
manager in to ensure something like that never happens. How do you protect
yourself? Before arriving on sets, you’d never enter into a situation like that,
and if you do, how do you exit professionally if that is something you’re not
interested in doing?

AMTC helps create very clear boundaries with the performer and their
relationship with God, knowing what they should do and what they shouldn’t
do.24

Such ethical advice has even more resonance in the wake of the #MeToo
movement, launched in 2017 after allegations of sexual harassment, assault,
and impropriety surfaced against a slew of powerful men in various media
and entertainment professions, beginning with movie mogul Harvey Wein-
stein.25

“Some performers feel called only to faith-based music and film,” Gotzon
added. “Some performers are called to mainstream, and AMTC also teaches
that no one is to be judging or condemning anyone for the choices that they
make because it’s part of the journey of the individual as God is leading
them.”26 Rather than giving in to every demand made on a performer, AMTC
trainees are taught to act as an example for others by maintaining their moral
principles, even if they lose an opportunity. Whether this actually occurs is
up to the individual. Successful entertainers who have spent time at AMTC
include actors Megan Fox (Transformers), T.C. Stallings (War Room), and
Matt Czuchry (TV’s The Good Wife); Broadway dancer, choreographer, and
actress Chryssie Whitehead; model and athlete Omarr Dixon; and comedian
Antoine Scott.

One AMTC alumnus who chose the faith-based entertainment route is
T.C. Stallings. Stallings, who acted in school and church plays as a youth, is
featured in AMTC promotional material, including its 2014 Annual Report.
A scholarship athlete at the University of Louisville, Stallings went on to
play in the Canadian Football and European Arena Leagues. “T.C.’s life
changed forever the day he heard God calling him back to acting, via a
commercial for AMTC,” according to his biography in the 2014 Annual
Report. “One SHINE conference later, doors of opportunity opened.”27 Stall-
ings had major roles in the faith-based movies Courageous and War Room,
both produced by the successful Christian film company Kendrick Brothers
Productions. Fellow AMTC graduate Ben Davies also appeared in 2015’s
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War Room, a TriStar Pictures release that cost $3 million and grossed $67
million.28

“The bottom line is that all these gifts and talents that God has blessed me
with—my goal now is just to use them to glorify Him,” Stallings says. “My
platform now is to glorify God.”29

There is another bottom line at AMTC, and that is the cost of classes.
AMTC is a 501c3 non-profit ministry supported by fees from programs and
services, as well as through donors. Salaries and other operating expenses are
paid from these funds. Those invited to become part of AMTC are told how
much they must pay for the amount of training they wish to receive. If
invitees do not have the financial means right away, they do personal fund-
raising and enter at a later date. Prices vary, as students must pay for training,
plus travel and lodging expenses:

Actors, Models and Talent for Christ offers various events, courses, programs,
ranging from no cost to $5245 for our flagship event: The SHINE Conference,
which includes the Bridge Prep Program, Signature Photo Shoot and Brand
Consult. Performers must audition for acceptance. If accepted, payment plans,
discounts (up to $1500) and fund-raising options are available. In addition,
AMTC offers a unique Faith/Works Program as funding assistance for those in
need. Details are fully explained from an Admissions Director if you receive a
callback.30

“Performers are [enrolled] and prepare on the Bridge [program] for SHINE
as little as 2 months for qualified performers to more than a year for those
that need more time,” according to Adam She. “Those that enroll for the
upcoming conference received a $500 discount.”31

AMTC’S HISTORY, FROM MODELING TO MINISTRY

Bits of AMTC’s history appear in the organization’s literature, in books and
magazines, and on various websites. What follows is an account of AMTC’s
founding and evolution to a Christian nonprofit assembled from these various
sources, as well as from author interviews with ministry personnel.

“My mother was a New York fashion model in the late 1940s,” according
to AMTC co-founder Carey Lewis Arban. Arban’s mother, Millie Lewis,
started a chain of successful modeling agencies in the Southeast in the 1960s,
and Carey later joined the family business. “In the years that followed, she
(and I) launched streams of models into the industry. In some ways, my life
has been wrapped around the business of appearance: how it affects every
area of our lives, including the business of show business.”32

Millie and Carey eventually expanded their modeling business and began
hosting conferences that paired talented clients with agents. Over time, this
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secular, successful, commercial venture evolved into the nonprofit ministry
Actors, Models, & Talent for Christ. AMTC is now separate from the inde-
pendent modeling agencies that continue to operate under the Millie Lewis
name.

The website of Millie Lewis Modeling and Development Center of Sa-
vannah, Georgia, notes that Millie, “a former international model and cover
girl, started her school and agency business over 30 years ago in her four
original schools, all now independently owned. Her legacy continues through
instruction of etiquette, fashion and modeling.” Millie Lewis, who died in
2001, appeared in print ads in the 1940s as one of the DuBarry cosmetics
“Who is She?” girls. Her image graced the pages of such magazines as
Vogue, Harper’s Bazaar, and Life.33

Millie, whose maiden name was Mildred Lucille Runnion, was a New
York fashion model. She later met and married an Air Force pilot named
John Earle “Jack” Lewis. “My fighter-pilot dad became a stunt pilot for the
newly formed U.S. Air Force (his ending rank was major), and my mom was
the model hired to stand on his float in a NYC air show,” Arban said.34 The
couple moved to Jack’s hometown of Columbia, South Carolina and had
three children, John, Bob, and Carey, the youngest, who was born in 1955.
“As God would have it, it’s a unique story. I was only 5 when my mother
started teaching modeling and personal development at a highly-touted danc-
ing school in Columbia, called Calvert-Brodie.”35 Beginning in 1960, Millie
Lewis opened five eponymous modeling and finishing schools in South Car-
olina and Georgia. When Carey was older, she joined her mother’s modeling
business.

The first Millie Lewis Convention was held at the Sheraton Hotel in
Charleston in 1982 with 150 Contestants and 15 New York Agents. “It was a
safe and cost-effective way for local talent to meet national agents in one
time and one place—to see how far they could go without the travel and risk
of trying to do it alone,” Arban says on AMTC’s website.36 “Eventually, the
Convention expanded in 1987 to become the Mid-South Models Convention
(MSMC), and in 1992 the convention went national, evolving into AMTC:
the American Modeling & Talent Convention.

“While the convention’s early years focused mainly on models, increas-
ing numbers of actors, singers, dancers, and comics were attending . . . and
becoming stars. Young unknowns like Megan Fox, Mena Suvari, and Mat-
thew Underwood were early graduates who set the stage for the rising stars
of today,” according to Christian online database ‘Ndiepedia.37

With a goal of expanding its impact on the entertainment industry, the
company renamed itself again. AMTC became Actors, Models, & Talent
Competition, signaling another new era for the Millie Lewis brand. The
growing convention eventually drew thousands of performers and families
each year, as well as top agents and managers seeking fresh talent. When
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both the business and Carey Lewis Arban reached middle age, AMTC
morphed a third time. As recounted on the ‘Ndiepedia site:

The company’s growing success in the industry ultimately became hollow for
its founder, Carey Lewis. She had accomplished what she’d set out to do. She
could look back to that day she told her mother they could “do it better,” and
know with confidence it was true. But it wasn’t enough.

In this desert, the true shaping of AMTC began. Carey Lewis, who at the
age of 51 saw herself as a burned out CEO, turned her life and her company
over to God. She became a committed Christian and the mission of the compa-
ny changed course, again. In a few short years, one more name change would
forever define the company’s core focus. Throughout the years, the “C” part of
AMTC had never quite gelled. Other “C’s,” like “convention,” “conference,”
or even “coalition” were offered in addition to “competition.” It turns out the
right “C” was finally found in “Christ.” A divine path had been ordered all
along, even if no one had recognized it.

“Even more, the deep roots that AMTC grew into fashion and entertain-
ment through its first 24 years would now be used for God’s purposes—to
promote His stars into key positions in the most pivotal mission field in the
world: media. I was transformed, and so was AMTC—both for such a time as
this,” says Carey. 38

That final name change came in 2010, and Actors, Models, & Talent for
Christ became a nonprofit corporation in 2012.

Christian writer Os Hillman in his 2011 book, Change Agent: Engaging
Your Passion To Be the One Who Makes a Difference, profiled Arban’s
transformation, both personal and professional. According to Hillman, Arban
had her Christian conversion experience around 2005–2006. (AMTC’s web-
site says Arban “became a late-in-life committed Christian in 2006.”) Hill-
man writes that, “Her daughter and son-in-law, who both work with her in
the business, also came to faith in Christ not long after.”39 Arban and her
daughters, Glynis and Lexy, and son-in-law, Adam She (who is married to
Lexy), now run AMTC.

In AMTC’s 2014 Annual Report, Carey—whose marriage fell apart prior
to her religious conversion and is variously billed as Carey Lewis and Carey
Lewis Arban—lays out her personal testimony:

I looked like I was at the top, but I was really at the bottom. In brokenness I
met Jesus, and I was transformed—from a burned-out 51-year-old CEO to
now a 58-year-old girl on a mission. God had a plan. . . . I was thrilled, but my
daughters and son-in-law were part of AMTC, and they weren’t Christians yet.
What would they think? Well, God took care of that. Within two years, they
were committed to Christ and were baptized.40

Adam She, who joined AMTC in 2004, is now the executive director. Along
with Arban, he was instrumental in guiding AMTC’s transformation from a
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company into a ministry. Not raised as a believer, She says on AMTC’s
website that he met God in a dream in 2008. “Today, Adam’s skills in
business rest upon his dependence on Jesus and commitment to prayer. He is
an extraordinarily humble, fair-minded and gifted man of God. Adam is
generation #3 in this 34-year-old family dynasty turned talent ministry.”41

Dreams loom large at AMTC. “I believe AMTC (the ministry) was born
by a dream God put in my mom’s heart as a girl,” Arban said. “Apparently,
she was quite devout at that time. She told me when I was a teen she wanted
to be a missionary. Instead, we were nominally Christian, in a cultural way.
So to a truth-seeking teenage[r], her dream seemed crazy to me. Even so,
God can give us visions that are fulfilled beyond our lifetimes. So, it did
come true in a most unusual way. AMTC is now raising an army of mission-
aries in arts and entertainment.”42

The AMTC narrative features God appearing not only in dreams, but also
during what Arban calls her “Treadmill Experience.” “A few months after
surrendering to Jesus, God spoke to me on a treadmill,” she says of her
transformation. “He told me the name of AMTC would change. We were
AMTC before we were for Christ, but the ‘C’ stood for ‘Competition.’ God
said we would no longer be ‘Actors, Models & Talent Competition.’ We
would become ‘Actors, Models & Talent for Christ’ because that’s what the
‘C’ was always meant to be.”43

Arban continues:

I was thrilled. . . . I finally knew my purpose. Friends and co-workers were
initially negative—afraid that our mainstream talent executives would not sup-
port a boldly Christian company.

But my friends were wrong. The agents who had been with us for so long
stayed loyal, and what they discovered at the “new” AMTC surprised them.
They saw a face for Jesus they never knew: they saw beauty, talent, love,
integrity and purpose. They didn’t feel judged, but inspired!

Pretty soon, Christian casting directors wanted to support this movement,
too. So today’s AMTC now hosts both mainstream and Christian media execu-
tives, because God wants His stars everywhere.44

CRITIQUES OF AMTC

Slaughter of the Sheep is a blog operated by Chrystal Whitt, a writer who
calls out those she deems false prophets who misuse Christianity. Both the
Slaughter blog and its Facebook page feature the tagline, “Endeavoring to
warn the lambs away from the slaughter . . .”45 Whitt has written critical
pieces about televangelists Paul and Jan Crouch of the Trinity Broadcast
Network (TBN) and megachurch pastor Creflo Dollar, and tackled assorted
controversial religion-oriented subjects. The first and last of her six rules for
posting on her personal blog are:
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1. Be nice.
6. If you send me a scathing e-mail with the sole intention of telling me how
horrible I am for attacking your favorite false prophet, be warned . . . it may
show up in one of my posts. If you would like to discuss things intelligently,
we will discuss them. (See rule number 1.)46

Her review of AMTC is itself scathing. She questions whether Christ has
anything to do with the ministry, quoting James 4:4: “You adulteresses, do
you not know that friendship with the world is hostility toward God? There-
fore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of
God” [Italics in original].

“I was over at Benediction Blogs On reading some great posts when I
came across [Actors, Models, and Talent for Christ],” Whitt writes. “It is a
website/talent agency for men, women, and children who are supposedly
actors, actresses, and models for Christ. That’s Christ Jesus in case anyone is
wondering.”47

Whitt calls AMTC a “talent agency” and seizes upon the resume of
AMTC alum Mena Suvari, one of the actresses the ministry highlights as a
success story. “For those who don’t know, Suvari has appeared in such ‘sex
romps’ as American Pie and American Beauty. These films aren’t fit for
anyone to watch, much less act in . . .”48 Whitt quotes a long description of
Suvari from the AMTC site that includes her appearance in another sex-
related film and her marriage to a much older man.

“What sickens me is this . . . where is Christ in all of this?” She goes on to
ask, ”How can a company say it is ‘for Christ’ when one of their top success
stories is an actress of sinful morals, and they even brag about that sinful
behavior in her profile description as if it’s something to be proud of?

“Would you say this is a success or that they are sold out to the world?
“They need to take Christ out of their name.”49

Debbie Sikkema is the mother of actress Brooke Sikkema, and the pro-
prietor of a website called YourYoungActor.com. The Sikkemas moved from
South Carolina to Los Angeles to develop Brooke’s career after a good
experience with AMTC. Debbie Sikkema’s open letter to visitors on the site
reads in part:

We’ve learned so much during this journey into acting, and there are so many
things I wish I’d known sooner. We had to try to figure out most things on our
own as we encountered them. We did not know where to go to get assistance,
and we did not always make the best decisions. I want to share our experiences
with others so that they can learn from our mistakes and our successes. 50

Brooke took part in AMTC auditions and classes through the Millie Lewis
Model & Talent Agency in 2002 and attended a SHINE convention in Janu-
ary 2003. An inquiry on YourYoungActor.com as to whether AMTC is a
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“scam” prompted a long response from Debbie Sikkema. “It is a very well-
run, family-friendly and safe event,” Sikkema writes of the classes and con-
vention. She says the price is high, and suggests that there are other avenues
to getting into show business if people can’t afford AMTC rates. As to the
question of whether AMTC is a scam, Sikkema addresses the issue this way:

AMTC is not a scam in terms of making false promises.
What does AMTC promise?
What AMTC promises is that you will compete in front of numerous

industry judges from around the world—talent agents, talent managers, casting
directors, and other entertainment industry professionals. And on that part they
do deliver.

If you compete and do well, the results from the convention can be life-
changing. These things are all absolutely true.

AMTC Does Not Promise:

1. To make you a star if you attend.
2. That you will get a talent agent if you attend.
3. That you will get a talent manager if you attend.
4. That you will get a job if you attend.
5. That you will be “discovered” if you attend.

And it is important for you to seriously consider the fact that none of the above
things are promised to you if you attend.51

Christian entertainment website Rockin’ God’s House founder Abbie Stanca-
to wrote an essay on his blog about AMTC in 2013 titled, “The Truth, the
Myths, and the Facts About Actors, Models & Talent for Christ (AMTC).”
Stancato had seen ads for the ministry and wanted to find out what it was all
about. “I went to my old friend Google,” he wrote, “and began to scan the
web to discover a wide range of opinions, from loved them to utter hatred!
The polarization was too far apart, to believe the legitimacy of many com-
ments.”52 So Stancato contacted Adam She directly, and came away im-
pressed:

Here is my summary of the interview. I asked difficult questions, and I believe
Adam was honest and straight forward. Their skills guidance is not cheap . . .
several thousand. Many websites will instruct you to never pay to find oppor-
tunities. They claim any legitimate company should only take a percentage for
the work they find, not an entrance fee. I agree in most cases. . . . I disagree
here. AMTC is a training ground providing a service. They introduce people to
large stage, high pressure auditions, and will introduce you to industry profes-
sions. They do not provide work, nor do they contractually bind you to artists’
contracts beyond their training. Any contract or work offered from the attend-
ing industry professionals are between you and them. AMTC does offer minis-
try, military and family discounts. Additionally, scholarships are given to
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those who qualify based on merit, financial need, and/or life circumstances.
They have a very large organization, designed to offer an extensive look into a
very complex and sophisticated industry.53

Stancato says that not everyone has the talent to make it in professional
entertainment, and the cost of AMTC’s services can be off-putting. “Here is
your line of caution,” he writes. “American Idol has no shortage of contest-
ants who are delusional when it comes to a personal self-evaluation of talent.
Just because you have a burning desire for success as an entertainer, doesn’t
guarantee you have the talent to make the big time.”54

Actors, Models, & Talent for Christ is an enterprise that focuses on talent,
image, appearance, showmanship, and branding, merged with Christian out-
reach. “We want to give performers marketability so they may have the
largest potential sphere of influence,” Adam She told Stancato. “[B]y gaining
fame, or influence we get the opportunity to reach people in the main-
stream . . . not everyone who enters the program is seeking fame. Some come
with the humble desire to hone their skills for positions in the church, minis-
try or anywhere God leads them.”55

CONCLUSION

In his book, Eyes Wide Open: Looking for God in Popular Culture, William
D. Romanowski notes that when Martin Scorsese’s controversial 1988 film
The Last Temptation of Christ opened, some Christians saw it as blasphe-
mous while others considered the portrayal of Christ as both human and
divine, consistent with Christian theology. “Christian cultural engagement is
as varied and conflicted as are attitudes toward popular art,” Romanowski
writes.

“According to Scripture, culture has much to do with faith; it is part of
being ‘fearfully and wonderfully made’ in the image of God.” He continues:

That we are God’s cocreators is an overarching theme in the Bible and a
fundamental assumption of a Christian approach to culture, so culture refers to
the way that we define and live in God’s world. An understanding of what the
Bible says about culture provides a justification for Christian engagement with
popular art and also a basis for both production and criticism.56

Entertainment as evangelistic outreach is at the heart of Actors, Models, &
Talent for Christ. “Publicly professing Christians are now seen at the top of
film, fashion, music, theater and sports. But many more performers are
needed, because this mission field is vast,” She says. “‘The harvest is plenti-
ful, but the workers are few’ (Luke 10:2). Through the movement of actors,

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:31 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



God Wants His Stars Everywhere 81

models and talent for Christ, millions upon millions of lost and prodigal
children will enter the Kingdom of God.”57

As Stancato correctly pointed out, “AMTC is a training ground providing
a service.” In the 2014 Annual Report for Actors, Models, & Talent for
Christ, Adam She described AMTC as both a ministry and a mission.
“AMTC is now a training ground for missionaries: media missionaries to be
exact. To get them prepared spiritually and physically. To learn how to
succeed in this world, but not be of it. Because the most influential mission
field on earth is media, and it’s not wise to enter it unprepared. It’s not godly
to leave it alone.”58

To learn how to succeed in this world, but not be of it. How does one do
that in a profession that often breeds immodesty and egocentrism? “Obvious-
ly, Christians who believe they are called to work in popular culture need to
be certain they are not suffering from its debilitating effects,” warns evangel-
ical writer and editor Kenneth A. Myers, author of All God’s Children and
Blue Suede Shoes: Christians & Popular Culture. “They also ought to find
ways of communicating to their public that there is more to life than seeking
entertainment.”59

As detailed by Myers, Shultze, Romanowski, and others, the devout, re-
gardless of religious affiliation, have a complex relationship with media and
popular culture, especially entertainment. In the mid-twentieth century, the
Catholic Church’s Legion of Decency dictated which movies were off limits
to the faithful, and there remain religious institutions and denominations with
objections to entertainment perceived as immoral. Conversely, many
churches feature liturgical dance, Christian rock and hip hop, light shows,
and other theatrical elements in their services.

AMTC not only straddles the line between sacred and secular media, but
sees entering secular culture as vital to its mission. Talented Christian faith-
ful are coached and trained so they can compete at the highest professional
levels of entertainment, yet are urged to maintain their integrity while sharing
their faith with others. Just as religiously affiliated law and journalism train-
ing programs attempt to influence those professions, AMTC is contributing
to the cadre of faith-based actors, musicians, and models.

More and more entertainment media are being produced by Christian-
based companies. Even as the Christian entertainment industry grows, it
remains apart from the secular mainstream. If AMTC succeeds in its stated
goals, faith-based entertainment and entertainers will become the main-
stream.
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Chapter Four

Sacramental Pilgrimage
Catholicism, Humanism, Spirituality, and Community

Along The Way

Jesus saith unto him, I am the way, the truth, and the life: no man cometh unto
the Father, but by me.

—John 14:6, KJV

Keep yourself a stranger and pilgrim upon earth, to whom the affairs of this
world are of no concern.

—Thomas a Kempis
(Book One, Chapter 23, “A Meditation on Death”)

INTRODUCTION

In 2010, American actor, writer, producer, and director Emilio Estevez made
a small budget independent film called The Way along Europe’s Camino de
Santiago, an ancient religious pilgrimage route referred to for centuries as
“The Way of St. James.”1 The movie stars Estevez’s father Ramon Estevez,
who goes by his stage name of Martin Sheen, and is best known for televi-
sion’s The West Wing and the films Badlands and Apocalypse Now.

This chapter offers a case study of the intimate, character-driven film The
Way, arguing that its subtle spiritual and religious messages more genuinely
reflect the lived human experience than those of overtly Christian movies, or
tangentially Biblically-based Hollywood blockbusters. The myriad ways in
which faith has been depicted onscreen, along with the motivations of the
various creators of Christian-themed entertainment, will also be discussed.
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CHRISTIANITY IN MAINSTREAM FILM

Thousands of films with religious and spiritual themes have been produced
from the Silent Era to the present, and more than a hundred of those have
contained portrayals of the life and death of Jesus Christ.2 Many of these
projects have been welcomed by Christian believers, while others stirred
controversy.

In the mid-1970s, famed Italian film director Franco Zeffirelli (The Tam-
ing of the Shrew; Romeo and Juliet) made a six-hour television miniseries
based on a script by novelist Anthony Burgess (A Clockwork Orange),
screenwriter Suso Cecchi D’Amico, and Zeffirelli himself, called Jesus of
Nazareth. As is often the case with religiously-themed films, Zeffirelli’s
Jesus was criticized before anyone saw it.

According to media historian Harold (Hal) Erickson, when Zeffirelli
“noted publicly that he intended to depict Jesus Christ as a human being
rather than a religious icon, his expensive made-for-TV miniseries Jesus of
Nazareth fell victim to protestors long before its April 3, 1977, debut. De-
spite the pullout of several sponsors, Jesus of Nazareth was aired as sched-
uled, sweeping the ratings in the process.”3

The late theologian William Barclay, Professor of Divinity and Biblical
Criticism at Glasgow University and the author of Bible commentaries,
wrote a narrative version of the script, essentially a movie tie-in book. In his
introduction, Barclay wrote,

It may well be that there are some who think it is an irreverence to make the
life of Jesus into a film. However, there are fewer and fewer people who read
and more and more who learn by looking at pictures. I therefore regard the
writing of this book as an opportunity to be seized . . .

In the film and in this book the story of Jesus is told simply and straight-
forwardly. There is no attempt at sensationalism.4

The pious, particularly conservative evangelicals, initially fretted over por-
traying Jesus as human, even though such an interpretation is Biblically-
based. Erickson points out that concerned audience members need not have
worried. “In avoiding the usual overproduced Hollywood approach to the
Gospels, Zeffirelli offers one of the most sensitive and reverent portrayals of
Jesus ever seen on film.”5 Despite taking some dramatic license concerning
invented characters and situations, viewers eventually came to embrace Zef-
firelli’s low-key vision of Christ’s life.6

Hollywood regularly churns out sand and sandals spectaculars with spe-
cial effects and major stars, such as Joseph Fiennes as a Roman Military
Tribune in the resurrection film Risen, and Ewan McGregor as Jesus in Last
Days in the Desert, as well as the big budget epics Noah and Exodus: Gods
and Kings, starring Russell Crowe and Christian Bale, respectively.7 In an-
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other era, popular Bible-inspired mainstream movies such as Cecile B. De-
Mille’s remake of The Ten Commandments were welcomed by the faithful as
celebrations of Holy Scripture, and by studio heads as box office gold.

When The Ten Commandments was released in 1956, it was the most
expensive film of any genre ever made up until that time. State of the art
effects and a massive star-studded cast attracted the religious and secular
alike to theatres, and the film was an evergreen on television for decades,
usually shown during Christian Holy Week.8 At the film’s premiere, DeMille
said, “What I hope for our production of The Ten Commandments is that
those who see it shall . . . not only be entertained and filled with the sight of a
big spectacle, but filled with the spirit of truth.”9 Sixty years on, journalist
David Walters wrote in Bloomberg Businessweek that “Cecil B. DeMille’s
The Ten Commandments was nominated for the Academy Award for Best
Picture in 1956, and it’s still the sixth-highest-grossing movie of all time
domestically when adjusted for inflation.”10

“Filmmakers aspiring to capture Christian history onscreen have adopted
both subtle and spectacular styles,” writes scholar and filmmaker Craig De-
tweiler, author of A Matrix of Meanings: Finding God in Pop Culture (2003).
“Hollywood directors like Protestants Cecil B. DeMille and D.W. Griffith
turned Bible stories into the most opulent productions possible. They em-
ployed special effects and a cast of thousands to bring audiences to their feet
(and the box office). The abundant means of biblical blockbusters often
emphasize spectacle over spirituality.”11

Other directors choose a sparse style to convey meaning “in an effort to
pull audiences beyond their own egotism. This strand is found in the films of
French Catholic Robert Bresson, Dutch Lutheran Carl Theodor Dreyer, and
Russian Orthodox Andrei Tarkovsky,” according to Detweiler.12

The spare filmmaking style is described in detail by screenwriter and film
theorist Paul Schrader in his book Transcendental Style in Film (1972). “Per-
haps the most enduring form of Christianity onscreen adheres to what Paul
Schrader defined as “the transcendental style,” Detweiler notes. “These aus-
tere films refrain from telegraphing emotions via established notions of act-
ing, music, or plot. . . . Audiences are invite into the drama, given room to
discover themselves within the (in)action.”13 As Schrader himself put it,
“Most movies lean towards you. They lean towards you aggressively with
their hands around your throat, trying to grab every section of your atten-
tion.” Transcendental films are quieter, and linger on a scene longer. “These
types of films lean away from you, and they use time, and as other people
would call it, boredom, as a technique.”14

While not in the same category with Ozu, Bresson, or Dreyer, Emilio
Estevez directed The Way at a deliberate pace, utilizing extended shots of
people walking the Camino, at a distance and in close-up, marking the ordi-
nary task of making one’s way through the European countryside. Contem-
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plation is seen on the primary characters’ faces. “Estevez’s narrative is domi-
nated by master shots of the landscape capturing Tom and his pals wandering
through the wilderness and small villages, exploring ancient cathedrals and
local traditions,” Eric Kohn wrote in his review of The Way on filmmaking
website IndieWire. “That decision lends a documentary quality to the jour-
ney, but the plot gives it a precise context not solely based around touristic
indulgences. Instead, Esetevez has made a travelogue that celebrates the act
of traveling, both literally and otherwise, regardless of the destination.”15

By contrast, reality show producer Mark Burnett and his actress wife
Roma Downey, both professed Christians, favor highly produced, biblically-
based narrative films for TV and theatrical release. Downey previously
starred in the syrupy CBS series Touched by an Angel that ran from
1994–2003.16 The Bible, their 10-hour scripted miniseries, aired on The His-
tory Channel in 2013 and drew some 95 million cumulative viewers.17

The next year, Burnett released for theatrical exhibition Son of God, a
pieced together movie culled from the New Testament installments of his
Bible miniseries. The year 2014 was dubbed by some as “the year of the
Christian film” or “the year of the Bible.”18 In addition to Son of God, Noah,
and Exodus: Gods and Kings, films released in 2014 with religious themes
included Heaven is for Real, Left Behind and God’s Not Dead.

THE CHRISTIAN FILM INDUSTRY

What is a “Christian film?” How does a Christian movie differ from other
movies in purpose and message? And how is The Way, as asserted in this
chapter, a more authentic picture of Christ-like humanity, redemption, for-
giveness, and community than a straightforward Christian film?

In their in-depth history of Christian film, Celluloid Sermons: The Emer-
gence of the Christian Film Industry, 1930–1986 (2011), Terry Lindvall and
Andrew Quicke highlight journalist Milton Anderson’s 1935 book The Mod-
ern Goliath, which blasted the lax morals of Hollywood “talking pictures”
and urged churches to make their own movies. Anderson echoed Dr. Franz
Kordac, the archbishop of Prague, when he said that “if St. Paul were alive at
this hour he would use talking pictures to spread the gospel of Jesus
Christ.”19

Many believers responded by filming pastoral sermons for distribution.
As Lindvall and Quicke noted,

Christians of all denominational stripes and theological persuasions would
respond to [Anderson’s] call to make celluloid sermons for various audiences.
The concept of celluloid sermons is grounded in the historical Protestant roots
of an evangelistic rhetoric of conversion. It refers to the corpus of film work
generated by religious groups that seek to evangelize, preach, teach, provoke,
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or convert, rarely to just entertain. The historian Harry Stout has revealed the
potent effect of early American sermons as a “public act of cultural formation,
not just religious expression.” The people and organizations that made these
religious films sought to convert their spectators, to draw them into their
spheres of influence in both ecumenical and sectarian ways.20

As will become evident later in this chapter, Anderson’s admonition for
individual churches to make inspirational films continues in the digital era.

As early as 1929, prominent evangelist Aimee Semple McPherson of the
Foursquare Angelus Temple in Los Angeles formed her own film company.
Celluloid Sermons traces the roots of the post-Depression Christian film
industry to pioneers of the 1940s, such as the Reverend James Friedrich,
Carlos Baptista, and Irwin Moon. Their work was followed by a Christian
studio system, consisting of a variety of organizations and denominations.
One of the more unusual moguls in this venture was Sam Hersh. Hersh, who
was Jewish, founded Family Films in 1946. He later converted to Christian-
ity, made films for the National Council of Churches, and was instrumental
in the Lutheran television show, This is the Life; the Southern Baptist show
This Is The Answer; and the Methodist series The Way.21

One of Hersh’s early successful movies was Bible on the Table (1951),
about a grocery delivery boy who asks a mother at one of his stops why a
Bible is always on her breakfast table. The mother then explains that the
Bible is an essential part of the home, just like furniture and appliances. 22

Such obvious heavy-handedness characterizes many Christian films, and is
appreciated by many Christian audiences.

Ken Anderson’s Gospel Films opened its first studio in the 1950s, grow-
ing over the course of a decade to “the largest Christian film production and
distribution center in the world.”23 Gospel Films became a professionally run
organization, striking rigid business deals with libraries for rentals to
churches, garnering solid profits. The popularity of television spelled the
beginning of the end of this arrangement. “[W]ith the demise of Sunday
evening services in the late 1950s, and with family shows like Bonanza and
The Wonderful World of Disney dominating television, rentals fell off con-
siderably.”24 Anderson left Gospel Films by 1960, establishing a film com-
pany under his own name, and continued to produce movies with the axiom,
“The message is always first,” above profits.25

Gospel Films acquired Thomas Nelson Communications in 1989, grew
into Gospel Communications International in 1998, and continued to em-
brace emerging technologies like the internet. By 2008, Zondervan had pur-
chased Gospel’s internet holdings, and all other assets were put up for sale.

Instructional films had begun to dominate the Christian film market by
the 1970s. Educational psychologist James Dobson, founder of Focus on the
Family, was a major purveyor of such films. Dobson’s film series featured
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“his pop-psychology Christian teachings on family issues, which positioned
him as the new Dr. Benjamin Spock. For a production cost of about $30,000,
Dobson’s seven-part series established a norm of biblical instruction regard-
ing raising children and communicating with one’s spouse.”26 Titles included
The Strong-Willed Child; Christian Fathering; and What Wives Wish Their
Husbands Knew about Women.

As the end of the millennium approached, a plethora of Rapture-focused
Christian films appeared in theaters, on VHS tapes, and eventually on DVD.
“Russ Doughten and Don Thompson are credited for developing a whole
new genre, the apocalyptic or Christian horror picture,” according to Lindvall
and Quicke. Akin to the Left Behind books (16 novels published from
1995–2007) and films popularized by Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins,
Doughten and Thompson’s successful A Thief in the Night (1972) was the
first of a series of apocalyptic end-times movies.27 The Trinity Broadcasting
Network had a hit with The Omega Code (1999), which involves a plot by
the Antichrist to take over the world. While not a Christian film per se, the
Hollywood blockbuster End of Days (1999) starring Arnold Schwarzenegger
attracted Christian and action viewers alike.

Of this dispensational fundamentalist, and quite bleak, perspective of the
end of the world, Lindvall and Quicke observed, “With the dramatic tenden-
cy among end-times filmmakers, echoing and exploiting Darby’s nineteenth-
century notion of the Rapture, this apocalyptic genre attracted an anxious and
gullible audience. In contrast to the early Christian belief of the blessed hope
of the Second Coming, these cinematic interpretations triggered fear and
restlessness.”28

Baptist Evangelist Billy Graham understood the power of film for conver-
sion early in his long career. The Billy Graham Evangelistic Association
(BGEA) began producing films with a moral message in 1953. BGEA’s film
arm, World Wide Pictures (WWP), distributed the 1975 film The Hiding
Place about Corrie Ten Boom, a Dutch woman whose family hid Jews dur-
ing the Nazi Holocaust. Many WWP-produced films showed a lost soul, such
as a rebellious teenager who ran away from home. After a series of letdowns,
the protagonist would wind up at a Billy Graham Crusade, incorporating
actual Crusade footage. By the end, the lost soul would reconcile with his
family. These releases were often followed by an altar call in the theater,
where a minister or counselor would pray with filmgoers. Through its cine-
matic ministry, BGEA claims to have brought more than 2 million souls to
Christ.29

Affordable and portable digital technology has made it easier for indepen-
dent films to be made by small Christian companies and even individual
churches. “Frustrated with the movies Hollywood has been releasing, more
and more congregations are making their own feature films,” religion report-
er Kim Lawton wrote in Christianity Today.30 Lawton, a longtime host and
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correspondent for the PBS show Religion & Ethics Newsweekly, detailed the
genesis of church-as-film-studio trend in 2011 for The Christian Century
magazine:

The church filmmaking trend began at Sherwood Baptist in Albany, Ga.,
where associate pastors and brothers Alex and Stephen Kendrick have released
three feature films since 2003. They are finishing the fourth one, “Coura-
geous,” about policemen struggling to be good fathers.

In Sherwood films, volunteer church members make up nearly all the cast
and crew and do everything from catering to building sets. Sherwood teamed
with Provident Films, a division of Sony, and found a very receptive audience.
Their third film, “Fireproof,” starring Kirk Cameron, was made on a $500,000
budget, and it took in more than $33 million at the box office, making it the
highest-grossing independent film of 2008.

Sherwood films have a specific message, and making their own movies
allows them to express it. The films have an overtly Christian tone, and the
upcoming “Courageous” continues that.31

There is a Churches Making Movies Film Festival that nurtures this niche
industry. “Churches Making Movies is a cultural movement of churches har-
nessing the power of films to impact culture,” according to the festival’s
website. “We screen films from across the country produced by churches,
media ministries and Christian Non-Profits. In addition to movie screenings,
we offer several learning experiences for church-based filmmakers and writ-
ers.” The festival began in 2013 in New Jersey, and in 2017 held a West Coast
festival in Los Angeles. “The success of the film festival is a result of the
entire team’s personal relationship with Jesus Christ and our passion for movie
evangelism. Our desire is for more churches to use films specifically to inspire
people around the world to find and maintain true relationships with God.”32

The festival’s mission statement notes that just as Jesus was a storyteller,
filmmakers can spread the gospel through their films:

One of the most effective and important activities Jesus did for people was to
tell them stories. He was the master storyteller. Through His stories, Jesus
transformed hearts, renewed minds, and saved souls. In the 21st Century,
filmmakers are some of our most influential storytellers. Through their stories,
filmmakers heavily influence our beliefs, establish some of our traditions, and
define many of our values. The ability of these stories to change the world is a
testament to why churches should make movies.33

The 2015 film War Room by the Kendrick brothers is about using prayer to
repair a broken family. War Room was produced for $3 million, and earned
$67.7 million domestically.34 The Internet Movie Database (IMDB) de-
scribed the plot succinctly: “A seemingly perfect family looks to fix their
problems with the help of Miss Clara, an older, wiser woman.”35 There’s a
little more than that going on in this unabashedly Christian film. This is how
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co-writer and producer Stephen Kendrick described War Room, the brothers’
fifth film project:

On Aug. 28, 2015, we had the privilege of releasing a feature film entitled
WAR ROOM into U.S. theaters and over a dozen international markets. The
movie introduces viewers to the concept that prayer can be a powerful weapon
that will positively impact every area of our lives. In WAR ROOM, an elderly
widow named Miss Clara shows a young woman her “wall of remembrance”
in the foyer of her house. It’s a collage of pictures that serve as mementos of
specifically answered prayers in her life.36

Kendrick went on to describe how he and his brother Alex were inspired to
go into the film business:

During the 1990s, we watched our father, who didn’t have the money, books,
or classrooms launch an independent, private Christian school through prayer.
They just celebrated their 25th anniversary. Once, when he needed funds to
rent a modular classroom, Dad prayed for the $7,000 needed to set it up. A few
days later, a married couple, unaware of the need, dropped by his office said,
“We believe God is leading us to give this to you.” The man placed a check
written out for $7,000 on dad’s desk. Not a penny more or less than what dad
had requested. Not a year too early or a month too late. We were in awe.

In 2002, following in our father’s footsteps, we were privileged to launch a
faith-based movie ministry through our church with no money, no professional
experience, and no film school training. But we had learned that God could
provide at every level, and so we laid every need before Him at each phase of
the production.

Now, after 13 years, five films, and international distribution in 76 coun-
tries, we continue to be in awe of God’s precise provision in response to
specific prayer.37

Other successful films in the Christian category include God’s Not Dead
(2014) and its sequel, God’s Not Dead 2 (2016), which were produced by
Pure Flix for $1.1 million and $5 million, respectively. The first film earned
more than $63 million worldwide, and the sequel brought in $23.5 million.
These earnings don’t match Marvel and Disney movie numbers, but by any
accounting, they were financial, if not critical, successes. 38 God’s Not Dead
“is the fifth-most-profitable movie by percentage in cinema history, with a
return on investment of 2,627 percent,” according to Bloomberg Business-
week.39

Many secular reviewers were not kind to either film. “Even by the rather
lax standards of the Christian film industry, God’s Not Dead is a disaster,”
Todd VanDerWerff wrote on the A.V. Club website. “Resembling a mega-
church more than a movie, it’s been designed not to convey any particular
message, but to reinforce the stereotypes its chosen audience already
holds.”40
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Each God’s Not Dead film has a plot revolving around someone who
stands up for belief in God. In the first film, a college freshman and devout
Christian finds his faith challenged by an atheistic philosophy professor
named Radisson, who tells the class they must disavow the existence of God
or face a failing grade. “Lacking only glowing red eyes to complete the effect
(rather like the Jews in the wartime Nazi propaganda films), Radisson sinis-
terly strokes his goatee while lecturing his impressionable students on the
triumph of science and reason over the ancient ‘superstition’ of Christianity,”
wrote Variety critic Scott Foundas.41 When the young student refuses to
write “God is Dead,” he is tasked with proving God’s existence through
research and argument in a debate with the professor in front of the class.

The sequel turns the tables and features a Christian teacher named Grace
who faces a court case for sincerely answering a question about Jesus in her
public-school classroom. The plot of each of the God’s Not Dead movies
involves seemingly Godless educational institutions that require Christian
students and teachers to disavow their faith. This viewpoint is reinforced by
the homeschool curriculum resources offered by Pure Flix, which includes
videos for reinforcing lessons of faith.42

Pure Flix, headquartered in Scottsdale, Arizona, describes itself as “a
Christian movie studio that produces, distributes, and acquires Christ cen-
tered movies.” As noted on the studio’s website, “Our VISION is to influ-
ence the global culture for Christ through media. Our MISSION is to be the
world leader in producing and distributing faith and family media. Since day
one, we continue to strive to make a difference for His name.”43

Pure Flix also posted a message on its website that it labeled “The Pure
Flix Challenge”:

Hollywood has played a major role in shaping our current culture by control-
ling most of the media we experience today.

We challenge you to stand up for Christ and share these heart-felt movies
with your families, friends, communities and church to impact our world for
Christ.

We hope you enjoy our morning devotionals as well as our behind the
scenes videos and blogs, live from the set of our new movies.

We want to thank you personally, if not for your support, prayers, and
purchases of our DVD’s, Pure Flix would be unable to continue making Christ
centered films with positive messages that share the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

On behalf of the Pure Flix Family, God bless.
Our best regards,
—Pure Flix44

In an essay for Vox titled “Why Are Christian Movies So Painfully Bad?”
religion and culture writer Brandon Ambrosino details the plot of Old Fash-
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ioned, a film meant to be the “Christian response” to the sexually explicit—
and highly profitable—Fifty Shades of Grey.45

In the film, Clay, a former frat boy who runs an antique store, meets Amber, a
restless spirit who wanders around the country. When Amber rents an apart-
ment from Clay, she quickly realizes everything she’s heard about him is
right—he has really outdated, and unrealistic theories of love, mostly centered
on “old-fashioned” courtship.

Amber learns of Clay’s theories firsthand when she asks him to come over
to fix something in her house. Before he can enter her home, he makes Amber
leave. He has made a promise to himself that he will never be alone in a house
with a woman. He’s saving himself for marriage, you see.

Clay’s ideas are intriguing to Amber, who finds herself drawn to the
throwback gentleman. But both of them have skeletons in their closet, and
need to deal with those first if there’s any chance of making their old-
fashioned courtship work.46

“Fans of Fifty Shades might see echoes of that book in this basic plot sum-
mary,” Ambrosino writes. “In both stories, a man with unconventional no-
tions of romance and sex woos a woman, getting her to at least consider his
viewpoint. Except in Fifty Shades, this involves lots of sex, and in Old
Fashioned, this involves, well, no sex at all.”47

Ambrosino acknowledges that there is nothing inherently wrong with a
movie plot about chastity, and “if Hollywood is serious about cultivating
diversity of perspective, then it needs to tell more stories that portray lesser-
known walks of life on screen—including religious ones,” he says.

“But Old Fashioned’s problem isn’t that it’s telling a religious story. The
biggest problem here is it’s desperately trying to invalidate a secular one.”
Freestyle Releasing, the film’s distributor, admitted that its marketing plan
involved “counter-programming” to Fifty Shades. “It’s as if the Christian
movie industry pays attention to mainstream cinema just long enough to see
what it’s up to,” Ambrosino notes, “before raising funds to do slightly differ-
ent versions of the same thing, only with less famous actors, more Jesus, and
rocking chairs. (There are always rocking chairs.)”48

Ambrosino cites Christian film critic Alissa Wilkinson, who wrote in an
essay about Christian artists, “Over the past few decades, Christians, and
evangelicals in particular, have been really, really prolific in making pop
culture products that parallel what’s going on in mainstream cultural produc-
tion.”49 This is the pattern—for nearly every secular entity, there is likely a
religious parallel, especially an evangelical Christian parallel.

“The goal, in other words, isn’t to make a movie,” Ambrosino writes.
“The movie is only the vehicle for achieving the goal. The real goal is
engaging and converting secular culture.” He goes on to indict Old Fash-
ioned as a prime example of how amateurish Christian film can be:
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A good deal of what [Christian] actors and directors know about their trade
comes from on-the-job training, from working on set and in production studios
under filmmakers with decades of experience. By isolating themselves from
Hollywood, Christian filmmakers are passing up not only on “secular mes-
sages,” but on the mentoring that other budding talent are receiving.

As a result, Old Fashioned, rife with cliché, feels forced and unnatural at
every turn.50

Christian films, Ambrosino argues, try too hard, focusing too much on the
literal word of God as opposed to making good art. “As a result, the lessons
at the heart of the story—i.e., the whole reason the film exists in the eyes of
its core audience—are easily dismissed by the secular masses the film is
ostensibly meant to reach. This is the irony of the Christian film industry:
movies that appeal mostly to Christians are marketed as if capable of bring-
ing sinners to repentance.”51

Christian films, whether made by established production companies or
tech savvy congregations, are often so didactic they frequently turn off the
very people Christians hope to reach through entertainment evangelism. Re-
porter Kim Lawton explored this conundrum in an interview with writer
Cathleen Falsani, author of The Dude Abides: The Gospel According to the
Coen Brothers. “I think artistically when you go into any kind of creative act
with an agenda, you run the risk of whatever it is that you produce being
inauthentic,” Falsani told Lawton. “And I think audiences—particularly film-
goers, particularly young filmgoers—can smell inauthenticity from ten miles
away.”

Falsani suggested to Lawton that conservative Christians look more
closely for spiritual themes in secular Hollywood movies. “One of the ways
that I find my faith most enlivened is when I engage with art, particularly
with film, and my favorite films in terms of what I think are faith messages,
Christian messages, messages about God’s grace and love—not a single one
of them is a Christian film.”52

Two of the more commercially successful films targeting both main-
stream and Christian audiences are Miracles from Heaven (2016) and The
Shack (2017), both of which deal with elements of the supernatural. Miracles
from Heaven: A Little Girl, Her Journey to Heaven, and Her Amazing Story
of Healing is a nonfiction book published in 2015 by Christy Beam about her
young daughter Annabel. Annabel survived both a serious illness and a fall
from a tree, after an out-of-body encounter with God. The Sony/Columbia
Pictures release had major players attached to it. The film starred Jennifer
Garner and Queen Latifah, and was co-produced by Bishop T.D. Jakes of
Texas megachurch The Potter’s House (with 30,000 members), who is also a
bestselling author and television host. Miracles cost $13 million, and earned
$73.9 million worldwide.53
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The Shack is based on a 2007 self-published novel by Canadian author
William P. Young that became a bestseller.54 The plot concerns a father
named Mack, whose young daughter Missy is abducted during a camping
trip and murdered by a serial killer. Her bloodied clothing is found in an
abandoned shack in the woods, but not her body. His life shattered, Mack
receives a letter from “Papa,” which is his wife’s nickname for God. Mack
answers the summons to return to the cabin where his daughter was apparent-
ly murdered. There, he meets God in the form of an African-American wom-
an, as well as Jesus and the Holy Spirit—the Trinity. Beginning with this
encounter, Mack finds healing and the capacity for forgiveness. The Shack
starred Oscar-winning actress Octavia Spencer and Australian actor Sam
Worthington, and was distributed by Summit Entertainment. Domestic box
office was $57.3 million, followed by $39.5 million in foreign earnings, for a
worldwide total of nearly $97 million.55

By contrast, The Way earned $4.4 million.56

THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO RELIGION AND FILM

Catholic priest, sociologist, and novelist Andrew M. Greeley saw the poten-
tial in popular culture, especially popular film, to become a “sacrament,” a
tangible and visible sign of inward grace. Greeley developed what he called a
theology of the religious imagination. As he wrote in his 1988 book, God in
Popular Culture, “Film is especially well disposed for the making of sacra-
ments, for the creating of epiphanies, because of its inherent power to affect
the imagination. . . . [T]he pure, raw, power of the film to capture the person
who watches it, both by its vividness and by the tremendous power of the
camera to concentrate and change perspectives, is a sacramental potential
that is hard for other art forms to match.”57

Robert K. Johnston, professor of theology and culture and co-director of
the Reel Spirituality Institute at Fuller Theological Seminary, notes that, “the
focus on film’s sacramental possibilities to mediate the presence of God has
particularly been the purview of Catholic critics. In the writings of Andrew
Greeley, John May, Richard Blake, and Thomas Martin, the focus has been
not simply on a film’s morality or on its religious content and themes. These
writers have instead turned to consider the observer-critic’s experience of the
Divine.”58

Johnston developed a five-way typology that characterizes how religious
people respond to film: Avoidance; Caution; Dialogue; Appropriation; Di-
vine Encounter.59 The Fundamentalist leans toward avoidance. Evangelicals
are cautious. Progressives encourage dialogue. Catholics appropriate. Liber-
al Protestants often have a divine encounter. “The diversity of genres for the
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term ‘theology’ finds its analogue in the diversity of interests among theolo-
gy and film scholars,” he writes. He continues:

Some would concentrate on theology as a discipline—on the use of film as an
aid for theological reflection. Others would focus their attention on practical
know-how pertinent to ministry—on film’s ecclesial and missional potential.
And still others would have us concentrate on a first-order knowledge of
God—on film as revelatory. The concerns of “theology and film” can, thus, be
understood as threefold in nature—reflection, faithful practice, and contempla-
tion.60

Both Johnston and Peter Malone, president of SIGNIS (the World Catholic
Association for Communication) and an author who has examined film
through a Catholic lens, have cited John May’s descriptions of the emerging
field of religion and film analysis. May, a Roman Catholic literature profes-
sor, laid out five categories of writing about religion and film:

1. Religious Discrimination—Moralizing as opposed to deep moral eval-
uation. An example is conservative critic Michael Medved’s Holly-
wood Vs. America: Popular Culture and the War on Traditional Val-
ues.

2. Religious Visibility—Refers to praise for films with religious themes
such as The Ten Commandments and King of Kings that are not neces-
sarily religious films. The two examples given here were mainstream
studio productions meant to appeal to all audiences, especially the
devout. These were also meant to be family-friendly, despite their
scenes of biblical violence.

3. Religious Dialogue—Malone describes this approach as, “the viewer
brings a moral and religious perspective to a film. . . . This opens up
the possibility of dialogue between religious and secular critics and
filmmakers in their pursuit of a common humanity and morality.”

4. Religious Humanism—This approach “encourages audiences to deep-
en their ‘spiritual’ more than their ‘religious’ response.”

5. Religious Aesthetics—This approach looks at cinematic language of
film as an art form as opposed to an overt Christian perspective.61

“Those theologians focusing on the aesthetic begin with the film text itself,
and discover theology within it. This sacramental approach is more typically
Roman Catholic,” Johnston writes.62 The Religious Humanism, Visibility,
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and Dialogue categories apply to the sensibilities of The Way, as spirituality,
redemption, community, and forgiveness are recurring themes in the film.

Greg Garrett finds moments of grace in violent mainstream films such as
The Matrix, Pulp Fiction, and The Godfather, as well as in films with more
obviously redemptive plots, including Dead Man Walking, It’s a Wonderful
Life, and Tender Mercies. As Garrett wrote in The Gospel According to
Hollywood,

Pulp Fiction is, in fact, filled throughout with examples of grace, unexpected
moments when unexpected things happen. Vincent [played by John Travolta]
not only saves the life of Mia (Uma Thurman), the wife of his boss Marcellus
Wallace (Ving Rhames), but he administers the adrenaline shot to her heart
himself. Butch (Bruce Willis) goes back into the basement of a creepy pawn
shop to save Marcellus, the very same gangster who has put out a death
sentence on him for not throwing a fight.63

Christopher Deacy, who has published widely on theology and film, writes
that “Films can thus engender serious reflection on what it means to be
rescued or redeemed from sin, suffering, and alienation in a manner that
corresponds to the basic tenet of redemption in Christianity that the ‘redis-
covery of life and life’s purpose—to love and to live in peace with God and
all people—is not something that it is possible to do unaided.’”64

Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote in The Cost of Discipleship (1937) that “As
Christ bears our burdens, so ought we to bear the burdens of our fellow-
men.”65 As the pilgrims in The Way progress in their journey (see the plot
outline below), they hear each other’s stories and bear each other’s burdens.

THE PLOT OF THE WAY

The Way depicts Christian community, with all its flaws, as it is lived on the
ground by believers, nonbelievers, spiritual seekers, and casual observers.
Just as it defies categorization as a Christian film, The Way is also not a
biblically based story. It is a familial story, starring real life father and son
Martin Sheen and Emilio Estevez. Estevez directed the film from his original
screenplay. An outline from The Way’s website:

Martin Sheen plays Tom, an irascible American doctor who comes to France
to deal with the tragic loss of his son (played by Emilio Estevez). Rather than
return home, Tom decides to embark on the historical pilgrimage “The Way of
St. James” to honor his son’s desire to finish the journey. What Tom doesn’t
plan on is the profound impact this trip will have on him . . .

Inexperienced as a trekker, Tom soon discovers that he will not be alone
on this journey. On “The Way,” Tom meets other pilgrims from around the
world, each with their own issues and looking for greater meaning in their
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lives: a Dutchman (Yorick van Wageningen), a Canadian (Deborah Kara Un-
ger) and an Irish writer (James Nesbitt), who is suffering from a bout of
writer’s block. . . . Through Tom’s unresolved relationship with his son, he
discovers the difference between “the life we live and the life we choose.”66

As this synopsis states, Sheen plays Tom Avery, an American ophthalmolo-
gist and single father to Estevez’s character, Daniel. The two clash on most
everything, including their values and how to live life. Daniel gives up his
graduate studies in order to travel, choosing to walk the Camino de Santiago.
Tom wants his son to settle down, like him.

As Daniel embarks on his pilgrimage on the Camino, he gets caught in a
storm on his first day and is killed. Instead of retrieving his son’s body and
returning it home for burial as he originally planned, Tom changes his mind
and has Daniel cremated and the ashes placed in a box. Literally putting
himself into Daniel’s shoes, Tom packs up his son’s gear, stuffs the box of
ashes into the pack, and sets out to complete the journey Daniel began. Tom,
a lapsed Catholic, scatters Daniel’s ashes as a sacrament and a tribute at
strategic points along the way.

CHRISTIAN PILGRIMAGE AND THE CAMINO DE SANTIAGO

Although The Way is not a Christian, or more specifically, Catholic, film in
the conventional sense, “messages about God’s grace and love,” as Falsani
puts it, can be found in this modest movie shot on location across France and
Spain in a biblical 40 days, “and 40 nights,” as Sheen quipped in several
interviews. Christians have been making the 800-kilometer (approximately
500 miles) pilgrimage on the Camino de Santiago since the Middle Ages.
The ultimate destination is Santiago de Compostela, allegedly the burial
place of Jesus’s apostle James the Greater. Santiago is the capital of Galicia,
Spain, where star Martin Sheen’s father was born. The idea for the film came
about after Sheen visited his father’s homeland with his grandson Taylor
Estevez (Emilio’s son) and the pair drove along sections of the Camino.67

When Sheen returned home, he pitched script ideas to Emilio about a
modern-day pilgrimage along the Camino, and eventually they returned to
make The Way.

The theology expressed in The Way is primarily Catholic, though the
main character of Tom, played by Sheen, has strayed from the church. The
film foreshadowed the era of the humble prelate Pope Francis, elected in
2013, whose messages of non-judgment, reconciliation, and care for others
over self, elevated the pontiff’s popularity among Catholics and non-
Catholics alike.68 Although the film is a product of Estevez’s imagination, he
used various nonfiction source materials for his screenplay, including writer
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Jack Hitt’s 1994 nonfiction book about his hike along the Camino called, in a
nod to Jack Kerouac, Off the Road.69

The Way is a film about four dissimilar pilgrims with various motives for
walking the Way of St. James, as the Camino de Santiago is also known. The
physical experience of pilgrimage is, as Greeley said of the art of film, a
powerful influence on the imagination. Religious pilgrimage, however, in-
volves the body as well as the mind. A pillar of Islam, for example, is the
hajj, or pilgrimage to Mecca. Millions of Christians travel to Lourdes in the
French Pyrenees yearly to visit the Catholic holy site where in 1858, the
Virgin Mary is said to have appeared to a 14-year-old peasant girl named
Bernadette. Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales is perhaps the best-known
literary example of a pilgrimage account. Chaucer’s diverse band of story-
tellers was traveling to visit the relics of Saint Thomas Becket in Canterbury
Cathedral. We learn that one of the travelers, the Wife of Bath, had previous-
ly made the pilgrimage along the Camino.

From the twelfth century, Santiago de Compostela has been one of Chris-
tendom’s primary pilgrimage destinations. Yet, just as non-Christians travel
to Lourdes for tourism, so do many non-Christians make the trek along the
Camino. They do it for reasons ranging from seeking purpose, to shedding
pounds, to contemplation, to achieving the sense of accomplishment akin to
completing the Appalachian Trail. Pilgrims begin at various points along the
route, and in earlier centuries simply began the journey from their homes.

Pilgrimage predates Christianity, but as a word, “its initial origins are
with Christianity, and associated with early Christian travel to places asso-
ciated with significant figures (from Jesus to the multitude of saints) and key
events and stories in the tradition,” according to religious studies scholar Ian
Reader.70 “Pilgrimage is a global phenomenon found almost universally
across cultures,” Reader notes. “Thousands of walkers and cyclists follow the
Camino, the pilgrim’s way across Europe to the cathedral at Santiago de
Compostela in north-west Spain, which is said to hold the relics of St. James,
while many more go there each year by bus, plane and train.”71

“The origins of Santiago de Compostela and of the ensuing pilgrimage
are to be found, as so often in Christian hagiography, in a supernatural
occurrence,” Spanish travel writer Sergi Ramis writes in his guidebook to the
Camino de Santiago (Camino is Spanish for “path” or “journey”).72 As Ra-
mis relates the story, in the ninth century shepherds noticed a “mysterious
glow” in Padron, a town located in the Galicia area of northwest Spain. They
informed the religious authorities, who found a sarcophagus at the site with
the remains of three people. The bishop of nearby Iria Flavia traveled to the
spot and declared that the marble coffin contained the bones of St. James the
apostle and his two disciples, Atanasio and Teodoro. King Alfonso II the
Chaste shortly thereafter ordered that a sepulcher and church be constructed
at the site.73
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How could the bones of James, who is the patron saint of Spain and
Portugal, wind up on the Iberian Peninsula? The Gospels tell us that James,
son of Zebedee the fisherman, was one of the first to follow Jesus and one of
only three apostles to witness Jesus’s transfiguration. He may have also been
one of the first of the 12 disciples martyred for his beliefs and preaching.
After Jesus’s crucifixion, James departed for the Roman province of Hispa-
nia. After a short visit there, he returned to Jerusalem where, “About that
time Herod [Agrippa] the king laid violent hands on some who belonged to
the church. He killed James the brother of John with the sword,” according to
Acts 12.74

“At that time it was a common practice for an apostle to be buried where
he had preached and it was in connection with this that a miracle occurred,”
Ramis writes. Several legends surround the “miracle” relocation of James’s
remains for burial from Jerusalem to Iberia. These legends all have some
variation on the idea that James’s sarcophagus floated in a boat down the
Mediterranean where, after quite the journey across the Strait of Gibraltar
and the Atlantic Ocean, it ran aground at Galicia. The burial spot of James’s
remains was not discovered until about 800 years later.

After the relics were recovered, “Pilgrims came from all over Europe
following the Camino de Santiago to reach the city born around the Holy
Tomb, exercising a great influence on the surrounding area,” notes a history
of the Camino by the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO). “This is evidenced in the small towns, churches,
hospitals, and monasteries that were built near the Camino to attend to the
thousands of pilgrims who came to visit the tomb.”75

The site was destroyed by Muslim troops at the end of the tenth century,
and rebuilt in the next century. “Until the 18th century, Santiago de Compos-
tela was the most important pilgrimage destination in the entire Christian
world,” according to the Organization of World Heritage Cities.76 Subse-
quent wars and the plague ensued, and the relics of the apostle were actually
missing from 1588–1879. When the cathedral was being remodeled in the
nineteenth century, some bones were discovered and Pope Leo XIII declared
these the bones of James.77 This declaration, and the eventual designation of
The Way as a World Heritage site in 1993, revitalized the Camino and
secured its importance as a religious pilgrimage.

In 2014, more than 235,000 people completed the pilgrimage.78 Despite
being so well traveled, the Camino requires precautions beyond physical
preparation and securing the right gear. Theft and physical danger from
humans as well as weather—both are plot devices in The Way—can be obsta-
cles. Ramis refers to conmen who have taken advantage of pilgrims “for a
thousand years.”79

“The Camino has been promoted by Galician tourist authorities and in
travel magazines as an ideal setting for walking holidays,” writes Ian Reader.
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This consumerist attitude toward pilgrimage sets the stage for twenty-first
century pilgrimage depicted in The Way.

MAKING THE WAY

The Way was shot on location along the Camino de Santiago in just under six
weeks (it really did take 40 days), on a shoestring budget with little equip-
ment and a skeletal crew of about 50. By contrast, the average number of
credits in the top 1,000 films shot between 1994 and 2013 was 588.80 The
$150 million Noah, a 2014 film starring Russell Crowe, lists hundreds of cast
and crew.

Sheen, in his third film with son Emilio as director, worked essentially for
free. People making the pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela were enlisted
as extras. Even with few principal actors and a focus on character rather than
plot, The Way conveys reverence and unabashed respect for religion, more so
than many over-the-top extravaganzas or comparable small religious films
with obvious storylines.

In various interviews, Estevez compared The Way’s characters to those in
The Wizard of Oz:

[Sheen’s character Tom is a] stranger in a strange land. . . . He finds himself in
Spain alone; and he wants to be alone. Unlike Dorothy who invites the other
three to come along, Tom doesn’t want to have anything to do with them. They
invite themselves; and isn’t it true that sometimes people come into our lives
who we don’t want to have anything to do with, ultimately teach us the great-
est lessons. So the idea was through these three individuals, Tom would be-
come a father to them in many ways that he was never able to be a father to
Daniel [the character played by Estevez] . . .

[Sarah] was broken, fragmented, and self-flagellating, if you will. So,
when we meet her, she’s got a hole in her heart, and she is our Tin Man. . . .
We meet the Cowardly Lion in Joost in that he’s big, and lovable. And when
[Tom] says, “What are you, all five?” He says, “No, I’m just scared.” Then,
Jack, of course, is our Scarecrow, suffering from writers block, not having a
brain . . .

The theme is that it’s OK to be exactly who you are, that God loves you no
matter how broken, no matter how imperfect you are.81

Concerned about The Way being pigeonholed as a “religious movie,” Estevez
rejected that notion in an interview with the secular website The Daily Beast.
He said The Way is “about being human. It’s less about religion and faith and
more about spirituality and living life. I’ve been reading things online accus-
ing us of being too religious and it’s kind of offensive.”82 The thought of the
film being “too religious” was anathema to Estevez, even “offensive.” As a
Hollywood filmmaker, Estevez was well aware of the labels that can cripple
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the box office. Categories such as “religious,” “family,” or “adult,” attached
to a movie can limit audience appeal. In other interviews, he stressed the
film’s spirituality and the minor miracles that occurred during filming. Such
is the turmoil inherent in religious commodification.

The Way premiered to mixed reactions at the 2010 Toronto International
Film Festival and opened theatrically in October 2011 in New York and Los
Angeles. The film was released through Producers Distribution Agency,
founded in 2010 by producer John Sloss “to offer an alternative theatrical
distribution model for unique films in a constantly changing marketplace.”83

Despite a marketing strategy that took Sheen and Estevez by bus to various
cities and colleges for personal appearances accompanied by a screening, the
film barely grossed $4.4 million, tiny compared to even some independent
church-produced movies.84 In its widest release, The Way opened in 283
theaters, was in circulation for 23 weeks, and closed in March 2012.85 By
comparison, Noah (2014) made $43.7 million in its opening weekend, played
in 3,571 theaters, and closed after 12 weeks.86

The Way obviously lacked for an audience, Christian or otherwise. De-
spite weak attendance, this chapter argues that this tiny, personal nontheistic
film is more realistic than comparable melodramatic Christian films, while
still delivering a Christian message more closely aligned with everyday lived
experience.

DISCUSSION OF THE WAY

Jesus is not a character in The Way, but Christianity is, specifically Catholi-
cism. The Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela, the ultimate destination of
Camino pilgrims, is a Catholic cathedral; Sheen’s character Tom is a lapsed
Catholic; Jack, the Irish writer with writer’s block, is a bitter ex-Catholic;
Tom encounters an ailing Catholic priest along the journey; and so on.

The opening scenes of The Way show Tom finishing up with a patient in
his ophthalmology office in sunny Ventura, California. His son Daniel has
called from France, his assistant tells him, but again failed to leave a number.
“Everyone on the planet has a mobile phone except my son,” Tom mutters.
“We’re all on Daniel’s terms.”

In the next scene, Tom is playing a round of golf with three fellow
doctors who banter with one another. Tom is teased for being an eye doctor
rather than a “real” doctor, and he responds by saying the eyes are the
windows to the soul. When a golf shot leaves his ball nearby, he rides the cart
to retrieve it, causing more gentle derision from his foursome. “I’m old and
tired,” Tom responds.

Within minutes of the film’s opening, several things are established:
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• Tom and his adult son Daniel have a strained relationship.
• We know what Tom does for a living, we know he lives alone, and we see

that he has a comfortable and sedentary lifestyle, which makes his later
decision to walk the Camino seem rash, yet ultimately unselfish and
meaningful.

Tom’s cell phone rings as he’s putting, and a French police official on the
other end of the call tells him his son has died on the Camino de Santiago.
Uncomprehendingly, Tom jumps into one of the carts and drives away, leav-
ing his three puzzled companions behind.

We next see Tom telling his assistant to cancel appointments for the week
while he flies to France to retrieve Daniel’s body for burial in the United
States. “He wanted to see the world,” he says, sardonically.

“And he did,” she replies.
Cut to Tom sitting in a church pew with a priest who appears to know him

well. “Would you like to pray with me, Tom?” the priest asks.
“What for?” Tom replies.
In a series of flashbacks, we see Daniel and Tom in conversations that

offer a stark contrast in the two men: In a scene played out in semi-darkness
in Tom’s kitchen (budgetary constraints required the use of natural light,
which turned out to be a positive artistic choice for setting the mood), Daniel
tells Tom he is giving up his doctoral studies to travel and experience life. As
Tom drives Daniel to the airport for his pilgrimage on the Camino, Tom asks
him what his plan is. Receiving a vague answer, Tom says, “So, you don’t
have a plan.” To which Daniel replies, “Don’t judge me.”

Daniel says he consented to let his father drive him to the airport only if
“you wouldn’t lecture me about how I’m ruining my life.”

“I lied,” Tom retorts. Daniel urges Tom to drop everything and come with
him, making this a father/son journey. “My life here might not seem like
much to you,” Tom says, “but it’s the life I choose.”

Daniel glances across the front seat of the car and delivers the tagline of
the film: “You don’t choose a life, Dad. You live one.”

Their relationship thus established, we return to the present to see Tom in
France speaking with Police Captain Henri Sebastian (Tchéky Kario), the
official who called to notify him of Daniel’s death. “What was he doing out
there?” Tom asks, clueless about the Camino’s history. Captain Sebastian
gently explains the ancient legacy of the path. “The Way is a very personal
journey,” especially for Christian believers, he says. Sebastian says he has
“walked three times to the Atlantic Ocean and back,” and “will do it once
more on my 70th birthday. God willing, of course.”

Later that night, Tom is alone in his hotel going through Daniel’s back-
pack, and we see him break down at the loss, and the remembrance of their
strained relationship. He decides in the middle of the night to have Daniel
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cremated and spread his ashes along the Camino—completing the pilgrimage
together.

When an unprepared and out-of-shape Tom leaves the next morning, the
skeptical yet supportive Sebastian sees him off. Revealing that he too has lost
a child, Sebastian hands Tom a scallop shell for the journey.

Variations of the story of the martyrdom of St. James in 44 C.E. have led
to the symbolism of the shell. Two commonly cited ones are:

Version 1: After James’s death, his disciples shipped his body to the Iberian
Peninsula to be buried in what is now Santiago. Off the coast of Spain, a heavy
storm hit the ship, and the body was lost to the ocean. After some time,
however, the body washed ashore undamaged, covered in scallops.

Version 2: After James’s death his body was mysteriously transported by a
ship with no crew back to the Iberian Peninsula to be buried in what is now
Santiago. As James’s ship approached land, a wedding was taking place on the
shore. The young groom was on horseback, and on seeing the ship approach-
ing, his horse got spooked, and the horse and rider plunged into the sea.
Through miraculous intervention, the horse and rider emerged from the water
alive, covered in seashells.87

As Tom begins his trek along the Camino, his plan is to be alone with
Daniel’s ashes and his own regrets. Instead, using The Wizard of Oz analogy,
he gradually collects three companions on the journey. Unlike Dorothy in
Oz, Tom scorns the companionship at first, but gradually and grudgingly
welcomes their company.

Joost the Dutchman (Yorick van Wageningen) tells Tom he is walking
the Camino to lose weight. He needs to fit into a suit for an upcoming
relative’s wedding, and admits his own wife no longer wants to have sex with
him because of his flab. A happy-go-lucky man, Joost has a variety of drugs
with him, from pills to pot, and indulges in bread and pastries and other
culinary delights at every stop. Joost shows little inclination toward religion,
but no hostility, either. Mostly, he eats.

Sarah the Canadian (Deborah Kara Unger) is a bitter, guarded woman.
She is seeking redemption and solace on the Camino for aborting her child in
order to spare her offspring the physical abuse she endured from her ex-
husband, facts we learn late in the film. Playing against the easygoing Cana-
dian stereotype, Sarah is a chain-smoking, brittle, hurting woman when we
first meet her. She declares to others that she is on the trail to quit smoking,
but admits in the end the pilgrimage was never about giving up cigarettes.
Sarah sarcastically nicknames Tom “Boomer,” as in Baby Boomer, at their
first meeting in a hostel. As she spouts her disdain for Americans of his
generation, Tom quietly gets up and walks away, leaving Sarah surprised at
his lack of an aggressive retort. Tom’s action mirrors Sheen’s personal belief
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in peaceful passive resistance. Ignoring Sarah’s taunts startles her by upend-
ing her expectations of verbal assault.

Jack the Irishman (James Nesbitt) is by turns a jolly and melancholy
would-be novelist who likes to drink and pontificate—like Joost, a more
stereotypical character, but also like Joost, a character imbued with human-
ity. As a young man, Jack wanted to be the next James Joyce, but wound up a
magazine travel writer for the past 20 years. He is on the Camino to cure his
writer’s block by finding a new story to tell. When that story becomes Tom’s
journey along the Camino with Daniel’s ashes, Tom is angry and resistant,
protective of both Daniel and his own emotions. Fancying himself a literary
historian of sorts, Jack is constantly reading from an early guidebook about
the Camino and urging his compatriots to have a “true pilgrim experience”
by camping and roughing it. A true pilgrim, he says theatrically, “is poor and
must suffer.” There is no initial trace of religiosity in Jack, and he later
expresses antipathy toward the Catholic Church.

Early on, Tom walks with Joost and Sarah periodically, but travels vari-
ous stretches in solitude prior to acquiring Jack. Camino pilgrims often walk
at different paces. Eventually, the four walk together out of choice.

Encountering an unstable innkeeper one evening who has conversations
with an imaginary female companion, the four freaked-out pilgrims beat a
hasty retreat and decide camping out overnight is a better idea. As Tom
gathers his pack the next morning, the box containing Daniel’s ashes falls to
the ground. Sarah reaches for it at the same time Tom does and he pushes her
hand away. Sarah reflexively strikes Tom hard across the face.

Saying nothing, he packs his gear and walks away, resisting for a second
time the temptation to lash out at Sarah. Later along the trail, Sarah attempts
a clumsy apology, citing the physical abuse she endured during her marriage.
Tom, who has forged ahead, doesn’t want to hear it, until she stops him in his
tracks with the confession of guilt she feels over aborting her unborn daugh-
ter.

“I didn’t want the SOB to have two of us to beat on,” she tells Tom.
“Sometimes I hear her voice, my baby.”

“Sorry about your baby,” Tom says.
“Sorry about yours,” Sarah replies.
“My son was almost 40.”
“Yeah, but he’ll always be your baby.”
Tom nods his head to indicate that Sarah should walk with him, and they

continue down the path in silence.
After days and miles of getting along reasonably well with his three

hangers-on, Tom lashes out in a memorable episode. The Camino landscape
is by turns rural fields, mountains, highways, small towns and larger cities.
Coming into a town for the night, the wine flows as Jack reads loudly from
his historical guidebook and bloviates about the Camino. Tom gets progres-
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sively drunker on wine and reflects on both Daniel’s fate and his own. How
did he, a prosperous eye doctor with a comfortable suburban life, wind up
sleeping in hostels and camping out with strangers on a 500-mile journey
through the Pyrenees?

“Christ, you’re a bore,” he suddenly exclaims to Jack. “An arrogant
bore.”

Sarah and Joost are amused at first, until Tom becomes progressively
nastier. Tom continues to berate Jack’s yearning to be a “true pilgrim” on the
Camino.

“Like you would know. What did you use to pay for this wine? How
many credit cards do you have in your wallet, Jack from Ireland? How many
true pilgrims used their true credit cards to get out of a true jam along the
Camino back in the Middle Ages, you Jackass from Ireland? You are a true
fraud,” Tom says, becoming increasingly agitated.

“Friends,” Tom continues, “the question is, what does it take for someone
to become a true pilgrim on the Camino? Is that right, Jack? How about
death? How about dying on the Camino? Would that make someone a true
pilgrim? Would that qualify for your damn book?”

As Jack looks stricken, Tom shouts to some policemen standing nearby to
arrest this “fraud.” Instead, it is Tom who is arrested for public drunkenness.
As Tom sits in the lobby of the police station handcuffed to a bench, he has a
vision of Daniel sitting across the room, shaking his head and looking disap-
provingly at his father’s predicament.

Jack pays Tom’s bail. Wearing his sunglasses to hide his shame, Tom
approaches Jack outside of the police station after his release. “Thank you for
bailing me out,” Tom says.

“You can thank my credit card,” Jack replies, walking away.
Later on the Camino, Tom assures Jack he will reimburse the bail, and

they strike a deal—Jack gets to write the story of Tom and Daniel and the
debt is settled. Tom reluctantly agrees. As they walk, Jack pulls out his pen
and notebook and asks Tom what Daniel meant to him.

“He was my son. What do you think he meant to me?” After a pause, Tom
says in a quieter voice, “Daniel was a lot like you. Smart, confident, stub-
born. Pissed me off a lot.”

Jack then confesses to Tom that he’s not only suffering writer’s block, but
is a failed novelist.

You know, when I was an undergraduate at Trinity College, Dublin, I wanted
to be W. B. Yeats. Or James Joyce. But good writers usually die broke, so after
I left college, I wrote for travel mags. Thought I’d do that for a while, put some
money away and then get down to the novel. Twenty years later, here I am still
writing for travel magazines. I’m not feeling sorry for myself. It’s the life I
chose.
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Hearing his own voice echoed in, “It’s the life I chose,” Tom tells Jack to
write the truth of this journey he’s taking with—and for—Daniel.

“Jack, you write whatever you want about all this,” Tom says. “What you
saw, how you felt. You write it like it happened. You write the truth.”

“I’ll do my best,” Jack says solemnly.
As they walk, Tom encounters an older hiker wearing a yarmulke and

greets him as a rabbi. The man tells Tom he is actually a Catholic priest with
brain cancer, and he wears the yarmulke to cover a surgery scar.

“I don’t practice anymore,” Tom says.
“Lots of lapsed Catholics out here on the Camino, kid,” the priest replies.
The priest then offers Tom a rosary, but he is resistant. The priest smiles

and reaches into his coat, revealing a pocketful of them. When the two meet
up later, it is Tom who smiles as he pulls the rosary out of his coat pocket to
show the priest he still has it.

“They came in handy,” Tom tells him.
“They usually do,” the priest replies.
Tom nearly loses Daniel’s ashes twice along The Way. Early in the jour-

ney, Tom was unaccustomed to carrying Daniel’s heavy pack and accidental-
ly drops it off a bridge into a stream below. Tom wades in to retrieve it,
camping along the banks as his clothes dry out overnight.

Much later, when the four protagonists stop in the town of Burgos, Spain,
a boy steals the pack from atop a pile of other pilgrim’s bags. Tom and his
three companions chase the young boy through the streets into an alley,
where he disappears. The boy is a member of the Roma, the gypsies, who are
often regarded in European society as thieves and beggars. Tom stands in the
alley, looking up at the empty windows, and pleads with the boy to just
return the box. Joost puts his arm around Tom and they walk away.

In a pub that evening, a Roma father and son walk in carrying Tom’s
pack. The father, Ishmael (Antonio Gil), has made his son return the pack to
Tom and apologize. “Everything is there,” Ishmael says, making eye contact
with Tom. “Everything.”

As Tom pulls out the box with Daniel’s remains, Ishmael bows his head
and crosses himself.

“My son has dishonored himself and his family,” he says, looking at the
boy. “A very bad day for me.” As a means of atonement, Ishmael invites
Tom and his friends to join his family for dinner and dancing by firelight, and
they accept.

At the feast that evening, Ishmael encourages Tom to go beyond the
Santiago de Compostela Cathedral to Muxia and spread his son’s ashes in the
sea for a proper final burial.

“I’m not a religious man,” Tom says, again.
“Religion has nothing to do with this. Nothing at all.” Do it for him and

for you, Ishmael urges.
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Forgiveness and reconciliation are recurring themes in The Way: between
Tom and his three companions (who supplant his golfing buddies as a four-
some); Tom and the Roma; fathers and sons.

There are many extended walking sequences in The Way, some without
dialogue, showing stages of the journey. After leaving Burgos, Spain, Tom
glances to his right at a tree, and we glimpse Daniel leaning against it and
smiling as Tom passes. Tom stops and turns to see that Daniel is not really
there.

At another point, self-flagellating monks dragging a cross walk through a
square as the foursome watch. We see the bloody backs of the monks, prac-
ticing the rarely performed medieval practice of symbolic penance.

Having walked for hundreds of miles, camped out and slept in hostels and
small inns, the four dirty pilgrims pause in front of a large luxury hotel.
Staring up at the elegant building’s exterior, Jack says aloud that true pil-
grims wouldn’t feel right to stay there.

“My treat,” Tom says.
Cut to Jack ordering booze in his private room, Sarah luxuriating in a bath

in hers, and Joost ordering an enormous, sumptuous meal from room service.
After Joost finishes his feast, he sits and stares ashamedly at the empty plates
on the cart.

We see Tom watching television when there is a knock at his room door.
It is Sarah, who invites herself in and stretches out on a couch in front of the
TV. A second knock at the door reveals Joost who, upon seeing Sarah in
Tom’s room, misunderstands and thinks he has interrupted a romantic en-
counter. Tom tells him to come in, and as the intruders settle in, there is a
third knock—Jack bearing bottles of wine. Tom tells him to join the party.
As Jack takes his place beside and Sarah and Joost, Tom watches the three of
them with a bemused look on his face, like a benevolent father whose adult
children have decided to move back home.

The next morning, freshly rested and closer than ever, the four pilgrims
continue the next leg of the journey. They encounter La Cruz de Ferro, a
large iron cross dating from the eleventh century atop a wooden pole that
once served as a marker during winter passages, and is at one of the highest
points on the Camino. Pilgrims typically leave a stone here, symbolically
unburdening their cares as they make a prayer or wish and prepare for re-
birth.

Sarah recites the traditional prayer, inscribed at the cross site:

Dear Lord, may this stone, a symbol of my efforts on the pilgrimage, that I lay
at the feet of the cross of the Savior, weigh the balance in favor of my good
deeds that day when the deeds of all my life are judged. Let it be so.
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All four leave their stones at the base of the cross, joining thousands of others
left by previous travelers.

In the next scene we see Tom, Joost, and Sarah coming out of a small
church they have encountered along the way. Jack remains outside resting on
a low wall. “It’s a beautiful church, Jack,” Tom says. “Have a look.”

“Where I come from, the church has a lot to answer for,” Jack says.
“Temples of tears, Tom. I don’t go in them anymore.”88

Nearing Santiago de Compostela, Tom tells the group that Ishmael told
him to take Daniel’s ashes all the way to the sea in Muxia. “Oh, it’s all Gypsy
hocus-pocus, man,” Joost insists. “Well, you’re on your own, Tom. Santiago
is as far as this Dutchman is going.” The others agree—Santiago de Compos-
tela is the end of the line.

When they reach the cathedral, Jack pauses at the entrance. He then cocks
his head and utters, “Oh, well, I’m here now,” and enters with the others. The
four pilgrims approach the statue of St. James, and Joost reads from his
guidebook that early pilgrims approached the statue on their knees. Tom and
Sarah walk up and touch the statue, and she lays her leather cigarette pack
holder at St. James’s feet.

As the camera pans around the interior and angles upward, we see Tom,
Sarah, and Jack admiring the elaborate and ornate building. Hanging back,
Joost approaches James’s statue alone, on his knees.

In an interview, Sheen discussed watching that scene over and over in the
completed film:

When the Dutchman falls to his knees, what was your reaction? Me too. I’ve
seen it a half a dozen times, I know it’s coming. As soon as he starts doing this,
“Is anybody looking?” Boom, I’m gone. It’s in the dark, and I’m allowed to do
it again. That moment, you fall to your knees in thanksgiving and praise. You
fall to your knees for help, for mercy. You fall to your knees when you finally
surrender and say, “I don’t have it. Lord, take my hand. Lead me on.” It’s our
own personal hymn. And this film just rings with it. It’s just so deeply person-
al.89

Meanwhile, Tom holds tightly to Daniel’s ashes as he gazes toward the
saint’s ancient relics. Sarah prays. A close-up of Jack shows him sitting in a
pew looking up, his tears flowing freely. They don’t discuss their feelings—
we just see their outward responses to this sacred space. No exposition neces-
sary.

A giant incense holder is hoisted high above the parishioners by a group
of monks holding a rope. As the incense container swings like a giant pendu-
lum spreading its scent overhead, Tom looks at the group of monks pulling
on the rope.
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He momentarily sees Daniel’s smiling visage among them, as he did in
the police station and along the trail, and he crosses himself. Daniel has
completed the journey with his father’s help.

Outside the church the four stand around silently fidgeting, as if they
cannot bear to separate. They smile, stare at each other knowingly, and begin
to laugh. And then they continue on together to Muxia. The film ends with
the four standing seaside, staring as the waves crash on gigantic rocks.

Jack, staring in the distance: “Writers. They always want the last word.
But this?” Overwhelmed, he walks out of the frame.

Sarah, lighting a cigarette: “This was never about quitting these things.
But you knew that.” She walks away as well.

Joost, reflecting on all of the calories he consumed along the Way: “I
needed a new suit anyway.”

After Joost departs, Tom makes his way down the slippery rocks to the
water’s edge. He pulls the plastic bag containing what’s left of Daniel’s ashes
from the box, kisses it, and scatters the remains into the sea. He forms his
hands into a gesture of prayer and walks away.

The final scene of the film shows Tom walking solo in what appears to be
a country in the Middle East, or perhaps India. It doesn’t matter.

Taking Daniel’s advice, he’s living life.

MARTIN SHEEN AND CATHOLIC ACTIVISM

Martin Sheen was 69 when he took on the role of a reluctant pilgrim in The
Way. After working on the film together, Sheen and Emilio Estevez coau-
thored an autobiography called Along the Way: The Journey of a Father and
Son.90 Sheen relates his life story in the book, as well as what it was like to
work on the film with his son. Sheen is a devout Catholic, and what follows
is a brief biographical sketch highlighting his activist brand of Catholicism.

Born in Dayton, Ohio in 1940, one of ten children of immigrant parents,
Sheen’s legal name is Ramon Gerard Estevez. His Irish mother, Mary Ann
Phelan, died from a cerebral hemorrhage when he was 11, and his Spanish
father, Francisco, raised the family while working for the National Cash
Register Company. Mary Ann’s family had ties to the Irish Republican
Army, and her family sent her to live with cousins in Dayton at the age of 18
to avoid the troubles.91

As mentioned earlier, Francisco was originally from Galicia in Northern
Spain, where the Santiago de Compostela resides. He left Spain for Cuba in
1916, and landed in the United States three years later. Francisco met Mary
Ann after making his way to Ohio, and Sheen writes that his parents “didn’t
share a common language but they were both devoutly Catholic and both had
been shaped by the solid community ties of rural village life.”92
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Despite his father’s encouragement to attend college, the rebellious Sheen
left home early to pursue a career in New York theatre and television. Father
Alfred Drapp, a priest in Dayton who had become a friend and mentor, lent
him $300 to get a foothold in New York. He had trouble getting both apart-
ments and acting jobs with the name Ramon Estevez, so he chose “Martin
Sheen” as a stage name to honor two men he admired. One was a supportive
CBS casting director named Robert Dale Martin, and the other was Catholic
televangelism pioneer Bishop Fulton J. Sheen.93

Sheen soon became involved in The Living Theatre, whose productions
carried political and socially relevant messages. In a 2003 interview with The
Progressive, Sheen said of this theatre experience,

It had a very profound effect on me. I started with them when I was nineteen
and spent two-and-a-half years with them. Through them, I was introduced to
Women’s Strike for Peace, the ban the bomb movement. It was an avant-garde
theater, filled with very liberal, progressive, intelligent, passionate, heroic peo-
ple. Julian Beck was one of my mentors and heroes. He introduced me to the
Catholic Workers’ movement.94

That progressive impulse has, if anything, intensified. Sheen has been ar-
rested more than 60 times over the years for his activism on behalf of a
variety of causes. In numerous interviews, he has said, “Your faith has to cost
you something, otherwise you have to question its value.” Sheen counts
social activist priests Daniel and Phillip Berrigan, as well as their fellow
Jesuit Priest and activist John Dear, among his inspirations. All three became
Sheen’s close friends. Sheen’s activism has extended to protests against vari-
ous wars, nuclear proliferation, social injustice, homelessness, apartheid, and
other causes.

Sheen’s religious devotion is borne of a long and difficult path. All of
Sheen’s siblings wrestled with alcohol, and he was no exception. He eventu-
ally attended a 12-step program and reverted to the Catholic Church in 1981.
As he told the National Catholic Register during the bus tour to promote The
Way:

It began after my illness in the Philippines while filming Apocalypse Now. I
began going to Church because I was afraid of dying. Then I stopped going for
a long time. My eyes were first reopened when I was in India filming Gandhi.
Then, in 1981, while in Paris, I read the book The Brothers Karamazov. I had
been given the book by director Terrence Malick. The book kept me up. After
reading it, I went to see a priest and told him I wanted to come home. He
looked at me with eyes that said, “This is what I do.” He told me to return the
next day at 4 p.m. as he had a wedding at 4:30 p.m. He told me not to be late. I
went to confession with him and wept. I came back to a Church that was very
different. I left a Church of fear and returned to a Church of love.95
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As Sheen biographer and friend Sister Rose Pacatte, Director of the Pauline
Center for Media Studies in Los Angeles, notes in her short biography of
Sheen, he often quotes the French Jesuit priest and philosopher Pierre Teil-
hard de Chardin (1881–1955): “Someday, after mastering the winds, the
waves, the tides and gravity, we shall harness for God the energies of love,
and then, for a second time in the history of the world, man will have
discovered fire.”96

Sheen described for Sister Pacatte his personal understanding of God. He
related an experience he had while attending a mass at St. Monica’s Church
in Santa Monica years earlier. “There was this guy behind me, who knew all
the prayers of the Mass and was so loud and overbearing, well, I just sat in
silence. When we got to the part of the Creed where it used to say, ‘He was
born of the Virgin Mary and became a man,’ this annoying man said with
great passion instead, ‘and he was born of the Virgin Mary and became
human!’ [italics in original]. I was so struck by that.”

It made me reflect on what it truly meant for God to become like one of us!
Now every time I pray the Creed I say human because when you think of the
difference between “man” and “human,” well, it’s remarkable. Jesus became
one of us!

When I think of Jesus as human, I think of the mystery of God becoming
human. Did you ever think of how long God may have been trying to send the
Messiah, but because God would not force himself on anyone, because we
have free will, it didn’t work. And maybe the person God asked said, “No” or
“Are you kidding? You want me to do what?” And then an angel goes to this
little girl, Mary, and asks her, and she says, “yes.”97

In another interview with Sister Pacatte, Sheen discussed his 1981 return to
the church, highlighting what he views as its activist aspects. “I came back to
the church of compassion, love and service, not a church that had me waiting
to be condemned for my sins. I found the church of Mother Teresa and
Daniel Berrigan. Mother Teresa drove me back to Catholicism and Dan
Berrigan keeps me here. I became very active at that time.”98

“Martin is certainly a family man but he comes to Mass mostly by him-
self, though Emilio accompanies him sometimes,” Priest William Kerze told
Sister Pacatte. Father Kerze coached Sheen when he played a priest in the
films Stella Days (2011) and Trash (2014). “When there are family funerals,
then the whole family comes. I know it sounds like a cliché, but Martin walks
the talk; he is a man of integrity and what you see is what you get.”99

Sheen has been married to his wife, Janet, since 1961 and is father to four
children, Charlie, Emilio, Renee, and Ramón.

“People don’t have any idea how important his faith is to him, that it
comes before everything,” says Father Michael Kennedy, head of the Jesuit
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Restorative Justice Initiative in California, a longtime friend. “He reads so
much on spirituality. He’s not fake; he’s totally committed.”100

“When we’re on the set people say that sometimes it’s easy to forget
who’s the father and who’s the son,” Estevez wrote in Along the Way: The
Journey of a Father and Son. “That doesn’t mean we always get along. We
don’t. We disagree, a lot. He’s a devout and practicing Catholic, whereas I
have my own ideas about spirituality and a strong connection to the earth.”101

In one of many interviews to promote the film, Estevez said, “I’m on a
spiritual journey and am very much in touch with that. There was a point in
the production process where I stopped calling what happened along the way
coincidences and began calling them miracles. Things like that happened
daily, things that were just supposed to be.”102

Estevez said his son meeting the love of his life on the road trip with his
Grandfather Martin in Spain was a good omen for the film. “While there, the
innkeeper’s daughter walked into the room, and when she and my son met, it
was love at first sight. They ended up getting married. That’s the first miracle
of the Camino. Afterwards, Martin kept giving me the nudge that we should
make a movie about the Camino.”103

Estevez referred to the assorted happy incidents during the film shoot as
“milagros,” Spanish for miracles. “We had two crew members who met and
fell in love on the way. We were warned it would rain every day. It only
rained two days, and on those days, we filmed our interior shots. There were
many milagros. We were charmed and blessed and paid attention to them,”
he said.104 The notion of minor miracles, blessings, and spiritual journeys is
reflective of what many people mean when they refer to being spiritual rather
than religious. Estevez is on the spiritual path, while Sheen has chosen relig-
ious commitment within the realm of his liberal Catholicism.

A movie company had never before been allowed inside the cathedral at
Santiago. Sheen said the Catholic Church was concerned the filmmakers
might take a cynical approach to religion. Estevez explained what happened
next:

We had the whole crew praying, even the atheists. Twenty-four hours before
we filmed, we got approval, and they allowed us to go into the Cathedral in
Santiago de Compostela. The world premiere took place in Spain on Oct. 11,
2010. When the movie ended, the archbishop stood up, gave Martin a hug and
said, “This film is a gift.” They were relieved that we hadn’t denigrated the
Camino.105

The Independent Catholic News, the first daily online Catholic news service
in the United Kingdom, covered a screening of The Way in London, followed
by a Q&A with Sheen and Estevez. Franciscan Sr. Janet Fearns from over-
seas charity mission Missio, asked, “Those of us who can identify with The
Way through a journey of faith can see one of the beauties of this film and of
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the film Of Gods & Men—is its quiet understatement—but also its profound
meaning. How much of a challenge is it to get that out on to audience?”

“That is the challenge,” Estevez responded. “Do you have any ideas? This
film has no car chases or special effects, bad language or scenes of sexuality.
The only reason we have an adult rating is that the Dutchman smokes a little
grass. That’s one of his characteristics. He’s an agnostic, yet one of the most
moving moments in the film is when he drops to his knees at the doorway of
the Cathedral. We didn’t want to hit people over the head with spirituality but
to offer a quiet sense of something they can relate to.”106

At the same event, in response to a congratulatory remark for “resisting
the temptation to throw in extra drama,” Estevez remarked, “Nobody is go-
ing to give you 200 million for a film on the Camino. It’s a tough sell. But we
also don’t want to just appeal to one demographic. Our film is pro people,
pro life—not anti-anything. It invites you to grab a backpack and jump on the
screen with us.”107

RELIGIOUS AND SECULAR MEDIA REVIEWS OF THE WAY

Critic Scott Feinberg covered a special premiere of The Way at a 2011
fundraiser for the Walkabout Foundation in New York the day before it
opened nationwide in the United States. Walkabout, a nonprofit that provides
wheelchairs to those who cannot afford them, was founded by siblings Luis
and Carolina Gonzalez-Bunster. Luis, who is paralyzed and uses a wheel-
chair, became the first person to cross Spain using only the strength of his
arms when he and Carolina completed the Camino de Santiago de Composte-
la to launch their foundation.108

Writing in The Hollywood Reporter, Feinberg said, “The film is surpris-
ingly moving (thanks to a tour de force performance by 71-year-old Sheen,
who inherently engenders more goodwill than just about any actor I can think
of) and funny (thanks, above all, to a great supporting performance by
Dutchman Yorick van Wageningen), and you will be hardpressed to find a
better story about a father and son, friendship, and faith this year.”109 The
Walkabout premiere was attended by former president Bill Clinton, who
spoke at the event: “I thank the people who made this beautiful movie. . . . I
want you to know you did a good thing tonight. . . . Thank you again Martin.
Thank you Emilio for making this movie.”110

The filmmakers did interviews with a wide variety of outlets. Televangel-
ist Pat Robertson’s conservative Christian Broadcast Network (CBN) praised
The Way as a film “you can take your elderly parents and high school kids to
see.”111 Estevez told CBN.com, “Kids are posting on Facebook saying, ‘I’ve
never heard of this before. Thank you for making the film. I’m going to
Santiago. I’m taking my parents to the movie. I finally found a movie that I
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can take my parents to that is not vulgar, that’s not so CGI-driven or about
outer space, that they can relate to.’”112

Sheen was asked by a reporter for The Daily Beast if he and Estevez were
“spiritual people.” Sheen replied, “I’ve never met anyone that wasn’t! I think
we believe in mystery. But religion, unfortunately, because of dogma, tends
to divide us, and spirituality and humanity is what unites us.”113

In a review of The Way in the National Catholic Register, Steven D.
Greydanus wrote:

The catchphrase “spiritual but not religious” is among the most glib and insip-
id pieties of our times. The Way, with its centuries of tradition, its ritual
gestures and formalities, its institutions and symbols, its physically demanding
regimen, and its cultural, Christian and Catholic particularity, is a gratifying
reminder of how religion grounds and enriches us in ways that “spirituality”
can’t. “Spirituality” has no traditions or rituals, makes no demands, gives us
nothing to do in times of crisis. Spirituality itself points beyond spirituality to
religion—a point The Way makes with unforced persuasiveness.114

As this review targets a Catholic audience, Greydanus adds a precaution
concerning the spreading of Daniel’s ashes: “Well-instructed Catholics may
be taken aback by the manner in which Tom seeks to honor his son’s final
intention of traveling the Camino. Tom, a lapsed Catholic, presumably isn’t
aware of his obligations under Church law, and while it might or might not
make a difference if he did know, his actions don’t necessarily reflect a
rejection of the relevant Catholic beliefs, and we need not judge him—or the
film—harshly in this connection, though, of course, this example shouldn’t
be followed by Catholics.”115

After 1963 and Vatican II, the Catholic Church no longer forbad crema-
tion of bodies after death. The scattering of human ashes is seen as desecra-
tion, however. According to the guidelines set forth in The Order of Chris-
tian Funerals,

Since the human body has an eternal destiny in any form, the Church requires
that cremated remains of a body be buried or entombed immediately after the
Funeral in the same timely manner as a body. Cremated remains of a loved one
are not to be scattered, kept at home or divided into other vessels among
family members, just as it is clear that these practices would desecrate a body
in a casket. The Church allows for burial at sea, providing that the cremated
remains of the body are buried in a heavy container and not scattered.116

Violating this Catholic dictate, Tom spreads Daniel’s ashes as a dramatic
device as they make the journey along the Camino de Santiago “together.”
Sister Pacatte dismisses the ashes argument with a sort of “It’s only a movie”
defense:
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Some folks are concerned that Tom leaves little handfuls of Daniel’s ashes
along with way, at different roadside shrines, and then at the end, tosses them
into the crashing waves near a Catholic church along the northern coast of
Spain. Yes, the Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches that the cremated
ashes are to be kept and buried together so that the integrity of the body is
maintained. But that’s the whole point, isn’t it? Tom is way out of touch with
his faith, and this pilgrimage was his way of finding his way home again.

To quote the film critic Roger Ebert: We don’t go to the movies for
Sunday school. However, films often provide a means to talk about things that
truly matter.

I think “The Way” expresses well what the Catholic author Flannery
O’Connor once wrote, that most people come to the Church (or return to the
Church) by means that the Church does not approve.

When it comes to God’s grace, there are no limits for God is all-powerful
and colors outside the lines to get our attention. The movie offers us so much
to talk about. “The Way” is a movie full of grace.117

Despite his objections to depictions of spirituality and cremation, Greydanus
is optimistic about the film’s message. “If there is a glimpse of transcendence
in The Way, it is at the climax, in the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela,”
he writes. “While the film stops well short of a profession of faith, it does
offer an affirmation of sorts of the human value, especially in times of crisis,
of some kind of faith or religious heritage, and in particular of Catholic
cultural accoutrements, of traditions like pilgrimages and the sign of the
cross, and of beautiful cathedrals and such. This is a salutary thought, as far
as it goes, and a welcome one in our cultural moment.”118

Greydanus sees religion as something that makes demands on us, but
ultimately enriches us, while spirituality is unable to feed our souls. The Way
is about humanity, community, self-discovery, healing, forgiveness, and be-
ing set free of burdens. Are those religious or spiritual things? Both? Greyda-
nus confesses he would have liked to see more digging into the souls of the
characters, but the film suffices as a valentine to the Camino. It will inspire
others to take the journey, he writes. “Count me among them.”119

Jack is perhaps the best example of transcendence and affirmation in The
Way. Bitter about the sins of the Catholic Church in Ireland, he nonetheless
weeps and finds a measure of peace inside the Cathedral. His connection is
with his fellow pilgrims and with God, not a religion.

Francis Phillips is a freelance book reviewer and blogger who writes for
the British magazine Catholic Herald. She wrote about The Way in 2012,
focusing on Sheen himself and what she sees as his flawed faith. Her opinion
can be summed up by her essay title: “Martin Sheen is a better actor than
theologian: The actor, like so many liberal Catholics, seems to have lost his
Way.”120

Phillips gives a brief plot summary before attacking Sheen’s liberality. “It
seems that Sheen goes along with the attempts to redefine marriage,” Phillips
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wrote. As evidence, she quotes from an interview Sheen gave to Life Site
News about gay marriage:

My religion’s highest standard is conscience. Nothing can get between your
conscience and God, not even the Church. . . . The Church is a conduit, and it
is a spiritual journey, but it is not the end of the journey. The Church is an
institution, primarily of men . . . and so they are flawed, obviously. And so
they are not authorized from preventing any member from following their
conscience no matter what that is. You can’t get between a person’s con-
science and their God. Nobody can do that.121

Phillips will have none of it. “‘Conscience’ as we know, has to be ‘in-
formed’; i.e. we can’t make up our own rules and then describe this as
‘following our conscience’. Whenever I have met people whose ‘conscience’
has led them away from Church teaching, it has been apparent, to me at least,
that it has been used as an excuse to evade hard issues.”122

Phillips picked up on the film’s Oz analogy, saying, “Like the characters
in The Wizard of Oz they all stumble along the pilgrim way, fighting, ar-
guing—and finally bonding, as they reach the great cathedral in Compostella
(sic) and recognise that a kind of healing process has taken place in all of
them.” She is charitable toward Sheen’s character Tom, if not toward the
actor himself. Like Greydanus, Phillips notes that spreading a loved one’s
ashes along the Camino de Santiago is “unlawful from an ecclesiastical point
of view, but I have to say I had a sneaking sympathy with the aging doctor—
played in the rugged, macho American fashion by Sheen—who is desperate
to make amends to his dead son for the failures in their relationship when he
was alive.”123

Christianity Today, the magazine founded in 1956 by Protestant evangel-
ist Billy Graham, gave The Way a four-star rating. Reviewer Kenneth R.
Morefield called it “One of the best films of the year.”124 Morefield, an
associate professor of English at Campbell University, is the editor of Faith
and Spirituality in Masters of World Cinema, Volumes I, II and III (2008,
2011, 2015, Cambridge Scholars Publishing). In his review, he explores the
bonds among the characters, particularly between Sarah and Tom.

As we learn more about Sarah and her reasons for walking the Camino, we not
only understand her character better but also why these two people are well
suited to understand and help each other. Grief and sorrow often alienate those
who feel it from others; words of sympathy grate when we feel those express-
ing them cannot truly understand what we are going through. When Sarah
finally shares a difficult part of her past with Tom, it is one of the more
powerful moments in the film because the emphasis within the story is less on
what she did than on the devastating emotional consequences of her ac-
tions.125
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Morefield notes that the film is about intimacy, not of a sexual nature, but
“particularly about how grief removes some of the social boundaries we keep
up.” He also explores the idea of The Way as a Christian film. Moving
beyond the more legalistic religious points expounded by Greydanus and
Phillips, Morefield says the film explores spirituality in a specifically Chris-
tian manner:

Is this a “Christian” film? Probably not, at least not in the niche-marketing
sense of the word. It is not constructed to lead audiences to affirm a particular
answer so much as to depict people asking the most fundamental of spiritual
questions. I would argue that it is Christian but not evangelistic. That is, it is
situated in a place in which spiritual questions are framed in a Christian con-
text, but it does not attempt to compare religions or emphasize the notion that
Christian answers to universal questions may have singular distinctives.

I am tempted to argue that the film isn’t really ecumenical so much as it is
specific, concrete. If we hear more about (or are prompted to think more
about) God in general than about Jesus specifically, that has more to do with
where these characters are on their path than it does about what path they are
on.126

Finally, Morefield expounds on the central thesis of this chapter, the notion
that “The Way, though, is not (just) a good film because of its subject matter
or in comparison to some other, more overtly self-conscious (and self-
proclaiming) Christian films.” He goes a step further by proclaiming, “It is a
great film, period.”127

The Pulitzer Prize-winning film critic Roger Ebert was less effusive. “Au-
diences seeking uplift will find it” in The Way, he wrote. “It’s a sweet and
sincere family pilgrimage, even if a little too long and obvious.”128 Ebert saw
vagueness in the film’s message:

Your response to it may depend on how receptive you are to the idea of the
journey. Since both Sheen and Estevez are public about their Catholicism, I’m
not sure what the point was of making Tom so firmly secular; perhaps so that
even he, following so many centuries of footsteps, can sense some of their
spirituality. “The Way” is a nice film. Not great, not urgent, but quietly posi-
tive.129

Ebert hints at a “conversion” experience, not so much as a coming to Christ
moment, but as a spiritual awakening. Sheen himself reverted to the Catholi-
cism of his youth when he was approaching middle age, and as has been
noted, The Way parallels that experience.

“The Way occupies that nebulous territory between labour of love and
vanity project. A sincere, well-intentioned story about grief and faith, it feels
almost daringly old-fashioned,” said David Gritten in the British newspaper,
The Telegraph. Various critics have noted how little happens in the movie,
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similar to Paul Schrader’s theory of the transcendental style, and Gritten
addresses that filmic contradiction head on:

The Way is rather an odd film, which frequently feels closer to the long
stretches of boredom and sporadic magic of real life than to cinematic conven-
tion: this is, I think, the secret of its success . . .

The main factor that makes this film work is Sheen himself: his character
is a tetchy, uptight old guy, but—unlike his curiously orange, Donald Trump-
ish hair—he exudes the stubborn whiff of authenticity. Sheen is directed by his
own son in real life, Emilio Estevez, who also appears in flashback playing
Daniel, and the film dwells unshowily on the necessary exorcism of regret
when death arrives in the midst of a family dispute.130

Gritten observes that The Way unfolds its story in an “unshowily” fashion to
relate life as it is, not as we wish it might be. As an example, Gritten writes
that Tom “finds his new companions irritating as hell, but as time wears on
he learns to bear them, and finally to spare them a little kindness from his
sparse store.” The shots of Tom learning to care for these new friends “are
hard-won and strangely moving,” he says.131

Not for everyone, though. “For a self-proclaimed spiritual film, Emilio
Estevez’s The Way proves to be, well, not so spiritual,” David Roark wrote in
Paste, a magazine devoted to covering music, movies, and other popular
entertainment. “The slow, hackneyed drama, instead, turns out to be one
giant cliché, void of any insights into human experience but full of political
correctness.”132 After bashing the “sappy” Adult Contemporary soundtrack,
which includes James Taylor’s “Country Road,” Roark offers an alternative
film choice: “For a more personal, more effective, far superior film about
death, family and spirituality that actually makes use of its international
setting, see Wes Anderson’s The Darjeeling Limited.”133

Finally, online aggregator Rotten Tomatoes recorded scores of 82 percent
and 83 percent for collective positive reviews given by film critics and the
website’s users, respectively. The capsule “Critics Consensus” of all reviews
on the site reads: “It may be a little too deliberately paced for more impatient
viewers, but The Way is a worthy effort from writer/director Emilio Estevez,
balancing heartfelt emotion with clear-eyed drama that resists cheap senti-
ment.”134

Three of the film’s characters—Sarah, Captain Sebastian, and Tom—
have all lost a child, and their sadness is expressed in an emotional, yet
underplayed manner. The film gives us loss, and it fills the loss not with
romance or sentimentality, but with bonds of friendship, respect, and new-
found community. Spiritual community. Christian community.
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CONCLUSION

Catholic writer Tim Drake called The Way “a refreshingly beautiful and
respectful treatment of the Church, telling the story of a father who decides to
take the Camino de Santiago walking pilgrimage in honor of his deceased
son.”135 The key word here is “refreshingly,” hinting that the United States’
movie industry is not always kind to Catholicism in particular, or Christianity
in general. In turn, audiences are often unhappy with Hollywood, particularly
religious audiences.

Actor/director Mel Gibson ran into various roadblocks with his controver-
sial film The Passion of the Christ (2004). Gibson, who can arguably be
described as an ultraconservative Catholic, founded the independent Catholic
Church of the Holy Family in California, which is not affiliated with an
archdiocese or the Holy See, and rejects Vatican II reforms.136

Despite his status as a bankable star, no Hollywood studio would back
Gibson in his personal chronicle of the last 12 hours of Jesus’s life, so he
spent $45 million of his own money to produce, direct, and market a film
with lesser-known actors, shot in Aramaic and Latin with subtitles. He
shunned a traditional big budget promotional campaign by appealing directly
to Protestant and Catholic churches and their respective religious leaders.

It worked. Churches bought blocks of tickets for their members, and some
rented entire theatres for their congregations. As Jerry Cobb of CNBC noted
when the film debuted, “Many Christian groups are using the film to promote
themselves. One religious Web site calls it ‘perhaps the best outreach oppor-
tunity in 2,000 years.’”137

Passion opened on Ash Wednesday in February 2004. More than a
decade after its premiere, it was still ranked as one of the top-grossing R-
rated films (for graphic violence) of all time alongside decidedly secular
movies such as Fifty Shades of Grey (2015) and American Sniper (2014). In
its opening weekend, Passion earned more than $83 million. Worldwide, it
brought in more than $600 million.138

In 2004, the National Catholic Register and Faith & Family magazine
polled more than 1,000 people online “for films that best celebrate Catholic
life,” and generated a list of 100 movies. As the Register explained, “These
are movies with specific Catholic references, not simply with Catholic
themes.” The Passion of the Christ was ranked number one, albeit with an
asterisk denoting that it may not be “family-friendly.”139 Gibson’s version of
a suffering Christ was a quite human depiction, but the film was not to
everyone’s taste, primarily because of the graphic violence during the
scourging and crucifixion scenes.

Two years later, Entertainment Weekly labeled The Passion of the Christ
the most controversial film of all time, primarily for its grisly close-ups of
Jesus Christ’s bloody body and Gibson’s perceived anti-Semitism.140 His
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film broadly portrays the Jewish authorities as viciously condemning Je-
sus.141 Many conservative Christian viewers of Gibson’s highly produced
and brutal film saw it as an accurate depiction of Christ’s suffering. Gibson
was widely praised by many Protestant evangelicals, Catholics, and other
religious communities for his gritty portrayal of Christ’s death.

Gibson was also singled out for personal criticism from other quarters.
Arrested for drunk driving in 2006, he launched into an anti-Semitic rant
against the Jewish policeman who pulled him over, though he later apolo-
gized. The tirade was fodder for those who saw him—and his movie—as
prejudiced against Jews. Complicating matters, Gibson left his wife after
having an affair, and was accused of domestic abuse and sexist phone calls to
his mistress, Oksana Grigorieva, the mother of his out of wedlock child.
Tabloid newspapers and Hollywood gossip mills had a field day.

Bishop Robert Barron, founder of Word on Fire Catholic Ministries, and
next to Pope Francis, the most-followed Catholic leader on social media,
surmised that some of the animus directed toward Gibson has to do with anti-
Catholic bias in Hollywood.142 “I’ve suspected that the obsessive interest in
Mel Gibson’s dysfunction might be a function of (anti-Catholic) prejudice.
Let’s face it. Hollywood is filled with dozens, hundreds, of dysfunctional
people,” Barron said in an online video.

This is not a new argument. In 1992, film and cultural critic Michael
Medved published Hollywood vs. America, declaring in its opening lines
that, “America’s long-running romance with Hollywood is over.”

As a nation, we no longer believe that popular culture enriches our lives. Few
of us view the show business capital as a magical source of uplifting entertain-
ment, romantic inspiration, or even harmless fun. Instead, tens of millions of
Americans now see the entertainment industry as an all-powerful enemy, an
alien force that assaults our most cherished values and corrupts our chil-
dren.143

There is a section in Medved’s book called “Kicking the Catholics” wherein
he details the “anticlerical impulse in Hollywood” that resulted in a number
of Catholic-bashing movies. Among the examples cited are: The Runner
Stumbles and Monsignor, both dramas that center on priests who fall in love
with nuns and are complicit in their deaths; We’re No Angels and Nuns on the
Run, comedies with criminals posing as holy men in a monastery and a
convent, respectively; and Heaven Help Us, a raunchy teen comedy set in a
1960s parochial school.144

Medved, who is Jewish, was a strong defender of Passion of the Christ
despite cries of anti-Semitism from Jewish groups. After Gibson’s rant
against the Jewish policeman who arrested Gibson for driving drunk, Med-
ved said Gibson should seek reconciliation with the Jewish community.
“Those of us who have defended and praised Gibson for his outspoken Cath-
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olic commitment, and for his efforts to use the movie medium to convey
religious messages, feel inevitably betrayed and, yes, a bit humiliated,” Med-
ved wrote in a USA Today opinion piece.

“My own acquaintance with Gibson suggests that at this tortured moment
in his life, he sincerely craves an opportunity to deepen his obviously pathet-
ic understanding of Jewish identity and history,” Medved continued. “In any
event, the process of reconciliation he proposes—no matter how difficult or
incomplete—can only be good for Gibson, and good for the Jews.”145

Making a Christian-themed or Christian-related movie, indeed a movie
highlighting any religion, is not for the faint of heart. Hollywood is an indus-
try town, and its primary focus is on making money. If art results along the
way, that’s icing on the cake. Hollywood film and television executives
typically shy from controversy, as any financially fickle, high stakes, com-
mercial industry would.

Emilio Estevez expressed his frustration in numerous promotional inter-
views for The Way about trying to sell the movie to studio executives. He
told Drake in 2011:

When we pitched it to studio representatives you could see their eyes glaze
over. They’d say, “It’s about spirituality.” So we decided to shoot it digitally
and independently. I believe this movie plays between Glenwood and Newark.
Beverly Hills and New York can take a walk. Hollywood makes a lot of
garbage. We know because we’ve been in some of it. There are less and less
movies to go to—films without overt sexuality and language that won’t make
me blush. We’re all tired of what’s coming out of Hollywood. Word of mouth
will help this film make it.146

The Way is one of those films that comes and goes at the multiplex and the
art house without making much of a stir among the general public. It was
reviewed widely in both religious and mainstream secular publications, but
made little financial or cultural impact, unlike Passion of the Christ. In a
way, this is what makes the film worthier of examination. Hollywood has
tremendous cultural influence, and the American film industry drops in on
religion occasionally, often in an overblown or distorted manner.

“This is not an ‘inspirational film’ in the usual, syrupy sense; none of
these people are overtly finding God on this trek,” Neil Genzlinger wrote in a
New York Times review of The Way. “The beauty of the movie, in fact, is that
Mr. Estevez does not make explicit what any of them find, beyond friend-
ship. He lets these four fine actors convey that true personal transformations
are not announced with fanfare, but happen internally.”147

“[P]ilgrimage, although it’s a physical endeavor, for the most part, it’s an
interior pilgrimage,” Martin Sheen told author and On Being host Krista
Tippett in a 2015 interview. “It’s an interior journey, and all the pilgrims
who’ve ever done it have come to that realization. You’re walking physical-
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ly, that’s something you’re doing outside. But there’s something else going
on inside. And it’s the journey to your true self, I think, we begin to realize.
Because we’re quiet and focused in a way that we normally are not. So you
get six, eight, ten weeks on pilgrimage to learn about yourself and to cele-
brate your life.”148

The Way producer David Alexanian, echoing critic David Gritten,
stressed the film’s “authenticity”:

You spend so much time trying to convince others of something in Hollywood,
trying to sell somebody something. This film is not trying to sell anybody
anything. Martin’s performance is not a sales pitch. This film isn’t religious or
preachy. It’s an authentic film, which is what’s unique about it. It’s a film
that’s dedicated to a grandfather, inspired by a great-grandson. You’ve got
four generations. And the authenticity of that, I think, people are responding
to. One of the reasons that documentaries do well—and this film is far from a
documentary—is, we’re tired of the stuff that seems hokey and contrived. And
I don’t blame Hollywood for doing that, but they’ve just stopped creating, and
they’ve started re-creating, or copying . . .

And nobody said no to us when we were pitching this film, but they surely
didn’t say yes. So we had to go out and make it happen. And to your point of
how difficult it was, we just stopped trying to convince people who didn’t get
it, and we just said yes to the believers. We allowed the believers to get
involved. Not believers in the religious sense, but believers in this project. 149

The Way does not fit into the narrow Christian film category, and targets a
broader audience than War Room, God’s Not Dead, and similar productions.
Major Hollywood films with religious bases, such as Last Days in the Desert
(2016) with Ewan McGregor as Jesus avoiding temptation while wandering
the desert for 40 days, explore themes of humanity, but are less relatable than
The Way.

Though The Way’s anemic box office may not have inspired movie exec-
utives, its depiction of walking the Camino inspired new pilgrims. American
journalist Carol Frey wrote of the journey along the Camino she and her
husband Ed took a year after seeing the film. “Invariably, today’s pilgrims
explain their decision starting with ‘The Movie,’” Frey wrote, describing the
film’s influence. “If you haven’t seen ‘The Way’—and most people
haven’t—the story begins with the death of the doctor’s son only a few days
after he started his spiritual journey on the Camino.”150 Frey covered the
basic plot points, detailing the transformation of the film’s characters, and
that of friends and acquaintances who have completed the journey. “None is
overtly religious, though,” she says of these transformations. “What they are
doing is portrayed as a pilgrimage, so that people of faith recognize its
significance, but others are not excluded. [emphasis added] . . . Though we
are churchgoers, Ed and I didn’t feel the need to walk the Camino for relig-
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ious reasons, but we craved time away from duties and distractions to reflect
on our purpose in life. And it delivered, just as in the movie.”151

While The Way is arguably more spiritual than religious, it offers scenes
of faith, hope, forgiveness, love, and redemption, without using a bludgeon
on the audience. At times painful, at other times joyous, deliberately paced,
and somewhat flawed, it more closely resembles genuine life than either
Hollywood epics or church-centered films that preach to the choir.
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Chapter Five

Copyrighting God
Translating, Publishing, Marketing, and Selling the

Bible

And further, by these, my son, be admonished: of making many books there is
no end; and much study is a weariness of the flesh.

—Ecclesiastes 12:12, KJV

INTRODUCTION

Americans own a boatload of Bibles. Most families who own Bibles often
have more than one, usually in multiple versions. There is no one English
Bible translation that suits all denominations, nor one that appeals to all
adherents of a specific denomination. How important is the Bible in
American life? A survey by the American Bible Society (ABS) and the
Barna Research Group shows that, “80 percent of Americans view the Bible
as sacred literature and 64 percent believe the Bible has more influence on
humanity than any other text. Among adults who say their household owns a
Bible, the median number they own is three.”1 ABS and Barna parsed that
Bible ownership number: “Eighteen percent of Bible owners have one Bible;
33 percent own two to three; 24 percent have four or five; and another 24
percent own more than five.”2

“The Bible business is booming,” declared Daniel Silliman of the Heidel-
berg Center for American Studies. “There are annual sales of 40 million
Bibles—from study Bibles to family Bibles to pocket Bibles. That’s not even
counting foreign markets.”3 As journalist Daniel Radosh has noted, “The
familiar observation that the Bible is the best-selling book of all time ob-
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scures a more startling fact: The Bible is the best-selling book of the year,
every year.”4

Owning a Bible, or three, doesn’t necessarily correlate with actually read-
ing it. “Slightly more than one in four adults say they never read the Bible
(28 percent). One in 10 read the Bible less than once a year and another one
in 10 report reading the Bible once or twice a year. These three segments
combine to represent ‘non-Bible readers’ (48 percent), a segment that has
grown by two percentage points since 2014.”5 In 2015, a slight majority, 52
percent, reported reading the Bible one or more times a week, with older
adults more likely to read it than Millennials. Segments of the population
most likely to read the Bible include practicing Protestants and Catholics,
Elders, African-Americans, residents of the South, and those making under
$50,000 annually.6

“When it comes to the reasons people read the Bible, a relatively consis-
tent majority of people does so because it draws them closer to God, though
significant minorities in 2016 also point to a need for comfort (16 percent) or
direction (16 percent),” according to Barna. “And although just one-third of
Americans profess to reading the Bible at least once per week, the majority
of Americans (62 percent) express a desire to read the Bible more often.”7

That desire to read and understand the Bible extends beyond America’s
borders. More than 5 billion Bibles have been sold globally, and new editions
are being sold in the United States every year.8 “It is common knowledge
that the Bible has been translated into more languages than any other piece of
literature,” the late Bible scholar Bruce M. Metzger wrote in his slim yet
thorough volume, The Bible in Translation: Ancient and English Versions.
“What is not generally appreciated, however, is the great increase in the
number of different translations that have been produced relatively recently,
that is, during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,” Metzger noted. “Be-
fore this period, the church, it must be confessed, had been rather slow in
providing renderings of the Scriptures in other languages.”9

With updates, corrections, and new translations, an accurate number of
English-language versions of the Holy Bible is nearly impossible to deter-
mine, but the figure is in the hundreds. Not every language on earth has its
own translation, but the Old and New Testaments (or Hebrew Bible and New
Testament) have been translated whole or in part into more than 2,000 lan-
guages worldwide. And many of these translations carry a copyright.

This chapter explores the packaging and marketing of Bibles as commod-
ities for the English-speaking spiritual marketplace, as well as the history of
proprietary Biblical translations. Included are profiles of some of the compa-
nies, both for-profit and nonprofit, that produce and sell unique Bibles.
Which English versions of the Holy Bible sell best in the United States, and
what media corporations publish them? How do they differ? Why do people
buy one Bible over another? Can you copyright the Word of God?
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BUYING AND SELLING THE BIBLE

Selling the Holy Bible for a profit is not equivalent with mammon. There is
nothing inherently immoral or greedy about charging customers for a book
that costs money to translate, print, bind, distribute, upload, download,
record, promote, and revise. Even Bibles given away by churches and organ-
izations such as the Gideons must be paid for by someone, typically donors.
The Bible is like most consumer media products, in that it is promoted in a
variety of forms to appeal to many demographics. Bibles come in paperback,
hardcover, leather, imitation leather, zipper pouches, in assorted colors and
sizes, in audio versions, and on electronic readers, such as Amazon’s Kindle
or Barnes & Noble’s Nook. There are several Bible apps. A cursory search
on Amazon’s “Bible Store” turns up nearly 45,000 products.10 Christian-
book.com (1–800-CHRISTIAN®; “EVERYTHING CHRISTIAN FOR
LESS!”) lists 12,500 Bibles.11 Many Bibles contain extra material such as
commentaries, concordances, meditations, even advice and instruction, all
aimed at highly segmented audiences. “Special products” Bibles primarily
target Christian audiences, a market segment that will be discussed in detail.

In her 2007 essay “Making Money, Saving Souls: Christian Bookstores
and the Commodification of Christianity,” Anne L. Borden interviewed four
managers and proprietors of Christian bookstores in order to define the nego-
tiation between business and ministry. Books and other products with Chris-
tian themes constitute a $4.6 billion industry, and reflecting this expanded
line of religious merchandise, the Christian Booksellers Association, founded
in 1950, now goes by the moniker of CBA.12

Borden notes that, “Christian lifestyle branding emerged as hip retail
products came on the market.”13

Coffee Mugs, pencils, patches, and bumper stickers promoted sayings such as
“God is Alive” and “Jesus Loves You.” Some manufacturers borrowed direct-
ly from contemporary culture, producing products such as bumper stickers
with the slogan “Jesus Christ, He’s the real thing” in a style imitative of
advertisements for Coca-Cola.14

Borden acknowledges the tensions in running a for-profit business with a
sacred mission in a secular society. She outlines three Christian merchandis-
ing responses to secularization: resistance, accommodation, and sacraliza-
tion. The bookstore manager or owner who practices resistance objects to
certain materials, such as books that conflict with the proprietor’s vision of
Christianity. These materials may include certain types of music, such as
Christian Hip Hop. Accommodation for Christian retail means stocking a
variety of merchandise, some of it contradictory, and perhaps opening the
shop on a Sunday. To illustrate sacralization, in which the bookstore may
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also operate as a ministry, Borden quotes an owner who sells what he calls
“Jesus junk” alongside traditional spiritual books. Poseable Jesus figures,
trendy tee shirts, and breath mints in the shape of crosses might fall into this
category. “I’m a book and Bible man,” the owner tells Borden. “I sell all this
other stuff because people want it.”15

Jerry B. Jenkins, best known for coauthoring the enormously successful
Left Behind series of books (which in turn spawned movies, calendars, com-
ics, and the like) with the late Reverend Tim LaHaye, in 1974 wrote a
twenty-fifth anniversary history of the Christian Booksellers Association.
“It’s an exciting day to be in the business ministry of Christian bookselling,”
Jenkins wrote in the introductory chapter. “In the wake of the Jesus Move-
ment of the late sixties and early seventies, distributors of Christian litera-
ture, music, jewelry and other products are continually meeting new chal-
lenges to reach people who are thirsty for knowledge of the Good News.”16

“A sizable portion of the Protestant evangelical community has made its
peace with commercial culture by deciding to become ‘a bigger road side
attraction,’” according to R. Laurence Moore and Carol Flake.17 Moore iden-
tifies evangelist Dwight L. Moody’s (1837–1899) brother-in-law Fleming H.
Revell (1849–1931) as one of the first entrepreneurs to become wealthy by
selling religious literature, including tracts of Moody’s writings. “What Rev-
ell accomplished is apparent in Christian bookstores across the United
States.”18 Moore cites early 1990s sales figures in the $200 million range, a
benchmark by which to measure phenomenal growth in the now multibillion
industry. Because of the wide array of merchandise—“greeting cards, coffee
mugs, table mats, and frisbees (sic) with inspirational messages”—Moore
observes that, “It is, in fact, difficult to wander through these bookstores and
imagine any aspect of popular culture that has been left uncloned.”19 Bibles
are often seen as personalized items, similar to other consumer goods we buy
that fit and perhaps improve our lifestyle.

POPULAR AND BESTSELLING ENGLISH BIBLE TRANSLATIONS

Various English language Bible translations from original Greek, Hebrew,
and Aramaic manuscripts are copyrighted, ostensibly so unauthorized
changes cannot be made by rival publishers and sold as an “authorized”
version, such as the Revised Standard Version (published 1952), the New
King James Version (published 1982), the English Standard Version (pub-
lished 2001), and so on. Royalties must be paid and permissions obtained
when using or quoting these copyrighted religious texts, just as if a publisher
other than Scholastic wanted to repackage a book from the Harry Potter
series.
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Muslim scholars and leaders maintain that the only way to understand the
actual revelations and meaning of the Qur’an is to read the book in the
original Arabic. English language editions of the Qur’an typically come with
a caveat that warns the reader he or she is reading only an approximate
translation of Muhammad’s verses. Of English translations of the Hebrew
Torah, Jewish writer Aviyah Kushner, author of The Grammar of God: A
Journey into the Words and Worlds of the Bible, has written:

Many English translations only translate the pshat, the simplest understanding
of the Torah text itself, and do not translate commentary. . . . Instead, the
English reader often encounters one single authoritative Biblical text, present-
ed alone. . . . Reading translations should be seen as a window into what
millions of readers throughout the world think and feel; at the very least,
whether we are Jewish or Christian, religious or secular, we should all be
talking about how the particular Bible we read affects what we believe, and
how language and translation have shaped us all.20

Unlike adherents of the Qur’an or the Torah, Christian missionaries have
historically held few such qualms about the Bible, eagerly translating it into
the native tongue of whatever population they are attempting to evangelize—
or colonize.

This is not to say that Christians are completely indifferent to which
translation they use. New English versions and translations of the Bible
appear in the United States for many reasons. Ongoing Bible scholarship
contributes to scholars’ understanding and interpretation of canon manu-
scripts, and archaeological digs reveal artifacts that place ancient writings in
proper historical context. There is also the dynamic nature of language, as
meanings shift over time, words become archaic, and early syntax becomes
awkward for the modern ear.21 These factors account for several contempo-
rary English translations, some more successful than others. “The prolifera-
tion of Bibles underscores the anxieties people have about whether or not
they are reading the right Bible,” writes Silliman. “Concerns over accuracy
and interpretation are especially true among religious traditions that distrust
secular scholarship on the Bible.”22

“It is estimated that there have been more than five hundred English
translations of the Bible, and there has never been a time in American history
when so many translations have been in widespread use at once,” according
to Radosh. “A large Christian bookstore may carry as many as fifteen, al-
though the top six account for ninety-five per cent of sales . . . if a company
wants to publish a study Bible or a devotional Bible using a modern transla-
tion, it will have to pay royalties to the owner of that translation. Commis-
sioning a proprietary translation is often more cost effective in the long run,
especially since it can be licensed out to other publishers.”23
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As Moore astutely observed, “Printing a new edition is an increasingly
useful strategy to keep an old book selling.”24

Each year, the International Christian Retail Show (ICRS) attracts be-
tween two and three thousand attendees, and awards are handed out by
Christian Retailing magazine for top selling merchandise. At the 2016 ICRS
in Cincinnati, for example, Christian Retailing’s Best winners in the Bible
categories were the Jesus-Centered Bible, a devotional from Group Publish-
ing; The Notetaking Bible, by B&H Publishing Group; and The Action Bible,
voted best in the Teen category and published by the nonprofit David C.
Cook organization.25

Below in chronological order are the most widely distributed translations
of the Bible into modern English (including the King James Bible) by
version name, abbreviation, publication date, major revision dates, and pub-
lisher:

• Authorized King James Version (KJV) 1611 Various publishers
• American Standard Version (ASV) 1901 Thomas Nelson & Sons
• The Amplified Bible (AMP; Based on ASV with explanatory notes and

references) 1965 Zondervan and the Lockman Foundation
• Revised Standard Version (RSV) 1947, 1952, 1959, 1971 Thomas Nelson

& Sons
• New Jerusalem Bible (NJB) 1985 Doubleday
• New English Bible (NEB) 1970, 1989 Oxford University Press and Cam-

bridge University Press
• New American Standard Bible (NASB) 1971, 1995 the Lockman Founda-

tion
• Living Bible (LB) 1971 Tyndale House Publishers
• Good News Bible (GNB) 1976, 1992 American Bible Society
• New International Version (NIV) 1978, 1984 Zondervan
• New King James Version (NKJV) 1982 Thomas Nelson
• New Century Version (NCV) 1987 Worthy Publishing
• Contemporary English Version (CEV) 1995 American Bible Society
• New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 1990 Oxford University Press
• New Living Translation (NLT) 1996, 2004 Tyndale House
• New English Translation Bible (NET) 2001, 2005 Biblical Studies Press
• English Standard Version (ESV) 2001 Crossway Bibles
• The Message (MSG) 2002 NavPress
• Holman Christian Standard Bible (HCSB) 2004 Broadman & Holman
• Today’s New International Version (TNIV) 2005 Zondervan
• Common English Bible (CEB) 2011 Church Resources Development

Corp (Joint Project of Disciples of Christ, Chalice Press; Presbyterian
Church U.S.A., Westminster John Knox Press; Episcopal Church, Church
Publishing Inc; United Church of Christ, Pilgrim Press; and United Meth-
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odist Church, Abingdon Press. Abingdon Press is the sales distribution
partner for the CEB.)26

Below is a list compiled by the Christian Booksellers Association (CBA) of
the top selling Bible translations for 2014 based on dollar amounts:

1. New International Version (NIV)
2. King James Version (KJV)
3. New King James Version (NKJV)
4. New Living Translation (NLT)
5. English Standard Version ESV)
6. Holman Christian Standard Bible (CSB)
7. The Voice (a modern “contextual equivalent” translation)
8. New American Standard (NAS)
9. Reina Valera 1960 (Spanish language edition)
10. New International Reader’s Version (NIRV; for ages 8 and up)27

In mid-2016, the top ten bestselling individual Bibles on the CBA list based
on Christian retail store sales—followed by the name of the publisher—were:

1. Church Bible—NIV, Zondervan
2. The Story (Abridged, chronological NIV Bible that reads like a novel),

Zondervan
3. Inspire Bible—NLT—(Elastic band closure; cloth cover), Tyndale
4. New Testament and Psalms—KJV, B&H
5. Inspire Bible—NLT—(Imitation leather), Tyndale
6. Free on the Inside Bible—NIRV, Zondervan
7. Thinline Bible—NIV, Zondervan
8. Tiny Testament Bible—NIV—(For christenings), Zondervan
9. Thinline Bible—NIV, Zondervan
10. Tiny Testament Bible—NIV, Zondervan28

The New International Version (NIV) has been the bestselling version of the
Bible in the United States for decades, with more than 450 million copies in
print.29 The International Bible Society (IBS), which through various mer-
gers has become part of Biblica, began work on the NIV in the late 1960s and
published the first edition of an NIV New Testament in 1973. More about
IBS and Biblica later in this chapter.

According to the American Bible Society’s 2015 report:

The New International Version is the preferred version of 13 percent of Bible
readers, followed closely by the New King James Version (10 percent) and the
English Standard Version (8 percent). All other translations are preferred by 3
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percent or less of Bible readers . . . practicing Protestants are more likely than
average to mention the New International Version (20 percent). Millennials
are less likely to mention the King James Version (28 percent) and more likely
to mention the English Standard Version (15 percent). Non-practicing Chris-
tians are more likely than average to own a copy of the King James Version.30

Note that seven of the bestselling Bibles are published by Zondervan, two by
Tyndale, and one by B&H. Along with Thomas Nelson, these four compa-
nies are among the dominant names in Christian publishing. Repetitions on
this bestseller list result from new printings and editions. The newer books
may have similar or nearly identical content, but different ISBN numbers.
Corporate ownership of Bible publishers will be discussed in more detail
later in this chapter.

COPYRIGHT AND THE KING JAMES BIBLE

Copyrighting a unique translation of the Bible usually leads to making a
profit, a financial motive that has led to criticism.31 Australian patent and
trademark attorney Roger Syn asks:

If religious works can be owned as property, the question remains: is the Bible
an exception? While the laws allowed the land and chattels to be held private-
ly, it is inconceivable that Moses or the priests would have asserted ownership
in the written laws themselves, including the Ten Commandments. Does the
passage of years—admittedly thousands—change that principle? Bibles sold
in bookshops today, after all, contain the laws Moses received on the fiery
mountain. God’s Word so personifies God Himself that the Bible says: “In the
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was
God.” Who can copyright God?32

“Bible copyright, then, divides into two camps,” Syn writes. “On one hand,
Bible copyright may be justified because ownership is not claimed in the
Bible, but merely a translation. On the other hand, many regard even a
translation as still the Word of God.”33 Syn acknowledges that those who
labor over translations and spend the money to publish a Bible have a right to
remuneration. “Practically, it may come down to how, rather than whether
copyright is administered.” Even though Biblical copyright exists and others
may violate it, Syn cites scripture to caution against lawsuits between believ-
ers.34

Of the King James Version (KJV), he says, “Over time, the premise of the
Bible being free of copyright changed. For nearly three hundred years, the
Authorised Version of 1611 remained the predominant translation used in
churches. In 1881, English scholars produced a revision entitled the English
Revised Version. This time, copyright was applied.”35
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Today, the 1611 King James Version is in the public domain. “In the
United States, after the War of Independence of 1776, English patents were
disregarded,” according to Syn. “This caused the Authorised Version—still
protected by royal patents—to enter the public domain outside the United
Kingdom. Similarly, without English copyright protection, the English Re-
vised Version was tampered with several times, so subsequent translations in
the United States were copyrighted. In 1901, American scholars copyrighted
the American Standard Version, and the Revised Standard Version of
1946.”36 The New Revised Standard Version “is an authorized revision of the
Revised Standard Version, published in 1952, which was a revision of the
American Standard Version, published in 1901, which, in turn, embodied
earlier revisions of the King James Version, published in 1611.”37

The text of the KJV is a manuscript translated between 1604–1611 by a
committee appointed by England’s King James I.38 “Six panels of translators
produced the work, forty-seven men meeting at Oxford and Cambridge with
two from each panel as final reviewers,” according to a detailed commentary
on Biblical translation by Gerard S. Sloyan.

It was meant chiefly to replace the “Geneva Bible” of 1560, the work of
William Whittingham, later Dean of Durham, and two other associates in
Marian exile, Miles Coverdale, a former Augustinian, and the diocesan priest
John Knox. This translation, which remained popular for a century, was dedi-
cated to Queen Elizabeth I and contained extensive marginal notes redolent of
the thought of Jean Cauvin and Théodore de Bèze. The English divines could
not have suspected that it would sit ill with the queen who had not long been
on the throne. It was the first translation in English to divide the Bible into
numbered verses and included 1 and 2 Esdras and the six deuterocanonical
books, all termed “Apocrypha.” The virtue of the Geneva Bible was that it
corrected many mistranslations of Hebrew words in previous English Bibles. It
was followed shortly by the “Bishops’ Bible” of 1571 (Coverdale’s revision of
the “Great Bible” of 1539), produced in an effort to diminish sales of the
Geneva Bible.39

“The King James Version of the New Testament was based upon a Greek
text that was marred by mistakes, containing the accumulated errors of four-
teen centuries of manuscript copying.”40 That indictment of the KJV comes
from the preface to the 1952 Revised Standard Version Bible by Thomas
Nelson & Sons. New copyrighted translations build on previous ones. Trans-
lation work is still done by committees comprised of scholars, just as the
KJV was translated by a scholarly meeting of minds.

KJV Bibles are now printed by a variety of publishers in both cheap and
expensive editions, and some include additional copyrighted material, such
as maps, charts, genealogies, photographs, and other supplements. Those
elements are factored into the retail price. The KJV is currently the only
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translation used by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS).
Since 1979, the church has published an LDS edition with cross-references to
the Book of Mormon. There are also many independent Protestant churches
and religious service organizations that prefer the seventeenth century KJV
Bible.

GUTENBERG AND EARLY BIBLE PRINTING AND
TRANSLATION

An exhaustive history of early scribal culture and the effect of Johannes
Gutenberg’s fifteenth century printing press on worldwide religious literacy
are beyond the scope of this chapter, so this section offers a brief overview of
historical media-related precedents leading up to today’s lucrative U.S. Bible
publishing industry.

Bible versions over the centuries have been translated from the Greek,
Hebrew, Aramaic, or a combination of the three. Some are formal equiv-
alence translations, meaning they mimic the linguistic rhythms of the origi-
nal Hebrew and Greek manuscripts. Others are functional equivalence trans-
lations, conveying scripture through modern language or paraphrase for
clearer understanding. Optimal equivalence offers word-for-word translation
whenever original meanings are understandable to the modern ear.

“In sum, there is no such thing as a ‘literal’ translation from one language
to another over the length of a biblical book,” Sloyan says. “In the nature of
the case, it is all a ‘dynamic equivalence,’ the philologists’ term for saying a
thing as one might say it in the receptor language. This leads to two conclu-
sions. The first is that all renderings from one tongue to another are approxi-
mations. What the generality of people consider a ‘good’ translation is one
that does not strike them amiss in their parent or first language. The practical
norm applied to Bible translations by hearers or readers other than scholars
of the ancient tongues and their cultures is: ‘Does it make good English
(French, Finnish) music in my ears?’ The scholar asks that question in sec-
ond place but another one in first: ‘Does this Finnish/French sentence say
what the sacred writer in Greek or Hebrew wished to say—neither more nor
less nor other?’”41

“In Europe, Latin was the language of law, science and the Church,” book
historian Martyn Lyons has written. The Vulgate (“common version”), the
fourth century Latin translation from the Greek and Hebrew by St. Jerome
(347–420 C.E.), became the Catholic Church’s official Bible in the 1500s.
“Latin books accounted for 77 percent of all books printed before 1501
(known as the incunabula, from the Latin for ‘cradle’). Initially, the inven-
tion of printing vastly increased production of books in Latin, especially
religious books for the established Church. In 1546, the Council of Trent
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affirmed that the Latin Vulgate Bible was the only authentic version of
scripture.”42

Martin Luther (1483–1546), who translated the Latin Bible into a unify-
ing German vernacular and popularized the notion of sola scriptura (“scrip-
ture alone”), was hardly the first reformer to defy Church authority over the
Bible. Scholar Karen Armstrong writes:

Marsilio of Padua (1275–1342) was incensed by the growing power of the
established Church and challenged papal claims to be the supreme guardian of
the Bible. Henceforth all reformers would link their dislike of popes, cardinals
and bishops with a rejection of their claim to be the arbiters of exegesis. John
Wycliffe (1329–84), an Oxford academic, became enraged by the corruption
of the Church and argued that the Bible should be translated into the vernacu-
lar, so that the common people did not have to rely on the priesthood but could
read the Word of God for themselves. . . . And William Tyndale (c.
1494–1536), who translated the Bible into English, raised the same issues:
should the authority of the Church be greater than that of the gospel or should
the gospel be elevated above the Church?43

An authorized English language version of the Bible for use in Catholic
services came in the mid-twentieth century. “The Catholic Biblical Associa-
tion, upon the publication of the encyclical letter of Pope Pius XII, Divino
Afflante Spiritu (1943), turned to translating the entire Bible from the original
languages. It was a first in English for that church. Successive portions were
published under the Confraternity imprint in 1950, 1952, 1955 and 1961. The
whole was completed in a fourth volume of 1968, the translation of Samuel
Through Maccabees. Together with the newly translated New Testament, the
New American Bible appeared in 1970.”44

Fourteenth century Oxford cleric and scholar John Wycliffe (c.
1330–1384) is often credited with producing the first handwritten English
translation of the Bible from Latin, “though recent scholarship suggests that
he was not the actual translator but rather the inspiration and figurehead for
that dangerous and secretive undertaking” by Wycliffe’s assorted followers,
according to Donna Butler and David F. Lloyd.45 Wycliffe translations were
outlawed by the church at the beginning of the fifteenth century, but copies
still exist.

As Armstrong noted, William Tyndale (born c. 1492–94) became the first
to translate the Bible into English from the original Hebrew. Author Steven
M. Wise has praised Tyndale’s writing as “extraordinary. His original Bible
translations transformed English. Much of the verb-centered, monosyllabic
cadence and plain Saxon that forged the beauty of the King James Version of
the Bible—‘take up they bed and walk,’ ‘let there be light,’ ‘salt of the earth,’
‘my brother’s keeper,’ ‘blessed are the peacemakers’—beg to be read aloud
and were cribbed from Tyndale. Shakespeare knew Tyndale’s work well.”46
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Because the Church condemned as heresy any English translations, Tyn-
dale was strangled to death and his body burned in 1536.47 Tyndale’s friend
Myles (or Miles) Coverdale is responsible for printing the first complete
English edition of the Bible in 1535, borrowing heavily from both Latin
sources and Martin Luther’s accessible German translation of the previous
year. Another Tyndale associate, John Rogers, published the 1537 Matthew
Bible (aka Matthew’s Version or Matthew’s Bible) under the pseudonym
Thomas Matthew.48

In between Wycliffe and Tyndale, introduction of the printing press into
the Western world changed the very nature of books. For thousands of years,
scribes wrote on scrolls, and later in bound volumes, and finer handwritten
copies of manuscripts contained colorfully vivid illuminations. Books were
relatively few and extremely precious prior to the invention of moveable type
by Gutenberg in the 1450s.49 The Gutenberg Museum in Mainz, Germany,
located across a square from the city’s 1,000-year-old St. Martin’s Cathedral,
contains the legacy of this native son. The museum contains many artifacts,
including two rare copies of the first book Gutenberg printed for commercial
sale in the 1450s: a 42-line, double-columned Bible, a Latin edition of the
Vulgate. Fewer than 50 intact and partial copies of Gutenberg’s Bible exist
today.

In addition to fashioning letters and characters from metal rather than
carved wooden blocks, Gutenberg used high quality paper for book pages,
and he created the Textura typeface that mimicked the skilled handwriting of
the painstaking copyists who came before him. “The scale of Gutenberg’s
achievements is inestimable,” writes Simon Garfield in his book on typogra-
phy, Just My Type. “He advanced not only the printing press but also new
oil-based inks (thinner water-based inks failed to adhere to metal) in addition
to what may be considered to be the first example of book marketing. He
employed twenty assistants, some of them in a sales capacity; in an early
version of the Frankfurt Book Fair in 1454, all 180 copies of his Bible were
sold ahead of publication.”50

Gutenberg borrowed heavily to finance his work, and eventually lost his
print shop to creditor and partner Johann Fust. Although provided for by the
local Archbishop in his later years, Gutenberg was unable to profit from his
printing venture, despite the impact his inventions made upon the world.
Many modern publishers have no such barriers to earning profits from vari-
ous incarnations of the Bible.

MADE IN CHINA

Gutenberg printed Bibles in his native Germany, and other Bibles that fol-
lowed were produced all over Europe. But where are most Bibles printed
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today? “Chances are good that your favorite Bible was printed in China,”
according to Sarah Eekhoff Zylstra writing in Christianity Today. Zylstra
quotes Mark Bertrand of the Bible Design Blog as saying, “The overwhelm-
ing majority of Bibles sold at Christian bookstores or Barnes & Noble were
printed there.”51 She continues:

“A lot of people have misgivings about that,” [Bertrand] said. “Some of it is,
‘Oh, our Bibles are printed in Communist China.’ Others are concerned about
the economic situation, about what conditions these Bibles were produced
under.”

The Chinese government’s restriction of Bible distribution is also trou-
bling, said ChinaAid’s Bob Fu. “When brothers and sisters are being perse-
cuted and arrested for their beliefs based on the same Bible, what does it mean
to purchase an exported copy that says Made in China?”

Since China’s only legal printer of Bibles, Amity Printing Company, pub-
lished its first Bible . . . 117 million Bibles have followed. More than half of
those were printed in the last six years, including 12.4 million in 2013, making
China the world’s biggest Bible publisher. Three out of four of last year’s
Bibles were produced for export.52

“Amity Printing Company is a joint venture between the Amity Foundation
and the United Bible Societies,” according to Amity’s website. “The compa-
ny was established in 1988 with an ongoing mission and priority to serve the
Christian church in China. Besides our domestic production, Amity is a
major exporter of quality Bibles and presently exports internationally to
satisfied customers in over 70 countries.” Amity surpassed a milestone of
147 million Protestant and Catholic Bibles in April 2016, “in more than 90
different languages such as English, German, Spanish, and French, together
with many African languages.”53

Amity specializes in the thin, gilt-edged paper favored by many Bible
publishers. The primary reason Bible printing is outsourced, though, is the
same reason so many other manufactured products Americans use are im-
ported from China: It’s cheaper. As Zylstra writes:

Choosing a printer comes down to “quality and competitive price,” said Tim
Bensen, a buyer at Tyndale House Publishers. “We print all over the world,”
he said. “Amity does good work.”

“Printing Bibles is more difficult than printing other types of books, and
requires a certain amount of expertise,” he said.54

Randy Bishop, director of Bible production at HarperCollins Christian Pub-
lishing, agrees. “Bibles have more steps in the production process,” he said.
“However, the main feature that makes a Bible unique is thin paper. It takes a
special expertise to print, fold, gather, and bind Bible paper.”55
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An article in China Daily quoted longtime Amity employee Cai Yong-
ping as saying the company carefully researched the type of paper it used. “A
lot of people use their Bibles for many years, so the paper needs to remain
intact even if the book is read frequently. The paper needs to be light, but it
must not be too thin or the words on the other side of the page will be visible.

“When we receive orders from clients in mountainous countries and re-
gions, we subject the paper to cold-temperature testing to ensure that it will
not become brittle at high altitudes.”56

CORPORATE MEDIA OWNERSHIP

In the 1980s, more than thirty companies controlled American media assets,
including publishing houses, television networks, newspapers, magazines,
radio stations, and movie studios. By the early 2000s, that number had dwin-
dled to six conglomerates, each with an international reach. As of 2016, the
Big Six were National Amusements, Disney, TimeWarner, Comcast, News
Corp, and Sony.57 With mergers and acquisitions being approved every few
years, this lineup could shift, and the number of owners could shrink even
further. In 2017, for example, AT&T was in negotiations to acquire Time-
Warner.

Why is this relevant to Bible translations? Media consolidation means
fewer voices and viewpoints control what the public sees, hears, and reads.
Additionally, Bibles are a multi-billion-dollar business, and the companies
who control Bible publishing also control the retail price of new Bibles.
News Corp, the conglomerate run by Rupert Murdoch and his family, owns
not only Fox News, Fox Sports, and most all other media named Fox, it also
controls a large chunk of the Bible industry. This gives New Corp tremen-
dous marketing power.

As discussed in the next section, News Corp not only publishes Bibles
under its HarperCollins imprint, but purchased two additional longtime rivals
in the Bible business, Zondervan and Thomas Nelson. Zondervan publishes
the popular New International Version in the United States, which is consis-
tently one of the top selling Bible versions in its various packaged incarna-
tions.

MODERN BIBLE PUBLISHERS AND TRANSLATIONS

Britain’s Oxford University Press dates to 1478—about a quarter century
after Gutenberg’s first Bible—and claims to be the world’s largest university
press.58 Oxford’s best-known Bibles are scholarly offerings such as The
Catholic Study Bible (New American Bible, Revised Edition, or NABRE),
which includes study guides, archaeology essays, glossary, and full color
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maps; The New Oxford Annotated Bible (NRSV), with maps, concordance,
and index; and The New Oxford Annotated Bible with the Apocrypha.59

Major American media companies publishing English language Bibles
include HarperCollins (owner of the Zondervan and Thomas Nelson im-
prints); Tyndale; Crossway; B&H Publishing Group (Holman); Navpress
(operated by interdenominational ministry, The Navigators); and Hendrick-
son Bibles. There are others, but these are the Bible brands found most often
in both Christian and secular bookstores. Brief descriptions below of each of
these companies include examples of their Biblical products.

The easiest way to get into Bible publishing is to buy an existing Bible
publisher. HarperCollins Christian Publishing, formed in 2012 and based in
Nashville, Tennessee, is the corporate parent of legacy publishing groups
Thomas Nelson and Zondervan. HarperCollins Christian Publishing’s corpo-
rate parent is HarperCollins Publishers, whose corporate parent is Mur-
doch’s News Corp.60 Such are the vagaries of media mergers and acquisi-
tions.

A brief history of the company’s foray into religious publishing is out-
lined on the HarperCollins website:

In 1798, Thomas Nelson founded his first publishing house in Edinburgh,
Scotland, determined to make books, particularly Christian classics, affordable
to the common man. In 1931, Pat and Bernie Zondervan began their publish-
ing journey in Grand Rapids, Michigan, where they began buying and selling
books and Bibles. HarperCollins Publishers [which dates to 1817] acquired
Zondervan Publishers in the 1980s and Thomas Nelson in 2012, integrating
the two similar, yet uniquely different, publishing groups under one leader-
ship. Today, the strength of these great names—Thomas Nelson and Zonder-
van—continue to represent the highest quality in Christian publishing, creating
the Company’s foundation.61

The news of HarperCollins’s acquisition of Thomas Nelson in 2012 “stunned
many in the industry,” according to Publishers Weekly (PW). Nelson and
Zondervan were the two largest Christian publishers in the world at the time,
and the purchase brought the longtime competitors under one corporate roof.
The sales implications were staggering, though hard to pin down, as PW
writer Lynn Garrett reported:

Harper has another religion-focused unit—its HarperOne division publishes
religion books aimed at the general trade and academic markets as well as a
small complement of Bibles, including the New American Bible Revised Edi-
tion for Catholics and other specialty Bibles in the New Revised Standard
Version.

The Nelson acquisition would give HarperCollins a significant chunk of
the religion trade and Bible markets, though how big that chunk would be is
hard to quantify. The size of those markets is notoriously difficult to estimate;
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books with religion content span many genres, and publishers define what is a
religion book in different ways. Sometimes they choose not to categorize their
books as religion at all, in part because of shelving issues. BookScan does not
collect data from religion-specialty stores; generally the acquisition is estimat-
ed to capture about 70 percent of known sales in the category.

AAP and BISG, who coproduced the new BookStats report, now agree on
an estimate of $1.4 billion for the size of the religion book market in 2010.
Reliable Bible sales numbers are even more difficult to come by (BookStats
doesn’t break those out), but a conservative estimate by the Somersault Group,
a consulting and publishing services agency formed by several Zondervan
veterans, places unit sales at about 25 million annually.62

As Garrett indicated and research bears out, accurate figures for religious
books, especially Bibles, can be elusive. Many of these books outsell trade
books appearing on the New York Times bestseller lists. What is clear is that
this market segment is a reliable revenue stream worth tens of millions of
dollars to News Corp’s bottom line. News Corp boasts annual revenues of
more than $8 billion.63 Revenues for HarperCollins hover around $1.6 bil-
lion.64 The conglomerate’s various subsidiaries are well positioned to create
and promote new products for the Christian market for years to come.

The Thomas Nelson division (http://www.thomasnelson.com) has a doz-
en subcategories of Bibles befitting a commercially successful publisher:
Audio, Bilingual, Children’s, Daily, Devotional, Gift, Bible Handbooks,
Large Print, Study, Women’s, Teen & Student, and Art Journaling Bibles for
note taking or doing “Bible art” as you read. This is typical of contemporary
Bible publishing. Thomas Nelson Bibles also come in a variety of transla-
tions, although the New King James Version (NKJV) is the company’s best-
seller.65

Zondervan (http://www.zondervan.com) is the North American licensee
of the immensely popular New International Version (NIV) of the Bible, and
offers at least 18 categories of the 1978 NIV translation, including Travel
Bibles (compact size), Bibles for Life Events (mourning, recovery, coping,
marriage), and Bibles for New Believers (fast facts, scripture study). As the
NIV story goes, “Howard Long, an engineer from Seattle, was known for his
passion for sharing the gospel and his love for the King James Bible. One
day, he tried sharing Scripture with a non-Christian—only to find that the
KJV’s 17th-century English didn’t connect. In 1955, Long embarked on a
ten-year quest for a new Bible translation that would faithfully capture the
Word of God in contemporary English. Eventually his denomination, the
Christian Reformed Church (CRC), and the National Association of Evan-
gelicals (NAE) embraced his vision for the NIV.”66

A cadre of scholars met in 1965 to create the NIV. “Instead of just
updating an existing translation like the KJV, they chose to start from
scratch, using the very best manuscripts available in the original Greek,
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Hebrew, and Aramaic of the Bible,” according to the Biblica website. Bibli-
ca, formerly called the New York Bible Society and then the International
Bible Society before settling on its current name in 2009, declares that “Per-
haps no other Bible translation has gone through a more thorough process to
ensure accuracy and readability.”67

Who initially paid for the New International Version to be created? Ac-
cording to Biblica:

In 1968, Biblica (then the New York Bible Society) came on board as the
NIV’s financial sponsor, mortgaging its office space in Manhattan and New
Jersey so that Howard Long’s dream of a trustworthy, accessible Bible transla-
tion would become reality.

Ten years later, the full NIV Bible was published. The initial print run of
over a million copies sold out before they were even done printing. Such was
the demand for an accurate, readable Bible. Dozens of evangelical denomina-
tions, churches, and seminaries embraced the NIV as their official Bible trans-
lation for preaching, study, public reading, and personal use.68

Biblica remains the worldwide publisher and copyright holder of the NIV.
According to Zondervan, the Committee on Bible Translation meets annually
to reevaluate the NIV text.69

In addition to the Zondervan and Thomas Nelson imprints, HarperCollins
Christian Publishing is also home to Olive Tree Bible Software and Bible
Gateway, “the world’s largest Christian website.”70 Bible Gateway (https://
www.biblegateway.com) “offers free access to the Bible in more than 80
languages and 170 different translations.”71 Finally, HarperCollins has
carved out yet another market niche with Harper Bibles, and produces a New
Revised Standard Version aimed at Catholic congregations called the NRSV
Catholic Edition. Special features include scriptures in Catholic canonical
order, lightweight Bible paper, and a time line of Church and world history.

LifeWay Christian Resources is the nonprofit retail arm of the Southern
Baptist Convention (SBC). In its 2011 annual meeting, the SBC requested
that LifeWay bookstores consider not selling the NIV Bible. The Baptists’
complaint was that the NIV is partly inaccurate and too gender-inclusive. As
Steve Young explained in the American Library Association trade journal
Choice concerning similar complaints from evangelicals about the NRSV,
“Thus, for example, ‘brothers’ is often translated ‘brothers and sisters’ when
the translators judge the author to be addressing both men and women, with a
footnote indicating the Greek word is ‘brother.’”72 Despite the nonbinding
resolution, LifeWay trustees voted the next year to continue selling the
NIV.73 That turned out to be a good financial decision, as the NIV is a top
selling translation.

B&H Publishing Group, an imprint of LifeWay, is a publisher for trade,
church, and academic markets. B&H, also a non-profit, publishes the Hol-
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man Christian Standard Study Bible and the NIV Rainbow Study Bible,
which “has a unique color-coding system that allows readers to quickly and
easily identify twelve major themes of Scripture throughout the text: God,
discipleship, love, faith, sin, evil, salvation, family, outreach, command-
ments, history, and prophecy. . . . The No. 1 fully color-coded Bible with
more than 2 million combined units sold! [Boldface and exclamation point in
original.]”74

Illinois-based Crossway (https://www.crossway.org) is another nonprofit
Christian publisher that holds the copyright on the English Standard Version
(ESV). In 1938, Christian printer Clyde Dennis and his wife Muriel began
Good News Publishers in Minneapolis, Minnesota to distribute religious
tracts to missionaries and others. “Within the first five years, Good News
was distributing more than 50 million tracts each year.”75 Clyde died in
1962, and Muriel became president of Good News, serving until her death in
1993. Crossway Books was begun in 1979 and is run by the founders’ son,
Lane T. Dennis, who is also Chairman of the ESV Bible Translation Over-
sight Committee and Executive Editor of the ESV Study Bible.

“The vision for the ESV Bible began in the early 1990s as many evangeli-
cal Christian leaders saw a need for a new ‘word-for-word’ Bible transla-
tion—one that would be characterized by precision and literary excellence, in
the classic stream of the Tyndale New Testament and the King James Ver-
sion Bible,” according to the Crossway website. “The ESV was created by a
sixty-member team of the finest evangelical Bible scholars from around the
world, with additional review and input provided by the sixty-member ESV
Advisory Council,” plus a “twelve-member Translation Oversight Commit-
tee.”76

As with the NIV and other copyrighted versions, the translators who
created the ESV claim authenticity, scriptural faithfulness, and accuracy.

Tyndale House Publishers, based in Carol Stream, Illinois, began when
Kenneth Taylor paraphrased the Bible into modern English as a way to
convey scripture to his 10 children, feeling the King James Version was too
difficult for them to grasp. He self-published the first edition of Living Let-
ters in 1962. When Taylor exhibited the book at the Christian Booksellers
Association the following spring, evangelist Billy Graham spotted it and
printed a special edition to give away via his televised crusades. Graham
distributed 500,000 copies to television and stadium audiences, starting a
phenomenon that grew into The Living Bible, which has now sold more than
40 million copies.77 “The spirit of the era is best captured by an edition of the
Living Bible put out under the title ‘The Way’ [1971], which features psyche-
delic lettering and photographs of shaggy-haired young people and describes
Jesus as ‘the greatest spiritual Activist who ever lived,’” Daniel Radosh
wrote in The New Yorker magazine.78
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NavPress is the publishing ministry of international Christian organiza-
tion The Navigators. “The Navigators is an international, interdenomination-
al Christian ministry established in 1933 as an outreach for followers of Jesus
Christ to help others come to know and grow in Him as they navigate
through life—a goal embodied by The Navigators trademarked motto, ‘To
Know Christ and to Make Him Known®.’”79 NavPress entered into an alli-
ance with Tyndale House in 2014 to improve distribution of their publica-
tions.80

The Message is NavPress’s primary Bible product. “The Message is not a
study Bible, but rather a reading Bible. It is a version of Scripture translated
by Eugene H. Peterson and published by NavPress Publishing Group. The
verse numbers, which are not in the original documents, have been left out of
the print version to facilitate easy and enjoyable reading. The original books
of the Bible were not written in formal language. The Message tries to
recapture the Word in the language we use today.”81

Born in Washington state in 1932, Peterson became a clergyman and
author, and in 1962 was a founding pastor of Christ Our King Presbyterian
Church in Bel Air, Maryland. After his retirement in 1991, Peterson began
work on an ambitious novel-like rendering of the Bible in plain English that
was called The Message. In his introduction to The Message: The New Testa-
ment in Contemporary Language, Peterson writes that in the Greek-speaking
world of Jesus’s time, the stories, letters, and poetry that make up the New
Testament were written in “the common, informal idiom of everyday speech,
street language.”82 Peterson’s version of the New Testament was published
in 1993, and the complete Message Bible was published in 2002. Peterson
goes on in his introduction to explain that:

This version of the New Testament in a contemporary idiom keeps the lan-
guage of the Message current and fresh and understandable in the same lan-
guage in which we do our shopping, talk with our friends, worry about world
affairs, and teach our children their table manners. The goal is not to render a
word-for-word conversion of Greek into English, but rather to convert the
tone, the rhythm, the events, the ideas, into the way we actually think and
speak.83

Below is an excerpt of Peterson’s retelling of the birth of Jesus Christ from
the Gospel of Matthew:

The birth of Jesus took place like this. His mother, Mary, was engaged to be
married to Joseph. Before they came to the marriage bed, Joseph discovered
she was pregnant. (It was by the Holy Spirit, but he didn’t know that.) Joseph,
chagrined but noble, determined to take care of things quietly so Mary would
not be disgraced.84
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In a 1995 interview with The Mars Hill Review, Peterson describes the gene-
sis of The Message, which began with a phone call from Jon Stine, who
became Peterson’s editor at NavPress:

[Stine] said, “Remember Traveling Light, the book you wrote on Galatians?
Well, I cut out all the paraphrased parts, Xeroxed them together and I have
been carrying them around for ten years showing it to all my friends. I’m just
getting really tired of Galatians. Would you paraphrase the whole New Testa-
ment?”

Well, it took me a year to do Galatians, so I thought how could I ever do
the whole New Testament. He called me three or four months later when in the
meantime, for unrelated reasons, I had decided to resign from my parish. . . . I
agreed to do ten chapters of Matthew at which time John would show it to his
colleagues to see what they thought. . . . Because I love language, I love words,
I have always read my Bible in Hebrew and Greek as an adult. So I was always
trying to get those languages into American, especially in my preaching and
teaching. So as I was doing the Message I often had the feeling of harvest. . . .
In some ways it was easy, like walking through an orchard and picking apples
off of a tree.85

Criticism of Peterson’s radical rhetorical approach to scripture has come
from various quarters. “Peterson’s ‘para-translation’ of the Bible, The Mes-
sage: The Bible in Contemporary Language, was published over a span of
nine years, from 1993 to 2002,” Cathleen Falsani wrote in Sojourners maga-
zine in 2012. “And even a decade after its completion, critics still are debat-
ing the merits and missteps of his translation of Holy Writ into idiomatic,
sometimes colloquial, modern English.”86

“This book should be recognized for what it is,” declares Michael Mar-
lowe, editor of the Bible Research website. “It began as a stimulating para-
phrase of the Epistle to the Galatians included in a popular devotional book,
and it remains a piece of stimulating devotional literature. But it is not the
Word of God.”87

“The Message is not only a poor paraphrase, but it is, in fact, heretical,”
writes conservative Christian blogger Justin Peters. Peters lives in South
Africa and calls his blog, For the Love of His Truth: A Christian Blog about
Fundamental Biblical Facts. “The question must be asked, ‘Would Jesus
Christ approve of this rendering of His word?’ Certainly any honest intellec-
tual assessment would have to lead one to the answer of ‘no.’”88

An early review of The Message by John R. Kohlenberger III in Christian
Research Journal declares that “not everything in The Message should be
treated as gospel. . . . So how are we to view The Message? It is an expansive
paraphrase that is not so labeled, as is The Living Bible. Beset with inconsis-
tencies, its idiom is not always ‘street language’; its terminology is often
idiosyncratic to its author. . . . Because of its interpretive and idiosyncratic
nature, The Message should not be used for study.”89
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“Most of the criticism comes from people who don’t understand lan-
guage,” Peterson told Falsani in 2012. “I have to explain to them what a
metaphor is. . . . But I try to be courteous and gentle and try to explain what I
did.”90

The goal of creating an approachable Bible that people will actually read
is an old impulse. A number of condensations and formats akin to Peterson’s
have been tried, including one that appeared in 1933 called The Short Bible:
An American Translation in Brief, edited by Edgar J. Goodspeed and J.M.
Powis Smith. A review from the November 11, 1933 The Literary Digest
magazine notes that “The 2,000 pages of the Standard Bible are reduced to
546 in the short, or a little more than one-fourth.”91 Goodspeed and Smith
began the Short Bible with the Book of Amos, placing Genesis, traditionally
the first book of any Bible, seventeen chapters in. The argument was that the
arrangement places the included books in the chronological order in which
they were written.

“To the man in the street the Short Bible may serve as an introduction to
the source of all Christian authority and to the inspiration of English litera-
ture,” according to Literary Digest. “If it does that, it will have served
well.”92

BIBLE SOCIETIES

Bible societies are in the business of translating the Gospel into other lan-
guages and placing Bibles in the hands of as many people as possible for
evangelistic purposes. Below are snapshots of four such organizations, The
American Bible Society, The United Bible Societies, The International Bible
Society, and The British and Foreign Bible Society.

The American Bible Society (ABS) is a 200-year-old nonprofit based in
Philadelphia with the mission of making “the Bible available to every person
in a language and format each can understand and afford, so all people may
experience its life-changing message.”93 ABS has been around since 1816,
and first gave Bibles to the U.S. military the following year. In 1842, they
provided the first Bibles in braille for the blind, and produced the first audio
Bibles on records in 1934. ABS describes its activities this way:

WE SEE A SOLUTION
We work with a global network of partners
to reach the unreached, helping all people engage

by TRANSLATING the Bible where no translation exists
by DISTRIBUTING the Bible to people who long for their first copy
by RESTORING broken lives through God’s Word
by EQUIPPING local leaders to share the transforming power of God’s

Word
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by ADVOCATING for the Bible to play a role in culture94

The Society rose to prominence 150 years after its founding with the 1966
publication of Good News for Modern Man: The New Testament and Psalms
in Today’s English Version, “a Bible for the young and disaffected,” accord-
ing to Radosh. “It resembled a mass market illustrated paperback novel. A
year later, five million copies were in print.”95 That number reached 30
million by 1971, and is now well over 100 million.96 ABS also has a 45,000-
volume collection of Bibles, the largest outside the Vatican.97 The society hit
a low point when it came under criticism for questionable fundraising and
spending, and in 2015 moved from its pricy 12-story Manhattan headquarters
to Philadelphia, leaving New York for the first time in its history.98

According to John Fea, author of The Bible Cause: A History of the
American Bible Society:

Good News for Modern Man was the brainchild of Eugene Nida, an ABS
linguist who pioneered the “dynamic equivalence” approach to Bible transla-
tion. At the heart of this theory is the idea that the best translation of a Bible
text is one that allows readers to forget they are reading a translation at all.
Nida was one of the first Bible translation theorists to take the linguistic
position of the reader this seriously. A good translation, he argued, would
arouse in the reader the same reaction that the writer of the text hoped to
produce in his “first and immediate” readers.99

Bible translator and former Southern Baptist Missionary Dr. Robert G.
Bratcher created Today’s English Version (TEV) for the ABS Good News
Bible (GNB). “This Translation of the New Testament has been prepared by
the American Bible Society for people who speak English either as their
mother tongue or as an acquired language,” according to the ABS. “As a
distinctly new translation, it does not conform to traditional vocabulary or
style, but seeks to express the meaning of the Greek text in words and forms
accepted as standard by people everywhere who employ English as a means
of communication.”100 Since 2001, the TEV has been known in the United
States as the Good News Translation (GNT).

An example of The Lord’s Prayer from the TEV/GNT: “Father: May your
holy name be honored; may your Kingdom come. Give us day by day the
food we need. Forgive us our sins, because we forgive everyone who does us
wrong. And do not bring us to hard testing.”101

The GNT has had its share of criticism for being too loose with scripture.
“Some scholars thought Bratcher’s translation was simplistic, pitched at too
low a level of reading ability,” according to Fea. “Evangelical scholars wor-
ried that a thought-for-thought translation rather than word-for-word transla-
tion amounted to a paraphrase of scripture and undermined the conviction
that every single word of the Bible is inspired by God.”102 Despite some
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opposition, Fea writes, “Good News for Modern Man set the stage for other
dynamic equivalence Bibles and paraphrases such as The Message, The
Voice, The New International Version, and The New Living Translation. It
spurred a rise in Bible sales in the early 1970s, and made the American Bible
Society a household name among Christians.”103

The ABS also publishes the Contemporary English Version (CEV),
which is in even simpler English than the TEV/GNT. Citing statistics by the
National Center for Education on rates of adult literacy, the ABS determined
that “a contemporary translation must be a text that an inexperienced reader
can read aloud without stumbling, that someone unfamiliar with traditional
biblical terminology can hear without misunderstanding, and that everyone
can listen to with enjoyment because the style is lucid and lyrical (italics in
original).”104

The United Bible Societies “is a global network of Bible Societies work-
ing in over 200 countries and territories across the world,” according to the
UBS website. Translation is an ongoing activity for UBS. “We believe the
Bible is for everyone so we are working towards the day when everyone can
access the Bible in the language and medium of their choice.”105 Founded in
1946 by Bible societies from more than a dozen countries, the England-based
UBS is involved with hundreds of translation projects around the globe. The
UBS Mission Statement is simple: “The reason our fellowship of Bible Soci-
eties exists is to equip churches worldwide to share God’s Word.”106

Since 1950, UBS has published a refereed journal called The Bible Trans-
lator, the only such journal “dedicated to the theory and practice of Bible
translation.”107 In the UBS tradition of keeping pace with the times, the
Digital Bible Library® (DBL) is an online digital licensing management
platform developed and maintained by the United Bible Societies. “It is the
largest Scripture database with 1,276 total Bible translation items avail-
able. . . . Thanks to DBL access, technology developers can create apps that
can switch between 422 full Bibles, 800 New Testaments and 54 portions for
reading, search and comparison of texts.”108

As discussed earlier, The International Bible Society began life as the
New York Bible Society (NYBS) in 1809, predating ABS by seven years.
The organization changed to the global name in 1983 to reflect its expanded
mission. In 2007, IBS and the British Christian organization Send the Light
(STL) merged, and on the 200th anniversary of the society, changed its name
to Biblica.109 According to the Biblica website, “Today, Biblica works in 55
countries in six regions of the world. Our global ministry continues to impact
various groups such as children, at-risk teens, the unreached, disaster survi-
vors, prisoners, and refugees. Biblica has translated, published, and provided
more than 650 million Bibles and biblical resources to bring the good news
of God’s love and mercy to people worldwide.”110 Biblica, as noted previ-
ously, created the New International Version.111
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The British and Foreign Bible Society, now simply called Bible Society,
formed in London in 1804. A founder was British abolitionist William Wil-
berforce (1759–1833), who became a Christian in his 20s. Focusing on
worldwide Bible translation and distribution, the Bible Society, like ABS, is
celebrating 200 years of existence. Bible Society has established local Bible
Societies in 146 countries.112

CREATING AND MARKETING SPECIAL PRODUCTS BIBLES

The concept of creating and copyrighting new Bibles for niche markets is not
itself new. “Bibles were commodities in nineteenth-century America,” wrote
Colleen McDannell in her 1995 book Material Christianity: Religion and
Popular Culture in America. “Publishers revamped the Bible, moving it out
of the ‘unchanging’ realm of religion and into the ‘ever new’ realm of fash-
ion. In doing so they designed Bibles significantly different from those mass
distributed by the American Bible Society. Publishers made their Bibles
convey messages about status and taste, in addition to spiritual uplift.”113

Bibles for the home were created with pages for family records and photo-
graphs, and often had pictorial elements such as illustrations of scenes from
scripture.

Such innovations continue more than a century later. “The popularization
of the Bible entered a new phase in 2003, when Thomas Nelson created the
BibleZine,” according to Daniel Radosh.114 Radosh quotes a story told by
Wayne Hastings, then-senior vice president and publisher for the Bible Divi-
sion of Thomas Nelson Publishers in Nashville:

Wayne Hastings described a meeting in which a young editor, who had con-
ducted numerous focus groups and online surveys, presented the idea. “She
brought in a variety of teen-girl magazines and threw them out on the table,”
he recalled. “And then she threw a black bonded-leather Bible on the table and
said, ‘Which would you rather read if you were sixteen years old?’” The result
was “Revolve,” a New Testament that looked indistinguishable from a glossy
girls’ magazine. The 2007 edition features cover lines like “Guys Speak Their
Minds” and “Do U Rush to Crush?” Inside, the Gospels are surrounded by
quizzes, photos of beaming teen-agers, and sidebars offering Bible-themed
beauty secrets:

“Have you ever had a white stain appear underneath the arms of your
favorite dark blouse? Don’t freak out. You can quickly give deodorant spots
the boot. Just grab a spare toothbrush, dampen with a little water and liquid
soap, and gently scrub until the stain fades away. As you wash away the stain,
praise God for cleansing us from all the wrong things we have done. (1 John
1:9)”115
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Revolve was a success, and Thomas Nelson followed up with Refuel for
boys, Blossom for tweens, Real for urban youth that came with a CD of
Christian rap, and Divine Health with notes by Don Colbert, MD author of
What Would Jesus Eat?116 By 2007, only four years after Revolve was con-
ceived, Thomas Nelson had sold well over two million BibleZines. 117

To illustrate what R. Laurence Moore meant when he wrote that it’s
difficult to “imagine any aspect of popular culture that has been left un-
cloned”118 by religion, consider these other creative specialty products
Bibles:

• Extreme Faith Bible: God’s Word Knows No Bounds (CEV, American
Bible Society) has a skydiver, a skater, and a rock climber on the cover, all
holding a Bible in one hand as they practice their sports. This paperback
ABS Bible is in the Contemporary English Version. An excerpt from the
story of the adulterous affair between King David and Bathsheba provides
a sample of the simplistic, modernized language, resembling a transcript
from The Maury Povich Show: “She came to him, and he slept with her.
Then she returned home. But later, when she found out that she was going
to have a baby, she sent someone to David with this message: ‘I’m preg-
nant!’” 2 Samuel 11:4–5, CEV.119

• Teen Study Bible (NIV, Zondervan) is a hardcover book that has a busy
and abstractly colorful dust jacket that resembles a megachurch preacher’s
tee shirt. This Zondervan product is an exercise in self-promotion, with
taglines such as, “#1 SELLING BIBLE FOR TEENS,” and “New Interna-
tional Version: Most read. Most trusted.” The interior front flap tells a
potential buyer that the Bible “has been updated for a NEW GENERA-
TION!” This is the Bible that “will accelerate your faith, getting you up to
speed with God and moving your spiritual growth into the fast lane!” All
that before you explore inside. Many Bibles have a space for dedications
or writing an owner’s name. The Teen Study Bible has a page for personal-
ization that encourages teens to list “My best feature,” “Things I’m good
at,” “The Bible character most like me,” and so on. This allows the Bible
to serve as a youthful diary of sorts. Features inserted throughout the text
by husband and wife Christian authors Larry and Sue Richards continue
this relational tone. Slick pages highlight Bible verses that teens may be
able to identify with, such as music: “It is good to praise the Lord and
make music to your name (Psalm 92:1).” Another inserted page asks,
“What was it like to actually live in Biblical times?” A list includes walk-
ing to wells for water, shopping in open markets instead of malls, bathing
only once a week, no college, and “Hubs of culture (church, family, etc.)
Hmmm, sound familiar?”120 The Bible also has textbook-like features
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such as introductions to each book; eight pages of color maps; Bible
quizzes; and an explanation of the Apostle’s Creed.121

• The Operation Worship Holy Bible (NLT, Tyndale House) is a mass mar-
ket paperback Bible targeted at military personnel. Individual churches
often buy the Bibles in bulk, paste a bookplate in the front, and ship them
to wherever random soldiers are serving. The coated paper cover is in
camouflage colors and resists dampness, and inside the typeface is mini-
scule to keep the overall book size small. This compact Bible is produced
by Tyndale in partnership with the nonprofit Open Window Foundation,
parent company of the Operation Worship ministry. The ministry has
historically shipped 50,000–70,000 Bibles a year, and declared on its web-
site that demand tripled in 2015–2016 due to printing technology that now
permits the cover of the Bible to be customized to include the insignia of a
specific unit within a branch of the military.122

• The One Year Bible (NIV, Tyndale House) also comes in mass market
paperback size and is arranged by calendar date for 365 daily readings.
Each date has a selection from the Old Testament, the New Testament,
Psalms, and Proverbs. The Bible can be read straight through, used as a
reference, or utilized as a daily devotional.123

• Fellowship of Christian Athletes Coach’s Devotional Bible: Daily Game
Plans for Coaches (CSB, Holman Christian Standard Bible) is exactly
what it sounds like—a devotional Bible to be used by high school and
college coaches associated with FCA. The Holman Christian Standard
Bible is a copyrighted translation. In addition to the 66 books of the Old
and New Testaments, there is a year’s worth of daily inspirational essays
written by secondary and college coaches from various sports around the
country. The Bible comes in a colorful cardboard gift box.124

• The Green Bible: Understand the Bible’s Powerful Message for the Earth
(NRSV, HarperOne, and imprint of HarperCollins) is a variation on the
“red-letter” editions of the Bible that printed in bright red the words spok-
en directly by Jesus Christ. This “green-letter” Bible uses a light green
color for references to nature, the environment, and the earth, from Gene-
sis to Revelation. Example of a “Green” passage: “It is he who made the
earth by his power, who established the world by his wisdom, and by his
understanding stretched out the heavens.”125 Printed in the United States
on paper that is 10 percent post-consumer content, its “all-natural 100
percent cotton/linen cover material is produced in a green friendly envi-
ronment (all air is purified before exhausting into the atmosphere and all
water is purified and recycled).”126 The Foreword is by South African
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Bishop Desmond Tutu, and the Bible opens with nature verses from St.
Francis of Assisi and American environmentalist/farmer/author Wendell
Berry.

• The Poverty and Justice Bible: Catholic Edition (NRSV, The British and
Foreign Bible Society), though from a different publisher, is a variation on
The Green Bible. Passages allegedly depicting aspects of poverty and
social justice issues are highlighted in orange. When you browse the pages
of The Poverty and Justice Bible, you can be forgiven for thinking you are
looking at a used copy. The orange highlighting is ragged left and right,
simulating handwritten marker swipes. An example of a highlighted pas-
sage is Luke 4:18: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has
anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim
release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the op-
pressed go free.”127 The center of the Bible features 32 pages printed on
heavy stock titled “The Core,” featuring inspirational commentary and
quotes from U2 musician Bono and Purpose Driven Life author and tele-
vangelist Rick Warren, among others. The Core is essentially a call to
action. Declaring that “God cares passionately about issues of poverty and
justice,” the Bible challenges readers to focus on these issues “in 3-D”:
Discover, Dream and Do. “Find out about the issue. Dig into the Scrip-
tures . . . Reflect on the issues . . . Get your hands dirty and get involved!
And, of course, pray.”128 The Catholic edition of this Bible includes the
Apocrypha as well as a preface explaining that the order of the books is
based on the fourth and fifth century Latin Vulgate translation by St.
Jerome.

Zondervan also released an audio Bible with an all-black cast called Inspired
By The Bible Experience: The Complete Bible. 129 Performers included Samu-
el Jackson as God, with Blair Underwood (Jesus), Forest Whitaker (Moses),
Angela Bassett (Esther), Cuba Gooding, Jr. (Jonah), Denzel and Pauletta
Washington (Song of Songs), LL Cool J (Samson), Eartha Kitt (Serpent),
Bishop T. D. Jakes (Abraham), and Bishop Eddie L. Long (Joel). “The cast is
all black,” wrote religion writer Ann Rodgers in the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette,
“but Zondervan has not marketed it as a Bible for African-Americans—
figuring, instead, that people of all colors will want to hear Denzel Washing-
ton and his wife, Pauletta, for example, read the erotic Song of Songs . . .”130

KICKSTARTING SCRIPTURE: THE BIBLIOTHECA BIBLE PROJECT

On June 27, 2014, Santa Cruz, California book designer and graphic artist
Adam Lewis Greene launched a campaign on the crowd-funding site Kick-
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starter.com to create and sell a new Bible. Greene called the project Biblio-
theca, a Latin word meaning “a collection of books.”131 His idea was simple.
He wanted to design a high quality, long-lasting, reader-friendly edition of
the Bible: “The Biblical Literature elegantly designed & crafted for enjoy-
able reading, separated into volumes, and free of all numbers, notes, &c.”132

In other words, abandon the reference format and make the Bible into a
narrative, like any trade fiction or nonfiction book.

“People love stories,” Greene said in a video posted on the Kickstarter
site. “Could it be that the encyclopedic nature of our contemporary Bibles is
what’s driving this idea that the Biblical literature is dry and boring? There
should be an alternative. We should be able to experience these texts in their
original forms as literary works of art, and we should be able to sit down and
lose ourselves in them like we would any good book, or any classic litera-
ture.”133

Compacting the entire Biblical library into one thick volume is an idea
from the Middle Ages, he said, and the time has come to separate them. 134 As
the late Harvard University Preacher and Professor Peter J. Gomes explained
in The Good Book, “The Hebrew Bible is organized somewhat differently
from what Christians call the Old Testament. The first five books are called
The Law. The Prophets are divided into The Former Prophets, which include
Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings, The Latter Prophets, composed of Isaiah,
Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, and those prophets called The Twelve, comprising
Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah,
Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi.” The third section of the Hebrew Bible is
called The Writings, consisting of 12 books, including Psalms and Prov-
erbs.135 Rabbinical councils assembled the Biblical canon of works that
evolved over time between 70 and 135 C.E. “When Jesus refers to the Scrip-
ture, and New Testament Jewish Christians speak of the Law and the Proph-
ets, it is this Bible of which they speak,” Gomes wrote.136

In his book, Walking the Bible: A Journey by Land Through the Five
Books of Moses, author Bruce Feiler summarizes the assemblage of the He-
brew Bible this way: “There are thirty-nine books in the Hebrew Bible. The
books are divided into three categories: the Law (torah), the Prophets
(nevi’im), and the Writings (ketuvim). The Hebrew term for the Bible, ta-
nakh, is an acronym for these groups.”137

The Five Books of Moses that comprise the first five books of the Bible—
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy—along with the other
34 books, make up the Hebrew Bible canon. “Early followers of Jesus added
five narratives, twenty-one letters, and a book of visions [Revelation]. Origi-
nally, these were viewed as addenda to the Hebrew Scriptures, but as they
gained in importance, Christians began calling the earlier books the ‘Old
Testament” and the supplement the ‘New Testament,’” notes Feiler.138
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“The Hebrew Bible is what scholars of all persuasions used to call the
‘Old Testament,’” writes poet, biographer, essayist, and translator David
Rosenberg, “but that Christian designation is falling away, since Tanakh has
always been far more than a testament. It is a honed library of thirty-nine
books written in the language of ancient Israel, Hebrew (with the tiny excep-
tion of a few late passages in Aramaic).”139

Greene’s custom designed four-volume Bibliotheca set is divided thusly:

Volume One: The Five Books of Moses & The Former Prophets
Volume Two: The Latter Prophets
Volume Three: The Writings
Volume Four: The New Testament

Before and after the advent of printing, Greene said in his video pitch, the
notion that a Bible is “holy and set apart” was reflected in the careful selec-
tion of paper, ink, and even handwriting. Bibliotheca Bibles would be printed
in Germany—just as Gutenberg’s were—on fine opaque paper, and the bind-
ings sewn rather than glued. Each volume will lie flat, he said, and the text
will be in a specially designed font. As noted above, all footnotes, chapter,
and verse numbers will be removed, akin to Peterson’s paraphrased Message
Bible, but with more precision in the complete translation.140 Greene selected
the American Standard Version, a translation decision that will be discussed
later. The result, he said, will be a reading experience that is “pure,” “ele-
gant,” and “simple.”

“I want to give people the opportunity to read the Biblical library with a
fresh set of eyes,” Greene says. “To sort of experience it anew.”141 His
solicitation was straightforward:

If this is something that you’re excited about and want to see it made, and you
want to hold it in your hand, or you want to give it to your friend or your
family member, then this is something that I’m asking you to contribute to.142

Greene needed $37,000 to create 500 sets of print Bibles, four volumes in
each set, a modest total of 2,000 books. He reached that goal the next day,
and still had 28 days of fundraising left to go. Sounding surprised and de-
lighted, he posted a written update on his Kickstarter site:

We have now far exceeded the goal and are currently the 9th most popular
Kickstarter project in the wide world. Again, I want to thank all of you for the
support, kind words, encouragement, great questions, and lengths you’ve gone
in spreading this around the world.

I am excited to watch this project expand its reach over the next 28
days.143
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The orders continued to pour in. After numerous inquiries, Greene decided to
offer the New Testament as a stand-alone volume rather than require all
backers to purchase a set of four books, the first three containing sections of
the Old Testament. He posted a separate update for international backers,
asking for patience and saying shipping fees may be prohibitive in some
areas.

Potential backers both foreign and domestic who didn’t understand that
Kickstarter campaigns require pledges paid up front—even after a goal is
met—received an explanatory update on June 30 from Greene, who by this
point was slightly overwhelmed and continually grateful.

Everyone,
It seems that there are many who don’t know that in order to get the set

you have to contribute to the Kickstarter now. Since it is fully funded it is
definitely going to happen, and now it is, in effect, a limited-time pre-order.

In other words, there is no guarantee that this set will be available again
after the campaign.

I would appreciate any of you who would help me make that more clear as
we continue to share!

Again and again, thank you,
—Adam144

After five days, Bibliotheca garnered $100,000. By July 12, the project was
funded at 540 percent of the original goal, with $200,000 pledged by nearly
2,000 people. By July 25, more than 10,000 people had pledged a total of a
million dollars. Greene added a “stretch goal” for this milestone, offering the
Deuterocanonical Books, or Apocrypha, as a fifth volume for all who had
previously ordered full sets. The final tally on July 27, the closing day of the
campaign, was $1,440,346 from 14,884 backers.145

Why did a Bible—in a world filled with Bibles—sell that well? The tale
of Bibliotheca’s success illustrates four things: 1) there is still a market for
well-made print books; 2) the internet is a powerful sales tool that enables
anyone to reach a global audience; 3) crowdfunding on platforms such as
Kickstarter can be an effective online fundraising tool for appealing ideas
and products; 4) no one can predict with certainty which ideas and products
will catch fire.

The Bibliotheca project attracted both religious and mainstream press
attention. “Introducing the Bible! Now with Less!” screamed a teasing head-
line in Christianity Today, the evangelical magazine founded in 1956 by the
Reverend Billy Graham. Reporter Sarah Eekhoff Zylstra zeroed in on two
points covered by most other news media writing about Greene: the rapidity
of his fundraising and the nature of the text design. “Greene’s project, named
Bibliotheca, is a (mostly) American Standard Version Bible (with the ‘thees’
and ‘thous’ replaced). But what’s catching attention is the layout. Unlike

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:31 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Copyrighting God 165

most Bibles printed since Gutenberg, Greene’s version has one column, wide
margins, a large typeface, and no notes or chapter marks.”146

“The Bible is sometimes called the greatest story ever told. Its typogra-
phy, on the other hand, leaves much to be desired,” John Brownlee wrote in
Fast Company, a business magazine. “The idea behind Bibliotheca is simple:
What if we printed the Bible as if it were just another long book?”147

“‘Bibliotheca’ Bible Project Blows Up On Kickstarter With Chapterless
Bible,” was the title of a story on Huffington Post Religion by Associate
Editor Yasmine Hafiz. Hafiz quotes three Biblical scholars about the project,
including Greg Carey, a professor of New Testament at Lancaster Theologi-
cal Seminary. “Many of the biblical books were composed as literature rather
than for reference purposes: this edition honors that reality,” Carey said.148

Delivery dates for Greene’s Bibles came and went, and in mid-2016, the
two-year mark passed. The delays were the result of a combination of fac-
tors, including the massive response and the care with which Greene and his
small staff took in selecting the vendors and materials. Several Bibliotheca
backers expressed their dismay in the comments section of Greene’s occa-
sional posts. In response, Dr. David deSilva, Trustees’ Distinguished Profes-
sor of New Testament and Greek at Ashland Theological Seminary and one
of a panel of readers Greene recruited for the project, wrote a post of his own
on the Bibliotheca site in May 2016.

Dear Backers:
I see that there’s some ill feeling about the delay in the publication of this

edition of the Bible. I can understand your frustration, but please permit me to
share a few things that might help.

Adam contacted me, together with several other professors of the Old and
New Testament who have been involved in Bible translation projects, to do a
final read of the text Adam is publishing and do a final “quality control” check.
He’s taking his work very seriously and wants this not just to be beautifully
printed but to be worth printing beautifully. I myself read about two-thirds of
the Apocrypha/Deuterocanonicals and a few select books of the New Testa-
ment, and am so glad that Adam included this time-consuming but project-
improving step.149

deSilva previously worked on the Common English Bible (CEB) translation.
“It took a team of several hundred people involved (under a board of eight)
five years to create the Common English Bible” deSilva noted. “Granted,
that was a fresh translation, but even the mechanical work of formatting an
existing translation to which global changes are going to be made (like drop-
ping the archaic second-person singular pronouns and verb forms) takes an
immense amount of time, especially for a handful of people.”150

Backer Jeremy Lagerman posted the following comment beneath deSil-
va’s post in support of Bibliotheca:
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At first, I supported this project to see how badly it would go. Adam had
absolutely no idea the amount of work re-writing the book that is the basis for
three religions. Then I saw the time frame and laughed. How bad is this going
to be. Then the first deadline was missed. Ok, so its (sic) a little late. Then
things started to change. Adam figured out how much work it really is and told
us. I had mixed feelings at that time. Disappointed that I didn’t have a product,
glad to see the level of respect he has given this book. I originally purchased
this to see how bad it would be, now I’m excited to read what I trust to be the
most accurate translation to a language I can read. As far as I’m concerned,
take all the time you need to make good on your dream . . .151

Lagerman’s somewhat sardonic observations reflect the range of both nega-
tive and positive feedback from the thousands of backers over the years. A
few wondered publicly about getting their money back, while others were
frustrated with the lack of communication from Greene.

The initial enthusiasm for yet another new Bible in an already flooded
marketplace prompts questions. Greene is a designer, not a theologian. How
does his Bibliotheca Bible vary from any other ASV Bible on the market,
other than omission of chapter and verse numbers? What distinguishes it
from a much less expensive ASV available from nearly any bookseller?
Three specific differences concerning the design, production, and translation
are discussed below.

First, Greene designed a new typeface to honor the text. “I started by
learning how to hand-write the letterforms that have evolved into our tradi-
tional book typefaces, and from there dove into the meticulous world of type
design,” Greene wrote to backers in the Bibliotheca site. “After over three
years in the making and dozens of iterations, this project is the debut of this
‘set apart’ typeface” akin to Hebrew scribal traditions for holy texts. “Its
rhythmic and spacious quality is designed for fluid readability. I have de-
signed accompanying italic and small capital alphabets as well.”152

Second, much thought went into high quality printing and binding. There
are ribbon bookmarks and foil spine stamps, with a rounded spine with flat-
opening sewn binding. “It’s a more expensive and time-consuming way of
building a book, but it immediately creates a more enjoyable experience,”
Aaron Souppouris wrote of Bibliotheca on The Verge website. “The pages
are opaque, acid-free book paper, rather than the transparent sheets almost
derogatorily referred to as ‘Bible paper,’ and will be printed using traditional
offset printing.”153

Third, a note on Greene’s choice and tweaking of the ASV translation.
The American Standard Version is based in part on a British Revised Version
of the King James Bible done in the nineteenth century. In 1871, Swiss-born,
German educated theologian Philip Schaff (1819–1893), who eventually set-
tled in the United States, oversaw a panel of 30 British and American schol-
ars who set out to create the ASV. When published in 1901, it was copy-
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righted to protect the text from unauthorized changes, but the copyright has
since expired, leaving the ASV in the public domain, and therefore free of
royalty fees. The 1901 first edition’s full title was The Holy Bible containing
the Old and New Testaments translated out of the original tongues, being the
version set forth A.D. 1611 compared with the most ancient authorities and
revised A.D. 1881–1885. Newly Edited by the American Revision Committee
A.D. 1901.154

The ASV was the basis of two revisions, the Revised Standard Version
(RSV, 1952) and the Lockman Foundation’s New American Standard Bible
(NASB, 1971). Kenneth Taylor used the ASV as the basis for his para-
phrased Living Bible (LB, 1971), and the ASV is the root source for the
World English Bible (WEB, 2000), also in the public domain. Jehovah’s
Witnesses, for one denominational example, use the ASV translation in addi-
tion to The New World Translation of the Holy Scriptures (NWT, 1950,
1961).155

After receiving concerned emails from some Kickstarter backers about
the ASV and Greene’s proposed editing methods, Greene posted a long
explanation of his rationale. Some excerpts:

Most of our major contemporary translations come in a direct line from the
ASV . . . translators of the ASV were committed to as much formal accuracy
as possible, and therefore it is superior to most in preserving the idiom, repeti-
tion, and syntax of the original languages.

I will be replacing all of the redundant archaisms with their modern equiv-
alents (you for thou, does for doth, sits for sitteth, etc.).

I will occasionally incorporate the syntax (word-order) of Young’s Literal
Translation (YLT) of 1862 (though I am using the revised edition of 1898),
which was even more committed to formal literalism than the ASV.

One very important note: I would like to be clear that the use of the YLT
will be extremely minimal. I am estimating less than 1 percent. Also, the
changes will be mainly to syntax, not vocabulary.

Somewhat controversially, the translators of the ASV chose to represent
the name of God as “Jehovah,” a word coined in English by Tyndale. Jehovah
is the German transliteration of the Hebrew letters (J-H-V-H) with the vowel
sounds of Adonai placed between the consonants. This was controversial be-
cause adding vowel sounds suggests pronunciation, which is prohibited by
Orthodox Judaism; for that matter, the actual pronunciation is lost to us.

I have gone one step further—or one step backward, depending on how
you look at it—and will be using the English transliteration of the name of
God; that is, YHWH, set in all small capital letters. This way, pronunciation is
not suggested, but the name of God is still represented, rather than replaced.156

J. Mark Bertrand is a Bible collector who has published the Bible Design
Blog (bibledesignblog.com) since 2007. The blog “is dedicated to the physi-
cal form of the Good Book,” as he puts it. In an online essay published in
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July 2014 shortly after Bibliotheca’s Kickstarter launch, he wrote of the ASV
translation:

Comparisons to Crossway’s recently-released hardcover ESV Reader’s Bible
are apt, though Bibliotheca represents a more extreme (perhaps the right word
is pure) interpretation of the idea. . . . The appeal of the edition is this: you find
a secluded nook and find yourself drawn into the biblical narrative, page after
page, in a way you’ve never experienced before.

Frankly, choosing the American Standard Version reinforces this goal. . . .
Using it doesn’t guarantee a loyal fan base like, say, the ESV would. Adam
makes a compelling case for his choice. . . . He sees the translation contribut-
ing to Bibliotheca’s literary experience. For those of us who haven’t read the
ASV before, this will contribute to the feeling of discovery when you curl up
on the couch with a Bibliotheca volume.

If you’d told me a month ago that today I would be anxiously awaiting a
new edition of the American Standard Version, I would have been doubtful.
But here I am, doing precisely that, and unlike some people I’m not backing
Bibliotheca in the hope that its success will lead to a future edition in the
translation of my choice. I’m actually looking forward to the entire project as
Adam envisioned it.157

Bertrand, who later published a two-part online interview with Greene, even
compared the Bibliotheca promotional video to that of Crossway’s ESV
Bible. “The Crossway video is good, but the Bibliotheca video is great,” he
wrote. “It’s a much more detailed and compelling presentation of the reader-
friendly design ethic. You come away from the Bibliotheca video a convert
to the idea of a readable, novel-like Bible, and new converts love to share.
Imagine how differently we’d be talking about Bibliotheca if a publisher had
bankrolled the publication, then added the SKU to a dozen others in the
catalog, promoted by a paragraph or two of bland copy and a snapshot of the
packaging.”158

Bertrand’s Bibliotheca cheerleading appears to be an endorsement of the
democratic nature of nonprofit Bible projects, as well as a harsh critique of
Crossway’s media promotion. Less enamored with Greene’s Bibliotheca
video was Fast Company’s John Brownlee, who wrote, “And while Greene’s
Kickstarter video on the project uses all of the clichéd Christian imagery of
an Arrested Development gag, the spirit and spirituality behind the project
seem earnest.”159

In his two-part interview with Greene, Bertrand focuses heavily on de-
sign, as might be expected from a Bible Design blog. Bertrand also asked
about what he thinks “the outpouring of enthusiasm for Bibliotheca signifies
to the world of Bible publishing.” Greene’s reply encompasses format, form,
and technology:
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I think the response to this project signifies that the biblical anthology is much
too large (and I don’t mean in a physical sense) to be contained in any one
format or type of reading experience. This is a diverse literature, which
transcends time, culture and style in a way that very few have done, and none
to the same extent. It has always taken on different forms within various
contexts—artistic and technical, story-driven and study-driven. These forms
will continue to change and, at times, surprise us.

I also believe that the increased ability to dynamically study the biblical
literature through web-based technology creates space for a project like this—
by which we experience the text exclusively as story—to exist and thrive.160

What Adam Greene has wrought is a new Bible design in an old translation,
using old media for production and new media for promotion. More than two
years after the project launch, Greene sent an email to his backers on Septem-
ber 30, 2016, letting them know the end was near. In both the email and a
blog post on the Kickstarter site, he announced the good news:

Hello, everyone. I’m sorry for the long wait between updates. The end is in
sight. Here’s where we stand. All five volumes are completely printed. Bind-
ing is almost finished—three of the five volumes are completely bound, while
the remaining two are in the finishing stages and will be bound by October
7.161

Greene explained that the Bibles would be shipped from the Kösel book
printing plant in Germany to the United States, arriving “in port by late
November to early December, which means that U.S. orders and most inter-
national orders should arrive in time for Chanukkah and Christmas.”162 He
offered his regrets for the long delay, but said the wait would be worth it:

I sincerely wish we had been able to deliver the finished product sooner. We
did our best—and I’m confident that because we took the time we did, we have
made the best books we could have shipped to you. The editorial team, the
researchers, the proofreaders, the scholars, and Kösel have all brought their
expertise to the table to create something that I trust you’ll find enjoyable,
enriching, and enduring.163

Bibliotheca Project Update #55 arrived in backers’ email inboxes on Decem-
ber 17, 2016. “Bibliotheca Is Home,” was the title of the message. Instagram
photos of Bibliotheca Bibles were pouring in from happy recipients around
the country. “I have very much enjoyed seeing Bibliotheca make its way
across the US and into many of your homes,” Greene wrote. “Although I
held the final product several weeks ago, it has never felt more finished than
in the past few days as I’ve seen photos of you—the ones who supported this
vision over two years ago—holding it in your hands and placing it on your
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shelves. And if your books haven’t come yet, hold tight—they’ll arrive
soon.”164

CONCLUSION

A controversial 2014 Newsweek cover story alleging rampant misreading and
mistranslating of the Bible, especially by evangelical and fundamentalist
Christians, was posted online two days before Christmas and appeared in the
print edition the following month. “No television preacher has ever read the
Bible,” reporter Kurt Eichenwald stated flatly. “Neither has any evangelical
politician. Neither has the pope. Neither have I. And neither have you. At
best, we’ve all read a bad translation—a translation of translations of transla-
tions of hand-copied copies of copies of copies of copies, and on and on,
hundreds of times.”165

R. Albert Mohler Jr., the conservative president of the Southern Baptist
Theological Seminary, wrote a sharp response to Eichenwald on his website
just after the Newsweek article was posted. “No knowledgeable evangelical
claims that the Bibles we read in English are anything other than transla-
tions,” Mohler said. “But it is just wrong and reckless to claim that today’s
best translations are merely ‘a translation of translations of translations.’ That
just isn’t so—not even close. Eichenwald writes as if textual criticism is a
recent development and as if Christian scholars have not been practicing it
for centuries. He also grossly exaggerates the time between the writing of the
New Testament documents and the establishment of a functional canon. He
tells of the process of copying manuscripts by hand over centuries as if that
seals some argument about textual reliability, wrongly suggesting that many,
if not most, of the ancient Christian scribes were illiterate.”166

Asbury Theological Seminary Bible Scholar Ben Witherington criticized
both Eichenwald’s accuracy and his journalistic integrity:

There is, in short, no evidence whatsoever in this article that ‘scores’ of theolo-
gians and scholars’ [sic] have been consulted. There is also no evidence that
there was any attempt to be fair and balanced in the scholars one would cite or
draw on to base conclusions in this lengthy article . . .

One of the typical missteps in arguing about the Bible, that Eichenwald
falls prey to is the argument that all we have are bad translations of the Bible.
Here’s what he claims. . . . “About 400 years passed between the writing of the
first Christian manuscripts and their compilation into the New Testament.
(That’s the same amount of time between the arrival of the Pilgrims on the
Mayflower and today.)”

This is not merely misleading, it’s historically incorrect! It is not true that
the original manuscripts are hopelessly remote from us and cannot hope to be
recovered. Nor is it the case that the vast majority of modern preachers are
oblivious to the actual state of the Biblical text that stands behind various
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modern translations. This is not only a caricature of the majority of America’s
clergy, it is an even worse caricature of the state of play in regard to the text
criticism of the Bible.167

Newsweek editors claimed that a goal in publishing the piece was to stimulate
discussion, and they invited the responses. One detailed reply published on
Newsweek’s website was by Michael L. Brown, evangelical radio host (Line
of Fire), author, and founder and president of FIRE School of Ministry in
Concord, North Carolina. “First, it is difficult to know who, exactly, is being
targeted,” Brown wrote of Eichenwald’s essay. “Is it some evangelical politi-
cians? A few street preachers? Evangelicals in general? Second, Newsweek
appears to be attacking the Bible itself—although claiming not to—and it
does so in a slipshod, methodologically flawed way at that. . . . While no
translation (evangelical Christian or otherwise) is perfect or without bias, that
is not because of evil intent. It is because no human being is perfect or
without bias, and that’s one of the reasons that the vast majority of transla-
tions are produced by teams of scholars who review and critique each other’s
work.”168

Newsweek has run lengthy Bible stories on a number of occasions since
its founding in 1933, as have TIME and other newsweeklies, whose numbers,
incidentally, have shrunk dramatically in the digital age. In the December 27,
1982 edition of Newsweek, the magazine ran a cover package titled “How the
Bible Made America.” The in-depth story, including sidebars, was reported
by staff writers Kenneth L. Woodward and David Gates, and focused on the
Bible’s influence in America and in public debates over the Vietnam War,
the Civil Rights Movement, and other social issues dealing with morality and
matters of conscience.

The Woodward and Gates package, more evenhanded than the 2014 Ei-
chenwald piece and published in a pre-social media era, offered a mini-
history lesson complete with Pilgrims, Puritans, the 1560 Geneva Bible, the
King James Bible, the American Bible Society, and other historical religious
touchstones. Moral Majority Founder and Baptist Preacher Jerry Falwell,
whose political power was at its peak, is also mentioned. “No other country
is as obsessed with the Bible as the United States,” the authors wrote. “Now
historians are discovering that the Bible, perhaps even more than the Consti-
tution, is our founding document: the source of the powerful myth of the
United States as a special, sacred nation, a people called by God to establish
a model society, a beacon to the world.”169

This lofty rhetoric is not surprising when placed in the context of the
Ronald Reagan presidency (1980–1988), an administration practiced in lofty
rhetoric and mythical image making, and steeped in religiously patriotic
language. Newsweek quotes Reagan: “I have always believed that this
anointed land was set apart in an uncommon way, that a divine plan placed
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this great continent here, between the oceans to be found by people from
every corner of the Earth who had a special love of faith and freedom.”170

This notion of American exceptionalism buttressed by scripture endures—
and thrives—in the twenthy-first century.

More relevant to the translation theme of this chapter, Woodward and
Gates noted that, “Only in America do Christians still fight so bitterly over
versions of the Bible and national legislators declare 1983 ‘The Year of the
Bible.’”171 One of the brief sidebars by Gates and writer Holly Morris is of
particular interest. “Of Profits and Prophecies” profiles Thomas Nelson Pub-
lishers, then a standalone company with sales of $33 million. Thomas Nelson
was spending a million dollars—the most ever up to that time—“to promote
a single Bible, and Nelson’s New King James Version, published last August
at a cost of $4.5 million, is the product of the most expensive Bible project in
history.”172

The essay details how Nelson’s chief competitor at the time, Zondervan,
spent $2.25 million a few years earlier in 1978 to create the New Internation-
al Version. Zondervan’s NIV employed 115 scholars on its translation team,
while Nelson’s NKJV had 130. “Though God and gain have always gone
together,” the authors stated, “the jargon of advertising and marketing would
be incomprehensible to the old-time Bible salesmen who spent weeks mem-
orizing sales pitches that ran as long as 10 pages. Christian bookstores—and
Christian M.B.A.’s—put most of the old-timers out of business in the 1960s,
but one thing hasn’t changed since door-to-door peddling days: the Good
Book is still America’s best seller.”173

The Christian bookstores themselves faced an unlikely competitor in a
bid to sell Bible goods to the public on a large scale. In her book, To Serve
God and Wal-Mart: The Making of Christian Free Enterprise (2009), histo-
rian and women’s studies scholar Bethany Moreton details how discount
retailer Wal-Mart became associated with middle class evangelical Christian
values. The association was not a foregone conclusion, as Wal-Mart founder
Sam Walton and his wife, Helen Robson Walton, were liberal Presbyterians.
Mrs. Walton was not only the first woman on the national governing board of
the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), but “a public proponent of legal access to
abortion and a donor to Planned Parenthood.”174 Pro-choice, activist women
in positions of church authority are antithetical to conservative evangelical
orthodoxy. Of Sam Walton’s religiosity, his pastor declared, “When it’s not
bird hunting season and he’s in south Texas, every Sunday Sam Walton is in
church.”175

Yet, Christian Coalition Executive Director Ralph Reed declared in the
mid-1990s, “If you want to reach [the Christian population] on Saturday, you
do it in Wal-Mart.”176 How did the largely secular Wal-Mart chain become
identified as a champion of the Religious Right? Moreton writes:

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:31 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Copyrighting God 173

With conservative religion an increasingly commonplace feature of American
life, Christian consumer demand drove Wal-Mart’s conversion to some extent.
In the early 1990s, the Christian publishing and media conglomerate Thomas
Nelson, Inc., took a close look at the Wal-Mart base and began pushing the
mass retailer to carry more than just the company’s Bibles. It was “the whole
family values thing,” the publisher explained. Wal-Mart tested the potential
market with Christian children’s books and souvenir Bibles themed to wed-
dings and births, and then added Christian pop music and novelty items. “They
understand our business,” a Wal-Mart executive explained of the Nashville-
based publisher. “They’ve brought us a lot of winners.” Sales were impressive,
and in many stores customers asked for even more, leading to expanded Chris-
tian product lines in about three hundred stores by the mid-1990s. Within ten
years, Wal-Mart had become the country’s largest merchandiser of Christian
items, with over a billion dollars in annual sales.177

Wal-Mart’s massive presence and retail dominance hurt the hundreds of
smaller independent stores that had helped to create the demand for Christian
merchandise. “From 2000 to 2002, the market in Christian merchandise grew
by $200 million, but business at Christian stores contracted by $100 million,”
according to Moreton. Many smaller Christian retailers closed, while others
tried to fight back by warning of “the possible polluting effects of non-
Christian products alongside appropriately orthodox ones.” But Wal-Mart
was seen by this time as providing a “morally sanitized” place to shop,
creating a safe, small-town type of environment to buy Bibles and Christian
CDs alongside household products.178

Another major American retailer was behind the 430,000-square-foot
Museum of the Bible, located near the Capitol Building in Washington, D.C.
The museum is a project sponsored by conservative evangelical Christian
billionaire Steve Green and his family, who own the Hobby Lobby chain of
crafts stores. Placing the nonprofit Bible museum close to the nation’s center
of political power was intentional. Many evangelicals believe (Christian)
prayer should be allowed in public schools, and that the nation was founded
on Christian principles, including many evangelical lawmakers.

Prior to the museum’s debut on November 17, 2017, its website promoted
the uniqueness of its antiquities collection, combined with the latest digital
technology. “Museum of the Bible will be an unparalleled experience, using
cutting-edge technology to bring the Bible to life. It will span time, space,
and cultures, inviting everyone to engage with the Bible. With three perma-
nent sections and space for temporary exhibits, there will always be some-
thing new to explore.”179

Using customizable technology, “Museum of the Bible’s digital guide is
groundbreaking and unlike any personal touring system used by any museum
in the world. This system promises to become the new standard for museum
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navigation by equipping museumgoers with a device that personalizes, navi-
gates and engages.”180

Naturally, there is a gift shop to help visitors continue the experience.
“Discover hundreds of unique Museum of the Bible gift products. We offer a
wide variety of lifestyle apparel and accessories. There are gifts from around
the world, including reproductions, sculptures, jewelry, books, stationery and
exhibition catalogues. These distinctive offerings are an opportunity to con-
tinue the story and experience of the Museum of the Bible and allows our
guests to take home a lasting memory that inspires them to continually en-
gage with the Bible.”181

Archaeological and archival concerns over the provenance of some of the
Greens’ artifacts were the subject of news accounts leading up to the grand
opening. In 2010, the family paid $1.6 million for what turned out to be more
than 5,500 artifacts looted from historical sites in Iraq. In a deal with federal
prosecutors, the Greens forfeited the items and paid $3 million to settle a
civil action.182 The museum website has a separate section addressing “Prov-
enance,” and details its acquisition policy.183

Another concern expressed by scholars and other observers was the pos-
sibility of narrowly evangelical interpretations of scripture within the Mu-
seum of the Bible.184 Biblical interpretation via museum exhibition, they
maintain, should be as carefully considered as Biblical translation. “[T]he
responsibility of the translator is clear,” William A. Irwin wrote in An Intro-
duction to the Revised Standard Version of the Old Testament when the RSV
appeared in 1952. “Representing the best extant understanding of the lan-
guage with which he deals, he is charged to tell as accurately as he can in his
own language precisely what the original says.”185

Irwin goes on to stress accuracy over partisan interpretation:

A recent speaker has told of a project to issue “a theologically conservative
translation of the Bible.” Doubtless this is an appealing undertaking in the eyes
of many. But the fact must be stressed that there is no place for theology in
Bible translation [emphasis added], whether conservative or radical or what-
ever else. A “theological translation” is not a translation at all, but merely a
dogmatic perversion of the Bible.186

Most Bible translations, as indicated in this chapter, have been produced by
committee. Solo translation ventures have also met with mixed results. Clar-
ence Jordan, a New Testament Greek Scholar and Georgia farmer, published
a partial version of the New Testament in the late 1960s and early 1970s set
in the South. The Cotton Patch Gospel relocated the Gospels to Georgia, and
recast familiar characters, such as “Governor Herod and all his Atlanta cro-
nies,” while narrating the story of Jesus, born in Gainesville, Georgia. Jor-
dan, who founded Koinonia Farm near Americus, Georgia in the 1940s as an
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interracial farming utopia, followed the lead of other modern translators,
seeking to make the Bible more relatable to modern audiences.187

Theologian, scholar, and cultural commentator David Bentley Hart, au-
thor of Atheist Delusions (2009) and The Story of Christianity (2015) pub-
lished his New Testament translation in 2017.188 Hart admits that “yet an-
other translation of the New Testament is probably something of a foolish
venture. No matter what one produces—recklessly liberal, timidly conserva-
tive, or something poised equilibriously in between—it will provoke conster-
nation (and probably indignation) in countless breasts.”189 Hart’s translation,
as The Atlantic contributing editor James Parker phrased it, is a “mind-
bending translation” that Hart himself refers to as “almost pitilessly liter-
al. . . . Where an author has written bad Greek. . . . I have written bad
English.”190

“One lesson I quickly learned,” writes Bruce Feiler of his physical and
literary journey through the land of the Bible, “was that one’s view of the
Bible often depends on which Bible one reads. Christian Bibles, for instance,
arrange later books in the Hebrew Scriptures in a different order than Jewish
Bibles. Catholic Bibles, in both their translations and their content, differ
from Protestant Bibles, which differ from Anglican Bibles, which differ from
Greek Orthodox Bibles.”191

Harvard’s Peter J. Gomes warned against Bibliolatry, or idolatry of the
Bible and/or a particular version of it. Bible worship is to be avoided, and can
lead to the bludgeoning of others with it rather than using it for its intended
purpose. “The Bible is not God, nor is it a substitute for God, and to treat it as
if it were God or a surrogate of God is to treat it in the very way that it itself
condemns over and over again.”192

The notion of a word-for-word translation, as the NIV and ESV propo-
nents and many other translators had in mind, is not really an achievable
goal. As Sloyan explained:

One should not adopt a magisterial stance in presuming to name the “best”
translations. . . . It would be folly. If one were to name a version for pleasur-
able reading, it would be RNEB, occasional British turns of phrase and all. But
it has no apparatus aside from footnotes or textual alternatives, as does NRSV.
For help in understanding an ancient literature in its languages, NAB (as re-
vised) is clearly the best. Its translation is as dependable as the better modern
ones. Unlike most others (NJB is an exception, but not its “study edition”) it
provides enlightening footnotes, splendid introductions to each book, and
cross references within books and across Testaments. Often the notes are
superior to those in publishers’ study editions with commentary. NAB is espe-
cially valuable for the Bible study groups that are happily proliferating
throughout the U.S. and Canada. Too often the first reflection offered is on
“What this passage means to me.” The initial inquiry, of course, should be
what it meant to the inspired authors and editors, most of them anonymous,
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who gave it to the church in the first place. Once explored, it often renders the
second question needless.193

Contradictorily, the Bible is personal, yet is meant to be shared with others,
so it is also public. The Bible is considered to be the Word of God, and that
Word has been translated many times into many languages, and into many
versions of the same language. What is inside is considered by believers to be
a gift from God, but the message often gets lost in translation.
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Chapter Six

Jesus Laughed
The Uses and Abuses of Religious Satire

A time to break down, and a time to build up; A time to weep, and a time to
laugh.

——Ecclesiastes 3:3–4, KJV

INTRODUCTION

Making fun of religion is risky. It can lead to public disdain and get you sued.
It can also get you killed.

On January 7, 2015, brothers Saïd and Chérif Kouachi forced their way
into the Paris offices of the French satirical weekly Charlie Hebdo and shot
to death 11 staffers, many of them cartoonists for the publication. The sib-
lings, members of Al-Qaeda’s branch in Yemen, also killed a French police
officer and wounded 11 others. The pair was gunned down two days later by
authorities. The Kouachi brothers were apparently motivated to perpetrate
such murderous violence after Charlie Hebdo repeatedly published buffoon-
ish cartoon images depicting the Islamic Prophet Muhammad.1

Secularist to the point of being anti-religious, Charlie Hebdo has pub-
lished numerous articles and cartoons parodying religion since its founding
in 1970, taking on Islam, Catholicism, Judaism, Protestantism, and other
traditions. Charlie Hebdo journalist Laurent Leger told France’s BFM-TV in
2012 that, “The aim is to laugh. We want to laugh at the extremists—every
extremist. They can be Muslim, Jewish, Catholic. Everyone can be religious,
but extremist thoughts and acts we cannot accept.

“In France, we always have the right to write and draw. And if some
people are not happy with this, they can sue us and we can defend ourselves.
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That’s democracy. You don’t throw bombs, you discuss, you debate. But you
don’t act violently. We have to stand and resist pressure from extremism.”2

The magazine’s senior editor, George Biard, was quoted as saying, “Attack-
ing all religions is the basis of our identity.”3

According to a poll by the Pew Research Center done a few weeks after
the Charlie Hebdo massacre, 60 percent of Americans who heard about the
attack said it was fine to have published cartoons that depict the Prophet
Muhammad, but 28 percent disagreed.4 One respondent said he believed in
“free speech, but I also have a strong respect for people’s religious ideas. It’s
a matter of respect—things you just don’t do.”5

If editor Biard is to be taken at his word, a central goal of Charlie Hebdo
is to insult religious belief for the sake of a joke. Numerous secular media
have done the same, including the parody news website The Onion; British
comedy troupe Monty Python; and Comedy Central’s foul-mouthed animat-
ed series South Park, whose creators Trey Parker and Matt Stone were
behind the hit Broadway musical The Book of Mormon. In The Book of
Mormon, Parker and Stone parodied a religion with 15 million adherents
globally, garnering nine Tony Awards in the process. The Mormon Church’s
cheeky, nonviolent response to the musical’s vulgar humor capitalized on the
show’s fame with targeted advertising on midtown Manhattan billboards,
taxicabs, and even in the musical’s Playbill program, resulting in heightened
public awareness of actual Church teachings.6

The rituals and wrongdoings of world religions are ripe for satire. Funny
hats, incense burnings, witch hangings—mocking religion without compunc-
tion is easy for the irreligious. But is it ethical for believers in a Christian
God to practice religious satire? What would be the motivation for doing so?

This chapter explores historical and contemporary instances of Christians
and non-Christians utilizing humor in an attempt to highlight malfeasance
and effect positive change among God’s people. Multiple examples will be
discussed, but examined in detail will be two religious satire magazines, The
Wittenburg Door and Ship of Fools, one American and one British; and two
comedians, Stephen Colbert and John Oliver, one American and one British.

The Wittenburg Door and Ship of Fools were humor magazines founded
in the 1970s by unconventional Christian figures on opposite sides of the
Atlantic who shared the common mission of tweaking the conscience of
fellow believers. The two publications satirized believers who they viewed as
falling short of the Glory of God through intentional deceit, misinterpretation
of scripture, or hypocrisy for personal gain. Examining the actions of those
professing to be faithful through a comic lens, these magazines published
pieces that got under the skin of their subjects primarily because the insider
humor was so well informed. The writers of each publication were devout
Christians who knew the Bible as well as their targets did, and employed that
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knowledge to throw stones, while acknowledging they themselves were not
without sin.

Stephen Colbert is a liberal Catholic who periodically featured priests and
other religious figures on his Comedy Central television show The Colbert
Report (2005–2014), and continued to do so on his CBS television talk show,
The Late Show with Stephen Colbert (premiere 2015). Englishman John Oli-
ver is a comedian living in the United States who created a show on HBO
called Last Week Tonight with John Oliver (premiere 2014). Although Oliver
has not publicly identified with Christianity or any other religion as Colbert
has, he created an actual short-lived television ministry to prove a point about
church tax exemptions. In a similar vein, Colbert once created a real political
action committee, a Super PAC, to illustrate weak government oversight of
campaign donations.7 Oliver and Colbert share the experience of having
worked with Jon Stewart on Comedy Central’s The Daily Show. As the
show’s host, Stewart poked fun at religious controversies such as the alleged
“War on Christmas,” in which retailers supposedly wished people “Happy
Holidays” instead of “Merry Christmas.”8

SATIRE FROM RELIGIOUS SOURCES

Much mockery of religion could be found in mid-twentieth century popular
literature, television, stand-up comedy, and movies. Religious humor from a
religious standpoint was rarer for the period, although examples beyond The
Wittenburg Door and Ship of Fools do exist. For example, the daily cartoon
strip Peanuts by Charles M. Schulz, which has many religious allusions, was
used by seminarian, and later Christian minister, Robert L. Short for lectures.
In 1965, Short published a theological study of the comic titled, The Gospel
According to Peanuts.

Creator and artist Schulz’s incorporation of religion into his work began
prior to the strip’s debut in October 1950. Single-panel cartoons that original-
ly appeared in the religious magazines Youth and Reach were collected in a
1972 book called, I Take My Religion Seriously. These earlier drawings dealt
with wholesome teenagers and their encounters with church, parents, and
each other. One illustration shows a male teen outstretched on the floor
reading the Bible. A female stands over him with a puzzled look. The young
man tells her, “DON’T BOTHER ME . . . I’m looking for a verse of scripture
to back up one of my preconceived notions!”9

The Gospel According to Peanuts begat a popular culture publishing phe-
nomenon over the next several decades with numerous titles beginning, “The
Gospel According to . . .”10 The series included The Simpsons, The Beatles,
Walt Disney, Harry Potter, J. R. R. Tolkien, and Oprah Winfrey. In a review
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of seven books in the series, Francis Bridger of Fuller Theological Seminary,
wrote:

The advantage of this reformulation is that it neither claims too much nor too
little. Spirituality and religion are not forced into a reductionist or functionalist
paradigm and neither are they patronized. The Gospel According To series is
allowed to speak more powerfully precisely because it can be seen to claim
only to point to the possibility of transcendence. Consequently, the agnostic
and believing reader alike may appreciate its contribution to understanding
more of the contours and dynamic of religion in Western popular culture in a
way that opens up, rather than closes down, the range of interpretative pos-
sibilities. And for this we should be grateful.11

HUMOR AND SATIRE IN RELIGION

A common definition across many scholarly studies of satire is the use of
irony and ridicule to expose behavior the satirist believes to be negative or
antithetical to a societal standard; to highlight faults, injustice, and hypocrisy;
to reveal wrongdoing. The study of religion and humor—a strategic method
often employed by satiric practitioners as a behavioral corrective for targets
of the humor—has been undertaken by many scholars, including Reinhold
Niebuhr and John Morreall, both of whom explore the Incongruity Theory of
comedy. “In its most general form, this theory says that laughing at some-
thing is enjoying some incongruity in it,”12 Morreall writes. “[C]omedy con-
centrates on the incongruities in human beings, especially their shortcom-
ings.”13

Niebuhr considers it inappropriate to allow humor to define faith. Instead,
“Humour is, in fact, a prelude to faith; and laughter is the beginning of
prayer. Laughter must be heard in the outer courts of religion; and the echoes
of it should resound in the sanctuary; but there is no laughter in the holy of
holies. There laughter is swallowed up in prayer and humour is fulfilled by
faith.”14 Some situations do not lend themselves to humor, Niebuhr main-
tains, such as Christ on the cross, and laughter is powerless in the face of real
evil. “Laughter against real evil is bitter. Such bitter laughter of derision has
its uses as an instrument of condemnation. But there is no power in it to deter
the evil against which it is directed.”15

“Humor brings God closer to humankind,” writes Hershey H. Friedman.16

“For instance, God seems more understandable and less aloof when he is
sarcastic. . . . Humorous stories and exaggerations make the moral lessons of
the Hebrew Bible more memorable, and the irony behind punishments that
are ‘measure for measure’ hints at a world in which justice does truly pre-
vail. . . . A major purpose of the satire and sarcasm was to ridicule the
evildoer and the idolator.”17
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“In Jesus, both humor and irony come from love,” Father Henri Cormier
of the Canada-based Congregation of Jesus and Mary wrote in his 1977
meditation on Christian humor, simply titled The Humor of Jesus. “In Jesus,
there is no trace of mockery, for mockery is born of hate and triumphant
pride.” The chief priests, scribes, and elders mocked Jesus with cruel humor.
Conversely, “Jesus’s humor and irony are something light,” Cormier main-
tains.18

Cormier recounted the New Testament story in John 8, in which the
Pharisees tell Jesus a woman has been caught in the act of adultery in order to
test him. “Now Moses in the law commanded us, that such should be stoned:
but what sayest thou? This they said, tempting him, that they might have to
accuse him. But Jesus stooped down, and with his finger wrote on the
ground, as though he heard them not. So when they continued asking him, he
lifted up himself, and said unto them, He that is without sin among you, let
him first cast a stone at her.”19

“With a few well-chosen words,” Cormier writes, “Jesus has forced each
person to recognize, deep within his own conscience, the presence of him in
whose name they meant to perpetuate this atrocious deed, him whose pres-
ence they have conveniently forgotten: God.”20 Jesus uses irony and his quiet
sense of humor to dispel the crowd and to expose their hypocrisy.

Yet, “There is not a single mention to be found in the Bible of Jesus
laughing,”21 as Belgian theologian Hans Geybels points out. “Theologians
from ancient and medieval times were right: nowhere is it written that Jesus
ever laughed. But it is also not written that he never did. . . . Humour is a key
concept in the actions of Jesus. It is his way to put the restrictive culture He
grew up in, in perspective. It is the ideal method of delivering his message
without moralising. Many of his parables illustrate this.”22

Friedman disagrees that Godly laughter is missing from scripture. “The
idea that God laughs is mentioned several times in Psalms,” he writes.

In Psalms (2:4) the Psalmist says: “He who sits in heaven will laugh, the Lord
will mock them.” In Psalms (37:13): “My Lord laughs at him for He sees that
his day is coming.” In Psalms (59:9): But as for You, God, You laugh at them;
You mock all nations.” These verses all indicate that one day the Lord will
laugh at evildoers. Of course, the type of laughter described here is not a
happy, fun-loving laugh, but a sarcastic, derisive one. The Psalmist is describ-
ing a contemptuous, sardonic laugh aimed at the wicked who do not realize the
futility of their plots if God does not approve.23

Friedman also contrasts God’s mocking with Cormier’s description of Jesus
as having “no trace of mockery, for mockery is born of hate and triumphant
pride.” Is the God of the Hebrew Bible hateful and prideful? These polar
views, as well as the choice of language, reveal the difficulty inherent in
scholarly efforts to parse the humor of God and Jesus.
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Frederick Buechner, Conrad Hyers, Hans Geybels, Elton Trueblood, and
numerous others have focused on the story of Abraham and Sarah becoming
parents late in life as evidence of holy laughter. The Bible records that Sarah
laughed at the angel who brought them the news that she, at age 90, would
bear a son.24 “According to Genesis,” Buechner writes, “God intervened then
and asked about Sarah’s laughter, and Sarah was scared stiff and denied the
whole thing.”

Then God said, “No, but you did laugh,” and, of course, he was right. Maybe
the most interesting part of it all is that far from getting angry at them for
laughing, God told them that when the baby was born he wanted them to name
him Isaac, which in Hebrew means laughter. So you can say that God not only
tolerated their laughter but blessed it and in a sense joined in it himself, which
makes it a very special laughter indeed—God and man laughing together,
sharing a glorious joke in which both of them are involved.25

“The history of Israel begins—if it does not sound too impious—with a joke,
a divine joke . . . it was a laughter that became the laughter of faith,” Hyers
adds.26

Earl F. Palmer, focusing on the Gospels, says, “Jesus of Nazareth is the
greatest humorist of all time,” citing Jesus’s gift for universal knowledge and
wisdom among the reasons his humor works so well.27 From that wisdom
came ironic and surprising statements that caught authorities off guard and
kept his disciples guessing his meaning. Jesus related parables about sinners
and prostitutes and wayward children, not about flawless holy people. “If
Jesus had told stories about perfect families and perfect dinner parties, we
would despair at the families we have and never dare to entertain at dinner;
but in the humor of his parables, we are able to find hope in our own
imperfect families and invite others over to eat with us,” according to Chris-
tianity scholar Douglas Adams. Adams also notes that humor and irony are
often missed by modern audiences when Biblical passages are taken out of
context.28

Palmer, Adams, and Trueblood highlight the satire to be found in the
parables of Jesus. In his study of Christ’s sense of humor, Trueblood cites
George Meredith’s definition of the “Comic Spirit” when he suggests that,
“God’s laughter comes only with an underlying interest in our welfare. The
laughter is directed at our frailties, but its purpose is to heal,” he writes.29

“There are, of course, persons who are opposed to laughter, especially in
religion, where they think of it as inappropriate or even sacrilegious,” True-
blood acknowledges in The Humor of Christ, one of the earliest works of its
type, published in 1964. “They would be shocked at the idea that there is any
connection between God and the Comic Spirit.”30
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As religion scholar and filmmaker Terry Lindvall writes in his 2015 book,
God Mocks: A History of Religious Satire from the Hebrew Prophets to
Stephen Colbert,

Humor in the Hebrew Bible expresses itself primarily in the malicious scoff-
ing, gloating, finger-pointing sort, the kind that comedian Lenny Bruce would
later practice. . . . For the prophets, humor is secondary to proclaiming the
word of the Lord. They want to shame their audiences into repentance. 31

Shame was the tactic of The Wittenburg Door and Ship of Fools, as will
become evident in the following sections.

THE WITTENBURG DOOR

The Wittenburg Door (published 1971–2008) began in the United States at
the height of the “Hippies for Christ” Jesus Movement, about the same time
as Charlie Hebdo in France.32 In 1969, a four-page mimeographed newslet-
ter that sold for a dollar a year was distributed to Southern California Chris-
tian youth workers and others interested in youth field ministry. In June
1971, a West Coast company called Youth Specialties, owned by Mike
Yaconelli, assumed the newsletter’s debts and expanded it into a sixteen-
page magazine highlighting evangelical youth work.33 What the magazine
was intended to be and what it became are two vastly different things. Origi-
nally an organ for inspiring Christian youth in the mission field, the maga-
zine evolved into the only publication in America devoted to exposing relig-
ious excess and fakery with insider satire.

The magazine’s title, The Wittenburg Door, came from the Castle Church
door in Wittenberg, Germany where 500 years ago in 1517, the monk Martin
Luther nailed 95 theses criticizing practices of the Catholic Church, particu-
larly the selling of indulgences, leading up to the Protestant Reformation.
After three issues, then-publisher Yaconelli noticed the spelling of the City
of Wittenberg was incorrect on the cover. “We decided that the misspelling
was a kind of divine statement of the satirical nature of the magazine,” he
later wrote.34 Also known as simply The Door, one of the magazine’s slo-
gans was “Still Nailing It to the Church,” referring to the catholic church in
the universal sense, not a single denomination. Another was, “Pretty Much
the World’s Only Religious Satire Magazine,” which was close to being the
case.

The blurred lines of religious criticism and Godly praise were present in
The Wittenburg Door from the beginning. In one of The Door’s first issues in
1972, writer and Youth Movement worker Craig Wilson is pictured in front
of the mid-nineteenth-century Castle Church door that now stands in Witten-
berg, near the original site where Luther is said to have nailed his protests
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centuries earlier. Wilson’s essay set the parodic tone for future The Door
pieces by picturing the same event occurring in the twentieth century: “Many
will say that we are heading for a second reformation. I am afraid, though,
that the Martin Luther of the 1970s would have trouble finding a church that
wouldn’t call a special meeting of the board of trustees to bring action
against the vandal who put a nail in the $5,000.00 sanctuary door, instead of
concerning themselves with his thesis.”35

Attacking the institutional church’s bureaucracy and materialism was
characteristic of many The Door pieces. This early selection is pro-Christian
and anti-religion; its dual purpose is to urge readers to focus on Christ while
“reforming” the church. Wilson sees a dead church in 1970s United States,
one too preoccupied with materiality to hear the Gospel. “The hypocrite is
always vulnerable to ridicule,” according to Trueblood. “This is why it is
easy for us to understand the meaning of Christ’s wit when He directs his
barbs at the religious. He is talking to us! But the purpose of the Gospel, even
of its jokes, is redemption.”36 He adds that, “Though Christ employed several
types of humor, the most common type which he used is irony, that is a
holding up to public view of either vice or folly, but without a note of
bitterness or the attempt to harm.”37

William J. Leonard, former dean of The Divinity School at Wake Forest
University, agrees that laughing at religious people and institutions, and even
the Bible itself, is a healthy and very human thing. He echoes Niebuhr when
he says, “Faith always has that other side. I’ve sometimes said we take faith
very seriously, but we never take ourselves, as people of faith, all that seri-
ously, because we’re always stumbling and fumbling our way.”38

After 25 years of publishing The Wittenburg Door, Yaconelli, who was
also a lay pastor in a Christian church, tired of producing satire and donated
the entire magazine enterprise to Ole Anthony and his Texas-based Trinity
Foundation in 1996. Trinity, founded by Anthony in 1972 in a poor neigh-
borhood in East Dallas, is a nonprofit 501(C)(3) organization that houses,
counsels, and feeds homeless people in a series of row houses in east Dallas.
The foundation is also an investigative watchdog of unscrupulous television
ministries who defraud the faithful, housing hundreds of hours of televangel-
ism video, and maintaining an extensive record of complaints from those
who contact Trinity to look into suspicious practices.

Longtime The Door editor Robert Darden, a gospel music historian and
Baylor University journalism professor, recounted the transfer in 2000:

The original publisher, Youth Specialties, Inc. is filthy rich. It is the world’s
largest purveyor of youth-oriented products and seminars. Founder Mike
Yaconelli . . . against the advice of all of Y.S.’s high-priced accounting staff,
heroically labored to continue the magazine into the nineties.
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Once the nineties rolled around, and staff cut-backs became the norm in
America’s corporations, Y.S. deeded The Door over to the Trinity Foundation,
a not-so-for-profit-that-you-could-tell organization in the ghetto of Southeast
Dallas. The Trinity Foundation’s twin goals are:

1. To follow the biblical mandate to take care of the homeless.
2. To follow the biblical mandate to bust idols.39

Before he took ownership, Anthony had previously been featured for his dual
occupations as homeless caretaker and ministerial investigator in a 1994
interview by the magazine, and he had written a piece for The Door about
televangelist and faith healer Benny Hinn.40 During that The Door interview,
Anthony recalled the names of televangelists he had investigated over the
years had saddled him with, including “instrument of the devil.” Trinity, he
said, had been called a “lunatic, supposed-Christian organization,” run by
“slime who periodically crawl out from under a rock.” The Door interviewer
had replied, “Hmmmm. You sound like our kind of person.”41

Anthony and his handful of staff members make poverty wages of around
$80 per week, $30 of which is paid back into the foundation for room and
board. Trinity also has volunteers, some of whom are homeless themselves.
The foundation’s annual budget is $500,000, “a sum that some of the na-
tion’s most popular televangelists routinely raise in a single day,” according
to religion journalist William Lobdell of the Los Angeles Times, who profiled
Anthony in 2002.42 Anthony has said that he promotes “First Century Chris-
tianity,” illustrated by his willingness to own nothing personally and spend
his life caring for the less fortunate.43 In addition to the homeless ministry
Anthony has established in Dallas, Trinity has purchased or built housing for
the poor in Dayton, Ohio, and in Oklahoma City.

The Door was a mixed financial blessing for the struggling Trinity Foun-
dation. The magazine never turned a profit for Yaconelli’s Youth Specialties
until 1994, more than twenty years after it debuted, and it began spilling red
ink again the following year. According to Anthony, The Door lost between
$30,000 and $50,000 a year between 1995 and 1999.44 After a readership
high of 15,000 in the late 1970s, paid circulation shrank to roughly 6,500
subscribers in 1998, and declined thereafter. The magazine was never heavily
marketed, and it was available on a limited number of newsstands and in only
a handful of religious bookstores. It was later banned from many religious
outlets for being too risqué.
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THE WITTENBURG DOOR’S SATIRE UNDER THE TRINITY
FOUNDATION

After making the move from California to religion-soaked Dallas, The Wit-
tenburg Door continued to mock the failings of the devout, or those pretend-
ing to be devout. Under Trinity’s ownership, however, the magazine’s humor
became more biting. The foundation’s website stated that, “Trinity has
broadened the magazine’s mission to deflate pompous individuals, move-
ments and institutions from ANY religious persuasion that take themselves
too seriously. . . . The basis for The Door’s mission is a scriptural injunction
to mock idolatry. . . . The rabbinic teachers said Israel was forbidden to mock
or jeer anyone or anything except idolatry.”45

Its writers and cartoonists parodied religious figures, particularly avari-
cious televangelists, but took God seriously. The magazine appealed primari-
ly to zealous Christian youth and seminarians who preferred an edgier tone to
their religious messages than mainstream fodder, such as Christianity Today.
Jewish culture magazine Heeb and the hip Christian magazine Relevant are
more recent publications that fill that gap, but neither pushes the taste enve-
lope the way The Door did under Anthony’s leadership.

As a 1998 newspaper profile put it, “This group of slightly wacky Chris-
tians uses laughter, sarcasm and irony to ridicule religion’s sacred cows,
deflate pious egos and expose religious charlatans. . . . ‘The purpose of The
Door is to satirize and make fun of anyone who takes themselves seriously in
the name of God,’ said publisher Ole Anthony. ‘I’d like to smash the idolatry
that is so common in the American church.’”46

Assorted religious groups suffered their share of mockery, from the Am-
ish to Baptists to Scientologists.47 Mother Teresa, heralded during her life-
time for her work in the slums of Calcutta with orphans and lepers, earned
the designation of “Loser of the Decade” by The Door in 1996. She was
canonized by the Catholic Church as Saint Teresa of Calcutta in 2016, but
The Door staffers declared two decades earlier that, “she’s no more a saint
than you or me.”48 The first issue published under Trinity’s ownership took
the then 85-year-old nun, founder of the Order of the Missionaries of Char-
ity, to task for a variety of sins. Among Mother Teresa’s offenses was the
acceptance of the Haitian Legion d’honneur from “the murderous Duvaliers”
who “had been terrorizing, murdering, and stealing from the Haitian people
since ‘Papa Doc’ Duvalier rose to power in 1957.”49 The essay criticizes her
for accepting $1.4 million from Charles Keating, implicated in the Savings
and Loan scandals of the 1980s and 1990s.50

After berating the future saint, the writer acknowledges his own sinful
shortcomings, and places Mother Teresa on a level with the rest of humanity:
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I suppose we’ll never know if you’re merely operating in a holy daze or if
you’re running the world’s biggest Catholic Charity Bazaar. Most likely
you’re just a normal everyday loser, like the rest of us. And that’s the whole
point.

But you’re our Loser . . . the Loser of the Decade.51

Ole Anthony’s faith is reflected in this harsh assessment. Holding Mother
Teresa up as a saint during her lifetime was seen as vanity from The Door’s
theological viewpoint. Vanity is also what Anthony sees in the millionaire
televangelists he ridicules. As Burkhard Bilger wrote in a New Yorker profile
of Anthony, “he found religion at the pinnacle of his career and has grown
steadily poorer since. God’s purpose, he believes, is . . . to reveal the hollow-
ness of our existence so that we might sacrifice our lives for others, as Christ
did.”52 While it can be argued that Mother Teresa did just that—sacrifice her
life for others—she was not perfect, and The Door did not hesitate to point
out her imperfections.

Ninety percent of The Wittenburg Door’s articles came from freelance
writers, with editor Robert Darden and a small core staff from Trinity sifting
through the submissions. Darden has said that editorial meetings were occa-
sions for laughter and fellowship, and for arguing and positioning and daring.
Conceptualizing the concept for the cover was the most difficult decision, he
said.

With the committee, there’s a brainstorming. And the whole time we’re throw-
ing out ideas, I’m watching Harry [Guetzlaff]. I never take my eyes off Harry,
because Harry is our promotions manager and our circulation manager and
that stuff, and if all the blood drains out of his face, and he looks at me after he
hears an idea, and he says, “dear Jesus, no, no,” then I think we’re on to
something.53

In an interview with CNN, Darden said, “At its best, religious satire fulfills
the Old Testament mandate to break down idols. . . . As a culture, we’re idol-
makin’ fools—wealth, glory, prestige, power, personalities. If fallible,
wounded People of God resist that [mandate]—be it [idols such as] a Golden
Calf or a golden-throat TV evangelist—then they’re doing themselves a
grave disservice.”54

A 1997 issue of The Wittenburg Door featured an interview with National
Lampoon magazine’s former editor Henry Beard. The Door’s cover sported a
parody of the Lampoon’s infamous January 1973 cover of a gun pointed at
the head of a nervous looking dog, with the headline: “If You Don’t Buy This
Magazine, We’ll Kill This Dog.” The Wittenburg Door cover showed a gun
pointing at evangelist Billy Graham with the headline: “Buy this magazine,
or Billy gets it.”55
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The late National Rifle Association chairman and actor Charlton Heston
was on the September/October 1998 cover, dressed as Moses holding a ma-
chine gun instead of tablets bearing the Ten Commandments. Heston, a fa-
vorite of evangelical conservatives and star of the 1956 epic The Ten Com-
mandments, was a longtime spokesman for the NRA. In the NRA version of
the Commandments envisioned by The Door, Number Ten was “Thou shalt
not covet thy neighbor’s Uzi, nor his Glock, nor his Browning, nor his Colt,
nor his Weatherby, nor any other instrument by which thy neighbor exercises
his right to keep and bear arms.”56

The cover story combining religion and the NRA was prescient. Seven-
teen years later in December 2015, 14 people were killed and 22 injured in
San Bernardino, California by a heavily armed married couple, both Muslims
of Pakistani descent. Sayed Rizwan Farook was a U.S.-born American citi-
zen, and his wife Tashfeen Malik was a legal permanent resident. 57 In re-
sponse to the attack, Jerry Falwell, Jr., president of Liberty University, a
Christian institution in Lynchburg, Virginia, told students at a convocation
service four days later that, “If more good people had concealed-carry per-
mits, then we could end those Muslims before they walked in and killed
them.”58

In contrast to Falwell’s stance, at a Religion Newswriters Association
multi-faith gun control panel in Georgia a year earlier, panelist David
Gushee, a Christian ethicist at Mercer University, said, “It’s hard to articulate
a strong Biblical case for a heavily armed society. . . . That’s not Biblical
reasoning; that’s cultural reasoning.”59

Trinity vice-president John Rutledge, who created The Door’s first web-
page in 1997, said the magazine’s content generated scores of angry letters
and emails from both sides of the religious fence, conservative and liberal.
Readers occasionally canceled subscriptions after taking offense at an article
or a cover illustration, but Rutledge has seen some people become more open
to Christianity after corresponding with the magazine via email. “We had so
many agnostics, and all kinds of people would write us, or taking objection at
something. I must have talked to more unbelievers . . . either by e-mail or just
talked to them,” he said.60 In some cases at least, the magazine’s unusual
way of witnessing was effective.

SATIRIC MISSION FIELD: EXPOSING TELEVANGELISTS

“Vanity is a great weakness of mankind in general,” Trueblood observed,
“but it seems especially ludicrous when it appears among the professionally
religious. The contradiction between man’s humility before God and his
strutting before men is a perfect opening for ridicule.”61 The Trinity Founda-
tion’s investigations of televangelists alleged to have defrauded the public
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are serious affairs—they wound up not only as fodder for humor in the pages
of The Wittenburg Door, but also on television news shows such as ABC’s
Primetime Live, Dateline NBC, and the syndicated Inside Edition, and as part
of a congressional inquiry.

Senator Charles Grassley of Iowa, the ranking Republican on the Senate
Finance Committee, investigated six prominent televangelists in 2007 for
possible financial misconduct: Paula White, Joyce Meyer, Creflo Dollar,
Eddie Long, Kenneth Copeland, and Benny Hinn. He did so in response to
letters from Ole Anthony. According to a CBS News story:

Because they have tax status as churches, the ministries do not have to file IRS
990 forms like other non-profit organizations—leaving much financial infor-
mation largely behind closed doors.

The letters sent Monday were the culmination of a long investigation
fueled in part by complaints from Ole Anthony, a crusader against religious
fraud who operates the Dallas-based Trinity Foundation, which describes itself
as a watchdog monitoring religious media, fraud and abuse. “We’ve been
working with them for two years,” Anthony told CBS News. “We have fur-
nished them with enough information to fill a small Volkswagen.”

Anthony said after twenty years of working with media organizations to
expose televangelists, he saw little reform. He says that’s why he turned to
another tactic, going straight to Grassley. He is confident that Grassley’s in-
quiry will be different, “What we hope is that this will lead to reform in
religious nonprofits.”62

To Anthony’s dismay, no charges were ever filed against any of the televan-
gelists featured in the report.

The late circulation manager for The Door, Harry Guetzlaff, a former
Coca-Cola executive, originally came to the Trinity Foundation seeking help
after he had been turned down for assistance from televangelist Robert Til-
ton’s church when Guetzlaff found himself on hard times. He had been a
longtime donor to Tilton’s ministry and had donated his last $5,000 prior to
being turned away by Tilton. Anthony hired Guetzlaff and offered him a
home. Guetzlaff became archivist and editor of the thousands of hours of
television ministry video recordings in Trinity’s archive. Working with ABC
News, journalist Diane Sawyer, and the show Primetime Live in 1991, Trin-
ity investigated Tilton and found prayer requests for healing in a dumpster
that Tilton had claimed to pray over. Checks to Tilton’s ministry had been
removed and the requests discarded, Anthony told Sawyer.

Tilton was at his peak in 1991, with his ministry bringing in some $80
million per year. The resulting televised reports on Tilton cost him many
viewers and followers, as well as his first marriage. He was sued by multiple
plaintiffs for fraud, and lost much of his wealth and reputation. Tilton was
unsuccessful in his own libel suit against Trinity and ABC News.63 Trinity’s
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reports have landed Anthony in court many times, but thus far no televangel-
ist has sued him successfully.

Tilton later appeared on The Door’s cover as the Dr. Seuss character the
Grinch in the November/December 2000 issue. “Brother Bob Tilton: The
Grinch Who Stole Christmas” was the headline, and inside there was a pur-
ported interview with Tilton as Grinch, using fictional questions paired with
Tilton’s actual words from a 1991 broadcast transcript from his former show
Success-N-Life.64 The effect was to make Tilton look avaricious and foolish,
which The Door considered him to be.

In his back of the book column in the same issue, Anthony, with assis-
tance from a staffer known only as Skippy R., highlighted Tilton’s legal
troubles, but ended on a redemptive note:

When Tilton reviled me, I reviled him right back. I called him a snake oil
salesman, a joke, a fraud, dumber than a box of rocks and someone who “has
nothing to do with the God I believe in.” But on reflection, I was wrong. He
does have something to do with God.

The church needs people like Tilton, just as I personally do. Let me ex-
plain.

Sure, I could justify judging Tilton, but only if I’ve never lied, never tried
to manipulate someone, never had an illicit sexual thought, never ignored the
needs of people around me, never tried to numb the grind of daily existence by
seeking escape. Jesus was very clear about this. These are all just variations on
the theme of self-seeking. . . . How can God expect us to meet that kind of
standard? He doesn’t. He knows we can’t. . . . But God has provided a way for
us to repent. . . . The church needs to take a glance in the mirror. Until we see
Tilton’s face in the reflection, we’ll continue to wander in the deception of
self-righteousness, never realizing we’ve left the narrow way.

Repentance. Even Tilton can do that. Even you can.
And even me.65

The Wittenburg Door sought to discuss topical religious issues in both seri-
ous and comic ways, and while it often resembled MAD magazine more than
Holy Scripture, the staff maintained its Christian identity. Writing in the
Washington Post in 1997, reporter Peter Carlson observed that, “sometimes
it’s hard to tell whether The Door is a funny religious magazine or a funny
anti-religious magazine. And the editors seem to enjoy sowing that confu-
sion.”66

SHIP OF FOOLS

Sebastian Brandt, a conservative religious scholar and humanist, wrote Das
Narrenschiff, or The Ship of Fools, a moralistic poem that describes 110
assorted follies and vices, in 1494. Originally published in German with
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descriptive woodcuts typically attributed to famed artist Albrecht Dürer of
Nuremberg, the various chapters are devoted to such offenses as “Arrogance
Toward God” and “Marrying for Money,” and satirize religious corruption.
According to scholar Terry Lindvall:

Brandt’s floating community of fools personifies the compelling place of
laughter and satire in religious life. If satire is to be defined as the ridiculing of
human vanity, folly, and hypocrisy, one finds no better metaphor than a boat-
load of stupid people obliviously drifting toward the edge of the world. To
recognize the church as a similar tub of rogues and village idiots is to recog-
nize a fundamental truth about human nature, within or without the Christian
community—namely that none are righteous or wise, but all have fallen into
the folly of sin.67

Ship of Fools: The Magazine of Christian Unrest is the British counterpart to
The Wittenburg Door. The two magazines were unrelated in business terms,
but share satiric sensibilities and same mission of religious parody, though
Ship of Fools humor is on the gentler side. The magazine folded as a print
publication after ten issues when its readership dropped to 450 subscribers.68

Developed by a group of professional writers who put out the magazine in
their spare time, Ship of Fools, or SOF, attacked such sacred cows as the cult
of C.S. Lewis, the Papal souvenir trade, and born-again celebrities who make
public testimonials. Founding editor and designer Simon Jenkins revived the
magazine as a website on April Fool’s Day 1998, a year after The Door went
online. The web incarnation is updated weekly with articles and features
resembling the earlier print version. Ship-of-fools.com records 150,000
unique visitors each month.69 “We’re here for people who prefer their relig-
ion disorganized,” according to Jenkins. “Our aim is to help Christians be
self-critical and honest about the failings of Christianity, as we believe hon-
esty can only strengthen faith.”70

Jenkins and co-editor Stephen Goddard both have backgrounds in relig-
ion. Jenkins earned a master’s degree in theology and education from King’s
College London and is the author of several religious books. In addition, he
is a Lay Reader in the Church of England. Goddard, also a theology graduate,
edited Buzz, a leading Christian monthly in Britain, for seven years. In a 2000
interview with The Door, Jenkins said, “Ship of Fools doesn’t do much
satire, actually, but because our humor is critical of church leaders and
church life, people think of us as satirical.”

Real satire has a lot of cruelty in it, I think, whether it’s the satire of Hogarth
and Swift in the eighteenth century, which was fueled by moral indignation at
the evils happening at the time, or the TV satire of today, which doesn’t seem
to come from a moral center, but from a love of pulling things down. Our
humor tends to be less cruel and more playful than satire, although I think
there’s room for sharpening ourselves up.71
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On the website, Goddard states, “As committed Christians ourselves, we
can’t help laughing at the crazy things that go wrong with the church, and
we’re also drawn to those questions which take us beyond easy believing. In
the end, we want to make sense of the Christian faith in today’s complex
world.”72 In place of a mission statement, Jenkins posted a long poem he
wrote at the magazine’s founding, which ends with this verse:

a ship of fools
but there are fools and
those who only appear to be

—Simon Jenkins, 197773

Jenkins’s verse summarizes the bold notion of being a “fool for Christ” by
citing the flawed faith of the frightened and wondering apostles who fol-
lowed “a small sleeping carpenter.”74 Ship of Fools adopted as its patron
saint “the coolest saint in all Christendom—St. Simeon the Holy Fool, whose
feast day we celebrate every 21st July.”75 After living in a cave near the
Dead Sea for 29 years during the sixth century, Simeon arrived at the gate of
Edessa in Syria one day dragging a dead dog from a rope tied around his
waist. He exhibited other erratic behaviors, such as blowing out the candles
during church and passing gas in public. “Simeon had decided to play the
fool in order to mock the idiocy of the world and also to conceal his own
identity as a saint,” according to SOF.76

Sociologist Peter L. Berger has written about holy fools, which “have
been both real madmen (what today would be called cases of mental illness
or retardation) and individuals feigning madness. . . . There are important
elements of religiously privileged folly in Taoism and Zen Buddhism, among
the wandering sanyasin of India, and in primal regions in Africa and the
Americas.”77 Berger also notes that holy fools have appeared in Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam. Quoting the Bible, he writes:

The prophetic literature has a number of cases that can properly be described
as holy folly. In the Book of Isaiah, the prophet is reported to have walked
naked and barefoot for three years (Is. 20). The prophet Jeremiah put on a
wooden yoke around his neck (Jer. 27). And Ezekiel was commanded to eat
excrement (Ezek. 4).78

Berger identifies, as many scholars do, the apostle Paul’s letters to the Corin-
thians in the New Testament concerning being a fool for Christ:

We are fools for Christ, but you are so wise in Christ! We are weak, but you
are strong! You are honored, we are dishonored! . . .

But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God
chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. God chose the lowly
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things of this world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to
nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him. 79

Berger also cites more modern examples of holy folly. “Dietrich Bonhoeffer,
the Protestant theologian executed by the Nazis for his involvement in the
attempt to assassinate Hitler, wrote from prison how humor sustains Chris-
tian faith in adversity. Alfred Delp, a Catholic priest who was another victim
of Nazism, joked in the best tradition of Christian martyrdom when he was
actually walking toward his execution. He asked the chaplain accompanying
him about the latest news from the front, then said, ‘In a half hour I will
know more than you!’”80

“We think Christians should be restless about the state of church today,
and stirring up unrest in the wider world as well,” Jenkins told The Door.
“We want to ask: isn’t there a better way to do Christianity than this?”81

The SOF website has various departments, including “The Fruitcake
Zone,” harboring weird religious news; “Gadgets for God,” showcasing
strange religious merchandise (similar to The Door’s “Truth is Stranger than
Fiction” and “Loser” features); and “The Mystery Worshipper,” made up of
hundreds of volunteers around the world who attend church services, take
notes on the experience based on a questionnaire, and report their findings on
the SOF site. “We want to help churches see what they look like to someone
who comes to them as a stranger,” Jenkins told The Door. “It’s like holding
up a mirror to churches and saying, ‘Is this how you expected to look? Are
you happy looking like this?’ But it’s also a tongue-in-cheek sort of pro-
ject. . . . If the communion wafers are soggy, or the pastor’s jokes aren’t
funny, we’ll say so. We’re offering a snapshot of how church really is experi-
enced around the world today.”82

The website for Ship of Fools offers visitors explanations of its many
components:

Regular features include the Mystery Worshipper, the Caption Competition,
and Gadgets for God. Ship of Fools has also run a number of projects, includ-
ing The Ark, an online gameshow, and Church of Fools, an early experiment
in online 3D church. The Laugh Judgment, our investigation into funny and
offensive religious jokes, prompted journalist Julie Burchill to say of us: “If
one must choose a modern symbol of what is so good about Britain, I would
choose Ship of Fools.”

Alongside these is a thriving online community, including the famed
Heaven, Hell and Purgatory bulletin boards, where shipmates debate every-
thing from “Religion and Buffy the Vampire Slayer” and “The status of Mor-
monism” to “Hitchcock and Catholic Guilt.” Over 13,500 people joined the
boards in its first ten years online.83

“When we started, we thought we were just launching a magazine—but
we’ve found that we actually launched a community, too,” Simon said.84
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Ship of Fools had many things in common with its late American cousin,
The Wittenburg Door. Each was a religious satire magazine run by a relig-
ious publisher; each had the mission of evangelizing by exposing vanity and
tearing down idols and sacred cows in the church; and each urged a return to
the core teachings of the Bible, highlighting humor and humanity. One last
thing the magazines shared in common was poor financial health. “We don’t
have a shortage of ideas,” Jenkins opined to The Door in 2000, “just a
shortage of money.”85

RELIGIOUS SATIRE MOVES TO LATE NIGHT TELEVISION

Two of the twenty-first century’s sharpest wits are Stephen Colbert and John
Oliver, one American and one British, like The Wittenburg Door and Ship of
Fools. Colbert’s fame grew on two of cable channel Comedy Central’s
shows, The Daily Show (from 1997–2005) and The Colbert Report (from
2005–2014). Colbert was always in character as a conservative blowhard on
The Colbert Report, allowing him to satirize right wing pundits such as
former FOX News host Bill O’Reilly. Viewers wondered if O’Reilly was in
on the joke, as he and Colbert were occasional guests on each other’s shows.
Colbert eventually moved to late night broadcast television. Taking over the
11:35 p.m. slot on CBS from the retiring David Letterman, Colbert began
hosting The Late Show with Stephen Colbert, as himself, in September 2015.

Oliver, another Daily Show alumnus (from 2006–2014), moved to pre-
mium cable channel HBO as the host of Last Week Tonight with John Oliver
in April 2014. Oliver is a standup comedian and writer, and took over as
temporary host of The Daily Show when Jon Stewart took a leave of absence
in the summer of 2013 to direct the film Rosewater. The Oliver show’s
format is closer to an extended comic monologue. He spends much of the
show solo, behind a desk, as an anchorman/commentator. He and his writing
staff do extensive research on a single topic, intersperse jokes among a flurry
of facts, and turn out detailed social commentary that has been praised for
raising awareness of important topics that often fly under the radar of most
Americans’ news feeds.

Neither Colbert nor Oliver has religion as the sole focus of his comedy
material, but both have indulged in elaborate parodies that showcase hypocri-
sy and deceit in the name of faith.

STEPHEN COLBERT, THEOLOGIAN

There was some historical overlap between The Wittenburg Door and The
Daily Show. From its earliest incarnation with host Craig Kilborn, The Daily
Show had a segment called “Godstuff” featuring clips of histrionics and
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antics from religious television shows, including those of Benny Hinn and
Robert Tilton, as well as a number of televangelists asking for money. The
clips were supplied by the Trinity Foundation, and were introduced by John
Bloom, whose alias Joe Bob Briggs is a B-movie reviewer and comic writer.
Bloom reported on televangelists and wrote parodies for The Door, and
served as president of Trinity for a time. “Godstuff” was eventually dropped
from The Daily Show, but after Jon Stewart became host in 1999, a similar
skit called “This Week in God” was created by Stephen Colbert, a Catholic
actor and comedian who regularly attends mass and can recite Bible verses
from memory.

Colbert told Terry Gross of NPR’s Fresh Air that he wasn’t “a particular-
ly religious person,” but he goes to church, “which makes me kind of odd for
my profession. You know, most people can’t understand why I do, other
comedians. And I have to walk that thin line because I don’t want to criticize
anyone’s religion for the fact that it is a religion, and what’s funny to me is
what people do in the name of religion.”86 Walking a thin like to mock “what
people do in the name of religion” rather than religion itself is the same
impulse behind the humor of The Wittenburg Door and Ship of Fools.

In a YouTube video from March 2015 prior to the debut of his epony-
mous CBS show, Colbert submitted to an interview with Jesuit Priest James
Martin, editor-at-large for America magazine, author of Between Heaven and
Mirth: Why Joy, Humor, and Laughter Are at the Heart of the Spiritual Life,
and a frequent guest on The Colbert Report. So frequent, in fact, that Colbert
typically introduced him as “The Colbert Report chaplain.” An excerpt from
their conversation:

Martin: “Who’s your favorite saint?”
Colbert: “I like St. Peter, ‘cause he’s so flawed. . . . I always liked Peter
because he’s the rock, but the rocks are between the ears. Because he has the
insight, or the grace, to know that you are the Messiah, the Son of God. And
then he denies Christ. . . . He’s angry, like, he’s known as like having an anger.
I like him ‘cause he’s super-flawed. And yet he gets the big job.”
Martin: “He does, that’s right, at the end. He gets to be pope.”87

In this casual exchange, recorded standing amid file cabinets and desks in the
offices of America magazine, Colbert acknowledges the humanity present in
the first pope. The six-minute, unstructured conversation is by turns funny
and serious, like Colbert himself. At one point, Colbert addresses humor,
saying it’s a commandment from God not to worry. “It’s sort of autonomic
that you can’t laugh and be afraid at the same time.”88

Stephen Colbert experienced tragedy early in life when his father and two
brothers died in a plane crash. Colbert was 10 years old. He described to The
New York Times Magazine how he coped afterward:
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“I’m not bitter about what happened to me as a child, and my mother was
instrumental in keeping me from being so.” He added, in a tone so humble and
sincere that his character [on The Colbert Report] would never have used it:
“She taught me to be grateful for my life regardless of what that entailed, and
that’s directly related to the image of Christ on the cross and the example of
sacrifice that he gave us. What she taught me is that the deliverance God offers
you from pain is not no pain—it’s that the pain is actually a gift. What’s the
option? God doesn’t really give you another choice.”89

In September 2010, Colbert testified before a U.S. Congressional Subcom-
mittee—in character as his Colbert Report America-first conservative pun-
dit—about the plight of migrant farmworkers. The real Stephen Colbert
wanted to raise awareness about human rights violations of the workers, as
did U.S. Democratic Representative Zoe Lofgren of California, who invited
him to testify.90 Colbert’s four-minute address mingled humor with truth,
which is a quality of satire.

“I don’t want a tomato picked by a Mexican,” Colbert said. “I want it
picked by an American, sliced by a Guatemalan and served by a Venezuelan
in a spa where a Chilean gives me a Brazilian.”91

Dan Zak reported in the Washington Post that Colbert, still in character,
got in a dig at lawmakers for Congressional gridlock.

“I’m a free-market guy,” Colbert said when it was his turn to speak. “Normally
I’d leave this to the invisible hand of the market. . . . But the invisible hand has
moved farm work to Mexico” because of the lack of available labor in the
United States. If Congress passes the AgJobs—intended to provide legal farm
labor and secure the rights of immigrant workers—“Americans may consider
taking jobs once conditions are better,” Colbert continued, sarcasm creeping
across his face. “I trust both sides will work on this together in the best
interests of the American people—as you always do.”92

Writing in The Huffington Post, blogger Brad A. Greenberg highlighted Col-
bert’s Biblical citation of Matthew 25:

The Washington Post’s BlogPost shared a transcript of the opening statement
of Colbert’s testimony. Unfortunately, that omits what I found to be the most
interesting part—in fact, what made Colbert’s appearance before Congress
more than just a humorous moment for this blog.

It was the moment in his testimony when Colbert broke character, in
responding to a question from Rep. Judy Chu, D-CA, and he quoted Matthew
25 in explaining why he cares about the plight of migrant workers:

“One of the least powerful people in the United States are migrant workers
who come and do our work but don’t have any rights as a result. . . . That is an
interesting contradiction to me. And, you know, whatsoever you do for the
least of my brothers, and these seem like the least of our brothers right
now. . . . Migrant workers suffer and have no rights.”93
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Representative Lofgren explained why she brought Colbert to Congress.
“His actions are a good example of how using both levity and fame, a media
figure can bring attention to a critically important issue for the good of the
nation,” she said as she opened the hearing to discuss the bill to legalize
undocumented field workers.94 Lynn Schofield Clark wrote that “Colbert’s
audience arguably wasn’t the members of Congress in attendance or the
reporters who covered the event. The intended audience seemingly included
those who saw the video once it went viral thanks to YouTube, Facebook,
and blog mentions.”95 She noted that within two months, the testimony
reached one million views on YouTube.96 Social media is often the friend of
satire, and the enemy of satirical targets.

Clark argues that Colbert and other comedians need to be taken seriously
as social commentators on religion, not as replacements for religious author-
ities, but as “interpreters of how various players in our societal fabric operate
in relation to one another. Those who are positioned to serve as interpreters
of religion’s role in society, and whose views articulate those that are consen-
sually accepted, thus emerge as authoritative figures in contemporary cul-
ture.” Clark’s study of Colbert evaluated what she termed his “consensus-
based interpretive authority,” even as he does not speak for all citizens.97

Clark says comedians and others, such as conservative Mormon commen-
tator Glenn Beck, “speak about the role of religion in relation to culture in a
way that echoes our own beliefs.” She continues:

As we participate in watching their programs, purchasing their books, contrib-
uting to their fan websites, and sharing clips from their programs with others in
our social circles, we are contributing to their consensus-based interpretive
authority in a remix culture. We participate in a process of remixing cultural
elements in a way that reinforces some perspectives and narratives and deem-
phasizes others. In this sense, then, it is not the media that undermine tradition-
al or promote charismatic authority, but rather it is the collective uses of the
media in a remix culture that enable a new form of authority to emerge and
become reinforced.98

Colbert’s credibility is based in part on his celebrity, but his religious cred-
ibility is derived from being a churchgoer who speaks the language. As Clark
concluded, “[G]iven the importance of both consensus and interpretation in
contemporary society, Colbert has come to take on an authoritative position
regarding religion as he has critiqued religion from the position of a well-
placed insider.”99

In his Congressional testimony, he added, “If this is going to be a Chris-
tian nation that doesn’t help the poor, either we have to pretend that Jesus
was just as selfish as we are, or we’ve got to acknowledge that He com-
manded us to love the poor and serve the needy without condition and then
admit that we just don’t want to do it.”100 This quote circulated widely as an
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internet meme, and has shown up in social media posts and on posters ac-
companied by Colbert’s image.

“Due to Colbert’s indirect satire, he does not easily disclose an agenda,”
writes Terry Lindvall. “As with the parables of Jesus, one is not quite sure
what he is really saying with his monologues, interviews, and skits, but one
has a notion that it strikes deeply into the heart, while jogging the lungs with
unexpected laughter.”101

JOHN OLIVER, CRUSADING NON-THEOLOGIAN

Unlike Stephen Colbert, John Oliver does not carry with him the authority
and knowledge of the religious insider, but Last Week Tonight with John
Oliver does radiate authenticity. His work on the HBO comedy show has
been likened to investigative journalism.102 His former colleague Jon Stewart
also used to be considered by some to be a journalist when he hosted The
Daily Show, and like Stewart, Oliver brushes off the label.103 “We are mak-
ing jokes about the news and sometimes we need to research things deeply to
understand them,” Oliver says, “but it’s always in service of a joke. If you
make jokes about animals, that does not make you a zoologist. We certainly
hold ourselves to a high standard and fact-check everything, but the correct
term for what we do is ‘comedy.’”104

Stewart’s Daily Show made “heavy use of news footage, often in a docu-
mentary way that employs archival video to show contrast and contradiction,
even if the purpose is satirical rather than reportorial. . . . The Daily Show not
only assumes, but even requires, previous and significant knowledge of the
news on the part of viewers if they want to get the joke.”105

Last Week Tonight’s format is similar to that of The Daily Show, but
where Oliver’s show diverges is in investigating and highlighting significant
but often underreported issues, and explaining them to the audience in detail.
With its deep dives into analysis and interpretations of primary research, Last
Week Tonight utilizes journalistic techniques, enhancing credibility. Careful
research and fact checking is routinely practiced, and the writing staff scours
primary documents of all kinds to understand an issue. The show then offers
factual reporting in a humorous vein, meaning jokes are mingled with report-
ing, on a variety of serious topics, including religion. As opposed to Col-
bert’s religiosity, Oliver’s tone is one of moral outrage over injustice in
various sectors of society. The result is a hybrid of comedy and explanatory
journalism.

The weekly show, airing at 11 p.m. Sunday nights, resembles an evening
newscast. Oliver sits at a desk, and graphics appear over his shoulder as he
speaks into the camera. Occasionally, he cuts to video. The centerpiece of the
show is a long-form segment that reveals disturbing facts on obscure issues
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typically not on American viewers’ radar screens. Among the complex topics
Oliver has tackled:

• How American evangelical Christians preaching homophobic messages
may have played a role in the harsh treatment of gay, lesbian, and trans-
gender citizens in Uganda. As Variety noted, “The segment included nods
to information from Al Jazeera, NPR, the Kaiser Family Foundation,
CNN, MSNBC, Christian evangelical news organization World, and ad-
vocacy group Political Research Associates, not to mention an interview
with Ugandan LGBT rights advocate Pepe Julian Onziema.”106

• The questionable nutritional value of dietary supplements, including a
slam against celebrity pitchmen for the products, such as television host
Dr. Mehmet Oz, the surgeon/star of The Dr. Oz Show.

• The debate over Net Neutrality, which led to viewers apparently crashing
the FCC’s website with comments—twice. Oliver, arguing that the inter-
net should be regulated like a utility as opposed to a tiered system of
privileging corporations who could pay for higher speed connections, en-
couraged viewers to take advantage of the 120-day open commenting
period on the FCC’s site. More than 45,000 people responded.107

• A detailed account of the 2015 corruption charges surrounding officials of
FIFA, the Zurich-based governing body of world soccer.108

• The scope of predatory lending in the payday loan industry.

Once Oliver raises awareness on a topic among his millions of viewers, both
on HBO and on his YouTube channel, he urges them to take action by getting
in touch with the appropriate party or government agency. He also acts as a
consumer advocate, warning people to avoid certain practices that may be
detrimental to their health or their pocketbook.

OUR LADY OF PERPETUAL EXEMPTION CHURCH

In August 2015, Oliver took on televangelism and the tax-exempt status of
churches, an industry that he demonstrated could be both unhealthy and
costly. “Churches are a cornerstone of American life,” Oliver said at the top
of the segment. “There are roughly 350,000 congregations in the United
States and many of them do great work: feeding the hungry, clothing the
poor. But, this is not a story about them. This is about the churches that
exploit people’s faith for monetary gain.”109
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Oliver showed clips from 1980s religious television shows, focusing on
longtime Trinity Foundation nemesis Robert Tilton. “We’ve seen midgets
grow. . . . I don’t make this stuff up!” Tilton shouts in one vintage snippet.
Oliver then showed a more recent clip of Tilton, who now has a much
smaller audience, but is still on the air in syndication. “He never really went
away,” Oliver tells the audience. “Though you may not be aware of it, tele-
vangelism is still thriving in this country, and Robert Tilton is just a very
small part of it.”

The clips came straight from the Trinity Foundation’s vault. In a post on
the Blind Folly Christian humor blog, longtime Trinity associate Skippy R.
wrote:

Nowhere in the program does it mention the source of most of this informa-
tion: Trinity Foundation, a Dallas-based, public religious non-profit charged
with keeping tabs on religious fraud and helping its victims.

Trinity worked for months with the program, providing video, photos and
reams of documentation. The result, of course, was hilarious. But after we’ve
all had a good laugh and the smoke clears, the televangelists will continue to
ply their trade, defaming the Christian gospel and the selfless work of millions
of believers around the world, many suffering fierce persecution.

And that’s the way it’s been going for Trinity Foundation since it started
monitoring religious broadcasting in 1974, before many in John Oliver’s audi-
ence were born.110

Full networks devoted to televangelism exist, Oliver continued, citing Inspi-
ration Ministries; Daystar; and Trinity Broadcast Network (TBN is not asso-
ciated with the Trinity Foundation). Oliver showed examples of the wealthy
lifestyles of televangelists who own—and demand from congregants the
money to buy—multimillion dollar airplanes and lavish estates.

Oliver called out several televangelists for preaching the Prosperity Gos-
pel, the belief that the more you give, the more likely God will bless you—
especially if you give to their ministry. Kate Bowler, an assistant professor of
the history of Christianity in North America at Duke Divinity School and the
author of Blessed: A History of the American Prosperity Gospel, offers this
definition: “Put simply, the prosperity gospel is the belief that God grants
health and wealth to those with the right kind of faith.”111

Oliver cited the case of Bonnie Parker, a woman with cancer who did not
seek treatment, but “sowed money” into the church run by “healing through
faith” televangelists Kenneth and Gloria Copeland.112 Parker gave thousands
of dollars to the Copelands in hopes of being healed, and eventually died,
according to Oliver.

A clip of Gloria Copeland followed this story showing her in the pulpit
discussing a hypothetical scenario of a doctor delivering the news to a patient
about a cancer diagnosis. “The bad news is we don’t know what to do about
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it,” Copeland says. “Except give you some poison that’ll make you sicker.
Now, which do you want to do? You want do that, or you want to sit here on
Saturday morning, hear the word of God, and let faith come into your heart
and be healed? Hallelujah!”

“It’s pretty clear that woman cannot hear the word of God,” Oliver com-
ments to audience applause, “because if He could, I’m pretty sure He would
be shouting, ‘F**k you, Gloria!’ right in her ear.”

After establishing the supernatural claims and opulent lifestyles of many
popular televangelists, Oliver showed a portion of an IRS training video
featuring Virginia Richardson, senior tax law specialist with the federal
agency. Going over “Church and Religious Organizations Do’s and Don’ts,”
Richardson declared that IRS regulations are “purposely broad, and some-
times a little vague.”

“A little vague!” Oliver says with a sardonic chuckle. “They are under-
selling that.” Oliver channeled his outrage toward this section of the IRS
code:

The IRS makes no attempt to evaluate the content of whatever doctrine a
particular organization claims is religious, provided the particular beliefs of
the organization are truly and sincerely held by those professing them and the
practices and rites associated with the organization’s belief or creed are not
illegal or contrary to clearly defined public policy [emphasis added]. 113

It is likely no tax-exempt televangelist has ever confessed to not holding
“truly and sincerely held” beliefs about his or her ministry. When Oliver’s
staff asked the IRS how many churches had been audited in recent years for
irregularities, the response was one in FY 2014, and two in FY 2013. “The
odds of a church getting audited are basically the same as Gloria Copeland
curing your f**king cancer,” Oliver remarked.

Oliver launched a correspondence with Robert Tilton’s Word of Faith
Worldwide Church over the course of seven months “to try and found out
what he tells people.” Oliver sent $20 to Tilton in January 2015, asking to be
added to his mailing list. Tilton’s ministry sent a thank you letter, followed
by a second letter containing a $1 bill, with the instructions to “Send it back
to me with your Prove God tithes or offering.” This went on for some weeks
until Oliver received three small packets of colored oil, which he was to pour
on letters and send them back “by specific dates, along with more money.”

Back came a manila envelope containing a $5 check—from John Oli-
ver—made out to Word of Faith Worldwide Church. A few weeks later
Oliver received some pieces of cloth folded like small mountains. Tilton
asked for the mountains back, along with more money. Tilton then sent
another $1 bill with the instructions to “Put the One Dollar Gift of God Seed
in your Bible.” The next day, Oliver was to send the $1 back with an addi-
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tional $49. Tilton was going to anoint the $1 bill and send the blessed dollar
back to Oliver. An admonition accompanied the request for $49: “I must
warn you not to rob God with your tithes and offerings. . . . I can’t urge you
enough: DO NOT LET THIS ONE DOLLAR BILL STAY IN YOUR
HOUSE.”

Oliver then pulled the dollar from his pocket, saying he was going to keep
that one. In all, Oliver sent the ministry $319. Tilton’s ministry was relent-
less, sending more letters (26 in all), oil, and prayer cloths, along with other
items. Oliver told the audience this was all hilarious, until he thought of all
the people who can’t afford to send Tilton money, but feel coerced or com-
pelled to do so. Angry, Oliver was looking for a sign of what to do, he said,
so he watched “a little more Robert Tilton, and the most amazing thing
happened.” A clip of Tilton then played:

“There’s a person watching me and you’ve been very frustrated with your
purpose in life,” Tilton says into the camera.

“That might be me, Bob!” Oliver exclaimed to thunderous audience ap-
plause.

“And that is when I realized,” Oliver continued, “that the message Robert
Tilton was sending me, was that I should set up my own church to test the
legal and financial limits of what religious entities are able to do.” After
realizing that these controversial and nonprofit churches—which often bring
in vast sums of money—are legal under existing Internal Revenue Service
rules, Oliver was called to ministry. He actually incorporated his own televi-
sion ministry called, appropriately, Our Lady of Perpetual Exemption. 114 The
show hired an attorney to lead the show’s staff through governmental filings
and IRS paperwork, and created a televised church that was a legal nonprofit
religious entity. Oliver said he found out it is “disturbingly easy” to set up
Our Lady of Perpetual Exemption. Prosperity Gospel preachers and their
ministries pay no taxes, simply because they meet the vague IRS requirement
to be declared tax exempt.

Moving from his desk to a cozy den-like set resembling those on many
evangelistic broadcasts, Oliver proceeded to solicit money from his televi-
sion audience. “With a little help from Sister Wanda Jo Oliver, played by
former Saturday Night Live star Rachel Dratch,” reporter Melissa Locker
wrote in TIME magazine, “Oliver’s church will collect copious donations
while encouraging congregants to silently meditate on the nature of fraudu-
lent churches.”115 Setting up a real toll-free telephone number, 1–800-THIS-
IS-LEGAL (1–800–844–7475), “Megareverend and C.E.O. of Our Lady of
Perpetual Exemption Church, Pastor John Oliver,” and sister Wanda Jo re-
quested donations from viewers.

“Call the number on your screen right now,” Oliver said, “Because if
Robert Tilton, Kenneth Copeland, and all these bastards can get away with it
and we get stopped, truly we have witnessed a f**king miracle tonight! Give
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us money!” Oliver, breaking character, kept repeating “And this is real,” and
“That is apparently something I am allowed to say,” as he told viewers to
touch the television screen to be cured of lupus.

The following week, Oliver told the audience that when he asked them
the previous week to sow their seed, “Slightly more of you responded than
we expected.” The tens of thousands of dollars sent in to the fake, yet real,
Our Lady of Perpetual Exemption Church were donated to the international
charity Doctors Without Borders. In September 2015, Oliver shut the church
down, having made his point that it is actually quite simple to defraud the
public—and the government—with religion.

“If you want to send your money to a fake church,” he said, “send it to
Scientology.”

CONCLUSION

Humor can be cutting or funny, and perception rests on the attitude of the
recipient. A 2013 study found that audiences perceive ridicule of religious
and other groups differently, depending upon the group being disparaged.
Experiments “showed that disparagement humor fosters discrimination
against groups for whom society’s attitudes are ambivalent. Participants
higher in anti-Muslim prejudice tolerated discrimination against a Muslim
person more after reading anti-Muslim jokes than after reading anti-
Muslim statements or neutral jokes.” Further, “participants higher in
anti-Muslim prejudice discriminated against Muslims more after reading
anti-Muslim jokes than neutral jokes, while antiterrorist jokes did not pro-
mote discrimination against terrorists.”116 In this study, jokes intensified ex-
isting prejudices.

“As the process of mediatization means that collective uses of media push
popularity and consensus above other criteria of cultural authority,” Lynne
Schofield Clark has observed, “so the authority to articulate common per-
spectives will continue to shift into more diverse locations and will be found
in operation in perhaps increasingly brief forms. Together, audiences, taken-
for-granted perspectives of certain powerful interpretive communities, and
the institutional forces of the media are working together to reconstitute the
field of cultural production in relation to religion and authority.”117 Humor,
like any other form of communication, can be deployed and aggregated
quickly by various forms of media.

There is risk involved in satire—religious, political, or otherwise. A satir-
ist may wish to deploy humor as a behavioral corrective, but the implication
can be perceived by audiences and recipients as, “I know better, I am smart-
er, and I am mocking your folly.” Yet, as this chapter shows, satire and
parody can also be useful in pointing out wrongdoing and vanity. There is a
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reason Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tale of “The Emperor’s New
Clothes” endures. Political—and religious—leaders can be duped, vain, mis-
guided, and destructive. Satire is the child at the parade who exclaims of the
pompous and naked king, “But he hasn’t got anything on.”118

Comic artist Adam Ford is the creator of the online site The Babylon Bee
(babylonbee.com). “I’m Adam Ford, AKA Adam4d, a Christian, husband,
and father who likes to draw comics and things,” is how he describes him-
self.119 The Babylon Bee offers gentle Christian satire, sporting headlines
such as “‘What Do I Have To Be Thankful For?’ Asks Man Whose Heart Is
Beating;” and “Christian Radio Station Expands Playlist To Nine Different
Songs.” The effect is a kinder, gentler version of The Onion, which is more
biting and occasionally obscene.

“This is an inside-baseball brand of satire that allows Babylon Bee creator
Adam Ford to gently explore the yins and yangs of evangelical Christianity,”
writes “On Religion” columnist Terry Mattingly. Mattingly describes the
attraction of the site:

Most Babylon Bee newcomers, however, are almost certainly be drawn there
by social-media references to the site’s popular items dissecting modern evan-
gelical life. Take, for example, a “news report” about a new $90 million, 170-
acre church complex with a petting zoo, seven bookstores, nine coffee shops,
three restaurants, a baseball field and a monorail to the parking lots. But
church leaders forgot something. Thus the headline: “Sanctuary Mistakenly
Omitted From Megachurch Campus Design.”

Ford, who once yearned to be a pastor, stressed that he is trying to be
critical and supportive at the same time.

“God can and does use goofy things like lasers and smoke machines to
bring people to Christ, sure, but I believe church services that are reminiscent
of WWE productions have peaked and will be less and less successful and
prevalent moving forward,” he said.120

The Babylon Bee, according to Terry Lindvall, “is piercing, yet gentle. . . .
It’s more of a poke in the ribs, instead of a poke in the eyes.”121

Ford has self-published a book of his comics with accompanying com-
mentary titled, Thy Kingdom Comics: Curiously Christian Drawings and
Writings About Jesus, Tolerance, Abortion, Atheism, Homosexuality, Theolo-
gy, and Lots of Other Stuff. He is conservative in his Christian outlook,
making a vivid Biblical case against abortion and homosexuality through his
comics. He stresses that while he disagrees with those who support such
positions, he does not hate them.

Ford has a number of comics that address taking scripture out of context,
and chastises those who do so to condemn religion. “Do not believe some-
thing is biblical just because somebody else says it is,” he writes in his book.
“Go, look for yourself! Study! Work! Read! Learn! No matter how long it
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takes! Nothing is more important than knowing what the Bible really
says.”122

“The Hebrew Bible employs many sorts of humor, but its purpose is not
to entertain,” notes Hershey H. Friedman. “The major goal of the Hebrew
Bible is to teach humanity how to live the ideal life. Much of the humor
found in the Hebrew Bible has a purpose: To demonstrate that evil is wrong
and even ludicrous, at times.”123

The Wittenburg Door and Ship of Fools sought to entertain and teach
people how to live according to Christian principles. As The Door explained,
“We satirize something we love—the Church, and more generally people of
faith—with the hope that our prodding might generate some course correc-
tions while inducing a laugh or two . . . or three.”124

“Satire is necessary. It’s critical,” wrote Mike Yaconelli in his farewell
column as publisher of The Wittenburg Door seven years before his death in
2003. “The Church needs The Door more than ever. . . . For 25 years I have
held the Church’s feet to the fire. . . . For 25 years, I have focused on what
the church is doing to Jesus.”125 The Wittenburg Door was serious in its
mission to reform the church and to radically shift from traditional ways of
thinking about God. It took on the follies of the church even as it embraced
the teachings of Jesus Christ. The magazine, in both print and Web form,
spread Christ’s message of redemption and salvation by smashing the idols
of religion, such as prosperity ministries; cults of personality; kitschy relig-
ious artifacts; the artificiality of man-made worship rituals; and short-lived
spiritual fads. Ship of Fools continues the tradition.

While much religion journalism in secular media tends toward either
features or the reporting of scandals, these magazines framed religion as a
mission to evangelize through satire. The magazines were partly about sav-
ing souls, partly about exposing the unscrupulous masquerading as the virtu-
ous, and partly about having a good time.

Morreall writes, “Humor, I conclude, not only fosters virtues, but is best
seen as itself a virtue; and like wisdom, it is an intellectual and moral excel-
lence of a high order. And any religion purporting to show people how to live
needs to take it seriously.”126 One of Stephen Colbert’s gifts to modern
English usage is the word “truthiness.” The Merriam-Webster dictionary
made “truthiness” its “Word of the Year” in 2006, giving it two definitions:
“truth that comes from the gut, not books,” and “the quality of preferring
concepts or facts one wishes to be true, rather than concepts of facts known
to be true.”127 As CBSNews.com Editorial Director Dick Meyer wrote in a
commentary:

Truthiness actually has a long philosophic pedigree. It is called “emotivism,” a
term resurrected by a Scottish philosopher who lives and works in America,
Alasdair MacIntyre. In 1981 he published one of the most influential works of
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moral philosophy in the later part of the twentieth century, “After Virtue.”
MacIntyre defines it this way: “Emotivism is the doctrine that all evaluative
judgments and, more specifically, all moral judgments are nothing but expres-
sions of preference, expressions of attitude or feeling . . .” In this view there is
no difference between saying “the death penalty is wrong” and “I don’t like
the death penalty.”

Where emotivism prevails, MacIntyre argues, moral arguments become
“interminable.” There are no agreed-on, common criteria for evaluating moral
truth or judgment. . . . MacIntyre’s entire intellectual mission is to rescue this
descent into social and moral incoherence not by arguing that there is such a
thing as immutable, absolute and discoverable truth, but that within a commu-
nity, within a cultural and ethical heritage, there are clear and absolute vir-
tues. . . . The best social critics of 2006 were make-believe. Not just Stephen
Colbert, the fake right-winger, but also Jon Stewart, the fake news anchor. . . .
Somehow in a world of truthiness, where we select the truths we like, it has
become too easy to dismiss “straight” commentary and criticism. If it’s not
fake, we don’t believe it.128

Meyer and MacIntyre hold that there are clear truths and virtues in life,
whether or not we choose to acknowledge them. Stephen Colbert, John Oli-
ver, Jon Stewart, Adam Ford, Ole Anthony, and Simon Jenkins would likely
agree with this assessment.
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Conclusion

Religion and Media in the Digital Age presents six distinct studies showing
the myriad ways religion, Christianity in particular, has been woven into
American popular and civic culture. Each chapter is an examination of the
adaptation of media forms by various Christian actors, some of whom are
literally actors doing stage, television, and film work. The book explores and
explains religious interactions with a range of cultural phenomena such as
pilgrimage, publishing, protest, politics, production, and parody. While the
three sections—civil religion, religion and entertainment, and sacred and
profane media—and six chapters may appear unrelated at first, they all
present narratives of religious and spiritual negotiations with culture.

CIVIL RELIGION

The Moral Monday movement thrived in part thanks to heavy news coverage
and social media sharing, attracting praise and condemnation, both of which
raised the movement’s profile. The Rev. William Barber’s progressive poli-
tics and religious social justice rhetoric united ethnically and religiously
diverse populations, as well as a sizeable nonreligious contingent. Moral
Mondays were based on the politically diverse fusion movements of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as well the civil rights career of
Martin Luther King, Jr. William Barber frequently referenced King, going so
far as to declare, “This is our Selma.” Reporting on Moral Mondays appeared
in traditional media such as newspapers and television news, and on digital
media such as websites designed specifically to promote or mock the move-
ment’s actions. Despite coverage on a national scale, the immediate political
effectiveness of the movement was modest. Most of the same forces Barber
targeted in the North Carolina General Assembly remained in place after a
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midterm election, but two years later voters replaced the Republican govern-
or with a moderate Democrat, and there were court victories against gerry-
mandering of legislative districts that heavily favored GOP candidates. The
chapter on Moral Mondays is the first comprehensive history of this move-
ment outside of Barber’s own books.

The Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag was co-opted during the Cold War
by religious and secular media forces seeking to add the name of God to a
civic oath. The Catholic Knights of Columbus and the Hearst newspaper
chain were ultimately successful in reaching the ears of President Eisenhow-
er and the Congress, with only token opposition from moderate and progres-
sive religious voices. The original pledge was written in 1892 by The Rev.
Francis Bellamy, a socialist minister, as a marketing ploy for a magazine. It
originally read: “I pledge allegiance to my flag and the Republic for which it
stands: one nation indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.” Subsequent
alterations and the final addition of “under God” made the pledge a religious,
though not mandatory, oath for a pluralistic nation. During the same Cold
War era of the 1950s, the phrase “In God We Trust” was added to paper
currency. It also became the official motto of the United States, replacing the
unofficial motto “E pluribus unum” (“Out of many, one”), which had been
adopted in 1782 for the Great Seal of the United States. Religiosity has gone
hand-in-hand with patriotism ever since, a reality amplified in politically
divisive times.

RELIGION AND ENTERTAINMENT

Actors, Models, & Talent for Christ (AMTC) seeks to instill Christian morals
in entertainers, with a goal of planting believers in the entertainment indus-
try, which AMTC views as a mission field. Some performers who have had
an association with AMTC have moved on to television appearances and
roles in mainstream and Christian films. Hundreds more regularly vie for the
opportunity, and pay the fees, to audition before agents, scouts, producers,
and directors at AMTC’s SHINE conferences. Evolving from a for-profit
modeling agency to a nonprofit Christian-focused training ground for artists,
AMTC’s emphasis on values and ethical behavior seems particularly relevant
with the advent of the “Me Too” and “Time’s Up” movements to counter
sexual harassment within the industry.

Independent film The Way uses pilgrimage, personal loss, community
bonds, and liberal Catholicism to communicate a vulnerable, imperfect, ulti-
mately relatable version of Christianity. The Way, despite being nearly invis-
ible at the box office, stands as a realistic counterpoint to Hollywood Bible
blockbusters and the Christian film industry’s sentimental offerings. The
chapter on The Way presents an overview of Christian filmmakers and their
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motives, and discusses the excesses of Hollywood epics that incorporate
religion primarily for commercial purposes. The Bible and various religious
traditions have provided cinematic source material since the beginning of the
silent era (roughly 1895–1927). Many of the earliest films portrayed Jesus,
God, and religious people in reverential ways. The motion picture considered
to be the breakthrough film that first introduced sound, The Jazz Singer
(1927), presented Jewish life in a deferential, worshipful light. Many Jewish
filmmakers have created numerous movies for Christian audiences over the
years. By its very nature, film has the ability to evoke strong emotion, and
remains a potent force in an age of distracting digital devices. Indeed, most
of those devices, such as smartphones and tablets, are capable of displaying
movies on-demand for personal viewing.

SACRED AND PROFANE MEDIA

Many companies and religious organizations translate, market, and sell the
Bible. The Bible is a sacred (for many) bestselling product from which prof-
its can be made, although many Bibles are provided for free by nonprofit
groups such as the Gideons. The Hebrew Bible and Christian Old Testament
are published as standalone editions, and multiple translations and formats of
The New Testament are produced for Christian audiences. Copyrighting an
exclusive version of Scripture can be both profitable and culturally influen-
tial. There is disagreement among churches, charities, and religious readers
over which translation constitutes the “real” Bible, helping to push sales of
assorted versions. Biblica’s New International Version, or NIV, is one of the
top selling Bibles in the world. Zondervan has exclusive publishing rights to
the NIV in the United States; Zondervan is owned by HarperCollins, a sub-
sidiary of News Corp; most Bibles are assembled at plants in China that
specialize in the thin paper preferred by publishers such as Zondervan. The
exploration of corporate Bible publishing in this chapter reveals that it can be
as consumer oriented and competitive as any other industry. The tale of
Adam Lewis Greene’s Kickstarter Bible project is an illustration of the suc-
cessful use of new media to sell an old product—Holy Scripture in a bound
book on high quality paper. Yet, the Good Book doesn’t come in just book
form. Research shows that generational differences appear to affect Bible
readership, but with products such as glossy magazine formats, online texts,
smartphone applications, and Bible podcasts, this may change in the future.
The growing number of “nones,” people who do not identify with a particular
faith, is another factor in how much, or how little, the Bible is actually read.

Religious satire, like religious film, can come from secular or religious
sources, and can be used for critical or constructive purposes. Like their
secular counterparts, religious producers of such material tend to lean liberal,
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but not always, as evidenced by The Babylon Bee. This chapter discussed the
situational appropriateness of satirizing religion and religious people, but
illustrated the dangers of doing so by detailing the murders of staff cartoon-
ists at Charlie Hebdo in Paris. In the United States and Great Britain, The
Wittenburg Door, Ship of Fools, and comedian John Oliver all picked the
same easy targets: televangelists and other preachers who prey on unsuspect-
ing and often desperate people. Are these humorists criticizing religion, or
shedding light on con artists pretending to be religious? One could argue that
the mission and end result was the same—exposing corruption—but Oliver’s
tone and foul language differed significantly from the devoutly religious
staffs of the two magazines. The origins and precedents of religious satire, as
well as previous scholarship on the subject, are laid out in this chapter. There
is even Biblical precedent for Holy Laughter. “In Hebrew, the word for
laughter is fairly inclusive. Its variations cover everything from merriment
and joy to mockery and derision,” notes religious humor scholar Terry Lind-
vall. “Notice that when God had first told Abraham that he and Sarah would
bear a son, Abraham fell down laughing,” and God knew that the old man
was laughing because of his delight and surprise. “Why did Sarah laugh? The
Book of Genesis seems to make it clear that Sarah was not laughing at
God. . . . Sarah was laughing with God. . . . This geriatric couple was going to
be spending a lot of time in the pediatric ward. What’s not funny about
that?”1 Religious satirists laugh with God. Nonreligious satirists may have
other ideas.

THE FOCUS ON CHRISTIANITY IN THIS BOOK

The top religion story of 2017 in the Religion News Association’s (RNA)
annual Top 10 Religion Stories of the Year Poll was conservative evangeli-
cals’ support of, and strong representation in, President Donald Trump’s
administration. “Conservative evangelicals gain strong representation in the
Trump administration, notably with Vice President Mike Pence, and on the
president’s informal religious advisory body,” reads an RNA news release
listing the story as number one. “Trump maintains strong grassroots support
among white evangelicals, polls show.”2 The top RNA religion story for
2016 was “Donald Trump gets strong support from white Christians, espe-
cially evangelicals, in an upset presidential election.”3 Note the generic use
of “evangelicals.”

These stories are especially notable because of Trump’s harsh, often foul
language during his campaign and in tweets and public appearances after his
election. While Trump is not historically known for piety, Pence is an evan-
gelical, and Christian-focused Bible studies were often held among members
of Trump’s cabinet, usually conducted by Ralph Drollinger of Washington,
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D.C.-based Capitol Ministries. One source called it “the most evangelical
Cabinet in history.”4 As noted elsewhere in this book, the composition of the
U.S. Congress is far more Christian than the general public. Christians are
not a monolithic group, its adherents as diverse in their points of view as
Muslims, Jews, and other faiths, as well as those of no faith. Politically,
American Christians may lean liberal, conservative or in between. Nuance
among positions on individual issues is often overlooked.

Despite declining mainline church attendance and an increasing diversity
of faiths, Christianity remains an influence on American politics, journalism,
media, entertainment, and popular culture. Pew Research and others have
established that even non-Christians typically view religion in the United
States through a Christian lens, partly due to sheer numbers (70 percent of
the population), as well as historical precedent.5 If conservative and funda-
mentalist Christians have their way, this perspective will become even more
ubiquitous. Two well-funded examples of this evangelical effort are Ken-
tucky’s Creation Museum and the Museum of the Bible, which opened in
Washington, D.C. in late 2017.

The Creation Museum displays dinosaurs coexisting with Adam and Eve
bathing in a stream, maintaining that the Book of Genesis provides a docu-
mentary basis for the assertion that the world is thousands of years old
instead of billions. The Museum of the Bible “is a safe space for Christian
nationalists,” according to liberal journalist Katherine Stewart, “and that is
the key to understanding its political mission. The aim isn’t anything so
crude as the immediate conversion of tourists to a particular variety of evan-
gelical Christianity. Its subtler task is to embed a certain set of assumptions
in the landscape of the capital. . . . Given the theologico-political goals of its
founders and patrons, it isn’t hard to see that the location of this museum was
an act of symbolic and practical genius. If you’re going to build a Christian
nation, this is where you start.”6

Writer Caroline D’Agati, a Christian herself, sees the Museum of the
Bible differently. On the conservative/libertarian website The Federalist,
D’Agati described her emotional response to the media on display: “As you
look at first editions of the Gutenberg Bible or scraps of the Dead Sea
Scrolls, you encounter the billions of people God has spoken to in the past.
Just as he made sure he was known to them, he has made sure his word has
come to you. For those who believe, we know that we are just as priceless a
part of this story as any of the treasured artifacts under the glass. For us, it is
not a history museum. It is the first few chapters in the story of a God who
endures and keeps his promises. He is not distant. We are characters in his
story.”7 For D’Agati, the original books, scrolls, and cuneiforms testify to a
living God. The museum also has digital technology to tell the old, old story,
as well as a gift shop for buying tchotchkes and materials for ongoing fellow-
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ship and learning. The Creation Museum also has a gift shop with similar
items, including toy dinosaurs.

Lynn Schofield Clark has written of evangelical Christians as targets for
marketing with specialty products aimed to appeal directly to their consumer-
ist impulse. “There are three reasons why evangelicalism has been the largest
‘new market’ segment for mediated, marketed religion: the size, or the num-
ber of people who claim to be evangelical (somewhere between 30 and 40
percent of the population), the emphasis in that tradition on expression, and
the disposable income of the group. . . . Once conservative Christian religion
was identified as capable of producing and selling goods and services as part
of what marketers would call a hot lifestyle brand, companies serving other
religions have followed suit in the United States, such as in the case of
Jewish ‘kewlju’ and ‘Hot4Hebrew’ T-shirts, the Celtic tarot card and hand-
book set, or the chakra kit that ‘shows you how to locate the seven energy
centers and achieve balance.’”8

Richard Flory has researched Christian megachurches and how they af-
fect culture. In the mid-twentieth century, megachurches became a phenome-
non, Flory writes, and California has more than any other state, “over 200
Protestant, theologically conservative churches with at least 2,000 weekly
attenders.”9 In Flory’s view, “the most important characteristic of mega-
churches is their ability to ‘appropriate’ elements from the larger culture, be
it popular music, performances or even dress styles. . . . While they are found
in major cities across the U.S. and globally, it is in California that mega-
churches led the way in merging larger cultural trends into people’s religious
lives.”10

Flory cites the Crystal Cathedral, founded in 1955 by Robert Schuller,
and its Hour of Power Sunday morning service as a prime example. Its
televised services, particularly theatrical at Christmas and Easter, “both ex-
tended the reach of the church and allowed people to enjoy Sunday worship
service from the comfort of their living rooms.” Crystal Cathedral had its
origins in Schuller’s conversion of a drive-in theater into an outdoor church.
The post-World War II boom meant people depended more and more on
automobiles, and people going to church didn’t have to dress up or even
leave the comfort of their car. “Motivated at least in part by the lack of
availability of other venues, Schuller turned the necessity of meeting in a
drive-in theater into a cultural adaptation,” according to Flory.11

“Current iterations of California megachurches . . . follow a similar script
and arguably build on elements of California culture: the promise of a com-
fortable experience in church, the opportunity to feel good about oneself, and
participation in a community of like-minded people that doesn’t require any
deeper commitments unless one so desires.” Flory cites examples across the
country, including Seattle’s City Church, “which caters to young Christian
hipsters,” and Chicago’s family-oriented Willow Creek Church.12
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SPIRITUAL, BUT NOT RELIGIOUS

Many who do not follow a particular religion call themselves “spiritual, but
not religious,” receiving sustenance from nature, yoga, music, or as noted in
the Introduction, sunsets. The definitions of spirituality from religion schol-
ars reveal a vagueness in the terminology, a description of “feeling” that does
not necessarily extend to commitment or belief in a deity, much less a savior.

In 2017, Pew Research data revealed for the first time that a majority of
Americans, 56 percent, say it is possible to be a good person without relig-
ious belief. Religion News Service reported that “God is not a prerequisite
for good values and morality,” according to Greg Smith, Pew’s associate
director of research. “[T]he public’s increased rejection of the idea that belief
in God is necessary for morality is due, in large part, to the spike in the share
of Americans who are religious ‘nones.’” Some 23 percent of Americans
now fall into the category of “none,” meaning they follow no faith. More
surprising in the survey was that 45 percent of Protestants and Catholics
agreed that nonreligious people can be personally moral without God in their
lives.13

RELIGION, MEDIA, AND CULTURE

Prior research has demonstrated that “religion and media” is a redundant
phrase. The same can be said for “religion and popular culture.” In chapter 4
on Actors, Models, & Talent for Christ, Daniel A. Stout is quoted as saying,
“Religious groups are often at odds with popular culture, but they also help
create and sustain it. . . . It is insufficient to examine religious groups only as
critics; they must also be studied as creators of and participants in popular
culture. In some ways, religion is popular culture and can never be com-
pletely detached from it”14

William James in 1902 published the now-classic Varieties of Religious
Experience: A Study in Human Nature. An empirical psychologist, James
believed in facts, and he held individual religious experience in higher regard
than organized and denominational religion. While not approaching the
depth of James’s philosophical and psychological observations, Religion and
Media in the Digital Age has offered a critical assessment of a variety of
Christian engagements and interactions with American media and popular
culture. As noted throughout this book, whether conservative, moderate, or
liberal, religious people utilize and appropriate media and culture to varying
degrees for messaging, outreach, accommodation, comfort, and consump-
tion.

Many of the topics covered in this book arose from class discussions in a
Religion and Media class the author has taught at Elon University every year
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since 2003. The upper level course draws students from different majors and
a variety of backgrounds, both religious and nonreligious. The central theme
of the class was explained in a previously published essay:

The core course assignment requires students to visit a house of worship
outside their personal faith and report on the experience. They must also
interview church leaders and congregation members, research the tradition or
denomination and report on media use during services . . .

Today’s college students . . . have come of age in a time of ISIS, religious
assaults on abortion providers, moral protests concerning gay marriage and
stories of Catholic priests and pedophilia . . .

Despite many being raised in religious families and some even attending
faith-based schools for a dozen years prior to starting college, the millennial
generation often views religious people with suspicion and as inherently intol-
erant.

Millennials typically distrust institutions, and church is just one more insti-
tution.

Students in the class attended services of their choosing at 33 different
Christian churches, Islamic mosques, Jewish synagogues and Hindu and Bud-
dhist temples over the course of several weeks . . .

The assignment forced them to interact with people they feared, avoided or
just never thought much about. Faith communities throughout central North
Carolina hosted the students, who were warmly welcomed, hugged, fed and
always invited to return.

Some of the sermons and worship styles threw students off balance, and
there were language barriers—even when the language being spoken was Eng-
lish. Let’s just say areas of theological disagreement arose.

Despite these issues, or perhaps because of them, results were highly en-
couraging. The . . . entire class expressed enthusiasm for the opportunity to get
out of their religious comfort zones. Once they met the “other” face-to-face,
fear and prejudice vanished.15

As outlined in the assignment, students take stock of the wide range of media
use among the churches, synagogues, mosques, and temples they visit during
the semester: A megachurch features ushers, a praise band, a movie screen,
and a sound system. A tiny brick church has one small room with a piano and
a microphone. A mosque has one large room with only a microphone. A
biker church meeting in a high school classroom features readings from
paperback Bibles and the roar of motorcycle engines arriving and departing.
Hindu and Buddhist temples, and Catholic and Greek Orthodox churches,
display iconography. A Jehovah’s Witness Kingdom Hall is plain, and wel-
comes visitors with multiple publications such as New World Translation
Bibles and copies of Watchtower magazine. Most of these congregations will
have a website. Some are not updated for months.

As noted throughout this book, religious people, particularly Christians,
have a tradition of being early adopters of media technology. Rapidly evolv-
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ing media tools are used by religions and individually religious people to
worship, evangelize, teach, and transmit culture. Media formats and their
usage affect how audiences perceive religions and their messages, along with
journalistic and popular culture depictions of religion. Understanding this
can lead to increased media literacy, as well as religious literacy.

Media do not replace religion, but can be religiously and spiritually sig-
nificant.

NOTES
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