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Religion in this nation is diverse and divided. The United States is now the most religiously pluralistic nation in the world. However, the rich beauty that should accompany such marvelous diversity among religions in the United States is being distorted by divisiveness inside denominations and between religious traditions. The ugliness that characterizes the deep divides in the religious community does not speak well of our commitment to the common values of peace and justice that we say we share. The wide-ranging importance of this troubling state of religion in the nation is heightened considerably by other divisions in the nation—economic, racial, educational and political divisions.  

Unfortunately, these already gaping divides in the nation are being widened and hardened during this year of national elections. Amid the election year hype that politicizes virtually every aspect of life, religion, too, bears the marks of politicization.  So, in a nation that values religion and in a moment when this nation needs to experience the very phenomenon which is the focus of religion’s central work—reconciliation— divisions within religion itself are making it almost impossible for religious communities to demonstrate the positive and healing role that they and their religions can play in a divided nation. Religion is being hijacked and exploited and the nation is becoming more deeply divided all in the interest of partisan politics. 

You – the people in this room today, members of The National Council of Churches of Christ, Faith and Values Media, the Religion Communicators Council, and Jim Wallis and David Anderson to whom congratulations are due– are eyewitnesses to this whole phenomenon. But you are not only eyewitnesses – you are storytellers, the storytellers who contribute to people’s understanding or misunderstanding of what is happening.  You will help people decide whether the story about religion and politics in this year of national elections is a story about religion or a story about politics.

I have been very pleased by the large number of journalists who have begun to provide much deeper and more regular coverage of religion and politics. Frankly, though, many of these people still have a long way to go to connect individual acts of religious abuse in the political world in a manner that gets to the big picture, which is the systematic willful abuse of religion as a political tool.

The story of religion in this year’s national elections is not simply a documentation of the occasional use of religious language by politicians or the partisan political words and actions of religious leaders. It is a story of defiling and disregarding the boundaries between religion and politics. It is a story about abuses of religion and intrusion into religious institutions that can compromise the vitality of democracy as well as the integrity of religion. 

I recognize that religious communicators today face a huge challenge.  Your beat is no longer primarily one of reporting on temple anniversaries, the groundbreaking for a new mosque, the fiftieth anniversary of a local pastor and a coalition of religious leaders formed to oppose liquor-by-the-drink sales in a historically dry county or parish.  

Even as you navigate your way through your own denominational pressures, yours is the challenge of describing a dramatically new religious landscape in the United States. You are reporting on the intersection of government, religion, culture and politics - the point where government and politics are altering the character of religion. You face the daunting task of helping people to understand the historic nature of religion in a country based on the U.S. Constitution, not on any religious creed. Yours is the challenge of providing readers, listeners, and viewers with insights into what is at stake for religion when religion becomes a major concern – sometimes even a strategy - in political campaigns. Your reporting and your story-telling take place in a highly-charged context—both national and international—in which sick religious prejudices sometimes find expression in the rhetoric of hate and acts of violence that dehumanize and even kill people in God’s name.

I want to suggest to you that all of these specific challenges that you face can be gathered into one general, overarching, totally pervasive challenge—and that is the challenge To Tell the Truth!

Two scriptural images come to mind—one from the Hebrew Scriptures and one from the Christian Scriptures though the wisdom found in these texts is consistent with the scriptures and oral traditions of other religions as well.

Jesus of Nazareth said, “The truth shall make you free.”  

A Hebrew prophet named Habakkuk, grappling with his responsibility to speak truth to his society, heard a word of divine guidance worthy or our remembrance:

     “Write the vision; 

         make it plain on tablets, 

              so that a runner may read it.

                        For there is still a vision for the appointed 

                            time . . . and (it) does not lie.”

The counsel for religious communicators is profound: Tell the truth and write it so large that even people in a hurry can read it! At stake in this truth telling is the liberty that is so essential both to religious pluralism and our democratic form of government.      

I realize that truth telling is not easy—and not just because of the power of lies.  Sometimes it is difficult to know the truth.  Complexity plays havoc with easy insights and simplistic conclusions. Recently the secular press has been told that stories critical of our government’s policies abroad will prove detrimental to our nation and be considered unpatriotic. Incredible! Many major news agencies, including network news organizations, now wrestle with the financial temptation to sell the news as profit-driven entertainment rather than to report the news as information for an educated citizenry. Every special interest group in the nation trains its spokespeople on how to “stay on message”—to speak to the press in a manner that conveys one truth without allowing consideration for other truths. (I hear that from my own staff from time to time!) Telling the truth is not easy.  But it is necessary. 

Fidelity in truth-telling requires going to the story behind the story, asking hard questions of clarification, and balancing comments within a story with comments from those with important factual and contextual perspectives on the story from outside the story. To ignore responsibility is to risk a loss of liberty.

The religious press and political press in this land have an unusually crucial role to play in truth telling. Ask the questions of meaning. From politicians’ manipulation of religion to promote partisan causes - to religionists’ efforts to manipulate politics for sectarian gains - to terrorists’ claims to be servants of the Almighty - to governmental leaders” appeal to Deity and morality to support their domestic and foreign policies – religion is an unmistakable component in today’s cultural and political news. The manner in which the role of religion in today’s world is reported will help or hurt interfaith relations, encourage or discourage militancy, and determine to a great extent the public understanding of and commitment to religious liberty.  

For your consideration I offer ten guidelines for covering the intersection of religion and politics.

 (1) Report on religion in political campaigns with the same kind of scrutiny devoted to economic policies and foreign affairs, citing not just how religious language is used by candidates but exploring the meaning and implications of what is said. Terrific pressures exist to move our nation away from a commitment to pluralism and toward an endorsement of special privileges for the majority faith’s point of view— a development that would spell a sure deathblow to religious liberty. One recent poll showed that 77% percent of the public saw nothing wrong with the religious statuary of the Ten Commandments being displayed in a judicial building in Alabama. Even United States Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia has suggested that controversial issues in church-state relations should be resolved more by the legislative process driven by religious majorities in local communities and less by national laws and the judiciary. We are failing in the public relations battle on religious liberty. People cannot distinguish between our opposition to the prostitution of religion and our devotion to the protection of the sanctity of religion. To a large extent, the media will shape public opinion on these issues. Tell the truth!

(2) Not everyone who uses religious language is a person of faith. It is important not only to challenge a politician who places the Hebrew Scriptures book of Job in the Christian New Testament, but also to challenge a politician who speaks of increasing compassion in the nation while supporting policies that widen economic gaps and allow millions more people to slip into poverty. 

(3)  All stories on religion should consider the multiplicity of religions in this land—both in terms of the potential divisiveness of a story or the opportunity provided by a story to incorporate new voices of wisdom from minority religious leaders into public awareness. 

(4)  There should be no more an establishment of religion in the press than in the constitution.  The majority status of Christianity in the nation is without question, but egalitarianism ranks high as a value for the media even as for democracy. The United States is one nation with many faiths! 

(5)  When a candidate for public office incorporates an emphasis on faith into her or his campaign, the press has a right and a responsibility to ask how that candidate sees personal faith effecting public policy decisions and initiatives. Voters need to know if a literal reading of apocalyptic literature in the Christian Scriptures will shape a congressional or presidential candidate’s foreign policy priorities related to the Middle East. I commend to you a brochure from The Interfaith Alliance Foundation that suggests 5 questions about religion and politics that should be posed to every person seeking public office. You can find those questions on our website or in our Election Year Program materials.

(6)  Religious journalists are uniquely positioned to remind voters that this presidential campaign is not about the election of a national religious leader. In recent months I have seen some very fine stories that drive home this truth. How many times a candidate quotes the Bible or goes to church or receives communion is not nearly so important in this election as how a candidate will handle the economy so as to fund Medicare, stabilize the Social Security fund, and care for the weakest and poorest among us or how a candidate plans to work in the international community to defuse the anger of terrorists and demonstrate the United States’ capacity for cooperation.

(7)  Stories that report condemnations of religions should be set in a broader perspective. Reporters have a professional obligation to report the news but also an ethical responsibility to raise questions about what part of this news is fact and what is fiction. Recently I have come away from several meetings with colleagues from around the world reeling from a realization that the international community judges religion in America by the profile of Jerry Falwell and the voice of Pat Robertson. How critical, as well as wrong, is that image? Recent elections in Pakistan took a serious turn toward Talibanization, in part, in reaction to news accounts of the demonizing of Islam and the prophet Mohammed by former president of the Southern Baptist Convention Jerry Vines, evangelist Franklin Graham and media minister Jerry Falwell. To be sure, those who write the news must report that Vines called the prophet Mohammed a pedophile and that Graham and Falwell alike described Islam as a religion of terrorism. But that should not the end of the story. What is the truth in history? Were Vines, Graham and Falwell speaking accurately or prejudicially? The answers to those questions also are news; indeed, to tell the truth, a crucial part in the news.

(8)  Please be sensitive to religious terminology in writing and reporting news stories. Characteristically, terrorist acts by Muslims are attributed to Islamic Fundamentalists while similar acts by Christians are reported apart from any reference to religion. The atrocity perpetrated in Oklahoma City was a terrorist act on the part of a Christian fundamentalist anticipated and applauded by many in The Christian Identity movement. Reporting on religion-based acts of terror should be consistent, lest the reading, television-watching public concludes that terrorism is the exclusive domain of Muslim extremists and prejudice against Muslims increases.

(9)  I not only encourage you, I plead with you, to write about the meaning and value of religious liberty and the seriousness of threats to compromise this constitutional guarantee. I see in our nation a presumed establishment of religion and in some quarters, an impassioned movement to make that presumption a legal reality. Scheduled for a vote before Congress recesses for the national elections is a legislative proposal that, if the Religious Right gets its way, will permit houses of worship to endorse candidates for public office and lend support to partisan campaigns just in time for November’s elections—without the houses of worship losing their tax-exempt status! Although the Jones bill has been defeated in the House twice before, this time the House leadership is sneaking it in the backdoor without allowing debate or a vote directly on this provision, thus circumventing the democratic process. The Jones Bill language is being inserted as a part of the American Jobs Creation Act of 2004 (H.R. 4520). If passed, the Jones bill will further erode the wall of separation between the institutions of religion and government by reversing IRS regulations that prohibit tax-exempt houses of worship from engaging in partisan politicking. The truth about this attempt to erode religious liberty needs to be told!

(10)  Finally, please report on the positive and healing role of religion in public life as well as on the problems associated with religion in the public square. Stories of shared religious values and interfaith cooperation serve as instruments to broaden understanding and encourage greater interfaith cooperation. What people of faith do on November 3rd and how religious organizations respond to the outcome of the 2004 elections will make a critical difference in the unity and the future of this country.

You are on the front lines of religious communication. Thank you for what you do.  When at all possible, let’s work together—as do the NCC, RCC, and Faith and Values Media and as many are doing through The Interfaith Alliance’s Call to Faithful Decision Weekends in the last two weekends of October.

My message to you in this election year is not unlike my message to you in any other year. It is a call to a solid commitment to continuing to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. This truth - and your courage in telling it - will sustain the kind of articles, radio programs, and television shows which inform the American public and contribute to the preservation of the liberty that allows both religion and the press to do their best work - the kind of work that deserves the honored description “religious communication and journalism.”

