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• As America becomes more reli-
giously complex, so must people of
faith become more determined to un-
derstand each other, the award-win-
ning producer says. tol

By LEX ALEXANDER
Staff Writer
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WINSTON-SALEM - America is writ-
ing a new religious story, and Wake Forest
University's focus on religion this aca-
demic year positions the university to play nai
a key role in that writing, television pro- cul
ducer Bill Moyers said Wednesday night at rae
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"Surely, surely, there were children on
earth too young for corruption. What hap-
pened to them? ... Would God punish (my
grandchildren) for my mistake, and would
I want anything to do with a Godwho did?"
Genesis, he says, features two paradoxes

that lead directly to most of the major
questions about religion.
First, Abel, although innocent, is mur-

dered. Quoting the novelist Mary Gordon,
Moyers said, "This is the moment when
doubt becomes absolutely comprehensible
and almost inevitable .. The challenge to
people of faith is to be a witness to Abel."
That challenge has had modern-day re-

Please see MOYERS, Page 82C

exhorts Wake crowd to tolerance
the university's fall convocation.
Moyers, an ordained Baptist minister

and the award-winning producer of such
series as "Genesis" and "Healing and the
Mind," challenged his audience of about
2,000 in Wait Chapel to move beyond mere
tolerance of other faiths toward a deeper
understanding of those faiths and their
own.
His appearance was part of the universi-

ty's observation of 1997-98as The Year of
Religion in American Life.
Moyers said the new story is being writ-

ten as America changes from a predomi-
nantly white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant
culture to one in which not only different
races but different world religions are

becoming more common and struggling to
learn how to live together.
"We can't use the term melting pot any-

more," he said. "We need to use metaphors
like mosaic or tossed salad." •
He remarked upon the widespread panic

and cultural corruption that has accompa-
nied the last millenniUm and he said
America's progress toward ~ new religious
identity as the next millennium approaches
may resemble that chaos in some ways.
"We need to take a deep breath and

count to 10, remembering the Quaker say-
ing that to be furious in our religion is to be
furiously irreligious," he said.
Moyers said his 1996 program "Gene-

sis," which featured interfaith discussions

of the Bible's first book, spawned thou-
sands of discussion groups nationwide only
because the source material is so gripping.
"I had wanted to write a book that

featured sex and seduction, love and be-
trayal, violence and murder," Moyers said.
"But my mother wouldn't let me and God
beat me to it, so I did the next best thing -
I made a television series out of the book."
The series worked, he said, because the

discussions grappled with the serious
moral questions the book raises.
"If Noah knew what was coming, why

didn't he alert his neighbors - or at least
his in-laws?" Moyers said. "Fundamental-
ists will tell you he was just being obedient
to God, but does obedience negate mercy?"
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percussions in the Holocaust and
other genocide, he said.
The second paradox is that reli-

gious beliefs have led to violence
and discord, beginning with Cain
and Abel and proceeding through
Jacob and Esau, Joseph and his
brothers, on down to today: "The
red thread of religiously spilled
blood runs directly from east of
Eden to Bosnia, Beirut and Bel-
fast."
That happens, he says, because

sacred texts are "invoked to ratio-
nalize tribal self-interest. Religion
is giving God a bad name."
But instead of fighting with one

another, people of faith need to
reach out and learn from one an-
other, Moyers said. And he criti-
cized fundamentalist Christians not
only for refusing to do so but for
claiming persecution while seeking
special privileges.

"Jerry Falwell circulates a video
accusing the president of the
United States of murder (in the
suicide of aide Vince Foster) ... and
when you challenge them, they cry
foul, as if disagreement were a
form of persecution."

Referring to House Speaker
Newt Gingrich's comment to a
Christian Coalition gathering that
the members are "victims of Chris-
tian phobia," Moyers said, "Chris-
tian phobia - when the president
• of the United States, the vice presi-
dent of the United States and the
speaker of the House are all Bap-
tists? Come on!"

He added: "For too many years,
religious discussions have been
dominated by the Religious Right,
and the media have cooperated,
devoting the majority of their reli-
gious coverage to (conserva-
tives) .., Now religion is just
another lobby, and Moses and Je-

MOYERS' THOUGHTS
Documentary producer Bill Moyers held
a private question-and-answer session
with reporters before his speech on
religion in American life Wednesday eve-
ning at Wake Forest University. Here are
some of Moyers' comments:

•••
On Princess Diana's death and Its

I Impact on SOCiety:
I worry about its impact when the whole

consciousness of the country, almost, is
absorbed into this phenomenon. Now,
that's one side of the story. The other side
of the story has taken me awhile to see,
and I've only seen it after talking through it
with my wife ... (and is) that what we were
seeing there was the' creation, or re-cre-
ation, of an old myth in modern form. Even
the choice of the burial site ... a little island
out in the middle of the lake on her old
homesite. And when I saw that helicopter
shot of the coffin, I fell back to a documen-
tary I saw 15 or 20 years ago on the myth
of Camelot, the myth of Arthur ....

Just as we saw, in the tremors of the
market, reverberations throughout our own
economy two weeks ago, so the tremors of
an event in far-off Paris echoed instantly
through the chambers of our own hearts
and imaginations.

On the Civil War's legacy in the South
- Moyers grew up in Marshall, Texas,
but has lived outside the South for more
than 30 years - and how modem cor-
porations are changing it:

The South is nothing if not memory. Why
that's so, I don't know. I suppose we
remember the wounds of a loss far longer
than we celebrate the champagne of a
victory .... Modern corporations are chang-
ing the South faster than anything I've ever
seen .... I just can't believe the explosions
beyond the capacity of the infrastructure to
deal with it, blanking out all the artifacts of
the culture that informed us, both nega-
tively and positively.

His career's effect on his religious
faith:

Being outside the dominant Baptist cul-
ture also made me think harder about what
it means to be Baptist and (has) given me a
greater appreciation of my Baptist heritage
and my Baptist experience .... Thirty years
ago it was something I took for granted; I'd
wear it the way I wore my hat.

On being asked if he's still a Southern
Baptist:

That doesn't mean anything to me any-
more. That was always a geographical
description to me, not a theological de-
scription. The operative word to me was
"Baptist," and I'm still a Baptist. ... And the
more I studied, the more so did I question
(the description "Southern"); it meant not
only geography but that moment when
slavery and the Confederacy became the
defining choices that had to be made
among Baptists. That began to eat away at
me as I thought about it and during and
after seminary.

America's grOwing religiOUS diversity:
... we have to move beyond tolerance.

Tolerance doesn't strip me of my ignorance
of you. I can tolerate you and still hold my
stereotypes about you. We have to move
beyond mere tolerance and into getting at
what "the other" is all about in this country,
and since the other is driven in consider-
able part by religious beliefs, we've got to
start coping with the plurality of religion ....
There is a greater-than-ever appreciation
for religion, but at the same time there is a
greater-than-ever delineation of religious
separations ....

There's more searching going on today
to find religious and spiritual roots than I've
seen in my lifetime. ... There's a deep
yearning and hunger in this country for
significance and meaning ... an urge to see
human beings as more than the sum of
their appetites and to see America as more
than an economic machine, and in this
religious inquiry today, the pilgrims are not
all white and they're not all Southern and
they're not all Baptist.

- Lex Alexander

sus are just more lobbyists in Guc-
cis, seeking tax breaks for their
clients."
Referring to Christian Coalition

attacks on tr fun@!~ fQ~~~
television, were most of hls ,.,

~Moyers added, "Public
television is only mentioned in the
Bible once - where it says, 'Let
there be light.' "

He challenged people of other
faiths and within his own faith to
engage in America's ongoing con-
versation on religion.
"Here's the point: to see what

others see, transcend the visible.
You don't have to give up your own
faith, just dig deeper into it, for
there lies the wellspring of human-
ity," he said.



By STEVE PRESSLEY

I confess that the religiously "pluralis-
tic American" which Bill Moyers out-
lined in "A New Religious Identity"
(Ideas, Dec. 21) does indeed challenge
me. Some would say it threatens me.

Like most News & Record readers, I
grew up according to Moyers' "old
story" of "One Nation Under God." Not
everybody was "under God," I recog-
nized, but my faith tradition mandated
that I encourage them to get there, and
quickly, by the only route I knew - faith
in Jesus Christ.

Guiding non-con-
fessors (presumably
non-believers, who
nevertheless grew
up in earshot of "the
old story") to be-
come Christian con-
fessors was never
an impossible task.
More and more,
however, I encoun-
tered Americans
who were brought
up in non-Christian

faiths. Turning the same trick for them
has always proved to be difficult. Merely
broaching the subject of religion - let
alone comparing notes - can be intimi-
dating for both of us.

Steve Pressley

More threatening for me, however, is
the thought of a fellow Baptist whose
approach to the multi-cultural and multi-
faith reality of our country is so different
from my own. I have no doubt that
Moyers asks the right question: "But
how, in the real world of democracy, can
I hold my religious truth to be the truth
when everyone else sees truth differ-
ently."

His answer has two parts. The first is
the suggestion that I, while standing by
my own convictions about religious
truth, nevertheless acknowledge that
they differ from the convictions of others
only with regard to their "external
forms." The truly important things about
what we believe - "the guiding princi-
ples and presiding ideas" - are all the
same. We have (we Christians and Jews,
Muslims and Buddhists, Hindus and
Confucianists), according to Moyers' for-
mulation, "a remarkable unanimity."
The second suggestion is implied in

the concluding challenge: that I get com-
fortable with religious diversity because
I may affirm "the many faces the Abso-
lute has presented to the human race."

While Moyers' question rings right for
me, his answers seem wrong. No - for
Moyers and me, I am sure they are

Bill Moyers: answers seem wrong
wrong. Our own Christian religion, and
certainly our Baptist expression of it,
has never regarded its distinctiveness as
an external or formal reality. Certainly
we share with all "religious" people the
quest for life's meaning and the appre-
hension of a higher power. But our con-
clusions about the reason life can be
meaningless (sin) and the way of escape
from the meaninglessness (faith in
Christ) are not "external forms," nor are
they held in common with any other
faith.

Moreover, historic, biblical Christian-
ity has never consented to the idea that
"the Absolute" presents himself to the
human race through "many faces." Ac-,
cording to the account in the Book of
Acts, the Apostle Paul observed many
"faces" of presumed diety on Mars Hill
in ancient Athens during one of his
missionary journeys. Acknowledging the
Athenians were very "religious," he nev-
ertheless identified only one face - one
the Athenians called "an unknown god"
- with the Absolute.

Bill Moyers has long been a hero for
many Baptists. He' came to our defense
as we fought a losing battle with our
more conservative brethren in the
Southern Baptist Convention. He has
done more than any Baptist I know to
encourage dialogue between people who
see the most important things in life
differently. He is an observer par excel-
lence of American culture, politics and
religion.
Itmay be, however, that he has drunk

too deeply of the pluralistic spring for
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Bill Moyers' religious view goes too far

some Baptists. One of my fellow church
members attended Moyers' recent lec-
ture at Wake Forest University and
came away dumbfounded. What she
missed from his otherwise absorbing
presentation was any certain witness to
the central claim of his own faith-tradi-
tion: that in the person of Jesus lies the
way - the one and only way - to
salvation.

In Moyers' defense, he did mention
Jesus once, according to the article. But
there it was not a saving Jesus, but a
Jesus who joined others in telling a
saving story.

I think Huston Smith, as quoted in the
article, answered Moyer's question bet-
ter than did Moyers. How do you stand
by "the truth" as you know it, in the face
of conflicting claims? "We listen," re-
plied Smith. We listen as carefully as we
hope others will listen to us.

That's good advice for a person like
me. I will listen carefully, sensitively,
intently, openly. And I will remember
that, before the other person can have
his turn listening to me, I will need to
journey further than Moyers - and en-
ter the claim that our own tradition has
always entered in behalf of Jesus.

The writer is associate pastor oj First
Baptist Church in Greensboro.
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Bill Moyers' interesting description of
o~ process of religious dia-
logue (Dec. 21) is hopelessly tainted by
his unfortunate commitment to subjec-
tivism. There is nothing new in his
lengthy column, and much with which to
take issue.
First, the religious culture that Moyers

would have America move toward is not,
as the title to the article implies, "A New
Religious Reality." The religious plural-
ism Moyers advocates is the same as the
religious culture of the Roman Empire.
The Roman Senator Symmachus, of-
fended by the Christian exclusivism,
wrote in 384: "What difference does it
make by whose wisdom someone seeks
the truth? We cannot attain to so great a
mystery by one road." The pagans 0i1
ancient Greece and Rome are the source trine and dogma. But 10 and behold in
of Moyers' brand, of pluralism. . the next breath he adopts doctrine ~d
Second, Moyers epl~temology ISeve dogma, the doctrine and dogma of reli-

more outdated. He beheves the god(ess) gious liberalism: (1) Christianity and its
is found within, where each one of us competitors are all a vague concern for
finds his own personal religious ~th. the meaning of life, the good and the
This approach is as old as Satan Itself. transcendent. Exit creation, fall, sin,
Isaiah reports that Lucifer decided that Christ's atoning death and res.u~ection,
he would ascend above the heights of the and the work of the Holr SPInto .
clouds and make himself "like the most (2) All people are God s people. EXIt
high." salvation. (3) That one "called" is an
Moyers believes that each person is unknown Absolute. Exit the Bible which

his own priest and professor of ethics. purports to be the word of the true God,
His subjectivism can only lead, as C.S. who reveals himself and his will.
Lewis argues, to death. - -As a fellow Baptist, I am compelled to
To believe that there is such a thing as ask: Has Moyers sold his Christian birth-

religious truth that is universally acces- right for a mess of pluralistic pottage? To
sible to human reason is not, as Moyers borrow words from H. Richard Niebuhr,
implies, to become a murderous ogre. It we are being urged to adopt "a God
is rather to begin a wondrous pilgrimage without wrath (who brings) men without
toward the one true God. sin into a kingdom without judgment

James W. lung through the ministrations of a Christ
Greensboro without a cross" based on a Bible with-

out objective truth. This we will not do.
Steven lund
Jamestown
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Reader disputes
Moyers' approach
to religious reality

Bill Moyers and his
.pluralistic pottage

In the article, "A New Religious Real-
ity" Bill Moyers makes an important
point and asks an important question.
The point: "Religion has to be a part of
the conversation of democracy." The
question: "But how, in the real world of
democracy, can I hold my religious truth
to be the truth when everyone else sees
truth differently?"
His answer is to redefine truth as a

religious "experience" and to redefine
Christianity and other religions as "ex-
ternal forms." He then jettisons all doc-

-
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Fall Convocation Lecture by Bill Moyers
"Religion in American Life:

Reflections of a Long-time Observer and Participant"

I had taken a hiatus from public broadcasting, was
spending a stint at CBS News doing a summer series
with the late Charles Kuralt, my good friend and
colleague, and doing the commentary on the nightly
news with Dan Rather. August came, the series was
over, I caught the plane down to East Texas to visit
my parents. I took a cab from CBS out to La Guardia

airport and the porter reached into the trunk of the car to pull out my bag and he saw the
CBS logo on my bag. It didn't have my name on it but it had that famous eye that
everyone knows is the symbol of CBS news. He looked at it, looked up at me, looked at
it and looked up at me and said, "Aren't you on a soap opera?" I started to say, "Yes, the
CBS Evening News with Dan Rather but I didn't think Dan would appreciate it." I went
on and sat down at the gate waiting for the plane to be boarded, I was reading The New
York Times and when a woman appeared and came right over to the side of the Times. I
pulled it down. I was looking right into the face of a senior citizen, and she looked at me
and she said, "I know you. Who are you?" Now this sounds contrived, but it's true. I flew
on the plane to Shreveport, Louisiana, the airport nearest Marshall, Texas, and was.
waiting for that same bag when a lady came up to me and said, "I just love your work,
Mr. Kuralt. But you look different in person from the way you do on television." And I
said, "Yes ma'am, on television I'm bald and fat." And she said, "That's alright, I love you
all ways."

So much for notoriety. My wife and I were walking on 76th Street near where we live in

1 of 14

Nov. 19, 1997
Wait Chapel

Wake Forest University

Thank you. Thank you very much. Thank you for
that welcome. Thank you choir for the marvelous
beginning and thank you President Hearn for that
introduction. I'm smiling because people are always
saying, "Well, he's on television, he needs no
introduction." It's not true, and I'll give you three
incidents that actually happened to me on one day a
few years ago.

11/25/97 1:43 PM
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New York City and I noticed about halfway down the block a lady had this glint of
recognition in her eye - television makes us intimate strangers, you think you know
people you see regularly on the screen. She thought she knew me. I came close to her
and she stopped her conversation with her neighbor and she looked at me and said, "Who
are you?" I started to answer and my wife said, "He's over 60 and he still hasn't made up
his mind."

I am delighted to be home again. This is one of my spiritual homes. I was here in late
1961 recruiting for the Peace Corps, plucked off four or five really fine graduates of
Wake Forest to serve in the second class of Peace Corps volunteers abroad, came back in
70 for the commencement when I received the degree, was here in 1984 when they
insisted that before my daughter graduated, she had to pay penance by listening to her
father deliver the message; and delighted to be back tonight.

I was especially flattered to be asked to participate in this observance of the Year of
Religion in American Life which is the theme of your academic year. I'm impressed by the
array of events that you've scheduled - from special classes and symposia, to a national
conference on religion and higher education sponsored by the Lilly Endowment, a film
series, guest speakers - a marvelous program you have developing here. And when
Charles Kimball and Bill Leonard asked me to be one of those speakers, I decided to do
so in the spirit of the writer Robert Benchley when he was a student at Harvard Law
School. Arriving to take the final examination in international law, he discovered that the
test consisted of one assignment and it was this - quote, "discuss the abstraction of the
international fisheries problem in respect to hatcheries protocol and dragnet as it affects
A, the point of view of Great Britain and B, the point of view of the United States." Well,
Benchley was desperate but he was honest. So he wrote: "I know nothing about the point
of view of Great Britain and the arbitration of the international fisheries problem, and
nothing about the point of view of the United States. I shall therefore discuss the question
from the point of view of a fish. "

Well, here is the viewpoint of one small fish in that vast ocean that is American religion.
Your timing couldn't have been better. We're approaching the end of one millennium of
the Christian era and the beginning of another. This confluence will, no doubt, arouse
religious sensibilities of the more flamboyant kind. The last meeting of millennia produced
waves offear and trembling. Of course, not everyone alive 1,000 years ago was aware
that a millennium was drawing to a conclusion. The practice of numbering years
consecutively throughout the Christian era had only been introduced in the 6th century,
by a monk named Denis the Small, and it was by no means universal. I'm sure that many
people slept through the great event the way I sometimes sleep through a Super Bowl.

But of those who were aware, many were inflamed with the expectation of the nightfall
of the universe. They were filled with terror. The Book of Revelations had prophesied the
second coming of Christ, and it was widely thought that that event would occur on the
last day of the year 999, in Jerusalem, at the very stroke of midnight. So that even a year,
year and a half ahead of that, the roads to the Holy City began to fill with an immense,
desolating army of pilgrims. Others were convinced the Antichrist would appear,
precipitating a great battle between good and evil. Day after day, they fearfully scanned
the sky, expecting it any moment to be rent asunder. French nuns thought they saw fiery
armies fighting in the heavens. There were reports of fire-breathing dragons appearing in
the clouds. The sky rained blood - or so it was said - a surefire prophesy in an age of
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violence and warfare. Words spread of a mysterious disease known as St. Anthony's fire
which ate away at the human body and soul.

It was a fearful time. Europe warred with invading Muslims, Bulgars, Magyars and
Vikings. And within Christendom, according to the Archbishop of Rheims, men "lived
without law and fear of punishment, abandoning themselves to their passions." Carnage,
famine, cannibalism, pestilence, murder and madness plagued the continent. Corruption
was rampant in high places. Popes and kings plotted each other. And, as the fateful year
1000 approached, heart and mind were gripped by nightmare visions, and many good
Christians knelt trembling in their churches, waiting for the last trumpet to sound,
shedding so many tears of repentance they ran down their legs, even to the toes.

Now all of this may sound to you just like another Jesse Helms campaign, but you can
read all about it in a splendid little book by Richard Erdoes, entitled, "AD 1000: Living
on the Brink of Apocalypse" and no doubt it will soon be coming to a theatre near you
starring Arnold Schwarzenegger.

The point is, the end of the first millennium and the beginning of the second swelled the
apocalyptic fever. And now we approach the third. As The Economist recently noted,
even the most resolutely secular of sensibilities will probably find itself being sucked into
the collective cloud of hope and foreboding, the wavering of faith in human institutions,
and the tendency to sudden panic that humanity has always been prone to display when it
has felt a new era coming on. It's not only Christians who catch the fever. They may
anticipate the second coming of Christ, but other believers talk of the coming of the
anointed Messiah, of the Hamdi, of the Tenth Imam, even of Buddha. And a small group
of neo-Nazis - no doubt longing for the thwarted advent ofa 1,000-year Reich - awaits
the reincarnation of Adolf Hitler, reportedly on his way here already from the planet
Zeno.

Call it PMT, the "pre-millennial tension" which provokes people to the most dire
interpretation of events, from convulsions on the sun to mass murders in Waco or at
Heaven's Gate in Rancho Santa Fe. Whatever it is, we need to take a deep breath and
count to 10, remembering, as the Quaker William Penn said, "to be furious in religion is
to be furiously irreligious." I find it auspicious, and comforting, that your new School of
Divinity will open in 1999, with generous intentions to foster dialogue and debate and to
improve understanding on the role and nature of religion in American life. It's one more
antidote to the epidemic of hallucinations that creeps toward us like a toxic green fog.

Now, all of this comes even as some members of your campus community are
re-examining the university'S heritage as a Southern Baptist institution. That heritage is a
vital part of your story and will remain always a singular tributary into the current of
Wake Forest. But control of the Southern Baptist Convention now rests with men who
mistake indoctrination for education. The life of the mind and the life of the spirit are
strongly linked here at Wake Forest, and you can never allow a demand for conformity to
sever them. Nor can you exist with a moat around the campus. There are, I understand,
more Roman Catholics on campus than Baptists, and almost as many Methodists and
Presbyterians as Baptists. There are Jewish students here, and Muslims, too. It's been 150
years since Wake Forest sent its first missionary abroad. And I imagine Matthew Tyson
Yates would be astounded to discover how many missionaries the world now sends to his
alma mater. Wake Forest Magazine put it well in September, in an article that reported,
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"Many are asking again how well the school and the community allow students to nurture
and reflect upon their faiths and how well the school prepares its students to live lives of
faith and service in a world in which, increasingly, they must interact with people who
hold different beliefs."

But let me let you in on a not-so-secret secret. That's the challenge for all Americans as
well, as I discovered in my recent PBS series on Genesis. That experience is my text
tonight. Some of you saw the series - I know, because you mentioned it earlier in the day,
or wrote me about it before I came here. There were 10 hours, each devoted to one of
the great stories from the first book of the Bible. A simple series, by television's
standards. Seven people, an hour, sitting in a circle of conversation the way people used
to do around a campfire. A simple series, to be sure. But nothing I've done on television
over the last 25 years created more media response prior to broadcast than these 10
programs. The cover of Time magazine, the cover of Newsweek international, major
features in Reader's Digest and other magazines. Allover the country people not only
watched the series but organized discussion groups to view the programs together and
talk about the ideas provoked by what they heard. That response to, as I say, a simple
television series has implications both for democracy and for our response to the
approaching millennium, as I hope to have made clear by the time we part this evening -
although I have to alert you that since we're dealing in subjects that are measured in
thousands of years, you might as well plan to stay a little longer than you anticipated.

But why Genesis? Well, for one thing, these are terrific stories: Adam and Eve, Cain and
Abel, Noah and the Flood, Abraham, Sarah and Hagar, Ishmael and Isaac, Joseph and his
brothers. Not to mention the seductive talking snake, the tree of knowledge with its
twisting roots, the red, red apple and the flaming sword with the cherubim standing east
of the Gates of Paradise. Terrific stories. One of my favorite personal stories is of the
little boy who comes home from his first Sunday School class, and his mother presses him
on what he learned that morning at class. He doesn't want to tell her, he resists. She
insists. Finally, he says, "Well mother, if you insist, I'll tell you. But I don't think you want
to hear it." "Yes, Charles, I want to hear it. What did she tell you?" "Well, she told us
how Moses took the people ofIsrael out of bondage in slavery back to the Promised
Land." "Oh, what did she tell you?" "Well, mother, it seems that God appeared to Moses
in a dream and said he wants the children ofIsrael back in the Promised Land, so Moses
gathers all the Israelites around him and put them in their jeeps and their trucks and their
half-tracks and started across the desert. Moses looked behind him and saw this great
cloud of dust indicating that the Egyptians were in their trucks, and their half-tracks and
their jeeps in hot pursuit. Moses got to the Red Sea and he asked his engineers to put up
a pontoon bridge. The Israelites were crossing, Moses realized that if he left the bridge
standing, the Egyptians would use it, come across into to the Promised Land, recapture
the children ofIsrael and take them back to Cairo. And so Moses got on the phone to the
commander of the Israeli Air Force, General Diyan. Just as the last Israelite crossed over
the bridge, the Israeli Air Force, in a perfect surgical strike, dove down, released its
bombs and took out the bridge and the children ofIsrael were safe in the Promised
Land." She said, "Now, Charlie, is that really what she told you?" And he said, "Well no
mother, but if I told it her way, you wouldn't believe me. "

Well these are terrific stories, and I have to confess that I had long wanted to produce the
book whose jacket announced that between these covers is an earthy and violent saga of
sin and sex, violence and murder, love and betrayal, and plaques and calamity, cruelty and
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compassion, visions and hallucinations. But mother wouldn't let me, and God beat me to
it. So I did the next best thing - I made a television series based on the book.

I wouldn't have done that, however, if I hadn't heard about a Genesis seminar being
conducted near our home in New York at the Jewish Theological Seminary of America,
the academy of conservative Judaism in this country. Once a month, Rabbi Burton
Visotzky had been gathering an eclectic group of novelists and poets, editors and screen
writers, and Biblical scholars - both Jewish and Christian - to work their way, word by
word, verse by verse, story by story, through the book of Genesis. The New York Times
called it "the best conversation in New York. "

I decided to ask Rabbi Visotzky if we could sit in on some of his sessions. Of course, he
said, and soon we had our first exposure to the Jewish tradition of midrash. I'm a Baptist,
as I said, and midrash is not my tradition, but I've really come to appreciate it. The word
midrash comes from the Hebrew word meaning to seek out, to search out, to inquire. It
began with the rabbinic sages in the Roman period, and over the centuries came to be
used by biblical scholars, literary critics, and ordinary readers alike. To do midrash is to
fill in the blanks, to puzzle over ambiguity and nuance, to speculate on the motive and
minds of the characters in the stories.

For example, a midrash might speculate on what Sarah was actually thinking while her
husband, Abraham, lay in the tent with their slave, Hagar. This had been Sarah's idea. She
and Abraham were supposed to have a child who would become the seed of the
convenant, but at 90, still barren, the covenant still in doubt, she suggested that Abraham
go to bed with their slave girl, Hagar, that they might at least have a child by her ... the
first surrogate mother, if you will. But what was Sarah thinking when the consummation
took place? The Bible is silent here. Midrash addresses the silence, to tease out of the
text its hidden meanings through a vigorous give-and-take of interpretation.

And that's what was happening at the Jewish seminary. These people were wrestling with
the text as if it really mattered. And they were listening to each other. Conversation is the
art of hearing as well as talking. And these people were really listening to each other. On
one occasion, they were discussing God's command in Genesis 12, where Abraham is told
"to go from your land and your birthplace and your father's house and I will show you a
new land and make you a great nation." After Rabbi Visotzky read the text, Max Apple,
the novelist, spoke up quietly and said, "I wouldn't have written it that way." They all
looked at him. And Max Apple, rather sheepishly, said, "No, it's not a test of Abraham's
faith if he's promised a reward from the very start." This triggered a lively and vigorous
discussion, because it was not only a valuable commentary on the story, it also liberated
the participants to respond to the scripture with their own intellect and from their own
expenence.

Listening to them, I remembered the first time we'd visited the great French cathedral in
Chartres: this magnificent gothic structure that sweeps the imagination up toward the
grandeur of God. I remember turning a corner and coming upon a sculpture so stunning
that it stopped me in my tracks. The artist depicts Adam, the first human, emerging as an
idea from the side of God's head. God is literally thinking us into existence. I was struck,
standing there, by the realization that if we human beings are indeed imprinted with the
image of God, possessing a Godlike creative faculty, surely we were intended to use our
minds to think - to speculate upon and debate the implications of existence, including our
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own understanding offaith and scripture, to argue, if you will, with the text itself, even
with God Almighty.

We had an intuition, Judith and I, that this would make good television. It took us four
years to raise the money - longer by far than it took God to create the whole universe -
but when we succeeded, our most critical task was to select the participants. The Bible is
a closed book, unless you read it with an open heart. So we wanted to choose people
who had a real commitment to the text but also brought with them a quality of openness.
Thomas Moore says conversation is "the interpretation of worlds. " The reason I like to
interview people is because they provide me a passport into their world. Talking with
people who agree with you is like walking in a cul-de-sac. When I was growing up in
East Texas, Baptists talked about the Bible with Baptists, Presbyterians with
Presbyterians, Episcopalians with Episcopalians, Methodists with Methodists, Jews with
Jews, but we never talked about the Bible across our faiths, not to mention with other
races. The little town where I grew up was 50 percent black and 50 percent white and yet
our two communities never got together to talk about and interpret our worlds to each
other.

So we wanted to be sure our participants in the series didn't come from the same
neighborhood. We sought out people from different backgrounds, faiths, professional
fields, age and gender. Our final lineup included visual artists, a literary critic, novelists,
theologians, biblical scholars, a journalist, an editor, ministers, rabbis, a college president,
a clinical psychologist, two Muslims, a Hindu writer, a musician and a Republican. Just
kidding: I wanted to see if you were listening.

As you know, the stories of Genesis are rich in significance. The power of great
storytelling. The power of characters as complex as any you'll ever meet in literature. The
power of a divine presence in the shaping of a people. Three great faiths trace their
origins to these stories. They are the quintessential Jewish story. We Christians have
adopted them to our canon. And Muslims trace their beginnings back to the departure
from Abraham's camp of Hagar and Ishmael. For three faiths Genesis is a documentary of
the founding generation. And yet, these very old stories speak across the generations with
a relevance that is almost staggering to me.

Their characters are starkly human. They rage at one another and at God. They're
schemers and dreamers and parents who play favorites and children who run away from
home. Here are tales of willful sons and estranged brothers and troubled marriages. Lots
of envy, lust, infertility, deception. All of the elements we would describe today as a
dysfunctional family. These are people like us, you see, which is why they can speak to us
today.

Let me give you a couple of examples.

The story of Noah. If you saw this programwhen it aired, you know we were forced to
wrestle with some troubling issues. When I was young, we didn't have baseball cards, we
had Bible cards depicting scenes from the scriptures. Bill Price was our Sunday School
teacher for four years of my adolescence and he gave us our first Bible cards. He was a
contractor who knew more about building buildings than he knew about the Bible, but he
was a great guy, nonetheless. It was Bill Price who told us Noah's wife was named, "Joan
of Arc." And Bill Price who told us the 5th Commandment was "Humor they father and
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Here's the second paradox. The first murder arose out of a religious act. Both brothers
are rivals for God's favor. Their rivalry leads to violence and ends in death. Once this
pattern is established, it's played out in the story of Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau,
Joseph and his brothers, and down through the centuries in generation after generation of
conflict between Muslims and Jews, Jews and Christians, Christians and Muslims, so that
the read thread of religiously spilled blood runs directly from East of Eden to Beirut to
Bosnia to Belfast - to any place in the world where the compassion of brothers and
believers, of sisters and seekers, turns to competition and violence. Remember a year ago
when violence erupted in Israel after Prime Minister Netanyahu opened a tunnel near the
Temple Mount, a place sacred to both Muslims and Jews? He said he wanted his people
to have contact with the rock of Jewish existence 2,000 years ago. The next day, Arafat
held a press conference to remind Netanyahu that the Palestinians were there before
Abraham entered the land of Canaan. The text is still being evoked to rationalize tribal
self interest.

So religion keeps giving God a bad name. We get fundamentalists in Algeria who want to
make their country an Islamic theocracy, shooting teenage girls in the face for wearing a
veil and cutting professors' throats for teaching male and female students in the same
classroom. We get Muslim suicide bombers killing busloads of Jews. And a fanatical
Jewish doctor with a machine gun mowing down 30 praying Muslims in a mosque. We
get the young orthodox Jew who assassinated Yitzhak Rabin, declaring on television,
"Everything I did, I did for the glory of God." Here in America, Muslims bomb New
York's World Trade Center in order to smite the Great Satan. Timothy McVeigh blows
up the federal building in Oklahoma City, killing 168 people, in part as revenge against
the government for killing David Koresh and his followers. Groups calling themselves the
Christian Identity Movement and the Christian Patriot League collect arsenals, so at a
political convention a couple of years ago, at a "Christian" booth in the exhibit hall, I
could buy an apron with two pockets - one for a Bible, and one for a gun. Religion has a
healing side, true, but it also has a killing side. And Genesis reminds us that "the voice of
thy brother's blood cries out unto me." It's good, sometimes, to think on Emerson's
imperative that "We measure all religions by their civilizing power."

None of us can exempt ourselves from such a measure. In our discussions of Cain and
Abel, Mary Gordon said, "It's quite remarkable I'm not behind bars. I'm a mother, and I
find trying not to be a murderer completely grueling." We laughed. But she made us
consider how thin are the borders, how superficial the veneer of civilization that stretches
across the passions of the human heart. How, within each of us, the tendencies to do
good conflict with the temptation to commit evil. I was recently again in Minneapolis, St.
Paul, to see my grandchildren. It was early and I was up having coffee alone in the
kitchen and reading the newspaper when young Thomas, then 2, came down the stairs.
Thomas likes his cereal straight. So I poured his Cheerios out on the high chair and he sat
there eating as intermittently we talked and I read the paper to him or he amused himself
while I concentrated on the editorials. About half an hour later, Henry, who was four,
came down. Henry, the gentle blue-eyed child with the sweet and sensitive face. Henry
comes into the room. He sees his younger brother. He doesn't say, "Hi, Thomas" or
"Morning, Pa." He says, "Thomas, I'm going to kill you." Now this is a family where
watching television is strictly restricted. They're not even Baptists. He didn't hear this
kind of talk from his parents or his grandparents. Where did the notion come from? What
is this primal instinct that can surface so quickly and wither a brother? Cain and Abel: the
story reminds us that we have to work hard on choosing which side of our nature we're
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going to nurture.

These stories don't always have happy endings or provide easy answers. They force us to
confront our own quandaries without pat solutions. When I was a child, the characters in
the Bible were 10 feet tall. In seminary, I studied them for the purpose of learning the
answers to the questions I would be asked later by classrooms or congregations. But life
has a way of questioning your answers; and bumper-sticker theology and sound bite
philosophy no longer tell me that I need to know. I see myself reflected in these people of
Genesis. They don't always do the right thing. They don't always even know what the
right thing is. They live with ambiguity. Very often, they don't know what to make of
God and, quite often, God doesn't know what to make of them, either.

So why do a series like this, if you can't offer people answers to their questions?

One reason was to see if it's possible to talk about God in public without politicizing
religion or polarizing the community. We hoped to show that we can engage in
conversation about these things we feel most deeply about - our religious belief, the
nature of faith, our relationship with others - and truly challenge each other, teach each
other and learn from each other. We hoped to show that you can disagree passionately
with people about things that matter to you without surrendering your own principled
beliefs or without going for your neighbor's throat. Although nine out of 10 Americans
tell George Gallup they've never doubted the existence of God, it's hard to hear God
mentioned in mainstream media except by somebody who's trying to put something over
on you. William F. Buckley has said that if you mention God once at a dinner in New
York, you'll be greeted with silence. But if you mention God a second time, you'll never
be invited back to dinner. That needs to change. As the millennium nears, we need a
deeper dialogue, involving all of us.

For most of our history, America's religious discourse was dominated by male, white
Protestants of a culturally conservative European heritage -- people like me. Our core
values went largely unchallenged. Dissenting visions of America, alternative visions of
faith, of race, of women, rarely reached the mainstream. Just recently a friend on the west
coast sent me a clipping from the cartoon strip, Shoe. Two weirdos are talking in a
California diner. One weirdo says to the other, "Have you ever delved into the mysteries
of Eastern religion?" And the second weirdo answers: "Yes, I was once a Methodist in
Philadelphia." Once upon a time that was about the extent of our exposure to the
varieties of religious experience. But it's different now. We can't use the term melting pot
anymore. We need to use metaphors like mosaic or tossed salad.

When I moved to New York in 1968, I was impressed to see people on the subway
reading the Hebrew Bible. I'd never seen that in Marshall, Texas. I was impressed to see
people on the subway reading the Bible in Spanish. Never saw that in Marshall, Texas.
When I ride the subway today, I'm just as likely to see someone reading the Koran as I
am the Bible. There are more Muslims in America than Episcopalians or Presbyterians.
And within a few years there may be more Muslims in America than Jews. Someone told
me Muslims are the fastest-growing religion in America. Then someone told me
Pentecostals are the fastest-growing religion in America. Then someone told me the
fastest-growing Christian denomination is the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day
Saints, Mormons, doubling in number every 15 years since World War II.
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We are recreating our nation right before our eyes. We are living in a new religious
reality so that the most interesting story of our time, to me, as a journalist, is emerging in
the intersection between the secular and the spiritual. We're searching in America for a
new vision of our country that has the authority and power of a religious vision but is
inclusive and not sectarian. I hope you will have here in the course of your examination
the Catholic philosopher and theologian Thomas Berry. He writes about this in his
interpretation of the importance of religious narrative. He reminds us that "story" is the
plot we assign to life and the universe, our basic assumptions and fundamental beliefs
about how things work, a world view, a paradigm, if you will, that instructs us. Berry
says that we're in trouble just now because we are in-between stories. The old story - the
account of how the world came to be and how we fit into it - sustained us for a long
period of time. It shaped our emotional attitudes, provided us with life purpose,
energized action. It consecrated suffering, integrated knowledge, guided education. We
awoke in the morning and knew where we were. We could answer the questions of our
children. Everything was taken care of because the story was there. Now the old story is
not functioning properly, and we've not yet learned the new. That's what you're involved
in here. This is why as I said to the students this morning, Wake Forest is poised for one
of the most important of all missions in its long and gifted history. You're helping to write
the new story of America. One nation under God? Whose God? And how can we, a
pluralistic America, governed by the dictates of democracy, avoid the intolerance, the
murderous fanaticism, the bitter fruits of religion that occur anytime holy scripture is used
as a wedge to drive people apart?

It won't be easy. At one point in our series, my friend, the religious scholar Elaine Pagels
says, "There's practically no religion that I know of that sees other people in a way that
affirms the other's choice." This is true even within denominations. Among Protestants,
the liberal and conservative branches in many cases have grown estranged. Like the
siblings in Genesis, they no longer speak to each other, except with a curled lip. They've
lost their common language.

Just look at Baptists. At last count, there were more than two dozen varieties of Baptists
in America. I'm a Baptist. So is Pat Robertson. Newt Gingrich is a Baptist. So is Bill
Clinton. AI Gore is a Baptist, so is his rival, Richard Gephardt. Jesse Jackson is a Baptist.
So is Jesse Helps. No wonder Baptists have been compared to jalapeno peppers. One or
two make for a tasty dish, but a whole bunch of them together in one place brings tears
to the eyes.

I know many of you are Baptists, so forgive me if! engage in a little intramural sport
here. We Baptists differ profoundly in how we read history. How we read the separation
of church and state. How we read the election results. Pat Robertson - the same Pat
Robertson who said Jews are "spiritually deaf' and "spiritually blind," who compared
non-Christians to termites "destroying institutions that have been built by Christians" -
Pat Robertson calls the separation of church and state "a lie of the left" and vows to
dismantle it. Baptists of his stripe think it's a stumbling block in their thirst for power.
Baptists of my stripe remember how, before the American revolution, Baptists were
fined, flogged and exiled for refusing tribute to official state religions. In 1651, the
Baptist Obadiah Holmes was given 30 stripes with a three-corded whip after he violated
the law in Massachusetts by taking communion with another Baptist who was elderly and
blind. Holmes refused the offer of friends to pay his fine so that he could be released.
They offered him strong drink to anesthetize the pain, but he wouldn't take it. Sober, he
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endured the ordeal; sober still, he would one day write: ''It is the love of liberty that must
free the soul."

Over time and not without a struggle, that idea put an end to the power of magistrates to
order citizens to support churches they did not attend and recite creeds they did not
believe in. To be made in the image of God was to be endowed with the moral freedom
to work out one's own destiny through decisions freely made, and the principle of the free
church has made America "a haven for the cause of conscience." So believe Baptists of
my stripe.

As for Baptists of the other stripe, well, I find their attitude toward the separation of
church and state baffling. They invoke it to protect themselves against encroachment
from others but denounce it when it protects others against encroachment from them.
They use it to shelter their own revenues and assets from taxation, but then insist that
taxes be paid by others to support private sectarian instruction in pervasively religious
schools. They loathe any government intrusion into their sphere, but are laboring mightily
to change federal tax laws so that churches may more easily influence government. They
stand foursquare behind the First Amendment when they exercise their own right to
criticize others - sometimes with a vengeance and often with vitriol, as when Jerry
Falwell circulates videos implicating the President of the United States in murder; but
when they in turn are challenged or criticized, they whine and complain that they are
being attacked as "people of faith." I couldn't believe my eyes when I turned on the
television set one evening and there on the TV set was Newt Gingrich rousing the
Christian Coalition to a fever pitch of paranoia by telling them they were the victims of
"Christian-phobia." Christian-phobia. When the President of the United States, the Vice
President of the United States, the Speaker of the House of Representatives, the Minority
Leader of the House of Representatives, and the Majority Leader of the United States
Senate are all "Baptists." Come on!
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This is the crowd that acts that acts as if the Bible belongs to them. They would have us
concede that they speak for God when they bring their opinions to bear on all kinds of
secular issues - from abortion to the environment to the public funding of the arts. I was
invited to a debate with one of them not long ago, and said, "I can't understand why your
plank, your platform, the Christian Coalition's platform, calls for the defunding of public
broadcasting. I've only seen one reference in the Bible to public broadcasting, that verse
where it says, 'Let there be light. "'

Well, when you challenge them, they cry "foul" as if disagreement were a form of
persecution. They suggest that the rest of us, if we disagree with them, if we suggest their
ideas are wrong, antiquated or just suspect, are showing disrespect for religion. Absurd.
In a democracy, no one can simply claim the higher ground of morality without defending
it. And just because your opinion is based on religious experience doesn't make it
inarguable.

For too many years now, the religious discourse in America has been dominated by the
Religious Right, and the media have cooperated, giving fundamentalists most of the
coverage when the subject of religion and society comes up. So, in Washington, religion
has become just another political action committee, like the National Association of
Manufacturers or the NRA, and Moses and Jesus lobbyists in Guccis, prowling the
corridors of power and advocating tax breaks for their clients. Frankly, I'd like to see a
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wide embracing coalition of people from across denominational lines - people who care
deeply about the sacred texts and also understand that others who read them differently
care deeply about them as well - I'd like to see us take the scriptures back from the grip
of those who think they have an exclusive right to their meaning. "No religion is an
island," said the great Jewish theologian and activist, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel.
"We are all involved with one another. Spiritual betrayal on the part of one affects the
faith of all." So let everyone join the conversation of democracy, but let no one
monopolize it.

Our series on Genesis was notably enriched because we didn't come from the same
neighborhood. Often we disagreed and sometimes the more we talked, the more we
disagreed. But a generosity of spirit prevailed in the circle and we learned from one
another. While talking about the issues exposed our differences, it also brought closer
together people who had been strangers when they met. Sometimes we discovered that,
despite our differences, we shared our deepest values with people who seemed most
unlike us. We managed to go beyond tolerance, you see. The scholar and writer Diana
Eck reminds us that pluralism is more than just tolerance: pluralism is the effort to know
and understand. To tolerate you does not require that I know you, or that I understand
anything about you. I can tolerate you and still let my stereotypes and half-truths about
you operate freely. Tolerance does nothing to remove one person's ignorance of another.
Tolerance is a fine virtue, but makes too thin a foundation for a pluralist society. The
language of pluralism is the language of encounter - of meeting, of traffic, of reparation,
apology and renewal.
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So here we are, you and I, not only between two centuries but between two millennia,
facing what the scholar James Davidson Hunter describes as the never-ending work of
democracy. It's the tedious, hard, perplexing, messy and seemingly endless task of
working through what king of people we're going to be and what kind of communities we
will live in. Religion has to be a part of the conversation of democracy - religion as a
wellspring of values reflecting different aspirations for our moral and political order,
religion as the exercise of free men and women trying to find meaning in the vast universe
around us, religion as the interpretation of life itself

But how, in the real world of democracy, can I hold my religious truth to be THE truth
when everyone else sees truth differently? I put this question last year to Huston Smith,
the renowned scholar of comparative religion, one of the wisest men I know, who has
spent the whole of his adult life trying to penetrate the essence of all the world's great
religions. He thought a moment - one of those eloquent moments of silence that you
rarely get on television - and then answered: "We listen. We listen as alertly to the other
person's description of reality as we hope they listen to us. We listen. "

This doesn't mean you have to shed your own distinctive traditions. I am, I hope, more
deeply a Christian than ever - more sure of the story as I understand Jesus to have lived
it. And, as I indicated a few minutes ago, I am more firmly a Baptist than ever. I'm glad
to be a Baptist. And yet, I am so much richer for having learned from Buddhists about
contemplation and the infinite within; from Muslims about the beauty of sobriety and
surrender, the ecstasy of union with God; from Jews about the imperatives of justice as
the foundation for society; from Hindus about a universe charged with divinity, realms of
gold hidden in the depth of our hearts; from Confucionists about the quality of empathy,
and the connection of inner harmony to social ethics.
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Here's the point. To see what others see, to transcend the visible spectrum of feeling, you
don't have to give up your own faith. You just have to dig deeper into it. Because down
there below doctrine and dogma, beneath the particularity of your individual experience,
is the ultimate source oflife, the common water table of humanity.

Let me ask my friend Nasr for help on this. You saw him in the series. A Moslem scholar
of world distinction, and himself a pilgrim in the mysteries of Sufi mysticism, Seyyed
Hossein Nasr is the University Professor ofIslamic Studies at George Washington
University. No one I know better understands the microcosm of the whole globe that has
been created within America during the past half century -- from wave upon wave of
immigration has come the jostling of many dynamic cultures, traditions, beliefs and
aspirations. It is a discombobulating experience, to be sure, and, says Nasr, it will test our
mettle. The danger is that everything gets reduced to a least common denominator, a
melange of superficial and borrowed opinions that lead to sheer relativism and even
nihilism, where everybody believes everything and no one believes anything.

But there is another way, says Nasr. Suppose you hold with conviction to your center,
the truth of your experience, and I to mine, but we recognized that beyond the diversity
of external forms there is indeed a remarkable unanimity in the guiding principles and
presiding ideas of all the great traditions - that each is as concerned as the other with the
meaning of human life, with the significance of the good in human action, and with the
presence of a transcendent dimension to human existence. And suppose we agreed that
while someone belonging to another tradition with her own spiritual center is not "one of
us," she is nevertheless one of God's.

This is the challenge: to live before the face of the Absolute, acknowledging the many
faces the Absolute has presented to the human race. It is both a paradox and a challenge -
to live in a world with no center and many. Kathleen Norris acknowledges in one of her
poems that we are all "God's chosen now." But in the next breath, she prays, "God help
us because we are." The call, you see, is not to pride; the call is to humility.

I am often asked what is my favorite verse in Genesis after the series. It's the third verse
of the second chapter. There we read, "God gave the seventh day his blessing and he
hallowed it, for on it he ceased from all his work that by creating, God has made." Soon
thereafter, God begins to retreat from the drama, and makes only rare and tangential
entries again on stage. I take this to mean that the act of creation is not complete. The
universe is always in an uncompleted state, requiring continuous renewal by creative
forces. Genesis is just the beginning. The millennium is not the end. What happens now to
creation is up to us, everyone of us, you and me.
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Good luck on this great mission you've undertaken.


