THE from time to time calls attention to published
LAUCKS material that might contribute toward clari-

FOUNDATION fication or understanding of critical issues
affecting world peace.

The accompanying reprint

the Dial

Public Television's
new national magazine

Mailing No. 16.

October 20, 1980

: aMcks, President
ffice Box 5012
Santa Barbara, CA. 93108

EDGE
- APATHY

Not enough people vote. Is TV to blame?

Now is the time when they start the ritual keening
over the sickness of American democracy, a sickness
presumed from the unwillingness of so many citizens
to vote. It is the time when television stations and
other saviors of the Republic exhort people to exer-
cise their sacred right.

Since the sacred right leads this year to a choice
that leaves millions indifferent, the exhortation may
be t6 no avail. Commentators may work themselves
into a-lather for nothing. On November 4, there is a
good chance that the electorate may carry apathy to
new heights.

In every presidential election since 1960, the per-
centage of voting-age Americans actually casting
votes has fallen. When John Kennedy shaved past

Robert MacNeil is executive editor of public televi-
sion’s MacNeil/Lehrer Report.

by Robert MacNeil

Richard Nixon, in 1960, 62.8 percent went to the
polls. In 1976, only 54.4 percent thought it worth the
effort to make the choice between Gerald Ford and
Jimmy Carter. Terrible? Well, not that terrible. In the
great watershed election of 1932, when Franklin
Roosevelt defeated Herbert Hoover, the turnout was
only 52.4 percent.

Clearly, Americans are not really heavy voters.
The West Germans and the French achieve turnouts
of around 90 percent. The Japanese, the British, and
the Canadians regularly pass 70 percent. In real
numbers, it is true, American participation is rising.
In 1976, 81.6 million Americans voted for president,
the largest number ever.

Even so, the disturbing truth is that nearly half the
people who theoretically could vote do not. Moreover,
the percentage turnout has been steadily falling, not
during a period of calm  {Text continues on page 36



two decades of the most turbulent and
elecrifving politizal events in American history.
For millions. there mav be valid excuses:
difficultirs in regisiering: being newly resident. ill. or
unable 1, get to the polls. But for millions more,
absence must mean indifference. In 1976, 10 percent
of the stuy-at-homes told the Gallup Poll they had no
particulur reasons, another 10 percent said they were
not interested in politics. 14 percent said they did not
like the candidates, 38 percent were not registered.
Together they represent some fifty million people who
didn’t know or didn’t care or didn’t believe that their
vote for presiden: was worth the effort. The political
process was irrelevant to them. Whether Nixon or
Humphrey, Nixor or McGovern, Ford or Carter, got
into the White House did not make, as George
Wallace claimed, “a dime’s worth of difference.”
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I?lilivians, understandably, deplore this sullen
refusal 10 take them seriously, and every election year
an army of social scientists, -pollsters, and journalists
obligingly deploy themselves to explain it. Such con-
cepts as voler apathy, alienation, estrangement, and

* disillusionment become fashionable each election. It

has become a minor industry, divining what deep
psychic wound has turned the voter off in any particu-
lar year. It is a difficult and frustrating business that I
gratefully leave to those who make a living at it.

But one question has tantalized me for years: Is
television implicated in this voter apathy?

It is a fact that these two decades of increasingly
turned-off voters have been two decades of increas-
ingly turned-on television. Just as election turnout
was declining, television was becoming the dominant
cultural force in American life and the principal
medium of news and political communication. It must
be mure than a coincidence.

Since 1960, television has transformed the politi-

cal process and al} poiiti-al institutions—the paroes.
primary elections. nationgl conventions. campaign-
ing. even the offices polisiniane seek. especially the
presidency.

Television has berorme the nation’s mass journal-
tsm. In Februarv 1980, The Roper Organization
found that while 76 percent of Americans had
watched the rews on television during the previous
twentv-four hours, only 47 percent had read a morn-
ing newspaper.

The same survev found that ?1 percent of all
Americans had watched some TV during the same
period. The average adult. according to Roper, now
walches three hours and eight minutes of television a
day, more than people devole on average to anvthing
except working or sleeping. How could anything so
pervasive not be implicated in voter indifference?

There is now much more reliabie evidence on who
the nonvoters actually are. In Whe lotes?, a book
published this year, two political scientists, Raymond
E. Wolfinger and Steven J. Rosensione, analyze the
largest sample of voting behavior ever studied in this
country—over 88,000 interviews conducted by the
Census Bureau. They discard a lot of myths; for
example, the myth that rich people vote more than
poor people because they have a bigger stake in the
system.

Their principal finding is that two factors really
determine how likely you are to vote: how much
education you have and how old you are. The person
not voting is more likely to have a high school
education or less or to be under thirty-one years old.

'I-:acing those same people back to Roper’s data on
television habits, you find that younger and less
educated people watch roughly the same programs as
older and better-educated people but that the younger
ones walch somewhat less news. The younger, less
educated also read fewer newspapers or magazines.

That connection between how much news people
-consume and how likely they are to vote is followed
through seven presidential elections in the American

‘National Election Studies Data Sourcebook, 1952—

1978, produced this year by the Center for Political
Studies, at the University of Michigan. It tracks how
different demographic groups varied in voting habits
and in exposure to election information from televi-
sion, radio, magazines, and newspapers.

Voting patterns closely followed media exposure.
To me the figures indicate that the more news people
consumed, the more likely they were to vote, or those
most likely to vote were people who consumed more
election news and did not rely solely on television.
Conversely, those least likely to vote appeared to rely
most heavily on television.

Interestingly, there was one year in which the -



correlation broke down: the Jimmy Carter-Gerald
Ford: election, in 1976. The media exposure for all
groups went up from 1972, but the turnout for all
groups did not.

One obviously different factor that year was the
first televised presidential debates since Kennedy-
Nixon, in 1960. What happened? The statistics are
mute. An intriguing possibility is that the debates
attracted a lot of people who then found the two
candidates so uninteresting that they couldn’t be
bothered to vote for them.

So from this hard data, we emerge with only one

clue: that people who are more dependent on televi-

sion for information are likely to be people who vote

less. .

And there we have to cast off from the facts and sail
into speculative waters. How might television be
implicated in lower voter turnout? Curtis B. Gans,
director of the Committee for the Study of the Ameri-
can Electorate, thinks that the mass media, especial-
Iv television, affect voter motivation by “creating
confusion in the minds of some.”

Michael J. Robinson, of George Washington Uni-
versity, argues that television news “helped to foster
and amplify the changes in our political culture—
changes such as the increasing levels of cynicism,
pessimism, alienation, and estrangement.” Robin-
son, who has written extensively on the subject, also
believes that television has helped to “shift our frus-
tration toward Washington™ while also “deromanticiz-
ing both government and social institutions.”

It is very difficult to prove any of these conjectures,
but let us pursue such speculations a little further.

Indisputably, television has brought the electorate
into more intimate contact with politicians than had
ever been thought possible. Most Americans alive
when he was president never actually saw Abraham
Lincoln. Now millions can see and hear Jimmy Carter
every day, as close as if they were sitting beside him
in a Cabinet meeting. All that close exposure to
politicians is clearly not inspiring some people to go
and vote: it may well be inspiring them not to.

It is arguable that seeing politicians regularly de-
glamorizes them. provoking that “he’s no better than
vou or [7 feeling—not the stuff that myths are made
of. Familiarity breeds if not contempt not admiration
etther. . ,

Television had an important role in creating the
“imperial presidency” by using one man to personify
federal zovernment. His life. his family, his propos-
ais. his trials with Congress and foreign leaders,
have become the television shorthand for an entire
adminstration. and adept White House press secre-

taries have been manipulating the shorthand for
years. In the Sixties, that appeared to work. Presi-
dents could appear on television and seem dynamic
and decisive. Now, they increasingly appear frus-
trated and ineffectual as the imperial presidency is
dismantled and intractable issues stalemate the sys-
tem. “If the president can’t make a difference,” a
voter might ask, “why should I bother electing him?”

Then there is the faintly sneering tone of televi-
sion news when talking about politicians. It is a way
of implying, “You know what politicians are,” of
putting a cynical little gloss on things as though if
the information were uttered without such coloration,
the audience would think the reporter naive about
politicians. It is a subtle put-down of politics, it is
pervasive, and it may well put voters off.

There is the distressing matter of television com-
mercials. Imagine being the media adviser explain-
ing it all to Abraham Lincoln. Yes, there is a mar-
velous machine that lets 'you make campaign
speeches to all the voters across the nation at once—
but you don’t do that, Abe. You let experts package
your message into brief advertisements to be shown
along with advertisements for sanitary napkins and
breakfast cereal. It sounds like a Bob Newhart rou-
tine, but it is the truth.

Running for president through a barrage of slickly
packaged half-truths reduces the political dialogue
to. a commercial proposition. Youll like this car
better than that one; this deodorant will keep you
drier than that; this president will never lie to you;
that president will stand up to the Russians. The
context.cheapens, and the oversimplification cheap-
ens. Deciding on a president is made no more im-
portant than deciding on what to wash your kitchen
floor with—actually less important. You have to
wash the floor.

Eally, it may be that because of television, mil-
lions of people now perceive politics as part of a
cultural stratum they do not belong to. Politicians
become stars, wearing clothes, spedking a language,
associating with people that ordinary Americans
know only through television. They may feel specta-
tors only, not participants.

[sn’t Jimmy Carter’s story after all, to most peo-
ple, a kind of soap opera that has been running now
for about five vears? And Reagan's soap opera—
hasn’t that been on forever? The trouble is, as with
all soap operas, you don’t have to watch them very
often to keep up, and unless you're a real fan, they
don’t matter.

All this speculation may be nonsense. Television
may not be turning voters away from politics. What
is sadly obvious is that it has not turned many voters
on etther. a
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Disavowing violence

The arms race now runs at « pace at which expenditures
approach half a trillion dollars a year. The madness of
this race to obiivien. as it may well prove be, seems to
elude comprehension. Since belief in the devil, to which
the wickedness of the world could formerly be attrib-
uted. is outmoded. we shall have to look to ourselves
for the causes of the present situation.

Why is it that we seem unaware of the threat to our
very existence? In actual fact. it can be argued that,
with the exception of competent and dedicated but
fairly small groups of people. worldwide public aware-
ness in the field of armaments is at an all-time low.

It is a mystery that this unusually well-planned jour-
ney toward nuclear holocaust can proceed without mas-
sive popular protest. Why is there not a mass movement
for nuclear disarmament?

A look at mass perceptions may provide an answer.
The definition of national security. as traditionally per-
ceived. is less than adequate in today’s world. Of old.
the objective of national security has been met by mili-
tary means. Since World War 1l resource allocations for
armaments have seen few restrictions. and they have
been justified by referring to needs of the security of the
nation and its people. But since the 1970s it has been
increasingly obvious that national sacurity can no
longer be equated with military might. Rather than a
guarantee for national security. the arms race is one of
the mest imminent threats to the survival of humanity.

Let me re7er to these grave threats in terms of crude
headlines:

" e the urm~ rece itself:

e the present crisis of the main production systems of
the world. including worldwide unemplovment.
worldwide infiazion. and the worldw ide monetary crisis:

e the enerzy crisis:

e the endungered environ
halance: and

e the demands emanatine from the preservation of
glaring economic and sociui inequaities between—and
within—nations.

The concept of anetitul, vulicl
the sepuration i rewsel afa ¢its
~earch and Jdew2iopmy
Minent ploce in s

:ment and the ecological

2v seience has led to
and military re-
flos. urioriunately. a pro-
qilitary technoi-

dron,

- 1.
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ogy. moving forward at an accelerated speed. is pushed
ahead by an invisible. dehumanized hand.

More than 30 vears of peace in Europe. although a
very short period in European civilization. may lead to
an erroneous perception of safety. Erroneous it 1s. be-
cause the dynamism in arms development is a constant
challenge to the stability of the balance of terror. which

_is not fail-safe in the first place. Erroneous also, because

of the many wars that have raged in other continents.

The armaments debate deals with facts and figures
which transcend what can easily be grasped. Who can
understand the proportions of a reality where the pre-
sent worldwide storage of nuclear weapons corresponds
to 1.300.000 Hiroshima bombs? Language itself has
been corrupted by means of the euphemisms which
have entered the vocabulary of the armaments
community—bonus-kills and megadeath. for example.
Everybody knows what a cannon or a gun is. But what
is the general cognitive value of a mini-nuke or a MIRV?

The step by step approach to disarmament negotia-
tions necessarily engages in highly technical matters
and issues. which unfortunately tend to obscure the
very purpose of the whole process and restrict partici-
pation to experts and governments.

There is also the possibility that the lack of palpable
progress imposes a sense of despair on those who actu-
ally perceive the true nature of our present predica-
ment.

Given present perceptions we are short ot a credible
model for a peaceful world. Some p\\cholo«'h[\ main-
tain that a non-armed p2uce would be experienced us a
defenseless situation. because nations do not yet know
of any substitute for wur us the last resouice in inter-
national relutions.

The necessary disavowal of violence as the ultimate
sanction in international conﬁ" . therefore. seems 10
me to plesupposc. that nutiona! sovereignty be no longer
associated with uniimited frezdom in foretgn nouc\
The first such fresdom which shonid be disposed of s

the freedoni to posse~~ nuclerr weapons.Z

Ingu Thorsson, chairworiun of 1he Swedisin Disurma-

ment Delesarion, is the Unvivr-"orenany of St o “yweden,

The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists

e b Tae ki R TR
1020-24 East 58%h St.
Chicago, IL 60637
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The mystery

midst

By JAMES . BACIK

IN MY WORK as a campus minister, |
speak with many people who want to
discuss serious matters.

A graduate student in philosophy
describes his desire for a contemporary
model of what the goad life is like. A
young woman speaks of her repressive
sexual training and her need to learn
how to relate better to her boyfriend. A
recent graduate tells me about his
disappointment with the corrupt
practices of the business world and seeks
advice on finding a more fulfilling career.
A shy fellow wants help in learning to be
more comfortable in communicating with
people. ' : i

A vibrant woman_admits that she is
often distracted as she flits from one new
experience to another, and that she
needs help to focus her attention on
what is at hand. A group of business
majors, tired of accounting classes, asks
me for a book about important life issues
to read and discuss. An activist professor
reports the many demands on his time
and says he needs to find deeper roots
to sustain him. The wife of a professor
describes her emptiness and hunger for
deeper meaning. An angry husband
recounts his deep hurt and his need for
healing before he can respond properly
to his wife. : : !

These are typical of a growing number
involved in a religious or spiritual search,
even though they may not call it that. It is
not simply a matter of improving one’s
prayer life, or discovering the Bible, or
learning a meditation technique, or finding
a more vibrant liturgy — although all of
this may be involved.

Their spiritual quest is for meaning in
the midst of absurdity, for commitment
in the face of multiple options, for a

Father Bacik is associate pastor, St.
Thamas More University Parish, Bowling
Green, Ohio. He is the author of the
recently published Apologetics and the
tclipse of Mystery (Notre Dame Press).

. superficiality. It is a search for an

_significant matters. Sin is reduced to

. becomes a real danger when people view

| technology to solve all our human

L -
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“. .. many are looking for a

theology which helps make

sense out of our complex experience, for a way to find .
meaning in our ordinary activities, for an approach '

which respects the darkness and ambiguity of life. . . ./

’

deeper life amidst the temptation to

uitimate concern which overcomes the
duliness of life, for a wholeness which
pulls together a fragmented existence,

' for an overarching framework which -

provides a context for daily concerns. For

" many today, the emphasis is not.on the

other world, but this one; not on sin or

richer way of living humanly.

Unfortunately, our dominant cuiture
seems to lack the resources for
responding to these deeper longings of /
the human heart. We live in a world
suffering from an eclipse of mystery.
Mystery is that which eludes rational
control, which defies logical calculation,

and which exceeds all imagining. Mystery 3 S ! :
is that which sustains and draws us while those with a more pedestrian piety are

remaining forever inexhaustible. When it

is perceived as friendly, we commonly
name it God. For many today this !
gracious mystery is hidden or forgotten
or distorted or encased in a zone of
silence. Life becomes a problem to be
solved rather than.a mygtery ta:he.. ..
contemplated. 7’ ‘

In such a culture it is difficuit to find a
language for discussing the most

neurosis, sex becomes a matter of
performance, death is ignored or
disguised, time is money, the future is
predictable, A ““cult of the computer”

science as a religion and expect

-

problems, when they trust data more
than personal insight, abdicate
responsibility to experts and even begin
to think of themselves on the model of a

- sophisticated machine.

Such a one-dimensional world generates
its own critique. Some people feel
suffocated, subject to the blahs, strangely
apathetic, tired of the rat race, at loose
ends, without roots, excessively anxious. In
this situation there is a natural tendency to
grasp for security or to look for the simple

answer, to re|ect con;plc-exily and to break

. out of the ordinasy. We find examples of -
. this in the interest in the occult, the

! fascination with astrology, the appeal of

* soap operas, the desire for simplistic

political and economic solutions, and the
rise of religious fundamentalism.

" There seems to be a growing number

| i of people who report striking conversion
. guilt, but personal growth; not.on g
_ limiting the human, but discovering a

experiences, who prize spectacular gifts -

! such as speaking in tongues, who speak

of unmistakable messages from God.
Periodically individuals describe to me

i their feelings of guilt or inadequacy

because their “bom again” friends keep

| stressing the importance of special gifts.

such as healing, tongues and prophecy.

" It is as though a “cult of the spectacular”

is created where only those with striking
religious experience walk in the light and

relegated to the darkness. -

It is not unusual for me to.encounter
solid Christian parents who are terribly
hurt because their *born again’’ son or
daughter has accused them of not really
being close to the Lord and of not being
saved. Unfortunately, these exclusivist
tendencies on the part of some ‘“pipeline
believers,” who speak as though they
have-a direct, immediate, unambiguous
communication with God, obscure for
many the positive aspects of
contemporary evangelical and charismatic
renewal.

Many of the people | talk to are both
dissatisfied with the superficiality of the
computerized culture and leery of the
excesses of the “cult of the spectacular.”
These people need another alternative, a
contemporary spirituality which draws on
the insights of modern theology, an
indigenous spirituality which is rooted in
our experience as citizens of the United
States and a dialectical spirituality which
takes into account the paradoxical
complexit).:'of human life.

‘Contemporary theology has provided us
with a theological framework for building

*(Continued on next page)



such a spirituality. 1t begins with z
theological anthropology which stresses
that we humans, ir ail our longings and
struggles, are supported and drawn by 3
gracious mystery which we cali Ged.

This holv mystery wilis whoieness and
fina! fulfiliment for all of us and offers
itself to every human being ior this
purpose. This creates in us an inner
word, an attunement to the divine, the
call of conscience, the impuise to good.
When we respond positively to this
universal revelation, we act as peopie of
faith and move closer to our God. .

All of our experiences can mediate or
bring to mind this presence of the
gracious mystery. There are hidden .
depths in reality, surprising resources in
our hearts, signals of hope in our
ordinary experience which can be
disclosed, revealing the divine presence
to us. We live and move in a grace-filled -
world where all things are potentially
revelatory. Our genuine experience of
self is precisely our experience of God.
Thus the task is to be on alert so as to be
able to find the light in the darkness and
the extraordinary in the ordinary.

For us Christians, jesus Christ is the
never-to-be-surpassed high point of the
divine-human encounter. His story
illumines and directs our lives by shaping
our consciousness according to his )
values, by attuning us to the presence of
the Father, by assuring us that our efforts
are ultimately worthwhile. Putting on the
mind of Christ means that we actually
experience life in a renewed way,
perceiving depths previously eclipsed
and hearing demands formerly ignored.

The theology sketched here is just one
approach among many and it must be
expanded, expressed in understandable
language and related to our specific culture
and historical setting. However, the '
important point is that any viable

-spirituality today u%,‘b_e' rooted in a solid
theology which respects both the tradition
and the specific characteristics of our own
time and culture.

With this theological framework, it
seems possible to give further help to
those seeking guidance by suggesting
various ideal characteristics which should
comprise a contemporary and indigenous
spirituality. These attributes take into
consideration our common experience of
struggling to bring apparently opposite
and competing tendencies into an
integrated synthesis. At our best we
strive for a wholeness which refuses to .
negate authentic aspects of our human
existence.

6

The following list of characteristics can
be thought of as a partial outline for a
“dialectical spirituality” since it
emphasizes that.we humans are
constituted by competing tendencies,
recognizes that we are invoived in a
dynamic lifelong struggie for integration
and tries to disclose the hidden, often
paradoxical connections‘between
apparent opposites. : :

1. Committed-Openness. We must .
guard against both a mindless relativism
which judges one position to be as good

~ as another and,a narrow exclusjvism

which tries to monopolize truth and
goodness. We should strive rather to
root ourselves so firmly in our religious
tradition that we possess the confidence
to be open to truth and goodness
wherever it is found. A commitment to
our heritage which is based on a genuine
understanding and appreciation of both
its strengths and weaknesses is precisely
what will enable us to enter into fruitful
dialogue with other traditions.

2. Reflective-Spontaneity. In our culture
we are in danger of falling into either an
excessive and paralyzing introspection or a
superficial, unexamined immersion in the
busyness of life. Our ideal instead should
be to combine a spontaneous immersion in
the present moment with periodic
seli-examination which in turn frees us to
live more fully in the now. We want to live
in a self-forgetiul way, but this requires
self-examination. It is desirable to be
attentive to our current experience but this
seems to be facilitated by regular :
meditation. Our goal is to participate
wholeheartedly in the events of our lives,
but we need insight and understanding to
do so. We need to find a proper frequency
and method for our reflective times, so that
they don’t increase our anxiety and
preoccupation with self, but rather help to
free us to listen to the God who speaks to
us in the present momentt

3. H_opeful-.ReaIislﬁi. Opr culture seems

to present the’ tempﬁt@‘pn to swing from ...

a ndive optimism to'2 cynical pessimism "
as ideals are tarnished-and dreams are -

unfulfilied. In reaction'we must strive for -

a spiritual maturity which is in touch with
reaiity, inciuding its dark and tragic
dimension, but which maintains a lively
confidence in the ultimate triumph of
good over evil, At the same time we must
be aware of the signals of hope in our
everyday experience which remind us of
God'’s final victory over suffering.

4. Ehlightened-Si'mplicity. Some peopie
find themselves fixated in a childish
religious outlook which ignores the

ambiguity of life and runs on emotion
divorced from reason. Others are
trapped in a pseudosophistication in
which a little bit of knowiedge has
obscured the whole point of authentic |
religion. We ought to avpid these
tendencies by striving for a spirituality
which includes a pu’rh)? of heart tounded =
on an adequate theplogy, a humble
charity based on insight, an
uncomplicated lifestyle intelligently
chosen and worked out, an utter

- dependence on God matchec by a
creative use of our talents. We want to
have an adult understanding of our faith,
but one which recognizes it as the simple
good news that there is a gracious God
who loves us despite our unworthiness.

5. Prayerfully-Prophetic. It is not
uncommon today to find people very
serious about prayer but lacking concern
for the needs of the oppressed and
disadvantaged. On the other hand, some
people serious about improving our
world find prayer irrelevant to that task.
To avoid such one-sidedness it seems
important to develop a prayer life which
intensifies our awareness. of social
injustice and moves us to prophetic
action on behalf of those enslaved. At

" the same time involvement in the’
struggle to humanize our world should
send us back to prayer where we recall

. our dependence on God and seek new

;‘;@F?ergy and strength for the struggle.

b (H : .

"These characteristics of a dialectical

spirituality are not exhaustive and
obviously need further explanation and

exemplification. However they do set a

‘tone, map a direction and indicate a task. |

believe there is 2 growing number of
people who find this dialectical approach
closer to their experience and a more
reliable guide in their quest for meaning,
commitment, integration and a richer
human life.

The “cult of the computer” can
dominate much of our daily lives and the
“cult of the spectacular” gets the
headlines, but many are looking for a
theology which helps make sense out of
our complex experience, for a way to
find meaning in our ordinary activities,
for an approach which respects the

, darkness and ambiguity of life, for a
fimessage of hope which sustains us in the
daily struggle.

Many people today are already living
out such a dialectical spirituality and
theologians have articulated various
aspects of it. It is important that the
whole approach continue to be
developet and made available to more
people.
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* By MICHAEL J. FARRELL

~ THE WORD “religion” embraces a
spectrum of realities, connected but
distinct. it includes the churches, their
representatives and other visible
manifestations. It includes theology, the
mind wrestling with the relations -

between God and humanity, searching

for scientific understanding. And it
includes mystagogy (see page 9) — the .
area of mystery, splirituality, '
transcendence, where the mind boggles
-and faiters and Instinct, will, emotions =
and imagination coagulate for the leap of
faith into the dark beyond our -
understanding. S T a

The questibn being raised here is wn

‘whether books are the best way to deal
with this latter dspect of religion. Is | -

something lost by writing it down in | i
words? It seems that how we experience "

‘reality — secular or religious:— makes! &
profound difference on our thinking, .
reactions, behavior. Experiencing the
core of religion only through written -
.words would leave It lifeless as dry
bones.

~Victor Hugo wrote that the stained L

glass and the cathedral statuary were the’
books of the middle ages, the recorders
and transmitters of the spirit of the
people. Medieval péople, therefore,

. belonged to a visual culture,

Ly

Farrell is NCR trends and reviews edltor

'of non-readers, witho!

i1 tu

iLaII ithe subtlety of -
words that books brought later. Experience
and communication were more simple and
direct. But if the versatility of words was

! med glass and (hk

" less important, visual awareness was at a

proportionately higher level. In .
interpersonal communications, body
language was as important as what was
said. And while body language was less
subtle in dealing with intellectual nuances
and distinction's, it was much more
effective in expressing what people felt and

. what they were., . |, .1,

The. &tal traditiof] rédository of

4 folklore and faith, was part of that visual
* culture — the storyteller or preacher.
was physically present, t6 cast a spell

- larger than the sum of, his words.

‘Johann Gutenbdrg $ invehhon changed
all that. As the Hungafian critic Bela
Balazs wrote, !‘The: th jusands of books
tore the one spirit,. & bodied iri the

|cathedra| into thotisafds bf opinions.

The word brake the éibhé intd a
thousand fragment, tore the church into
a thousand books]" .

The more palpablé vidual tulture was -
changed t6 a culture of abstract ~
concepts. And because of the

It was an age

an anima ls you must take two a male and.ﬂ

Stel

earth.

concept acqo'ired its own proper word or

" set of words, wrapped around it like a
-string to limit it. Gesture, facial
"expression or physical demeanor were

no longer allowed to add that extra
residue, just in case.

Balazs comments: “In the epoch of word
culture, the soul learned to speak but had
grown almost invisible. . . . There was no
longer any need for the subtler means of
expression provided by the body. For this
reason our bodies grew soulless and empty
— what is not in use deteriorates.”

Then came further inventions — radio,

+ cinema, tapes, television. These did not

replace books but in this century they

. have made us again a visual breed.

. The cinema is a good example of the

"+ transition: For.the first 30 years or so the

permanence of the printed word, people

became much more precise in its use. If
you were careless with it, the printed

- word could be used against you later.
The result was that every idea and

- cinema was unable to talk, so the millions
~ who flocked to it had to learn again to see

more than was shown. The titles that were

* - flashed provided only basic information. It

was thus incumbent on the actors to
speak with their bodies. Charlie Chaplin
could make a whole poem with one lifted

. eyebrow. And it was incumbent on the

directors to organize reality into a
readable book. But the book hinted at
more than it said.

Today the cinema and its offshoots
pervade our lives. In business, education,
advertising and elsewhere, goods are
sold, information is imparted, attitudes

"are formed, ideals created and destroyed,

fern (and

-:m&»lﬁrmﬁ ”

by film and TV, microfilm and videotape,
slides and filmstrips.

The message can he more than the
medium, Marshall Mctuhan notwithstanding.
Different media serve different kinds of
messages better than others. The printed
word is still an excellent medium where
precision is required, where the word ought

" . tomean no imore and no less. This would be

true of scientific disciplines generally. And it
would be true of systematic or scientific
theology.

In areas, however, where learning
converges more closely with life, there
may be more effective ways. The dry word
on the page is further removed from life
than the inflected spoken or recorded
word. When we want to reach the will,
the affections or emotions — as well as
the mind — the visual image is more
potent still, especially when combined
with the spoken word.

Dziga Vertov, a great film pioneer and
director of the Russian film industry after
the revolution, wrote: “The only film form
for the new Russia is the factual film, and
the only true function of film is to bring

(Continued \



What medla ,,,}Y;ﬁters of,;

for the
mysterious
message?

(Confinued from page 11),
the facts of the new society to the people
who are helping to build it.”

Vertov was both right and wrong. The
film was the right medium, but it was not
the “facts” of the “’factual film” that were

successful. What the facts symbolized and '

pointed to moved the masses. It was that
something extra hinted at, the inspiration,
the appeal to the emotions.

Returning to the original thesis: the dry
word for the narrow concept is no match
for the soaring arc of imagination and spirit
on which transcendent or mystical religion
thrives,

True, there have been exceptions in the
past: Thomas a Kempis’ Imitation of
Christ, the works of St. John of the Cross,
Francis Thompson’s “Hound of Heaven”
and more. But in a way these only prove

the point — they were poetry that refused

to be confined to the word and the page.

In the search for and transmission of
the element of mystery in life, the most
effective means ought to be direct and
personal confrontation: word, expression
and gesture, personal sincerity and
spiritual energy, all brought to bear. This

would expfain the appeal of the primitive -

” shaman, the \rish seanchai, the African
witch doctor and their various

;’of the bir
ar, - with N"

i) Ve

dsa

¢ uunterpans it also indicates lhe
cpportunity and responsibility of today’s
winister. And it probably evokes both
prwileged occasions and chances lost.

The various media became an extension
of those privileged occasions. When the
great gurus were unavailable or maybe
dead, the book they wrote preserved
something of them. But no one would
pretend it was the same as the dynamism
nf their presence. The audio tape
pre-erved a little more, made them more
present. The video tape — or TV or film
— added a Yurther dimension, not only to
preserve the guru’s charism but also to
create more effective inroads to the
psyche of the audience.

These work, of course, only to the extent
that the guru or priest or parson has

" sométhing to give in the first place.:
M.« a Falconetti, the star of Carl Dreyer's 1919 °

“The Passion of Joan of Arc,” shot almaost

entirely in close-up, so drained herself in the -

performance that she was never able to
make another movie. How many ministers of
the word are prepared to “put out” as

much? . . g
""" These new, more effective media,

MEDIA CONTRASTS: Blbllcal and film versions of Noah and the flood.
therefore, call for new talents, new
training and new commitment. What are
the churches doing about it?

The great concentration is still on
books, and it is probably fair to say they
were never better. But they have only
limited appeal to the new visual
generation.

Cassettes are flourishing, a big step
torward, and the best people in this field

are stepping forward to be recorded. Yet,

in this religious sphere, the cassette
revolution is still in its infancy,

Television, although even more untapped,
is also leaping forward. But if the mainline
churches don’t wake up soon, they will find'
the airwaves beyond their reach and in the
clutches of the more fundamental
evangelical sects. Norman Corwin reported
recently in Westways: “On a single recent
Sunday, among 16 TV stations from San
Diego to Santa Barbara, there were 98
religious broadcasts. Weekday programs on
lhe same channels averag ; "o

‘Theré Is a challenge here lor the
chufches, and a special groblem for

Catholics: how to render the message
worthily. Talking heads won’t suffice as
they do, say, for fundamentalist
Protestants with their emphasis on the
literal word. The Catholic emphasis on
symbol and sacrament calls for something
more oblique and abstract. But because
no way has been found does not mean

there is no way. It will take talent and
money but first it will take conviction.

Books will not go out of fashion. They
will continue to do what they do best. But
to capture or transmit the mystery in life
and beyond, those who care will demand
more and may follow the guru who
follows the times.

National Catholic Reporter
September 19, 1980
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