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How do 
you find 
time to 

 listen to  
so many 
albums 
for your 

music 
reviews?

“People have 
been asking 

me this 
 question for 
decades, and 
the answer  

is I still  
don’t know. 
Apparently, 

the old saying 
is true: We 
always find 
the time to  
do what we 
really want  

to do.  
Or maybe  
the time  
finds us.”

—WORLD 
correspon-

dent Arsenio 
Orteza
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BREVITY AND CLARITY.

M A I L B A G

SOMBER 
REMEMBRANCE 

SEPT. 11, P. 40:  
Mindy Belz’s article 

opened my eyes  
to the powerful work  
of our sovereign God 
after the 9/11 terrorist 

attack. To hear of  
2 million to 7 million 
Muslim conversions  

to Christianity in  
the past 20 years  
blows my mind.

Tim Hinrichs/ 
Marshfield, Wis.

SOMBER REMEMBRANCE
I pray that all the positive progress 
Mindy Belz reported on will result in 
Christians who can stay the course and 
multiply. May God be very real to them 
as He walks with them through this 
time.

Margie Whitaker/Knoxville, Tenn.

GENERATION 9/11
SEPT. 11, P. 46: Thank you, Emily Belz, 
for adding perspective as we marked 
the anniversary of the day 9/11 became 
more than just another date on the 
calendar, and for showing how it 
affected us in different ways. 

Daniel DeBruler/Fayetteville, N.C.

I was 10 years old on 9/11. When I heard 
about Flight 93, I learned that anyone 
at any time might be called upon to 
show great courage—and I resolved to 
be courageous.

Laura Weieneth/Cedar Rapids, Iowa

LABORS OF LOVE
SEPT. 11, P. 58: This article accurately 
captured the experience we had visit-
ing Northwest Iowa this summer. We 
encountered a Norman Rockwell kind 
of place, an unexpected, wonderful 
world of small towns surrounded by 
miles and miles of farms growing corn 
and soybeans. We hope to return.

Andrew Brackbill/Lititz, Pa.

HISTORY’S GOSPEL
SEPT. 11, P. 72: The evidence for God is 
everywhere: in history, in the universe, 
all around us. But we will neither see 
nor hear it until we want to know the 
truth. As John 3:19 declares: “And this 
is the condemnation, that the light has 
come into the world, and men loved 
darkness rather than light, because 
their deeds were evil.” The moment I 
confessed my evil deeds, Jesus came 
in!

Christopher White/Matamoras, Pa.

We need this Voice in history today 
standing up to the Bertrand Russells 
of our culture. May His Voice be heard. 
God help us.

Michael Keyes/Auburn, Calif.

SOFT BIGOTRY IN HARD PLACES
SEPT. 11, P. 38: This is the most pow-
erfully written commentary on the 
current situation in Afghanistan. 
Mindy Belz has the on-the-ground 
experience and love for these people 
that add depth and credibility to her 
writing.

John Mielke/Minnetonka, Minn.

SOCIALISTS AND ANTI-RACIST 
RELIGION
SEPT. 11, P. 28: I rarely find myself in 
opposition to Marvin Olasky, but I read 
Fault Lines and found Voddie Baucham 
Jr. very gracious in his naming of indi-
viduals and groups. 

Russ Frisinger/Divide, Colo.

FINDING THE RIGHT MAN
SEPT. 11, P. 8: We began homeschooling 
when our first child was born in 1983 
and continued with our other three 
children. We soon discovered the trea-
sures of God’s World News and added 
this great resource to our eclectic cur-
riculum. Thank you, Norm Bomer and 
Joel Belz!

Stephen Shive/White Hall, Md.

STUCK ON YOU
SEPT. 11: I am so glad I read the small 
type on the edge of the cover wrap, 
as I did not realize the circle in the 
center was a sticker! I plan to put it 
either on my water bottle or my iPad. 
God bless you all for how well you 
glorify Him in your work and news 
products.

Nancy Young/Gilbert, Ariz.

Read more letters at wng.org/mailbag
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The Bible 
doesn’t have  
to be hard to 
understand.  
(In fact, we don’t think it should be).
 
Equipped with the New Living Translation, 
ordinary people are understanding the  
heart of Scripture. *

*In a new independent survey, frequent Bible readers found the NLT to be the most 
current, accessible, clear, and easy to understand of major English translations.
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See the film:  
NewLivingTranslation.com

 
Understanding the  

Bible Changes Everything

 
25 years

50 million NLT Bibles Sold
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I  WONDER IF JOEL 
DID STRUGGLE 

IN QUIET MOMENTS 
WITH TURNING OVER 

SOMETHING SO 
IMPORTANT TO HIM.

Practical humility
A final 40th anniversary  

remembrance: In recognition of  
putting mission ahead of men

OW DOES A MAN GIVE UP CONTROL of something he built 
through the expenditure of his own sweat and tears, the extreme 
effort of many family members, and years of sacrificial giving 
of, well, pretty much everything he had?

I asked Joel Belz that question a few weeks ago. I was think-
ing about the moment, now nearly 30 years ago, when he turned 
over control of WORLD Magazine’s editorial content to Marvin 
Olasky. I assumed he must have struggled mightily, watching 

his baby go off in a new direction—a direction he might not have thought 
of taking it.

Specifically, I asked Joel what he felt when he finally relinquished the 
editorship to Marvin. His answer: “Relief.”

The context of those days helps explain that answer, and so does Joel’s 
theology of stewardship.

The context: Joel and the staff struggled to publish the weekly maga-
zine. He struggled to do the reporting, to make payroll, to find subscrib-
ers—there’s a theme here. To that struggling team, Marvin was, literally, 
a God-send.

Joel’s theology of stewardship: He viewed his leadership of WORLD’s 
mission as both a loan and a gift from God, a “talent” to be invested. When 
he found someone who could make that investment grow, he jumped at 
the opportunity.

And why wouldn’t he? The mission was the thing, not the man.

Even so, I wonder whether Joel did 
struggle in quiet moments with turning 
over something so important to him, that 
his own effort and vision had brought 
into being. If he did, he never let it show. 
He supported Marvin’s editorial leader-
ship unreservedly, through many more 
years of struggle. Considering all Joel has 
done for this organization, that practical 
example of Biblical humility may have 
been his most important contribution to 
the work. 

H

EMAIL kevin@wng.org

N O T E S  F R O M  T H E  C E O  |  Kevin Martin
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returnmandate.org/world

What if current missions 
strategy is actually 
limiting the global 
spread of the gospel?

Jesus left us with the Great Commission: to 
go unto all nations – and go we did. For 
over 2,000 years, the church has spread 
through the courage of those who 
committed to traditional, long-term 
missions. But there is mounting evidence 
that native Christians are the next wave in 
global discipleship.global discipleship.

The Return Mandate is a call for genuine 
stewardship in missions giving and a 
contemporary refinement of global missions 
strategy by acknowledging the advantage 
native missionaries have to fulfill the Great 
Commission.
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No money-back 
guarantee

Experts says Social Security  
is even closer to insolvency 

than we thought

T WAS THE MOST AUDACIOUS DEMAND I had 
ever heard from a disgruntled customer any-
where.

There he was at the customer service desk 
asking for his money back on a full set of tires 
that he thought had worn out too fast. “That’s 
OK,” the clerk said, without an ounce of conde-
scension. “Our store has never, ever, carried that 

brand of tire. But if you’re unhappy about this, we’ll 
give you a full replacement at no cost. Of course.”

It’s not usually that easy. Even when you know that 
the service you’ve received has been horrible—or per-
haps even nonexistent—or that the product you’re com-
plaining about is deficient in every manner conceivable, 
even then you choose your strategy thoughtfully and 
rehearse your words carefully. Having lost Round 1, why 
throw the contest away by doing something dumb?

I’ve been thinking about all this because of the likely 
record-breaking crowds a few short years from now at 
customer service desks at your local office of the Social 
Security Administration. The dismay will come due and 
erupt when citizens begin discovering that the monthly 
Social Security support they’ve enjoyed since retirement 
is coming in smaller and smaller amounts. 

Rumors of such budget-busting realities in Social 
Security’s basic structure have been around for years. 
But unexpected new phenomena like the COVID-19 
pandemic mean that millions of people who had been 
working, earning wages, and contributing their share 
of Social Security support became unemployed. 

Those and other new alarms have gone off in recent 

weeks. Warnings have come from more typically liberal 
sources like The New York Times, Barron’s financial 
newsletter, and CNN. The Times, for example, noted 
that “the actuaries were forced to make assumptions 
about how long COVID-19 would continue to produce 
unusual patterns of hospitalizations and deaths.” And 
it was compelled to ask: Would these new patterns bring 
about long-term disabilities among survivors?

But no one among the analysts seemed ready to 
challenge the stark report that Social Security revenues 
will be lower for the next decade than had been antic-
ipated. The new threats come at a time when a wave 
of baby boomers is retiring. All of them, because of 
their age, face especially uncertain futures stemming 
from the unpredictable variations of the coronavirus 
surge.

The recent reports, primarily from the federal gov-
ernment itself, focused on the solvency of various federal 
agencies. The questions seem to start with identifying 
just when the grim “tipping point” comes—when Social 
Security trust funds go empty and annual expenditures 
exceed revenues. A rough compilation of the major 
reports anticipates that to happen sometime in 2034, 
which is one year sooner than most experts had pre-
dicted earlier. 

It is that fluid and unsteady nature of the “tipping 
point” that most bothers many observers. “If the nature 
of my work,” said one Wall Street analyst writing for 
his client newsletter, “is to help my clients make thought-
ful choices for the future, and if 90 percent of the data 
they’ve been given is slippery and subject to annual 
revision—or maybe even monthly revision—why would 
we expect them not to raise the roof when judgment 
day comes?”

“Raising the roof” is what people typically do at the 
customer service desk. And it’s not hard to imagine that 
the crowd at that desk will be both immense and bois-
terous when folks begin facing the fact that a significant 
chunk of the savings they’ve been counting on simply 
isn’t there. 

It won’t be a pretty event. 

THE NEW THRE ATS 
COME AT A TIME 

WHEN A WAVE 
OF BABY BOOMERS 

IS RETIRING.

EMAIL jbelz@wng.org

I

V O I C E S  |  Joel Belz
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It’s a new day in 
global missions.
We all want to do the most good with the funds God’s 
entrusted to us. 

The world is shifting on its axis, and global missions 
is shifting with it.  For hundreds of years missionaries 
went from one country to another, often at great cost to 
their lives and families.  Because of them, there are now 
disciples and churches in every country on earth.

Today, your global missions dollars can often go farther 
by supporting local leaders as they reach the unreached 
and plant churches.  Why? 

Cost for a plane ticket? $0
Cost for language training? $0
Cost for culture training? $0

TIM   THY
INITIAIIVET

TH
E
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PROLIFE Across AMERICA: totally educational, non-profit, non-political & tax deductible. * We never sell or trade donor names – or phone solicit.  
PROLIFE Across AMERICA, PO Box 18669, Mpls, MN, 55418 or visit prolifeacrossamerica.org.

I don’t want to have an 
abortion but I’m getting such 

pressure. My boyfriend says he’ll leave 
me if I don’t. I just need someone to 

help me sort it out.”

My girlfriend 
thinks she might be 

pregnant. We’re not sure what 
to do. Where can we go for 

help?”

Dear Pro-Life Friend,
Did you know that a simple Billboard - featuring an 800#
Hotline for Help - can save a baby's life?

It's true. So often, someone experiencing an
untimely pregnancy may not know about alternatives to
abortion, or that confidential counseling, pregnancy
services and medical care are available. That's why
PROLIFE Across AMERICA's Billboards have proven to be
vital and life-saving.

Each year, thanks to our supporters, over 8,500
Billboards, offering information with an 800# Hotline,
appear in over 45 states across America.

Will you help us do more to save babies’ lives? No gift is
too small!

Mary Ann Kuharski, Director

P.S. You can be confident your donation will work to
save babies - 92¢ of every dollar goes directly to our
pro-life outreach. Won’t you help us?  
prolifeacrossamerica.org/donate.

“

“
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News Analysis By the Numbers Human Race Quotables Quick Takes

Huawei  
CFO Meng 
Wanzhou 
arrives at 
Shenzhen 
Bao’an 
International 
Airport on 
Sept. 25.

D I S P A T C H E S

N A RECENT TV REPORT, Chinese state media CGTN asked employees at Huawei’s R&D 
base in Guangdong what gift they would give the recently released Huawei Chief Finan-
cial Officer Meng Wanzhou. “A roasted goose,” one employee said. “All the articles from 
WeChat filled with compliments about her,” said another. Handwritten notes in a note-
book read, “Welcome home, hero.” Another employee said Meng’s “spirit of perseverance” 
was what impressed him most about her nearly three years spent in Canada awaiting 
extradition to the United States. 

That sense of national pride permeates both state media and Chinese netizens’ 

CHINA’S HOSTAGE DIPLOMACY
Beijing’s tactics brought home a Chinese telecom giant’s executive 

but will likely cause further rift with the West
by Erica Kwong

JIN LIWANG/XINHUA VIA AP  October 23, 2021 WORLD 13
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view of Meng since her return to China on 
Sept. 25. Chinese citizens didn’t hear how 
Meng admitted to some wrongdoing or 
that Beijing arbitrarily detained two Cana-
dians—then released them—in exchange 
for Meng. Instead, the narrative was that 
China was too powerful to be bullied any 
longer by the United States and would go 
to any lengths to protect its citizens.

China responded to Meng’s arrest at 
the Vancouver airport on Dec. 1, 2018, on 
U.S. fraud charges by arresting Canadians 
Michael Kovrig, a former diplomat, and 
Michael Spavor, an entrepreneur. While 
Meng shuttled between her two multi-
million-dollar Vancouver mansions, went 
on shopping trips, and attended concerts, 
Kovrig and Spavor were locked up in 
prison, facing interrogations in facilities 
where the lights stayed on 24 hours a day. 
Spavor was so isolated from the outside 
world he only learned about the COVID-
19 pandemic in October 2020 during a 
virtual visit with Canadian diplomats.

The ordeal plunged Canada-China 
and U.S.-China relations to their lowest 
point in decades. Yet even as Meng, 
Kovrig, and Spavor have safely returned 
home, the tensions are far from over: 
China has revealed that it’s willing to 
engage in tit-for-tat hostage diplomacy 
with the West to get its way.

On Sept. 24, the U.S. Justice Depart-
ment and Meng reached a deferred pros-
ecution agreement. As part of the deal 
for Meng’s release, the Huawei executive 
consented to a statement of facts about 
deceiving the global bank HSBC and 
admitted some wrongdoing but pleaded 
not guilty to the fraud allegations. The 
United States alleged Meng lied to banks 
in 2013 about Huawei’s business dealings 
in Iran, which violated U.S. sanctions. 

Hours later, Chinese authorities 
released Kovrig and Spavor, citing health 
reasons.

“It’s clear the detention of the two 
Canadian citizens is part of the retaliation 
or the hostage-taking” by the CCP for 
Meng’s arrest, said Teng Biao, an exiled 
Chinese human rights lawyer now living 
in New Jersey. He also pointed to other 
pressure the Chinese government has 

exerted on Canada and the United States 
to free the Huawei executive. For instance, 
in 2019, a Chinese court changed Cana-
dian Robert Schellenberg’s sentence for 
drug smuggling from 15 years in prison 
to the death penalty.

In the wake of Meng’s release, China 
also allowed two American siblings, Vic-
tor and Cynthia Liu, to leave the country 
after barring their exit for the past three 

years. The exit ban was placed on them 
to entice their father, Liu Changming, 
who is wanted in a fraud case, to return 
to China and turn himself in.

In addition, the “detention, trial, and 
release of the two Michaels did not abide 
by Chinese law and criminal procedure,” 
Teng noted. In March, the two Canadians 
stood trial separately behind closed doors 
as Chinese authorities barred foreign dip-
lomats from attending. Kovrig’s trial ended 
in March without a verdict, while a Chinese 
court sentenced Spavor to 11 years in 
prison on espionage charges in August.

“Beijing’s hostage diplomacy worked 
this time to a great extent though it is a 
pyrrhic victory,” Teng said. Beijing has 
shown itself “exactly like a rogue regime” 
in its tactic to get Meng back, along with 
other ongoing actions such as the crack-
down on Hong Kong and the Uyghur 
genocide in Xinjiang.

While Spavor and Kovrig have finally 
returned home to their families, 115 Cana-
dians remain imprisoned in China on a 
variety of charges, according to Global 
Affairs Canada. That includes Huseyin 
Celil, a Uyghur imam from Xinjiang who 
moved to Canada in 2001 as a political 
refugee and obtained a Canadian pass-
port. In 2006, Uzbek officials arrested 
Celil while traveling in Uzbekistan and 
sent him to China, where he was sen-
tenced to life in prison.  

115 CANADIAN S 
REMAIN 

IMPRISONED 
IN C HINA ON 

A VARIET Y OF 
C HARG ES.

D I S P A T C H E S  |  News Analysis
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THE TOTAL WORLD MILITARY SPENDING in 2020, according to 
the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute. Military 
spending accounted for 2.4 percent of world gross domestic 
product last year, up from 2.2 percent in 2019. The � gures paint 
a picture of a world rearming after a slump in defense spending 
after the end of the Cold War. The growth of Chinese military 
spending led to the creation of a new security alliance between 
the United States, Australia, and the United Kingdom and 
renewed interest in an older partnership known as “the Quad” 
between democratic Paci� c nations including the United States, 
Australia, Japan, and India. 

$1.98T

8 
The number of nuclear-
powered attack submarines 
Australia says it plans to 
build after announcing a 
security partnership with 
the United States and the 
United Kingdom on 
Sept. 16.

105
The number of Lockheed 
F-35 fighter jets the United 
States authorized Japan to 
purchase in 2020. 

26 
The number of consecutive 
years China has increased 
defense spending.

$3.4B 
The single-unit cost of a 
new American Virginia-
class nuclear-powered 
attack submarine 

2 
The number of aircraft car-
riers currently operated by 
the Chinese navy, with a 
third under construction.

ILLUSTRATION BY KRIEG BARRIE

THE RACE TO 
REARMAMENT
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THE TOTAL WORLD MILITARY SPENDING in 2020, according to 
the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute. Military 
spending accounted for 2.4 percent of world gross domestic 
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AVID JULIUS AWOKE to a late-night call from Thomas Perl-
mann, the secretary-general of the Nobel Committee: Julius 
was one of the winners of the prize in medicine. He and 
co-winner Ardem Patapoutian separately studied ways the 
human body reacts to heat and touch. Julius, of the Univer-
sity of California, San Francisco, used capsaicin, the active 
component in chili peppers, to pinpoint nerve sensors that 
respond to heat. Patapoutian, of Scripps Research in La 
Jolla, Calif., found pressure-sensitive cell sensors that 
respond to mechanical heat as well. The Nobel Committee 
said those revelations could lead to new ways of treating 
pain or even heart disease. Experts say the study of pain 
has long been one of the great medical mysteries. By dis-
covering these specific nerve and cell sensors, scientists 
hope to learn how pain starts, which can lead to nonopiate 
treatment options.

R E S I G N E D
Francis Collins, 71, director of the 
National Institutes of Health for 12 years, 
announced on Oct. 5 he will step down 
by the end of the year. President Joe 
Biden will appoint a new director of the 
world’s largest biomedical agency, pend-
ing Senate confirmation. Collins led the 
growth of the agency and helped discover 
genetic mutations involved in cystic fibro-
sis. Also, the National Institute of Allergy 
and Infectious Diseases partnered with 
Moderna to create a COVID-19 vaccine in 
record time. Collins professes faith in 
Jesus Christ and also in evolution as God’s 
means of creating the world, saying in a 
book he thinks the first few chapters of 
Genesis have more of a “lyrical and alle-
gorical” flavor than a historical one.

D I E D
Todd Akin, a six-term congressman, died 
on Oct. 3 after a battle with cancer. A 
staunch pro-lifer, Akin was arrested mul-
tiple times in the 1980s for protesting in 
front of abortion centers. In 2012, he 
challenged Democratic incumbent Sen. 
Claire McCaskill but lost after saying he 
disagreed with allowing abortion in cases 
of rape, commenting that pregnancies 
are rare in cases of “legitimate rape.” Akin 
apologized for the comment, but Repub-
licans withdrew funding and endorse-
ments. Later he wrote a book in which 
he criticized Republican lawmakers for 
distancing themselves from him and said 
his comment was misinterpreted. Akin 
and his wife homeschooled their six chil-
dren, and he served as an elder in the 
Presbyterian Church in America.

R E L E A S E D
The number of mostly Haitian migrants 
who amassed at the U.S. southern border 
in September is now estimated at 30,000. 
In public statements, the Biden adminis-
tration emphasized its plans to send the 
migrants back to Haiti. In practice, the 
administration sent a small portion back 
to Haiti and released about 12,000 of 
them into the United States with an order 
to appear at an immigration court at a 
future date, Homeland Security Secretary 
Alejandro Mayorkas said on Sept. 26. He 
said thousands more were in custody, and 
2,000 had been expelled on flights to 
Haiti.

A WA R D E D

U.S. scientists take Nobel
Prize committee says studies on pain and touch 

could be major breakthroughs

Professor 
Ardem 
Patapou-
tian

D
COURTESY OF SCRIPPS RESEARCH VIA AP
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“Facebook, over and over again, has shown  
it chooses profit over safety.”

Facebook whistleblower FRANCES HAUGEN revealing herself for the first time on 
CBS’ 60 Minutes. A former product manager on the civic misinformation team, Haugen 

leaked thousands of internal Facebook documents to The Wall Street Journal, 
including internal research that found Instagram was “toxic” for young people.  

“Spending trillions more on new and  
expanded government programs, when we can’t  

even pay for the essential social programs …  
is the definition of fiscal insanity.”

Sen. JOE MANCHIN, D-W.Va., in a statement about Congress’ effort to push through  
a more than $3.5 trillion welfare and climate change spending bill. 

“Democracy isn’t simply there.  
Rather, we must work for it together,  

again and again, every day.”
Outgoing German Chancellor ANGELA MERKEL speaking to an audience  
in the eastern city of Halle on Oct. 3, the 31st anniversary of the merger of  

East and West Germany. It was one of her last major speeches as  
the country’s parties work to find a new ruling coalition. 

“Long time no talk.”
A SOUTH KOREAN OFFICIAL to his North Korean counterpart on Oct. 4  

after the two sides restored a communication hotline for the first time in nearly two 
months. While North Korea expressed willingness to reactivate other communication 

channels, it recently conducted a series of missile tests.

“This really unlocks one of the  
secrets of nature.”

THOMAS PERLMANN, secretary-general of the Nobel Committee,  
as he bestowed the Nobel Prize in medicine to Americans David Julius  

and Ardem Patapoutian on Oct. 4 for identifying receptors  
in the skin that respond to heat and pressure. 
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2 RUNAWAY BULL Animal rescue staff 
finally corralled a bull that had been 

on the run for two months after escaping 
a farm in Long Island, N.Y. Despite the 
conspicuous nature of the 1,500-pound 
beast and a steady stream of tips from 
local Long Island residents who spotted 
the bull, the animal had successfully 
evaded capture since July 20. Local law 
enforcement employed helicopter and 
drone searches for the bull, named Bar-
ney, while staff from the Skylands Animal 
Sanctuary searched on the ground. 
Finally, sanctuary employees spotted the 
animal on Sept. 22 and relocated the bull 
to a sanctuary pasture in New Jersey.

3 FANTASY LOSSES Four field goals 
and a pair of extra points from Las 

Vegas Raiders kicker Daniel Carlson 
helped propel his team over the Pitts-
burgh Steelers Sept. 19. While making all 
his kicks certainly helped Carlson pro-
fessionally, the 26-year-old admitted 
after the game it cost him in his fantasy 
football league among close friends. 
Carlson said a friend slotted him into his 
starting lineup. So for every kick Carlson 
made in real life, he was hurting his own 
fantasy team. Carlson had not missed a 
single kick in the first three weeks of the 
season.

4 A COSTLY CUT A court in India has 
ordered a hair salon to pay a model 

$271,000 to compensate for a bad haircut 
in 2018. According to the model, the styl-
ist at a hotel-owned salon cut off her long 
locks against her wishes, causing her to 
lose modeling jobs for hair product com-
panies. She also claimed a subsequent 
free hair treatment damaged her scalp. 
In September, a consumer affairs court 
ruled in the model’s favor, blaming the 
stylist for the woman’s alleged mental 
breakdown following the haircut, which 
led to her losing her job as a senior man-
agement professional. “She lost her 
self-esteem due to little hair,” the court 
order said. The owners of the salon can 
appeal the decision.

5 TURTLE CROSSING Authorities at 
a busy Japanese airport were forced 

to halt traffic at the facility after a pilot 
spotted a turtle on the tarmac on Sept. 
24. The closure at Narita Airport lasted 

1
FINAL RESTING PLACE

A GRAVESTONE HAS FINALLY RETURNED to its resting spot in a Mich-
igan cemetery after it went missing nearly 150 years ago. An auction-
eer found the gravestone during a Lansing, Mich., estate sale in August. 
The family had used the marble slab to make seasonal fudge, but no 
one could remember where it came from. With the family’s permission, 
the auctioneer contacted a local cemetery preservation society to 
return the stone to its rightful place. Society members looked for 
relatives of the gravestone owner, Peter J. Weller, who died in Lansing 
in 1849, but couldn’t find any survivors. Eventually they learned that 
when Weller’s grave was moved to a different city cemetery in 1875, 
the monument somehow ended up in the family’s home. On Sept. 26, 
the group conducted a memorial service for Weller marking the return 
of the gravestone.
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just 12 minutes as airport crew rushed to 
the runway to remove the 4.6-pound rep-
tile. According to airport officials, five 
flights—including an All Nippon Airways 
aircraft decorated with sea turtles—expe-
rienced delays. ANA released a statement 
saying, “In Hawaii, sea turtles are seen 
as bringing good luck, and we hope this 
turtle that came to see the flight off sig-
nals a bright future.”

6 PLUGGING APPLE’S LEAKS Apple 
CEO Tim Cook has a warning for 

company employees: Stop leaking infor-
mation to the press. In a September memo 
to employees, the tech giant CEO said 
the company is committed to uncovering 
the identity of leakers, adding, “We also 
know that people who leak confidential 
information do not belong here.” Apple 
has suffered from a culture of loose lips 
about new offerings, including the iPhone 
13 and its new operating system. Cook 
said the leaks can hurt the sales of current 
models and give rivals more time to cre-
ate competing products. Stopping the 
leaks, though, won’t be easy: Cook’s 
memo to employees about divulging 
information to the press was leaked to 
The Verge.

7 NOT-SO-GRAND THEFT AUTO 
Police in Lake City, Fla., didn’t have 

to work very hard to catch one local car 
thief. Authorities say Timothy Wolfe 
turned himself in Sept. 20 when he 
walked into a Chrysler Dodge Jeep auto 
dealership and tried to sell his vehicle. 
While preparing an offer, workers at the 
dealer looked up the car’s VIN only to 
discover the vehicle had been reported 
stolen. A further check revealed the man’s 
car was actually the one stolen off the 
dealer’s lot just days before. Dealership 
employees phoned the police, and Wolfe 
admitted to stealing the car. Lake City 
police charged Wolfe with grand theft 
auto and dealing in stolen property.

8 LUXURY PARKING SPOT Parking 
spots in Boston’s South End neigh-

borhood may be hard to come by. But 
would someone pay hundreds of thou-
sands for a guaranteed space? That’s the 
wager made by Campion and Co., which 
is selling a single parking spot under-
neath its luxury condo building for 

$375,000. Parking in the heated garage 
would save a driver from the hassles asso-
ciated with street parking, such as mov-
ing a car for snowplows and street 
cleaners. But some neighbors aren’t con-
vinced. “I mean that’s absurd,” South End 
resident Sam Boyd told WHDH. “The real 
estate market is super high so people are 
willing to pay that, but you can move 
your car every other week and save 
$375,000.”

9 VAN-BNB Law enforcement officials 
in New York City announced Sept. 

25 they had impounded seven vans that 
were allegedly being used as Airbnb 
rentals in the city. Officials with the NYPD 
and New York City Sheriff ’s Office 
learned of the unconventional Airbnb 
rentals after watching a review of one of 
the vans on YouTube. Airbnb allows 
homeowners to rent out spare bedrooms 
or whole properties like hotel rooms, but 
the practice has annoyed some locals, 
leading to tight restrictions on short-
term rentals. According to the sheriff’s 
office, the vans had been converted into 
living spaces and were parked in Man-
hattan neighborhoods. According to the 
video review, the vans’ owner was offer-
ing the space for just $97 per night, but 
instructed renters to use the restroom at 
Starbucks.

SHE LOST HER 
SELF- ESTEEM DUE 

TO LIT TLE HAIR .
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Goodbye, Columbus
Recognizing faults and 

contributions

OOKING BACK FROM  today’s tumultuous 
times, 1992 seems a remarkably peaceful and 
pleasant interlude. No one knew what the 
future held, but a consensus was emerging 
about the past. October 1992 marked the quin-
centennial of the first westward voyage of 
Christopher Columbus, and many thinkers 
on the left agreed that the world went down-

hill from there.
Around that time, I reviewed a book on the subject 

by environmentalist Kirkpatrick Sale and his title gave 
the whole game away: The Conquest of Paradise. In no 
uncertain terms, Sales condemned Columbus, his cul-
ture, his continent, and his religion, while holding up 
the indigenous people he brutalized as “the first ecol-
ogists,” who lived an Eden-like existence until the whites 
came and spoiled it all. Columbus himself, according 
to Sale, was a restless, unstable loner, driven by greed 
and a soul-shriveling “religiosity.” 

That was hardly fair to either side, but the succeed-
ing decades have done their work, and Columbus Day 
is now Indigenous People’s Day on many calendars. 
Statues of the great explorer have been pulled down 
and stomped on. If trends continue, most Americans 
will know Columbus only as a city in Ohio. 

Before that happens, we should see him through the 
eyes of Bartolomé de las Casas.

Born in Seville, Spain, de las Casas sailed to Hispan-
iola at the age of 18 with his father. That was only 10 
years after the island’s discovery, and Columbus had 
established a Spanish outpost with himself as governor. 
He was a far better seaman than administrator, but at 
the time de las Casas little cared, as obsessed with get-
ting rich as any other European settler. That meant 

exploiting the labor of the native Taino people and 
capturing more slaves from the neighboring islands. 
The young man was at first blind to the plight of the 
natives, even after joining the order of Dominican priests 
in 1512. In time, however, his conscience kicked in, and 
he joined his brothers in filing complaints to the king 
of Spain about the injustice. De las Casas became such 
an ardent and relentless advocate he received the official 
title of Protector of the Indians.

De las Casas knew Columbus personally and even 
provided history with its only copy of the explorer’s 
diary. While critical of Columbus’ mistakes in governing, 
de las Casas attributed them to ignorance and misjudg-
ment. “Truly,” wrote de las Casas, “I would not dare 
blame the admiral’s intentions for I knew him well and 
I knew his intentions were good.”

The indigenous people were not impressed by the 
governor’s good intentions and could not have foreseen 
the long-term effects of the worldview he brought with 
him. What Columbus had, and very likely abused, was 
a sense of himself as an individual and a free agent. He 
was a child of Renaissance humanism, which was Chris-
tian before it became secular. Widespread Bible distri-
bution, spurred by Gutenberg’s invention, had 
reintroduced Europeans to the Biblical view of innate 
human dignity and worth. In The Book That Made Your 
World, Indian scholar Vishal Mangalwadi describes the 
reasoning: “Since God is free and not bound by the 
world of preexisting ideas or matter, and since man is 
made in God’s image, man must also be free”—the hum-
ble as well as the powerful.  

Men who are free to create, innovate, and do good 
are also free to lie, cheat, and deny freedom to others. 
Freedom unleashed on the New World brought misery 
to the natives but also convicted de las Casas that these, 
too, were image-bearers of God with rights and dignity. 
In time, individual freedom and universal human rights 
became principles the New World embraced and other 
places imitated. But we’ve lost sight of where those 
principles came from and what they mean.

Rather than a black-hearted villain, Columbus was a 
complex man of moral agency and sincere faith who some-
times forgot what that meant. The screed-writers and 
statue-pullers of today are just as likely to forget, risking 
the loss of not just freedom, but morality itself. 

EMAIL jcheaney@wng.org TWITTER @jbcheaney

MEN WHO ARE FREE 
TO C RE ATE , INNOVATE , 

AND DO GOOD ARE 
ALSO FREE TO LIE ,  C HE AT, 

AND DENY FREEDOM.

V O I C E S  |  Janie B. Cheaney
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N VENOM: LET THERE BE CARNAGE, a character squashes a spider crawling across his desk, 
leaving nothing but a bloody smudge. The image communicates Sony and Marvel Studios’ 
defiance of critics who complained about Spider-Man’s absence in Venom (2018) and the 
studios’ belief that it can make a good movie about the web-slinger’s most iconic villains 
without him.

Tom Hardy reprises his role as antihero Eddie Brock, a down-on-his-luck journalist whose 
body hosts a dangerous alien symbiote named Venom. This film picks up a year after the 
events of the first. Eddie wants to put his life back together after having sabotaged his I
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C U L T U R E

CHAOTIC CARNAGE
Tom Hardy shines in the sequel to Marvel’s Venom, but the film 

leans on clichés and messy CGI-filled battle sequences 
by Collin Garbarino
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career and relationships in the previous installment, and Venom wants 
the freedom to hunt down criminals and eat their heads. Alien sym-
biotes eat phenethylamine, a chemical found in the brain, to survive, 
but Eddie discovers chocolate has enough phenethylamine to keep 
Venom under control.

The action begins to speed up when serial killer Cletus Kasady, 
played by Woody Harrelson, bites Eddie’s hand during a tussle and 
develops an alien symbiote of his own. This new symbiote calls itself 
“Carnage,” and he’s much more dangerous than his father Venom.

Just as in the previous installment, Tom Hardy’s performance as 
Eddie/Venom is the best thing about the movie. Eddie has nuance and 
emotion, and Venom is darkly funny. The relationship between host 
and symbiote is strangely relatable: Who doesn’t have stories about 
that bad roommate? But of course, Eddie and Venom aren’t just room-
mates. They share a body, so Hardy spends much of the movie engaged 
in some odd-couple bickering with himself.

This intrapersonal relationship provides the heart of the film, and 
Hardy’s the kind of actor who can carry scenes all by himself. Andy 
Serkis, directing his first big-budget feature film, probably deserves 
some credit for Eddie/Venom’s engaging back and forth, which he 
perfected playing Gollum in the Lord of the Rings trilogy. Hardy isn’t 

the only noteworthy aspect of the film. 
Michelle Williams, Reid Scott, and Peggy 
Lu are back with charming performances 
as Eddie/Venom’s support system.

But the film, which takes full advan-
tage of its PG-13 rating with foul language 
and occasional head chomping, has prob-
lems that overshadow its bright spots. 
Marvel movies tend to acknowledge com-
ics lore while charting a new course, but 
the script of Venom: Let There Be Carnage 
sticks too closely to the source material.

This is one of those stories in which 
the hero unintentionally creates the vil-
lain who then becomes obsessed with 
destroying the hero. These stories are 
standard comic pulp. But they’re not par-
ticularly satisfying, and superhero mov-
ies of the last decade have tended to 
create more interesting motivations for 
the bad guys. Carnage’s origin story from 
1992 follows the classic pattern, and it’s 
looking especially dated. Also, Kasady is 
an insane serial killer with a troubled 
past who talks in riddles and creates elab-
orate nonsensical plans. The murderer 
with a strange genius is supposed to 
intrigue us, but his ubiquity in fiction has 
turned him into a cliché.

Harrelson was the obvious choice to 
play Kasady/Carnage, but he can’t do 
much with the role. Most of Harrelson’s 
time as Carnage comes in chaotic CGI 
sequences in which it’s difficult to tell 
what’s happening. The action needed 
better editing: The King Kong–inspired 
final battle is a mess, and Kasady/ 
Carnage’s prison break is even worse.

Occasionally the script hints at an 
interesting subtext. There’s talk of free-
dom versus repression and a life of pur-
pose versus a life of peace, but these 
moments don’t go anywhere. Kasady hints 
at original sin when he says, “Everyone’s 
born in blood and pain,” and the final 
battle happens at a wedding in a shat-
tered cathedral. I’m sure we’re supposed 
to pick up on some statement for or 
against religion, but whatever was 
intended is lost in the sound and fury.

Maybe we just need a real hero like 
Spider-Man to rescue us from this 
 confusion. 

SONY PICTURES
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O R I G I N  S T O RY  Venom’s first appearance in a Spider-Man comic came in 1984’s “The Alien Costume.”
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THE MURDERER WITH A STR ANG E 
G ENIUS IS SUPPOSED TO INTRIGUE US, 

BUT HIS UBIQUIT Y IN FICTION HAS 
TURNED HIM INTO A C LIC HÉ .
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OUT OF THE ORDINARY 
Imaginative drama Ordinary Joe devotes 

special attention to family matters
by Bob Brown

“ONE CHOICE COULD CHANGE YOUR WHOLE LIFE.”
So observes Joe (James Wolk), the title character of NBC’s new 

series Ordinary Joe, as he considers a career in music, medicine, or 
law enforcement. His choice? Unknown—the show imagines all three 
possible futures. 

Perhaps more imaginative, though, are the show’s countercultural 
takes on family priorities, making Ordinary Joe (rated TV-PG but 
includes some explicit language and sensual moments) worth a look.

Ten years after college graduation, the same people inhabit each 
of Joe’s lives but in di� erent ways. In one, Joe’s a nurse, married to 
Jenny (Elizabeth Lail). They have a son 
but are on the brink of divorce. Rock 
star Joe and his wife, Amy (Natalie Mar-
tinez), are having trouble conceiving, 
when Joe bumps into old � ame Jenny. 
In the third life, Joe’s an unmarried 
police o�  cer. The � rst three episodes 
don’t hint at how writers will merge or 
purge plotlines. (Hopefully, no sci-�  
silliness, triplets, or viewers voting for 
their favorite Joe.) Each story takes 
intriguing twists, including variations 
of an attempted assassination. 

Most fascinating, though, is the focus 
on family. The alter egos all struggle to 
prioritize marriage and kids amid suc-
cessful jobs. The Joes cherish father-
hood. An unplanned pregnancy, with a 
disabled child, even leads to adoption. 

So far, Joe and his acquaintances 
have made some extraordinary choices.

Ghoulish road trip
by Collin Garbarino

In Addams Family 2, America’s spooki-
est family goes on a cross-country road 
trip, but it turns out everyone should 
have stayed home—including the audi-
ence. The film, rated PG, boasts a host 
of talented voice actors, but they’re 
wasting their time on this half-baked, 
unfunny story that’s a tangled mess of 
clichés about family and belonging and 
finding oneself. 

Gomez Addams (Oscar Isaac) and his 
wife Morticia (Charlize Theron) decide 
to load their family into a giant hearse 
of an RV for a vacation. They think they 
need to get away with the kids because 
the parents have struggled to connect 
with their daughter Wednesday who 
feels some teenage alienation. An 
unscrupulous scientist named Cyrus 
Strange (Bill Hader) exacerbates those 
feelings, claiming there was a mix-up at 
birth and Wednesday is his long-lost 
daughter rather than a true Addams. 

These two storylines don’t mesh 
well, but don’t let that bother you while 
the Addamses wind their way across 
the country. The movie has plenty of 
other things to bother you. 
Wednesday’s attempts to kill her 
brother Pugsley are supposed to be 
funny, but they’re not. Pugsley’s inept 
attempts to pick up girls are supposed 
to be funny, but they’re not. The film-
makers’ mockery of Texans is supposed 
to be funny, but—you get the idea.

ADDAMS FAMILY 
ADAPTATIONS

 1938:  Cartoon appeared 
in The New Yorker
magazine

 1964: ABC live-action 
television series

 1973: NBC animated 
television series

1991: Paramount 
Pictures live-
action film

2019: MGM computer-
animated film
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HILE CLOTHING COMPANY LuLaRoe promised to create 
“freedom through fashion,” a new documentary stream-
ing on Amazon Prime about the multilevel marketing 
(MLM) company contends the brand actually placed 
women in financial and emotional chains. 

Over four episodes, LuLaRich traces the rapid rise 
and fall of the company Deanne and Mark Stidham 
founded in 2013. Deanne Stidham got the idea to create 
the clothing company after she sewed a maxi skirt for 
one of her children. Other girls began asking Deanne for 
their own skirts, and soon Deanne was sewing and selling 
the clothing items at a wholesale price to other women, 
who in turn sold them to customers at a markup price. 

LuLaRoe’s business model was similar. Consultants 
paid $5,000 to $10,000 for a supply of the company’s 

EXPOSING  
THE LULALIES

LuLaRich reveals how a multilevel  
marketing company for stay-at-home moms 

ended in bankruptcies and lawsuits
by Sarah Schweinsberg

shirts, skirts, and “buttery-soft” leggings. 
Then they’d sell the bright, patterned 
clothes for a profit to other women at 
home parties and through Facebook live 
events. 

At the company’s peak in 2017, more 
than 80,000 consultants—mostly 
women—had bought into the company’s 
promise that they could make a full-time 
salary putting in part-time hours. The 
company also promised a community of 
“boss babes,” encouraging each other to 
sign up new consultants and “invest” 
more in their inventory.

But as the company grew, it ran into 
problems. Consultants began to report 
receiving wet, damaged, and moldy cloth-
ing. Reps say they tried to report the 
problems but were brushed aside. That 
put some who had paid the steep startup 
costs in a difficult position. Some went 
into debt and foreclosure on their homes, 
all the while stuck with boxes of unsold 
merchandise.

A 2017 lawsuit in California accused 
the company of being an illegal pyramid 
scheme because reps could make far more 
money signing other women up for the 
company than from selling clothes. In 
2019, the state of Washington sued 
LuLaRoe, settling with the company for 
$4.75 million earlier this year. Dozens of 
other former consultants and employees 
have also sued for millions in damages. 
Today, LuLaRoe is still active but has 
suffered a big hit in revenue and popu-
larity. 

Directors Julia Willoughby Nason and 
Jenner Furst amazingly got the Stidams 
to sit down for an interview giving the 
documentary a true courtroom feel. The 
prosecutors (former LuLaRoe consul-
tants) accuse the company’s toxic culture 
and business practices of ruining their 
finances, self-esteem, and marriages, 
while the Stidhams defend their actions, 
policies, and decisions at every turn.

LuLaRoe’s story reveals a deeper phe-
nomenon: companies offering employees 
and investors a religion—a chance to have 
meaning and belonging and change the 
world—all while making money. 

As one former rep says in the show, 
“They made me feel excited and impor-
tant and connected.” Until people look 
elsewhere for what the soul longs for, 
there will only be more LuLaLies. 

W
AMAZON CONTENT SERVICES LLC
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MAKE A 
JOYFUL  

NOISE
New documentary  

The Jesus Music traces 
Christian music’s 

journey from hippie 
music to guitar-

strumming worship 
songs

by Sharon Dierberger

SEARCH CHRISTIAN MUSIC on Spotify 
and an endless scroll of songs and artists 
from all genres pops up. But a new doc-
umentary from the Erwin Brothers (now 
in limited release) reminds us contempo-
rary Christian music hasn’t been around 
all that long. With more interviews than 
music, The Jesus Music traces its emer-
gence during the counterculture revolu-
tion of the late ’60s and early ’70s and 
follows it into the present.

company also promised a community of 

$4.75 million earlier this year. Dozens of 

The Jesus music movement took off 
in 1969 at Calvary Chapel in Costa Mesa, 
Calif. Pastor Chuck Smith invited disillu-
sioned young people to come to church 
wearing jeans and barefoot. Pretty radi-
cal. But scores of hippies started believ-
ing in Christ.

Many of the hippies were musicians 
who started expressing their new faith 
through the same kind of music they used 
to play, but with transformed hearts and 
lyrics. Smith invited some of them to per-
form their faith-inspired songs in church. 
The movement began.

Soon guitars and drums rocked the 
hymn-and-choir church world, and the 
music spread across the country. The 
styles changed and grew from hippie- 
influenced Jesus music to the polished 
pop sounds of CCM to worship band 
music many churches include in services 
today.

Not everyone was a fan at first. Some 
said the rock ’n’ roll melodies and 
rhythms came straight from the devil. But 
at Explo ’72 in Dallas, Jesus music cre-
scendoed when several hundred thousand 
people came to hear the hand-clapping 
tunes and evangelist Billy Graham.

Chuck Girard, of Love Song, the first 
popular Christian rock band, explains 
how Graham’s endorsement of the new 
music proved revolutionary: “Billy Gra-
ham gets up and speaks. … It was a seal 
of approval. If Billy will get up and speak 
after hippies sing, maybe it’s OK to have 
drums. Maybe it’s OK to have guitars.”

The film, rated PG-13 for discussion 
of drugs and thematic elements, show-
cases some of CCM’s biggest stars. But 
two noticeable omissions are Dove Award 
winner Steve Green and BJ Thomas, who 
released the first Christian album to go 
platinum. Laudably, the film addresses 
problems in the industry such as the pres-
sures of fame and fortune and the diffi-
culties that result. Artists like Amy Grant, 
Russ Taff, Michael Tait, and TobyMac 
share their struggles.

While viewers may not enjoy every 
musical style and artist, this upbeat 
soundtrack continually points the audi-
ence to the ultimate Creator of music.

AMY GRANT: LIONSGATE; EVAN HANSEN: UNIVERSAL PICTURES

BOX OFFICE 
TOP 10

WEEKEND OF OCT. 1-3, ACCORDING TO  
BOX OFFICE MOJO. QUANTITY OF SEXUAL 
(S), VIOLENT (V), AND FOUL-LANGUAGE (L) 

CONTENT ON A 0-10 SCALE, WITH 10 HIGH, 
FROM KIDS-IN-MIND.COM

    S V L

 1 Venom: Let There  
Be Carnage* PG-13  . . . . not rated

 2 The Addams  
Family 2* PG  . . . . . . . . . .2 3 1

 3 Shang-Chi/Legend of 
the Ten Rings* PG-13  . . not rated

 4 The Many Saints  
of Newark R  . . . . . . . . . .7 8 10

 5 Dear Evan  
Hansen* PG-13  . . . . . . . .4 3 5

 6 Free Guy* PG-13  . . . . . . .2 6 5

 7 Candyman R  . . . . . . . . .3 9 8

 8 Jungle Cruise* PG-13 . . . 1 6 1

 9 Chal Mera Putt 3 NR  . . not rated

 10 The Jesus Music* PG-13 not rated

*REVIEWED BY WORLD

TOP 10 FOCUS
Nine in 10 viewers love the 
new film Dear Evan Hansen, 
while most critics pan it. 
Neither group is off base. 
Positive messaging swells 
this song-filled Broadway 
adaptation, but the well-in-
tentioned hero perpetuates 
a monstrous deception he 
hardly atones for. —from 
WORLD’s review at wng.org

P O P U L A R  M U S I C   In limited release, The Jesus Music had the second-best faith-based premiere this year.
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JACK HOLL’S The Religious Journey of 
Dwight D. Eisenhower (Eerdmans, 2021) 
reveals much about the 1950s president 
and decade. Chapter titles “In God We 
Trust” and “One Nation, Indivisible” 
reflect well the predominant ethos, as 
does Eisenhower’s oft-quoted, off-handed 

line, “Our form of gov-
ernment has no sense 
unless it is founded in 
a deeply felt religious 
faith; and I don’t care 
what it is.”

Still, there’s no 
doubt that Eisenhower 
imbibed some basic 

Christian doctrines from his parents. He 
believed, in Holl’s summary, that “sin was 
humankind’s disobedience of God” and 
“civilized society, conversely, depended 
upon self-restraint of its citizens, who 
voluntarily respected the rights of oth-
ers.” When Eisenhower and his soldiers 
liberated German concentration camps 
in 1945, he wrote to his wife, “I never 
dreamed that such cruelty, bestiality, and 
savagery could really exist in this world!”

Eisenhower arranged for thousands of 
American soldiers to visit the Nazi camps, 
saying, “We are told that the American 
soldier does not know what he is fighting 
for. Now, at least, he will know what he is 
fighting against.” Two decades later, as 
race riots destroyed American neighbor-
hoods and anti-war demonstrators sneered 
at soldiers, Eisenhower believed “the 
national crisis was essentially a religious 

Treadmill 
trove
Religious and political 
journeys
by Marvin Olasky

crisis in which citizens had lost self-disci-
pline, respect for duty, and affection for 

their country and their 
neighbors.” 

For a vivid example 
of abandoning disci-
pline and duty, see 
Very Important Peo-
ple: Status and Beauty 
in the Global Party 
Circuit by Ashley 

Mears (Princeton University Press, 2020): 
It’s a vivid look at the middle-aged men 
and prodigal daughters who have too 
much time on their hands and insecurity 
in their hearts. To see how the use and 
misuse of language contributes to 
 confusion, see Sam Sorbo’s Words for 
Warriors (Humanix, 2021): It’s a useful 
glossary of issues and terms from abor-
tion to zeitgeist.

John Loughery’s 
Dagger John: Arch-
bishop John Hughes 
and the Making of 
Irish America (Cor-
nell University Press, 
2018) shows how a 
New York archbishop 
built parochial schools that aided the rise 
of a then-despised minority. Peter Kreeft’s 
How to Destroy Western Civilization 
(Ignatius, 2021) includes witty essays on 
our cultural ills. He points out that “great 
stories have heroes” but many Americans 
don’t have any.

The Soul of Politics by Glenn Ellmers 
(Encounter, 2021) is for those who want 
to go deep into the views of political sci-

entist Harry Jaffa. 
Quick summary: The 
American system is 
still about as good as 
we’re going to get in a 
sinful world. Michael 
Keen and Joel Slem-
rod’s Rebellion, Ras-
cals, and Revenue 

(Princeton, 2021) is a long but lively look 
at tax policy. 

Since 1962, the United States and most 
of the rest of the world have gone through 
enormous demographic change, with 
family sizes dropping. Philip Jenkins in 
Fertility and Faith (Baylor U. Press, 2020) 
connects the dots and argues that as fer-
tility falls, so does religious fervor. 

Mara van der Lugt’s Dark 
Matters: Pessimism and the 
Problem of Suffering 
(Princeton, 2021) is a schol-
arly look at Leibniz, Voltaire, 
Rousseau, Schopenhauer, 
and other philosophers, 
most of whom tried to find a 
route through polar waters 
without the compass that 
God provides—but then the 
icebergs cometh. 

Gary Clayton Anderson’s 
Massacre in Minnesota (U. 
of Oklahoma, 2019) shows 
what happens when govern-
ment agents are corrupt and 
“everyone” excludes Native 
Americans. David Krell’s 
1962: Baseball and America 
in the Time of JFK (U. of 
Nebraska Press, 2021) is a 
good memory  jogger for 
readers in their 70s and 80s.

Mary Beth Norton’s 1774: 
The Long Year of Revolution 
(Knopf, 2020) details the 
debates in America about 
whether and how to sepa-
rate from England. The 
 history is thorough, but 
Norton underplays the 
 theological background: If 
you’re interested, take a look 
at a book of mine, Fighting 
for Liberty and Virtue. It’s 
free at wng.org: At the 
 bottom of the homepage, 
under resources, click on 
Marvin Olasky. —M.O.
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ANTS AMONG ELEPHANTS: AN UNTOUCHABLE FAMILY AND  
THE MAKING OF MODERN INDIA by Sujatha Gidla
Sujatha Gidla traces the story of her uncle, a Maoist rebel, as a way to 
explore her family history and show what it was like to be a Christian 
Untouchable in the poor villages of Andhra Pradesh in Central India. 
Although her mother was college educated, her caste status consigned 
the family to poverty, made them subject to the whims of higher-caste 
employers and less-educated neighbors, and shaped everything about 
their lives. Gidla depicts with realism and sometimes bad language 
her subjects, including graphic details of poverty and abuse. Her 
sympathy to her uncle’s politics does not blind her to his faults. The 
Wall Street Journal named Ants Among Elephants one of its 10 best 
books of 2017 for good reason.

A SUITABLE BOY by Vikram Seth
An absorbing multifamily novel set in post-independence India, the 
book begins with Rupa Mehra’s desire to make a good match for her 

Beauty amid ashes
A novel and three nonfiction  
books about India
by Susan Olasky

university-educated daughter. The novel’s 
focus expands to include three other fam-
ilies, both Hindu and Muslim, connected 
to the Mehra family by marriage and friend-
ship. The families occupy different places 
in the social hierarchy and differ in their 
attitudes toward modern culture. Like 
George Eliot, Vikram Seth never loses sight 
of his novel’s human core as he weaves 
social, economic, and political history into 
the larger story. Hindu and Muslim divisions 
are only one of the many fractures the new 
nation had to heal. This sprawling tome—a 
print version is 4 inches thick—contains 
some sexual situations and bad language. 

BEHIND THE BEAUTIFUL FOREVERS  
by Katherine Boo
For four years reporter Katherine Boo 
immersed herself in the life of Annawadi, 
a slum built in the shadow of Mumbai Inter-
national Airport. Here she tells the stories 
of several people who live there: Abdul, a 
teenage Muslim trash picker, and his fam-
ily; Asha, a would-be community organizer 
willing to do almost anything to get ahead; 
and Fatima, a one-legged woman who sets 
herself ablaze. The Bible talks about human 
dignity and universal sinfulness: It’s all on 
display here. Boo notes global and suite-
level actions that affect these slum resi-
dents, but her focus is on the granular 
detail of particular lives, on how petty 
corruption frustrates personal hopes and 
ambitions. Cautions for language, violence, 
and heartbreaking injustice. 

FACE TO FACE by Ved Mehta
Ved Mehta, who died earlier this year, was 
a New Yorker writer and blind from the age 
of 3. His father, a public health doctor 
whom Mehta memorializes in his book Dad-
dyji, carried lifelong guilt for failing to 
diagnose correctly the meningitis that 
caused Mehta’s blindness. At age 5, Mehta’s 
parents put him on a train to Bombay, 1,000 
miles from home, so he could learn braille 
at a school for blind veterans. Face to Face 
tells the story of Mehta’s childhood and the 
family’s struggle to get young Mehta an 
education, a journey that takes him to 
Arkansas, California, Harvard, and Oxford. 
Mehta is a fine writer who is able to describe 
vividly things he experienced yet did not 
see. 
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LITTLE PILGRIM’S PROGRESS (ILLUSTRATED EDITION)  
by Helen L. Taylor and Joe Sutphin
A little rabbit pilgrim traverses through woodland realms on his 
way to meet the King. He encounters dangers, trials, and temp-
tations familiar from John Bunyan’s classic Pilgrim’s Progress, 
except this edition portrays characters as different animals. 
Illustrator Sutphin’s aptly chosen furry creatures instantly cap-
ture children’s imaginations and complement Taylor’s beloved 

1947 children’s adaptation of Bunyan’s plotline. In more than 300 pages, the volume 
features intricate black ink drawings that bring to life Christian’s companions, sword 
fights, cunning foes, and most importantly, the story’s timeless truths. (Ages 8-12)

THE PROMISE by Jason Helopoulos
In The Promise, Helopoulos succinctly conveys truths from the 
Biblical narrative of creation, fall, redemption, and restoration. 
Biblical heroes, despite their merits, could not save mankind 
from the sin that entered the world through Adam and Eve—not 
a “really good man like Noah,” a faith-filled Abraham, the great 
prophet Moses, the conqueror Joshua, or even David, “a man 
after God’s own heart.” Only Jesus, the promised and perfect one, could rescue and 
restore His people. Illustrator Rommel Ruiz uses bold contrasts with stunning color 
and detail to convey the story’s depth and meaning. (Ages 4-8)

HAND TO HOLD by JJ Heller
This colorful picture book rendition of Heller’s lullaby captures 
a mother’s love and prayers for her child. Melodious lines reflect 
childhood joy and wonder: “You notice every sunset, reminding 
me of what is true.” In changing seasons and new experiences, 
the mother reminds her daughter of her ever-present “hand to 
hold.” In evening prayers, the mother guides her daughter in a 

Biblical blessing. This reassuring bedtime read reminds children of their parents’ love, 
and it reminds adult readers to cherish and steward little lives in their care. (Ages 3-7)

DRAGONS AND DRAGONSLAYERS by Tim Chester
Chester retells 10 short dragon legends spanning time and cultures, 
illustrating how dragonslayers are not always heroes and the self-
ishness that rules a dragon’s heart is also in us. The stories set the 
stage for Chester’s concluding chapters where he points children 
to the Biblical account of the original dragon, Satan, and the ultimate 
dragonslayer, Jesus. He directs children to their need for a Savior 
and to God’s real-life rescue mission. Caution: Realistic illustrations 
may be scary for younger children. (Ages 8-12)

Promises and prayers
Four books with Biblical themes
by Mary Jackson

C U L T U R E  |  Children’s Books

Simonetta Carr’s J.R.R. 
Tolkien for Kids: His Life 
and Writings (Chicago 
Review Press, 2021) intro-
duces children to people, 
places, experiences, and his-
torical context that shaped 
the imagination of the 
beloved author of The 
Hobbit and The Lord of the 
Rings trilogy. 

Children will gain an 
appreciation for Tolkien’s 
unique and lifelong fascina-
tion with languages and con-
nect other dots between his 
life and writing. A memora-
ble walking trip through the 
Swiss Alps probably shaped 
his vision of the Misty 
Mountains, Carr writes, 
while wartime likely influ-
enced his depiction of evil. 

Fact boxes and black-
and-white pictures of build-
ings, landscapes, and people 
break up information-heavy 
pages. Similar to other 
Chicago Review Press “for 
kids” titles, the book contains 
21 corresponding activities, 
such as making a batch of 
marmalade and creating a 
map for a story. A good 
resource for young readers 
who want an introduction to 
the man remembered for 
“opening the door to a 
 seemingly infinite world that 
 others can explore.” —M.J.

Afterword
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“Case argues that Hume’s views on experience, customs, and common life-

based on the power of custom and not based on any one religion-deserves 

serious consideration by contemporary Evangelicals as providing a viable 

social and political framework for American social life today in which 

Christiamty can flourish. This argument deserves serious consideration by 

Evangelicals searching for a new way after the end of Christendom to shape 

modern society such that religious freedom and practice may be maintained 

for all against the ever-expanding state.” 

— GUENTHER HAAS, Professor Emeritus, Redeemer University

“Conservative Christians in this post-Christian age are in a crisis of cultural 

exile. Case directs us to eighteenth-century religious skeptic David Hume for 

terms of peace between the city of God and the city of man...Case had given 

us a thought-provoking and thoroughly researched work of scholarship, 

insight, and practical counsel that should stimulate fruitful discussion 

amongst everyone who desires a peaceful and free society.”  

— DAVID C. INNES, Professor of Politics, The King’s College

How is David Hume's ambassadorial 
task of straddling the world of the 
academy and the world of the main 
street relevant for today’s American 
post-Christian evangelical mindset?

Available through www.wipfandstock.com, Amazon, Ingram, and Kindle
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PHILOSOPHY  
OF LIFE

Pondering beginnings, endings, and all the in-between  
moments that make up a lifetime

AUTHOR JOHN ERICKSON needs no 
introduction: He’s published 76 Hank 
the Cowdog books along with nonfic-
tion works and monthly pieces in 
WORLD’s Saturday series. But if you’d 
like to learn how he and his wife Kris 
live in the Texas panhandle, please 
read on. 

Let’s put this interview in geographic context: We’re sitting here in 
the middle of your 9 square miles of rugged but beautiful ranch 
land. How long have you lived here? We finished our house in ’93, 
so we’ve lived here for 28 years.

What drew you to this part of the country?  
I grew up in Perryton about 40 miles 
north of here. It’s deep canyon country 
cut by the Canadian River and sparsely 
populated. I made a 140-mile horseback 
ride down the Canadian and never 
dreamed I’d be able to own a piece of the 
land, because the ranches are large and 
have been in families 100 years. In 1990 
I saw an ad for this ranch, thought it was 
too much land for us, didn’t think we 
could afford it. But I went, looked, was 
smitten, then tormented. At night I’d 
wake up in fear that I would never get a 
chance to buy a ranch like this in the 

M A R V I N 
O L A S K Y 

I N T E R V I E W S 
J O H N  

E R I C K S O N

ILLUSTRATION BY JEFFREY SMITH
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WHEN YOUR MIND 
THINKS YOU CAN 

DO WHAT YOU DID 
AT 3 5 AND YOU’RE 

70 YE ARS OLD, 
IT’S ONLY A MAT TER 

OF TIME B EFORE 
YOU G ET 

YOURSELF HURT.

Canadian River valley. I had to figure out 
how to get it off the market. Other nights 
I woke up in fear that I would get a chance 
to buy it, and then would have to figure 
out how to make land payments every 
year. 

What happened? The place came on the 
market at a very cheap price. My father 
had died about six months before and 
had left me some inheritance. I had just 
enough to make a down payment and 
take half of it off the market with an 
option to buy the other half. I began 
doing Hank programs in every school 
that would have me and could pay. At the 
end of two years we were able to make a 
down payment on the second half, so I 
kept it out of reach of other buyers. Then 
three years later, we saved up enough 
money to build a log house and started 
living down here full time. Kris home
schooled two of our kids. There’s only 
one school in Roberts County, and it’s 
about an hour and a half drive from here, 
so homeschooling was a great option, 
and she loved it on top of that. 

You’re self-sufficient here in lots of ways. 
You have your own generator if the power 
goes out. You have to be selfsufficient to 
live this far out in the country. The clos
est neighbor is 7 miles, the next nearest 
is 12, and the next nearest is 19. People in 
this part of the country are people who 
enjoy solitude. I know if I got in trouble 
I could call my neighbors and they would 
help me, if they had a signal and were 
answering their cell phones that day. I 
see our neighbors maybe once a year. 

You don’t have a supermarket around the 
corner. Kris has to plan her purchases. 
She has a big pantry and several deep 
freezes, so we have a pretty large inven
tory of food items. I buy my fuel in bulk 
so I don’t have to run to town to get gas 
or diesel. We have our own supply of 
water that requires electric pumps, and 
a woodburning fireplace that’s airtight. 

In what ways is your self-sufficiency lim-
ited? Like everybody else in the Western 
Hemisphere, we’re addicted to electricity. 
I never wanted to be. I was drawn to the 
19thcentury use of kerosene lamps and 
wood heating, but I do most of my cor

as good as it was. In my prime I was a 
good horseman and did things that were 
risky. I’ve never been badly hurt by a 
horse, but when your mind thinks you 
can do what you did at 35 and you’re 70 
years old, it’s only a matter of time before 
you get yourself hurt. 

The fire of 2017 ended that time of 
self-sufficiency. Yes. Tall vegetation, low 
humidity, and winds that gusted 70 miles 
an hour blew down an electric line north
west of us and started a fire, one of 12 
that day that burned 1.2 million acres. It’s 
the largest single fire day in United States 
history. I got a call from a man in the oil 
field, went out and saw the smoke, and 
told Kris it was time to grab a few things 
and run. We lost our home, my writing 
office, and everything else we owned, all 
the clothes except what we had on our 
backs. That was a lesson in how vulner
able the artifacts of our civilization are 
to things like humidity and wind speed. 

So your cattle amazingly survived, but 
you lost a wonderful dog named Dixie. 
Yeah, I lost Dixie and an Arabian horse. 
She was old and probably couldn’t outrun 
the flames. We might have lost some 
calves that we didn’t know about, but we 
didn’t lose any cows, and it’s amazing to 
me how they survived a fire as big and as 
hot as that. 

How does your lifestyle affect the way you 
think about stuff—materialism in the con-
sumer sense? I am not immune to the 
lure of things. We have our fair share in 
the form of furniture and clothes, but it’s 
certainly not extravagant. We learned in 
2017 that a lot of those things we had we 
didn’t need as much as we thought we 
did. Where I live and the way I live might 
make me more mindful of nonmaterial 
things than I might be if I lived in a city. 

Would you call yourself an environmen-
talist?  Ranchers seldom, if ever, call 
themselves environmentalists because it 
has political overtones, but I’d say most 
ranchers are environmentalists, and they 
were before the term ever came about in 
the media. It’s a philosophy of life that’s 
built into animal husbandry and agricul
ture: You have to care for the place where 
you live and the animals. 

respondence through emails because it’s 
40 miles to the nearest mailbox. We’re 
dependent on having a cell phone signal. 

You gave up riding horses when you had 
knee surgery? Yeah, tore the cartilage 
getting on a horse, and it never has been 
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You respect the prior inhabitants of your 
land, the first immigrants who came to 
this area. Yeah, we have a lot of archae-
ological sites on this ranch, and have 
excavated nine houses that belonged to 
people around A.D. 1300, when this area 
was more heavily populated than it is 
now. They had no horses, no wheels, and 
a limited inventory of tools they made 
out of flint. They made pottery. They 
lived close to starvation in a bad year if 
they weren’t able to gather seeds and 
edible roots and leaves. If they planted 
their corn and nothing came up, or the 
raccoons and coyotes got into it, they 
faced dire circumstances. They were 
vulnerable to the weather events we’ve 
experienced this year.

That polar vortex in February? Tempera-
tures here were 15 below, with chill fac-
tors of 30 or 35 below. The only water 
our cattle had was the water in our stock 
tanks, and it was frozen. By the third 
day, it was a foot thick. We couldn’t even 
chop it with axes. We had to cut it into 
blocks with chainsaws and lift the blocks 
out with shovels. Finally it started warm-
ing up, but imagine living out on the 
prairie in a dug-out, earth-covered 
structure. At 30 degrees below you 
wouldn’t want to try to find a drink of 
water in the springs, and it would prob-
ably be frozen solid if you tried. They 
were very resourceful. You have to 
respect people who can survive in this 
climate. 

What do you think about the new immi-
grants coming to this area from the 
south? The people from Mexico who 
have settled in this area make a great 
contribution as far as I can tell. When 
we rebuilt our house after the fire, most 
of the people who worked on those 
crews were first-generation English 
speakers. They were very impressive 
workers.

They got through sixth grade doing book 
reports on Hank the Cowdog? The Hank 
books were fun and allowed them to 
laugh, just like Tom Sawyer gave me the 

chance to laugh. They liked building this 
house for Hank’s dad.

Now that you’re 78, what do you think 
about death? I open up the local news-
paper, the Perryton Herald, and read the 
obituaries. We have to face the death of 
our parents, and some of us have to face 
the death of children or grandchildren. 

How did you face the tragic death of your 
13-year-old granddaughter? Four years 
ago, ReAnna was walking in the town of 
Canadian and had to cross railroad tracks. 
One train passed, and she stepped out on 
the rails and didn’t know another one 
was coming. She was a sweet little girl 
who learned to play the mandolin. She 
was a very eager learner, easy to teach. 
She was very hard to give up, but man 
knoweth not his time.

How do you contemplate at some point, 
I hope not soon, your own death? It’s a 
process that Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and 
all the apostles went through. I have some 
satisfaction in thinking I did the best I 
could to dignify the memory of my par-
ents and the people in my community 
and my church, and I didn’t shame my 
wife. I brought some smiles to children 
and families. I’m going to do that as long 
as I can.  

I  B ROUG HT 
SOME SMILES TO 

C HILDREN AND 
FAMILIES.  I ’M 
GOING TO DO 

THAT AS LONG 
AS I  CAN.

Cartoon
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HAT MAKES THE FIVE-DISC Springtime in New York: 
The Bootleg Series Vol. 16 1980-1985  the most arbitrary 
of Columbia/Legacy’s Bob Dylan Bootleg Series install-
ments to date is that what Dylan was doing in 1980 and 
’81 had little to do with what he was doing in ’83, ’84, 
and ’85.

In the late ’70s, Dylan claimed to have converted 
from Judiasm to Christianity and released a trilogy of 
Christian albums. But by the early ’80s he exhausted 
his ability or desire to sing exclusively about Jesus, and 
ended up singing about practically everything else. The 
result: a pile of recordings never meant to endure pub-
lic scrutiny or fans’ searches for discarded gems.

But, Dylan being Dylan, they’ll find some.
How many they’ll find on Disc 1 depends 

on how much they enjoy Self Portrait. Like 
that odds-and-ends collection, these dozen 
tour-rehearsal recordings plus one Shot of 
Love outtake find Dylan 
revisiting songs from his 
own catalog and debut-
ing the impressive for-
bidden-love original 
“Let’s Keep It Between 
Us” while trying tradi-
tional numbers and other people’s hits.

Some fit better than others. “To Ramona” 
blooms in a full-band context, “Mary of the 
Wild Moor” would’ve been at home on Good 
As I Been to You, and “Jesus Met the Woman 
at the Well” throws elbows. Songs made 
famous by Neil Diamond, Dion, Dave Mason, 
Little Willie John, and Michael Johnson don’t 
fit at all. 

The highlight of Disc 2’s Shot of Love out-
takes isn’t an outtake at all but an alternate 
mix of “Lenny Bruce,” raising the question 
of why more such mixes weren’t included. 
(Maybe Sony’s saving them for a copy-
right-extending 50th-anniversary Shot of 
Love bundle in 2031.)

Also not bad: the “Willie and the Hand 
Jive” rewrite “Price of Love,” the “Heart of 
Mine” B-side “Let It Be Me,” “Don’t Ever Take 
Yourself Away,” “Borrowed Time,” and “Is It 
Worth It?” 

The pickings get slimmer on the last three 
discs as most of what they contain ended up 
on 1983’s Infidels and 1985’s Empire Bur-
lesque with less arbitrary lyrics, better pro-
duction, or both. Even the Shadows in the 
Night–anticipating cover of Frank Sinatra’s 
“This Was My Love” suffers from Dylan’s not 
yet having learned to sing with the necessary 
sensitivity.

Knowing how to sing his own material 
was an issue by 1985. Four years shy of the 
evocative lower register that he’d unveil on 
Oh Mercy, he often defaulted to the kind of 
braying that ruins both Disc 5 takes of “When 
the Night Comes Falling From the Sky.”

But sometimes he made the braying work.  
On both the alternate “Blind Willie McTell” 
and the full-length “Death Is Not the End,” his 
voice and harmonica generate calm in the face 
of doom that truly passes understanding. 

W

Bootlegged hits 
and misses
A new Bob Dylan compilation 
unearths an erratic mix
by Arsenio Orteza

PATRICK AVENTURIER/GAMMA-RAPHO VIA GETTY IMAGES
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F I R S T  B O O T L E G  Bob Dylan’s Great White Wonder is regarded as the first bootlegged rock album.
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George–ish “Vagabond Man” aside, the 
musical throughline is electric trash-com-
pactor boogie—pretty much, in other 
words, what you’d expect and hope for, 
except for the Larkin Poe–enhanced 
advertisement for Gamblers Anonymous 
“Stackin’ Bones,” which is more.

JON SAVAGE’S 1972-1976: ALL OUR 
TIMES HAVE COME by various artists
This entertaining and thoughtfully 
curated collection of 44 singles—A-sides, 
B-sides, hits, misses—tells two stories. 
The first is that the breakup of the Beat-
les sent rock ’n’ roll spinning in search 
of a new hegemony that would quickly 

prove illusory, result-
ing in a free-for-all of 
styles undreamt of at 
the height of Beatle-
mania. The second is 
that a center made of 
such disjointed ele-

ments cannot hold. Hence, the eventual 
arrival of punk, which strove to obliter-
ate the memory of the Fab Four and the 
looming threats of disco and corporate 
rock altogether. History will record that 
punk’s practitioners failed. Jon Savage 
wants you to remember that they went 
down swinging.

DONDA by Kanye West
With 27 tracks, a 69-minute running time, 
more than 30 lingo-slinging guest rap-
pers (all 88 of whose profanities West has 
muted), West’s Sun-
day Service Choir, an 
average of more than 
eight writers and five 
producers per track, 
a dizzying array of 
sonic templates, and 
subjects such as West’s late mother (the 
Donda of the title), his divorce, his ongo-
ing relationship with God, and America’s 
criminal justice system, there’s a lot to 
process. So start with the indisputable 
peak, “Jesus Lord”—which, as both its 
9-minute and 11½-minute versions are 
included, comprises almost 20 percent 
of the album—and work your way down. 
Even if you don’t believe that Larry 
Hoover Sr., deserves clemency, you’ll feel 
for his family.

WHERE THE WILD PURPLE IRIS GROWS 
by Wild Billy Childish & CTMF
“It has to have an origin, an emptiness 
and a vulnerability” the musician, writer, 

and painter Billy 
Childish has written 
about the sound that 
he and the Chatham 
Forts seek when they 
enter a studio. So 
with that in mind: 

The origins of this album, like those of 
many of Childish’s recordings, is punk. 
(He sing-shouts like John Lydon more all 
the time.) The “emptiness” comes from 
its sounding as if it were recorded in a 
garage. What makes it vulnerable is 
harder to pin down. But turbocharging 
Bob Dylan’s “Ballad of Hollis Brown” with 
a Bo Diddley beat as if to show Dylan, 
Keith Richards, and Ronnie Wood what 
they should’ve been aiming for at Live 
Aid certainly requires courage.

HARDWARE by Billy F Gibbons
The recent death of ZZ Top’s bass-
ist Dusty Hill has given this album a 
sense of urgency. What if the new Gib-
bons-Beard-Elwood 
lineup, for instance, 
never records and 
this solo outing is the 
last studio-recorded 
ZZ Top music ever? 
Well, at least the 
brand would be going out with a bang. 
The narrative perspective is approxi-
mately that of a Texas-bred Hell’s Angel 
whose favorite novel is John Fante’s Ask 
the Dust. And, the introspective Lowell 

Punk, rock, 
and rap
Noteworthy new or 
recent releases
by Arsenio Orteza

Shot of 

Good 

Shot of 

Jive” rewrite “Price of Love,” the “Heart of 

Shadows in the 

, he often defaulted to the kind of 

As someone who has 
claimed to spend as few as 
four hours on his paintings, 
Billy Childish obviously 
likes working fast. Still, six 
albums in one year is a lot, 
even for him, and that’s 
how many he record in the 
last year during lockdown 
(two on Hangman Records, 
four on Damaged Goods) 
under the name the William 
Loveday Intention. They 
sound as garagey as his 
work with CTMF, but they 
have personalities of their 
own. And, rather than 
self-indulgent, they come 
off generous.

Each showcases the 
sleeve on which Childish 
wears his heart as well as 
the sleeve on which he 
wears his brain, even the 
one titled (somewhat mis-
leadingly) The New and 
Improved Bob Dylan. 
Perhaps as a further act of 
generosity, Childish should 
consider compiling a 
 budget-friendly single-disc 
Loveday best-of. As long as 
it includes the universally 
charitable “Chatham Town 
Welcomes Desperate Men” 
and his cover of Blackie 
Farrell’s incomparably 
bleak “Sonora’s Death Row,” 
it would be a steal. —A.O.

Encore
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Family bonds
The things that unite us  

in life and death

Y PARENTS and my husband David’s parents 
met for the first time this August, 16 months 
after our Zoom wedding (thanks, pan-
demic). We were curious—and just a little 
nervous—about their first meeting: They 
have nothing in common! 

My parents are Korean immigrant mis-
sionaries who minister to the Chinese peo-

ple. They watch sermons on YouTube for fun. David’s 
parents are white, retired business owners in North 
Dakota who spend winters in Florida. They love golfing, 
watching baseball, vacationing on cruises, and enter-
taining. What would they talk about? Will they under-
stand each other? Will they get along? 

We needn’t have worried, though our predictions 
came true: My parents only understood about half of 
what David’s parents were saying, but they politely 
nodded along, beaming because they were so thrilled 
to meet them. David’s parents talked about golf and 
baseball, and my parents talked about North Korea and 
China. My mother taught my mother-in-law how to roll 
kimbap (Korean sushi) on a bamboo mat, and my moth-
er-in-law taught my mother where to get the best deter-
gent (Walmart). Two different worlds collided, spun 
around in a babble of foreign languages and wild ges-
ticulations and confused laughter, then quietly merged 
into one family. 

Their last night together, after a feast of my moth-
er’s kimchi pancakes, bulgogi, kimbap, and japchae 
(mixed-vegetable noodles), David and I were washing 
dishes in the kitchen when we heard someone singing. 
We peered out, our hands still dripping with sudsy 
water, and watched our parents sing a classic hymn 
together: “He lives, He lives, Jesus Christ lives today!” 

They had huge smiles on their faces. And so did we. 
That’s the bond of marriage, which locks two sepa-

rate families together into one clan. That’s the power 
of the Christian faith, which binds together children of 
God from opposite parts of the world under one heritage 
that transcends flesh and blood. My heart bloomed so 
full, it filled my lungs and sprung out of my eyes in 
joyful tears. 

A month later, on Sept. 18, 2021, a truck smashed 
into my mother-in-law while she was on a walk with my 
father-in-law, missing him just by a couple of inches. 
She cracked her head on the windshield and instantly 
went brain-dead. David received a call from his father 
that morning. It took him a while to understand his 
father’s words because he was bawling so hard. 

We booked the next available flight from Los Ange-
les to Bismarck. The doctors pronounced her dead while 
we were midair. We arrived at David’s childhood house 
at midnight, where David’s father greeted us with blood-
shot eyes. He clung to us, and we to him, and we all 
wept. Then we sat in silence, frozen in shock and denial, 
trying to wrestle a grief that’s as wild and untamable 
as the ocean—deep, dark, mysterious, and terrible. 
Nobody slept that night. As I listened to my father-in-law 
and my husband each sobbing in bed, I knew my role 
as a wife and daughter-in-law would change.

My parents flew to Bismarck with heavy hearts and 
wet eyes to attend the memorial service and funeral. 
They stood out immediately, being the only Asian faces 
in a crowd of Midwesterners. My mother-in-law wasn’t 
just my husband’s mother anymore—she was family, 
and so too were her 97-year-old father, her brothers and 
their wives, her cousins and second cousins. “Thank you 
for coming,” one brother told my parents, as they hugged 
goodbye on their last night. My mother reminded him, 
in surprisingly perfect English, “We’re all one family 
now.” 

Family. Three days before my mother-in-law died, I 
had argued with David’s brother over politics. Now we 
were planning meals together to feed the waves of fam-
ily, relatives, and friends streaming in and out of the 
house. It all seems so stupid now, the things we allow 
to irritate and divide us. The morning before my moth-
er-in-law died, she had emailed David, “Just love one 
another.” 

She did not know it then, but that was her last bless-
ing to us: Just love. 

EMAIL slee@wng.org TWITTER @sophialeehyun

THAT’S THE BOND OF 
MARRIAG E , WHIC H LOC KS 
T WO SEPAR ATE FAMILIES 

TOG ETHER INTO ONE C L AN.

V O I C E S  |  Sophia Lee

M
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A virtual underground railroad working 
to free at-risk Afghans struggles to succeed 

against U.S. roadblocks  
by Mindy Belz

Hamid Karzai International Airport, in 
Kabul, after the American forces withdrew

MARCUS YAM/LOS ANGELES TIMES/GETTY IMAGES
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Affairs Committee in September, “We had about 100 
American citizens in Afghanistan who told us that they 
wish to leave the country.” The New York Times reported 
“around 1,000 people” were stuck, counting U.S. resi-
dents plus Afghans with visas who legally could travel 
to the United States and other countries.

Cervantes and others I spoke to attest to thousands 
on their lists awaiting evacuation. “I have dozens of 
citizens and permanent residents I’m working with, and 
that’s just my firm,” she said. In addition, the Interna-
tional Rescue Committee estimates 300,000 Afghan 
civilians worked alongside Americans during the 20-year 
conflict. Hundreds of top Afghan officials also remain—
including police, judges, and others once involved in 
tracking, jailing, and sentencing Taliban members. Their 
ties to the United States and its allies are easily traced 
in government records, and Taliban threats have forced 
them into safe houses. Only a fraction of them managed 
to fly out among the 120,000 the United States and 
others airlifted in August.

Their plight—and the discrepancies in official U.S. 
accounts—are stoking a not-so-small army of volunteers 
and evacuation groups working around the clock and 
across the globe to mount private, nonprofit-run 
extractions. Their efforts mirror the Digital Dunkirk net-
work that sprang up in August among military veterans, 

ENNIFER CERVANTES AND 
her husband, Juan, run their 
law firm out of a restored 
building in historic downtown 
Fredericksburg, Va. The cou-
ple, both graduates of Liberty 
University Law School, have 
had an eclectic client roster 
handling immigration cases, 
businesses, and nonprofits—
but the crisis in Afghanistan 
has overwhelmed their prac-
tice. 

Cervantes found herself 
yanked into the unfolding 

drama of the U.S. withdrawal operation out of the Kabul 
International Airport in August after 20 years of war. 
A client asked for her help getting out his three broth-
ers, all of whom worked for the U.S. government in 
Afghanistan. Cervantes dropped everything to put 
together paperwork for the State Department so the 
men and their families could board flights out.

The firm began to help other Afghans. Moments 
after the Aug. 26 bombing at the Kabul airport that 
killed 13 U.S. service members and hundreds of Afghans, 
Cervantes was on the phone directing 18 women and 
their children to find another way into the airport. They 
climbed over dead bodies to reach another entry, and 
for the next 35 hours their Virginia attorney stayed 
with them by phone. At gate after gate, U.S. soldiers 
turned them away even with papers in hand and their 
names on flight manifests. One of the women, 20 weeks 
pregnant, became sick from exhaustion and dehydra-
tion. She later miscarried. (The women remain in 
Afghanistan.)

Shocked by what she saw unfolding—and the way 
the U.S. exit on Aug. 31 stranded thousands deserving 
American protection—Cervantes took on hundreds of 
cases. Afghan Americans with friends or family left 
behind gathered outside Cervantes’ office each morning. 
They came from all over Virginia, some traveling 150 
miles or more, she said, “begging for help.”

Since then, Cervantes has worked on nothing else. 
On one Sunday in September, she received 400 new 
cases. Four days later, she had 600 more. She and her 
husband have three small children who practically live 
at the office: “My 7-year-old knows more about what’s 
going on in Afghanistan than most Americans do.”

Since U.S. military evacuations from Afghanistan 
ceased, the Biden administration and many media out-
lets have downplayed the number of American citizens 
and other vulnerable allies left behind. Secretary of 
State Antony Blinken told members of the House Foreign 

AIRPORT: BERNAT ARMANGUE/AP; REFUGEE: EVELYN HOCKSTEIN/REUTERS/NEWSCOM42 WORLD October 23, 2021
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on their lists awaiting evacuation. “I have dozens of 

tracking, jailing, and sentencing Taliban members. Their 

a modern-day version of the self-mobilized British boat-
men who rescued Allied troops from the beaches of 
France in World War II. WORLD has been tracking their 
progress, participating in group chats and Zoom calls 
under the agreement to withhold movement, names, 
and other details to protect the lives of those who want 
to depart Afghanistan.

Among evac groups are pooled expertise and ground 
reports from military veterans, former diplomats, human 
rights monitors, churches and other religious affiliates, 
and attorneys like Cervantes. They monitor exit options, 
from charter and commercial flights to overland routes 
that have included packing into boats and dodging 
checkpoints. Some share live maps pinpointing Taliban 
checkpoints and other obstacles. And for all the effort, 
nothing is guaranteed: “There is no Plan A and very few 
Plan Bs,” one evac group leader told me. “It’s more a 
choice between Plans Y and Z.” 

OR MORE THAN A MONTH NOW THEIRS 
has been grueling 24/7 work with little to 
show for it. Not only the Taliban but also 
U.S. Central Command and the State 
Department have blocked chartered flight 
departures—flights nonprofits contracted 
at roughly $1,000-$2,000 per seat. 

“I’ve lost count of the number of times we’ve had to 
unboard planes, with people crying,” said Rudy Atallah, 
a 21-year Air Force veteran who served as the Pentagon’s 
Africa counterterrorism director. Now CEO of security 
firm White Mountain Research, Atallah runs the Naza-
rene Fund’s operations to assist and extract vulnerable 
Afghans. The group, founded by talk-show host Glenn 
Beck, has become the leading nonprofit for chartering 
private flights out of Afghanistan, and Beck reportedly 
raised millions of dollars on-air to do so. 

The Nazarene Fund managed to airlift between 8,000 
and 9,000 people in September, Atallah said, mostly to 
air bases in Gulf countries, Albania, Greece, and other 
“lily pad” or interim destinations. Most ultimately will 
resettle in the United States. Departures have slowed 
considerably with regular shutdowns by U.S. and Taliban 
authorities.

In addition, borders with most neighboring countries 
are closed. One extraction group—comprised largely 
of former Rangers and other special ops veterans—tried 
to get people across at the Afghan border with Tajikistan 
but rescued fewer than 10 in September.

Cervantes too said she’s seeing little success despite 
weeks of effort. She has many candidates with completed 
U.S. paperwork who after repeated attempts can’t find 
a way out of the country. One family with two children 

“ I ’ V E  L O S T  C O U N T  O F  T H E 
N U M B E R  O F  T I M E S  W E ’ V E 

H A D  T O  U N B OA R D  P L A N E S , 
W I T H  P E O P L E  C RY I N G .”
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on reviewing manifests and granting “concurrence” 
before allowing anyone to fly out of Afghanistan. The 
State Department told evacuation groups at a Sept. 21 
meeting they must continue to submit all manifests for 
State approval but also noted the system is “inundated” 
and “we must continue to enlist your help.” 

Those on the front lines say the United States can 
avoid the bottleneck.

“I think that the State Department is trying to con-
trol its press, and it doesn’t want to have to acknowledge 
the vast numbers of people who have been left behind,” 
said Atallah. “All this stems from the State Department 
not declaring a humanitarian disaster. They don’t want 
to admit responsibility that it was a disaster.”

The official declaration could allow for an interna-
tional response and humanitarian corridors via neigh-
boring countries to specified destinations, rather than 
ad hoc transports or dangerous overland escapes.

U.S. officials “are controlling the exits yet they want 
the NGOs to pay,” said Atallah. 

HREATS MOUNT WHILE MANY WAIT. 
Since the country’s fall to the Taliban, 
more than 200 media outlets in Afghan-
istan have halted news operations, but 
daily reports circulate showing brutality. 

Onlookers captured photos of a Sept. 
25 execution in Herat, showing the head-

less body of a man hoisted by crane in a crowded street. 
WORLD spoke to multiple people who confirmed the 
execution.

has valid U.S. Special Immigrant Visas, or SIVs. “It’s 
stamped and in their passports,” she said. “In any other 
country, any other airport in the world, they would be 
legal to board a flight and fly to the United States.” 

Cervantes’ roster includes U.S. citizens, permanent 
residents, SIV applicants, and those with approved SIVs. 
Some are former Afghan government officials, including 
some with U.S. security clearances who regularly came 
in contact with classified information. One was a body-
guard to former Afghan President Ashraf Ghani, who 
fled the country in August. Another, a woman, is a par-
liamentary official whom Taliban militants attacked and 
chased by car. One of the gunmen broke her 1-year-old 
baby’s nose with the butt of his AK-47.

“It’s not reported how bad it is,” Cervantes told me 
by phone. “Nearly all of my clients are people who did 
not intend to leave but now find they have to. It’s over-
whelming.” 

HY SO MANY OBSTACLES TO 
orderly departures? 

“This is a refugee crisis the 
United States is framing as an 
immigration crisis,” said a former 
U.S. diplomat who spoke on con-
dition of not being named.  

Post-war refugees and asylum-seekers under inter-
national and U.S. law may seek protection in the first 
country they can reach if they can demonstrate a well-
founded fear of persecution or harm. With vetting, they 
qualify for resettlement into the United States. Under 
that framework, the United States in 1975 flew out more 
than 130,000 South Vietnamese after the fall of Saigon, 
the largest evacuation under wartime conditions since 
Dunkirk. Within four months, 120,000 Vietnamese had 
settled across the United States.

This time, the Biden administration requires Afghans 
in most cases to have—before they depart Afghani-
stan—U.S. visa or humanitarian parole paperwork 
already on file. Each requires onerous paperwork and 
hundreds of dollars in filing fees. The average process-
ing time for SIVs is more than two years—yet by statute 
each should be processed within nine months.

Going through these procedures adds to Afghans’ 
risk. With the U.S. embassy in Kabul closed, it’s more 
difficult to complete filings. And it assumes that Afghans 
with legitimate claims for asylum already have passports, 
which many do not.

The State Department acknowledged its limitations 
in a statement released last month. “We understand the 
concern that many people are feeling as they try to 
facilitate further charter and other passage out of 
Afghanistan,” it read. “However, we do not have per-
sonnel on the ground, we do not have air assets in the 
country, we do not control the airspace—whether over 
Afghanistan or elsewhere in the region.”

Yet at the same time, the State Department insists 
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Since Kabul’s fall, targeted attacks, beheadings, and 
forced displacement of Hazaras—a Shia Muslim group 
the Taliban have long targeted—“have increased expo-
nentially,” said Homira Rezai, chair of the Hazara Com-
mittee in the United Kingdom, in an interview with the 
BBC. An estimated 500 to 1,000 Hazaras who left Kabul 
for Tajikistan are trapped near the Tajik border, sur-
rounded by Taliban and without aid. 

Cervantes’ clients have sent her images of brutalized 
former government officials. One of her clients was 
forced to watch as Taliban soldiers cut off a daughter’s 
fingers because her nails were polished. “Cutting off of 
hands is very necessary for security,” Mullah Nooruddin 
Turabi, a member of the Taliban’s interim government, 
told the Associated Press.

About 1,600 Afghan Christians remain desperate to 
flee the country, said Atallah, out of the country’s esti-
mated 12,000 believers, who are largely Muslim converts 
and face dire risks under a Taliban government.

A coordination group hosted by Sam Brownback, 
former U.S. ambassador for international religious free-
dom, met daily through September to facilitate emergency 
evacuations. Now it meets twice a week. “This is the most 
humiliating thing we have seen done by our own country 
in decades,” Brownback said. “People are ashamed of it.”

In late August the group had a list of 180 names, 
most of them Christians, unable to board flights out of 
the Kabul airport. By Oct. 1 that list had grown to more 
than 800 Afghans. Brownback said besides Christians, 
the group has also tracked Hazaras, Ahmadi Muslims, 
Sikhs, and Hindus. 

One of the leading problems for Christians is that 
so many lack passports, said Joshua Youssef, president 
and CEO of Atlanta-based Help The Persecuted. 

For that reason he, along with Brownback and oth-
ers, have looked to other countries besides the United 
States to grant Afghan believers asylum. Brazil, Greece, 
and Albania are likely destinations. Even tiny Faroe 
Islands, a self-governed archipelago in the North Atlan-
tic with ties to Denmark, is a possibility.

“We’ve been quite stuck,” said Youssef. “Some of our 
group have gotten out, but others typically get higher 
priority.”

Several hundred Christians have made it out over-
land, and at least 100 won passage on charter flights, 
including 22 leaders of a house church network WORLD 
reported on in August.

Yahiya, an Afghan Christian, flew out from Mazar-
i-Sharif on Sept. 21, arriving at camp near the U.S. air 
base in Doha, Qatar. His biggest problem now: No word 
on what’s next. “We have no information. No one is 
telling us what we need to do, how long we will stay.”

Yahiya, 30, has parents in Germany and family he 
left behind in Kabul. But he hopes to go to the United 
States and has applied for P-2 refugee status for Afghans 
who worked with U.S. partners. Yahiya (who asked to 
go by an agreed-upon alias, and whose story was cor-
roborated by a U.S. aid worker who has known him 15 
years) worked for American, British, German, and Dutch 
organizations in Afghanistan. 

In August after the Taliban entered Kabul, he 
received calls from men claiming to be with the Badri 
313, the Taliban’s “special forces” who have been pic-
tured wearing looted American equipment. 

“They asked for me by name,” he said. “I told them 
it was the wrong number and threw away my SIM card.” 
He returned to the office where he was working to dis-
cover it looted, along with his apartment. He began 
staying with a friend, and tried to get on a flight out of 
Kabul.

Outside the airport, Taliban soldiers beat him with 
a pipe and he barely escaped gunfire. “The shells were 
going inside my shirt,” he told me by phone.

Life in a camp where he doesn’t know anyone is 
familiar territory for Yahiya who as a child experienced 
Taliban rule: “They burned our house and took my dad. 
He disappeared and for a long time we didn’t know what 
happened.” His family paid a ransom, then moved to 
Pakistan to live in a refugee camp. “It’s the same thing 
happening, for the second time,” he said.

Cervantes had a breakthrough, too, in October when 
she learned her family of four with SIVs made it to Paki-
stan. But none of her new clients have received approv-
als from the State Department. 

“It has turned my faith,” she said. “I have never had 
God tell me ‘no’ so, so many times. My children’s prayers 
are the only things that have gotten me through the 
night.” 

Afghan 
Special 
Immigrant 
Visa (SIV) 
applicants 
crowd into 
an internet 
café in Kabul 
on Aug. 8 to 
apply for the 
SIV program.
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Why did three pastors resign from  
the high-profile Bethlehem Baptist Church?

B Y  S O P H I A  L E E
Illustration by Krieg Barrie, photo by Jim Mone/Genesis

BREACH OF TRUST

46 WORLD October 23, 2021

IN A YEAR WHEN BETHLEHEM BAPTIST CHURCH, AN INFLUENTIAL 
Minneapolis church known for John Piper’s 33-year tenure, celebrates its 150th 
anniversary, it also faces a public image problem. ¶ This summer, three pastors 
from Bethlehem’s Downtown Campus abruptly resigned, one after another, 
including Jason Meyer, Piper’s successor. One pastor charged Bethlehem’s elder 
council with “domineering leadership,” “spiritual abuse,” and a “toxic culture.” 
Another wrote in his resignation letter that Bethlehem has “a unity or ‘one voice’ 
culture that puts a lot of focus on institutional protection.” ¶ Meanwhile, the 
congregation hurts over the sudden loss of pastors and distressing media reports 
about their church. Elders struggled to understand what happened, even as they 
attempted to answer difficult questions from their flock. ¶ What happened at 
Bethlehem is not just a reflection of ideological fractures in broader American 
evangelicalism. Complicating Bethlehem’s situation are charges of spiritual abuse 
from one pastor and several former members. Does Bethlehem face the same 
crises that high-profile congregations at Mars Hill Church and Harvest Bible 
Chapel faced after revelations of similar problems? ¶ I talked to former pastors 
who resigned, four current pastors, five former church members, and nine current 
church members. Each interview provided a single jigsaw piece to a complicated, 
thousand-piece puzzle, but there’s a common theme. Somewhere along the way, 
trust eroded and people got hurt. This is a story of how that happened. 
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Bethlehem 
Downtown Campus

Bethlehem  
South Campus

Bethlehem  
North Campus

Bethlehem College  
and Seminary

A tug-of-war erupted when now-BCS 
President Joe Rigney appeared on an 
episode of controversial pastor Douglas 
Wilson’s podcast. The episode was called 
“The Sin of Empathy.” In it, Rigney dis-
tinguishes “empathy” from “sympathy,” 
which he says is more Biblical than empa-
thy. He defines empathy as “a modern 
term that’s been invented in the 20th 
century” that means to “suffer in” instead 
of “suffer with.” Empathy, he says, 
“demands, ‘Get in here with me, other-
wise you don’t love me.’” 

Rigney’s definition of empathy 
“is so against what BBC is teaching,” 
Janette Takata wrote in an email to sev-
eral pastors. Later, she discovered that 
Naselli had given the episode a five-star 
review on Amazon, calling the interview 
“thought-provoking and insightful.”

The Takatas were already wondering 
what happened to the Ethnic Harmony 
Task Force. The podcast episode height-
ened their concerns. They decided to 
address those issues with the whole con-
gregation, and the only way to do that was 
to present a motion at Bethlehem’s quar-
terly churchwide meeting on Jan. 31. 

THE SIMMERING TENSIONS reached a 
boiling point at the meeting. When she 
presented her motion to meeting attend-
ees, Janette Takata explained that though 
“it is and should be permissible” for 
someone at BCS or the church to express 
their individual views, the only public 
comment from Bethlehem about the epi-
sode was a five-star review from a pastor 
that could “easily be assumed to be an 
endorsement from BBC.” She then moved 
that “the full council of elders make a 
written, public statement separating the 
views” expressed by Rigney “from the 
views and teaching of Bethlehem.” 

Though the church and BCS function 
as separate entities, with two separate 
boards of trustees, they’re intertwined 
in significant ways: BCS is considered a 
“church-based institution” and shares 
Bethlehem’s Downtown Campus building; 
many trustees, faculty, and staff at BCS 
are elders at Bethlehem; most BCS stu-
dents attend Bethlehem, and some 
become pastors at Bethlehem or its 
church plants.

Naselli was the first to approach the 

TENSIONS AT BETHLEHEM had simmered 
for several years.

In March 2019, after complaints that 
the church and Bethlehem College and 
Seminary (BCS) are “toxic” and “unwel-
coming” to minorities, Bethlehem’s  elder 
council approved church members’ 
motion to create an Ethnic Harmony Task 
Force to investigate how it can better 
represent minorities in its leadership. 
Bethlehem’s 2,400 members are governed 
by a 45-elder council, only five of whom 
are nonwhite. Its entire deacon council 
is white, and according to a former BCS 
director of admissions, not a single poten-
tial black student had applied to BCS in 
six years.

The task force spent 800 volunteer 
hours developing recommendations and 
presenting them to the elder council, but 
members said the elders didn’t follow up.

Elders told me they sent the report to 
each of Bethlehem’s three campuses to 
implement within its own context. “From 
that point on, the communication was 
very bad,” said Kenny Stokes, pastor for 
church planting. “What that meant, peo-
ple were guessing. But it meant that Beth-
lehem was busy. It didn’t mean that the 
report wasn’t important or worked on.” 
The elders were also planning to collab-
orate on a statement on ethnic harmony, 
which they finished in early February 
2021, to clarify the church’s position on 
race. Half the task force would eventually 
leave the church. 

Few in the church knew about the 
report, but members Steve and Janette 
Takata had friends on the task force. The 
Takatas had worshipped and served at 
Bethlehem for decades—Steve since 1990, 
Janette since 2003. They met and married 
at Bethlehem, raised their six kids at Beth-
lehem, and served in various ministries. 
They watched as Bethlehem tried to 
address ethnic diversity, its care of 
women who suffered abuse, and its 
stances on divorce and marriage.

But others grew alarmed at the speed 
with which cultural mores morphed. They 
saw pressures from the cultural left. They 
worried about the seemingly subjective 
way some people used psychiatric terms 
such as trauma and abuse to describe 
their experiences. Andy Naselli, an elder 
and influential professor at BCS, was one 
of those concerned. 
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Joe Rigney 
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Jason Meyer
Former Pastor for 

Preaching and Vision; 
resigned July 2021

Bryan Pickering 
Former Bethlehem 
Pastor for Care and 

Counseling, BCS 
instructor of Biblical 

Counseling; resigned 
June 2021

Brian Tabb
Elder, BCS Academic 

Dean, and Professor of 
Biblical Studies

Ming-Jinn Tong
Former Neighborhood 
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resigned May 17, 2021

Andy Naselli
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Testament
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Steven Lee
Pastor for Preaching 
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Bethlehem College  
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about Naselli’s reaction and the Takatas’ 
supposed motives.

Ten days later, Naselli emailed all the 
Jan. 31 meeting attendees: “I’ve run that 
Sunday night several times, and I wish I 
could have a do-over.” He wrote that he 
didn’t intend to make a threat or a power 
play by saying he would resign. “I 
intended to convey that I steadfastly 
refuse to be part of what I perceived to 
be a kind of ‘cancel culture.’” The Takatas 
then asked some elders if they could 
email the meeting attendees also, but the 
elders said no.

In an email, Naselli told me he had 
heard Takata’s motion as “an unwar-
ranted attack” on Rigney and BCS: 
“What was going through my mind was 
the sense that I should jump on a grenade 
to protect our church members, faculty, 
and  students.”

The Takatas saw Naselli’s email as a 
self-justifying “non-apology.” When 
Naselli emailed that apology to the Taka-
tas, he added, “I’m guessing you’d wish 
I’d state a bit differently.” That remark 

mic and defended his review: “If the 
elders were to move for the motion, I 
would resign out of principle.”

The audience went silent. Bethlehem 
states it’s one church with three cam-
puses, but it functions more like three 
separate churches, with three separate 
sermons preached to each congregation 
that has different needs, emphases, and 
cultures. The Downtown Campus sits in 
the urban core of Minneapolis, a few miles 
away from where George Floyd died, with 
a slightly more ethnically diverse congre-
gation, whereas the North and South 
Campuses are suburban and more than 
90 percent white. 

Naselli is an elder at the North Cam-
pus. The Takatas attend the Downtown 
Campus, whose members had already 
been debating the podcast episode. Many 
at the North Campus wondered what the 
controversy was about. The meeting 
ended after the congregation voted to 
table Takata’s motion. After the meeting 
adjourned, the commotion continued in 
whispers, texts, phone calls, and emails 

T H E  DO W N T O W N 

C A M P U S  S I T S  I N 

T H E  U R B A N CO R E 

O F  M I N N E A P O L I S , 

A  F E W M I L E S  AWAY 

F R O M W H E R E 

GEO R GE  F L O Y D 

D I E D .
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made the Takatas doubt his sincerity. For 
an elder to view them, also his flock, as 
a “grenade” or “cancel culture” felt like 
character assassination—and in the Taka-
tas’ view, was an example of sin the 
church needed to call out. 

UNBEKNOWNST TO THE TAKATAS, coun-
seling pastor and then-BCS professor 
Bryan Pickering had harbored concerns 
about Naselli since February 2020, when 
a BCS student visited his office, asking if 
what he had experienced in Naselli’s 
classroom was spiritual abuse. The stu-
dent said he knows about a dozen other 
students and alumni with similar expe-
riences with Naselli.

Other students came to Pickering for 
counseling. One BCS graduate, Cameron 
Crickenberger, said Naselli told several 
students that they were “prideful and 
foolish,” “on a slippery slope towards 
liberalism,” and “stated quite clearly that 
he was concerned for the state of our 
salvation.” Naselli denies ever questioning 

a student’s salvation over secondary or 
tertiary issues. 

Different students have different per-
ceptions about experiences with Naselli, 
even regarding the same incident. Naselli 
is known for being a straight shooter who 
doesn’t mince words—and his words hurt 
students’ feelings. But some who know 
Naselli, including his former students, 
say his demeanor became milder over 
the years and he has been open to cri-
tiques. Students like Crickenberger say 
Naselli’s behavior points to a deeper cul-
tural problem at Bethlehem: “I saw these 
patterns of control, of power, of author-
ity, of expertise, of silencing and dismiss-
ing others, play out multiple times in 
multiple situations during my time at 
Bethlehem and have heard of the same 
afterwards.”

Between July and August 2020, aca-
demic dean Brian Tabb led an internal 
investigation. According to an email he 
sent to four elders, Tabb met with three 
concerned alumni, Naselli, four Bethle-
hem elders, and another professor who 
witnessed a recent classroom incident. He 
reviewed student feedback, exit surveys, 
email correspondence, and an anonymous 
survey. He did not find “sufficient evidence 
to corroborate the charge that Naselli has 
been ‘spiritually abusive’” or has “inten-
tionally sinned against his students,” but 
acknowledged that Naselli “made several 
mistakes” in a specific classroom interac-
tion. He and an associate dean met with 
Naselli to “offer him both steadfast sup-
port and loving correction.” 

Pickering resigned as professor on 
Aug. 20, 2020. 

Eventually, Pickering confronted 
Naselli face-to-face with two other elders 
and listed 10 ways he believes Naselli 
displayed “a pattern of controlling and 
egregious sin against God and people.” 
He asked Naselli to step down from elder-
ship. Naselli told Pickering that they 
barely know each other: “I don’t even 
recognize myself in this letter.”

On March 10, 2021, the Takatas and 
Naselli also met in person, in the pres-
ence of other elders and witnesses, with 
the goal of peacemaking after Naselli’s 
comments. 

Naselli went into the meeting “hope-
ful that we would be able to live at peace 
with one another.” The Takatas believed 

Naselli needed to repent in order to rec-
oncile. They read six “sins” they believed 
Naselli committed against them, includ-
ing “attacking instead of shepherding” 
and “falsely accusing us, gossiping about 
us, and slandering us in private meetings 
with other members of the church.” They 
too asked Naselli to step down from 
eldership.

ACCORDING TO BETHLEHEM’S BYLAWS, 
two members in good standing bringing 
grievances against an elder or deacon 
triggers a “thorough investigation and 
consideration” to determine if the griev-
ance is “true and substantial.” On March 
16, 40 elders gathered to investigate Pick-
ering’s and the Takatas’ grievance against 
Naselli. The elders received four other 
letters signed by six people with concerns 
about Naselli, but the elders only 
responded to the Takatas’ and Picker-
ing’s. “This constituted in reality one 
grievance with multiple parties,” said 
Kurt Elting-Ballard, chairman of the 
elders’ council.

At the heart of the Takatas’ grievance 
against Naselli is his refusal to repent of 
the sins they accuse him of. But Naselli 
told me he wasn’t convinced he had 
sinned: Repenting “would be to lie in 
order to make peace with other people.” 

Though many elders agree Naselli 
could have chosen wiser words on Jan. 31, 
and some weren’t satisfied with his apol-
ogy email, they didn’t think that disqual-
ified him as an elder, said North Campus 
Pastor Jon Grano. The elders overwhelm-
ingly voted to dismiss the Takatas’ griev-
ance as “untrue or unsubstantial.” 
Pickering and Jason Meyer were surprised 
and disappointed. They had expected the 
downtown pastors to push for an investi-
gation committee. Instead, Naselli was 
present to defend himself at that meeting, 
yet none of the other people who had filed 
their grievances, except Pickering, were 
allowed in the room. Only elders were.

Pickering seethed: “It was a sham. My 
only regret is that I didn’t just walk out.” 
What he saw then was a problem with the 
culture at Bethlehem. When the elders 
turned next to Pickering’s grievance, he 
refused to speak: “I had lost all trust. It 
was completely broken. I had no confi-
dence the elders would handle this well.”
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objected to his explanation. One worried 
that Tong’s reasons for resigning would 
“invite continued controversy and will 
potentially be divisive.” Another agreed 
and suggested to Tong, “Perhaps you 
believe that controversy is warranted.” 

Concerned Tong’s letter would pro-
long controversy, the elders sent to the 
congregation an edited version that only 
included positive statements. Soon after, 
Pickering resigned. “There was no doubt 
when I saw how Ming-Jinn was being 
treated when he was leaving,” Pickering 
told me. “I knew at this point that no 
efforts to change the system from the 
inside would be effective.” 

Meanwhile Meyer, who had been on 
sabbatical since May 1, was in constant 
contact with Tong and Pickering. Though 
Meyer avoids the term spiritual abuse, 

sermon in which he mentioned his expe-
rience as a Taiwanese American. Picker-
ing, in his pastoral prayer, lamented the 
rise of violence against Asian American 
and Asian immigrant communities. 

Lutz worried that Bethlehem looks 
“like the world when we view this first as 
a crime perpetrated with racial motives, 
when it clearly was not.” 

An ongoing tug-of-war between 
elders who emphasize compassion and 
elders who exercise caution wore down 
all three pastors. But to Tong and Pick-
ering, the way the elders handled the 
grievances against Naselli wasn’t a matter 
of differing Christian convictions—it was 
a matter of right versus wrong.

Tong resigned first on May 17 and in 
a statement thanked the church and 
explained why he resigned. Two elders 

Pickering’s silence befuddled the 
elders. The only concrete evidence most 
had was the Jan. 31 incident and the BCS 
internal investigation that had ruled out 
spiritual abuse. 

North Campus Lead Pastor Steven Lee 
told me that the elders “took seriously 
the accusation of spiritual abuse.” He said 
the elders later perused a six-part series 
of articles on spiritual abuse that Picker-
ing had sent them. But they still didn’t 
find Naselli’s actions abusive: “There are 
things he can learn, like communicate 
better. But he wasn’t abusive.” What they 
saw instead, Lee said, was “concept 
creep”—“People were saying, ‘I’m trig-
gered or traumatized by what you said.’”

After six hours of deliberation, the 
elders voted to dismiss Pickering’s griev-
ance as “untrue and unsubstantial.” Only 
Pickering, Meyer, neighborhood outreach 
pastor Ming-Jinn Tong, and another 
downtown pastor voted against it. Tong 
said the way the elder council conducted 
the grievance process was “unethical.” 
Pickering called it “evidence of the cor-
ruption and toxicity of the system and 
culture at Bethlehem leadership.” Meyer 
called it “incomplete” but “not immoral.”

A month later the elders passed a 
motion telling Tong and Pickering to 
“reflect on how they can continue to part-
ner in ministry with the elders” despite 
the disagreements. 

One downtown elder, Tom Lutz, said 
“the gospel has been subordinated at 
Bethlehem’s downtown campus”—refer-
ring to both Pickering and Tong, but 
mainly to Meyer as the lead pastor. One 
elder objected, but a few others voiced 
similar concerns. Lutz later apologized 
to Meyer, and Meyer said he forgave him. 

But that meeting widened the chasm 
between the three pastors and other 
elders. Meyer described that meeting as 
“like a tribunal” and “the low point for 
me in my time at Bethlehem.”

LUTZ’S WORDS STRUCK an already-tender 
spot. A month before, Lutz sent an email 
to Pickering and Tong, copying Meyer, 
complaining about Tong and Pickering’s 
framing of the Atlanta massage parlor 
shooting. The Sunday following the 
Atlanta murders, Tong had donned tra-
ditional Chinese attire and preached a 

PHOTO BY JIM MONE/GENESIS52 WORLD October 23, 2021

v36 20 BETHLEHEM BAPTIST.indd   52v36 20 BETHLEHEM BAPTIST.indd   52 10/6/21   9:37 AM10/6/21   9:37 AM



treated when he was leaving,” Pickering 

he told me he saw signs of “domineering” 
and “impression management” in the 
church and school. 

Meyer emailed his resignation on July 
12, before his sabbatical ended. “Unity is 
a great goal and should be sought and 
prized,” Meyer wrote in his resignation 
letter. “The problem comes when unity 
moves from a desired goal to a demanded 
outcome. … This dynamic is especially 
prominent when an institution feels 
threatened.” 

Then the Takatas left. “There was no 
one left to support us and speak for us,” 
Janette Takata said. “There was no reason 
to stay.”

BASED ON MY INTERVIEWS with remain-
ing church members and audio of a meet-

ing between elders and the congregation, 
reactions from the church were mixed. 
Many were confused about the differing 
narratives about what had happened. 
Some felt hurt about how abruptly the 
pastors left. Some wondered if the elders 
are being fully transparent. Most were 
sad and angry. One church member told 
me she burst into tears when she read the 
public comments on an article about 
Bethlehem: “These people, they don’t 
know anything! They’ve never been part 
of our church. … Are they getting on their 
knees and praying for us?”

The remaining elders spent almost 
100 hours responding to questions from 
the congregation and acknowledging 
areas they need to improve: communica-
tion, trust, and unity. 

Several members told me they trust 

and respect the elders more since the 
resignations. “The consensus was that 
[the elders] did a great job explaining 
what happened, and it’s sinful to want to 
dig deeper,” one member told me. Many 
told me the event has prompted them to 
pray more fervently for their church. 
“God is sovereign over all these things,” 
one member said. “His name will be pro-
claimed, He will be glorified. We’re not 
sure how, but we’re hopeful.”

The recent events also confirmed to 
some people that Bethlehem needs to 
stand guard. Naselli told me he felt even 
more “burdened” that Bethlehem and 
BCS not “drift along with the prevailing 
views” of the wider culture: “I must pur-
sue peace when possible, but I must not 
idolize peace to the detriment of the 
truth.”

When I asked Naselli what he learned 
from these events, he wrote: “I have 
learned that I must clearly articulate what 
is true and what is false and not attempt 
to appease highly reactive people who 
are virtually unappeasable.” He learned 
to be more aware of others’ perceptions 
of his words, but that wasn’t the main 
lesson. He quoted 1 Corinthians 4: “When 
reviled, we bless; when persecuted, we 
endure; when slandered, we entreat.” 

The Takatas say they went through 
all the proper channels of raising their 
concerns to the church because they love 
the church. To leave knowing some at 
Bethlehem view them as divisive and 
troublemakers is painful. 

Various essays, such as at Mere Ortho-
doxy and The Gospel Coalition, have tried 
to make sense of the division within evan-
gelicalism by identifying several catego-
ries of evangelicals. These categories, 
though helpful at times, can unintention-
ally flatten individuals into one-dimen-
sional stereotypes—which can further 
breed a climate of suspicion.

Some say Naselli did this to the Taka-
tas and imagined they harbored a certain 
agenda. Others counter that the same 
happened to Naselli: People ticked 
through a checklist of “spiritual abuse” 
and stuffed Naselli into that box. 

When that happens, trust breaks down 
between individuals with different back-
grounds, perspectives, personalities, and 
sensibilities. And when the church splin-
ters, the whole body hurts together. 

W H E N T H E  C H U R C H 

S P L I N T E R S ,  T H E 

W H O L E  B O D Y  H U RT S 

T OGE T H E R .
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THE COLLAPSE 
OF CARACAS
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Venezuela’s  
ongoing political  
crisis fuels a 
humanitarian  
disaster, leaving  
citizens looking  
for hope
by  JAMIE DEAN

 October 23, 2021 WORLD 55

In the midst of Venezuela’s devastating inflation, a woman 
(facing page) struggles to feed her children while the 

government issues nearly worthless bank notes (below).
FAMILY: MERIDITH KOHUT/THE NEW YORK TIMES/REDUX;  

CURRENCY: FEDERICO PARRA/AFP VIA GETTY IMAGES
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An estimated 5.4 million citizens have fled Venezuela in 
recent years, with most settling in surrounding countries, 
but U.S border officials also report a steep uptick in migration: 
Agents have arrested at least 37,000 Venezuelans at the U.S. 
border this year—that’s up from 2,200 in 2019, and 68 in 
2018. 

Meanwhile, there’s another kind of perplexing math: The 
country has two politicians both calling themselves president. 
Nearly three years after opposition leader Juan Guaidó took 
the oath of office as the nation’s interim president, authori-
tarian dictator Nicolás Maduro still controls most levers of 
government. 

In a vivid display of Guaidó’s ongoing struggle to exert 
authority, the interim president scaled a spiked fence outside 
the capital’s National Assembly last year to participate in 
government business. A group of helmet-clad national guards-
men raised shields and tried to push him back. The ongoing 
chaos left many wondering: Is there any hope of pushing back 
Venezuela’s darkness? 

There are no easy answers to that question—or for the 
political turmoil driving Latin America’s worst humanitarian 
crisis. But pastors and other evangelicals rooted in Venezuela 
say they haven’t lost hope for a country they love. “We are 
living in a very sad time,” says Caracas-based pastor Samuel 
Olson. “But we know the Lord is hearing every prayer.”

NOT LONG AGO, MANY VENEZUELANS considered Juan Guaidó 
an answer to prayer. 

Decades of socialist rule had left the country staggering 
under food shortages and an inflation rate that had hit an 
estimated 1 million percent. Millions of citizens were fleeing 
the disaster, but Maduro denied his country was starving and 
refused outside aid. 

One of the more unusual souvenirs a 
visitor can buy in Colombian towns 
bordering Venezuela is a colorful bag 
made entirely of money. 

56 WORLD October 23, 2021

On hot afternoons, Venezuelan street vendors dart through 
stalled traffic, dangling satchels tightly woven from the worth-
less currency of the country they fled. Pay roughly five U.S. 
dollars and pick out a moneybag that could have once financed 
a modest car.

The bags are even more unique now: In October, the 
Venezuelan government planned to scrap paper bills in the 
country’s circulation and print new money with fewer num-
bers. In a desperate attempt to curb a mind-boggling rate of 
hyperinflation, the government announced it would lop off 
six zeros from the currency. Before the revision, the largest 
bill in circulation was 1 million bolivars. That’s worth less 
than a dollar.

For most Venezuelans, the revision won’t make much 
difference. Many already use U.S. dollars to conduct business, 
and they don’t expect the Venezuelan currency suddenly to 
carry worth: In 2008, government officials cut three zeros 
off the currency. In 2018, they cut five more.

The superficial adjustments haven’t solved the structural 
failures at the root of the socialist nation’s collapse. Though 
the government opened the country to more imports after 
massive food shortages left grocery stores chronically empty, 
prices have soared: Many citizens struggle to afford the items 
now stocking the shelves. Outside urban areas, many still 
struggle to find enough food at all.

Medical care isn’t any easier. With COVID-19 cases packing 
public hospitals, patients scramble to available slots for care. 
Private hospitals and clinics have more resources, but private 
costs have doubled and tripled in some cases, putting avail-
able care far out of reach for many ordinary Venezuelans. 
Frequent power outages and unreliable water service also 
afflict the failed state that was once the wealthiest nation in 
Latin America.
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tarian dictator Nicolás Maduro still controls most levers of 

men raised shields and tried to push him back. The ongoing 

crisis. But pastors and other evangelicals rooted in Venezuela 

Decades of socialist rule had left the country staggering 

estimated 1 million percent. Millions of citizens were fleeing 

In January 2019, thousands of cheering citizens packed a 
public square in Caracas, raising their right hands in solidar-
ity while Guaidó swore the oath of office as the nation’s interim 
president and declared Maduro’s power illegitimate.

The extraordinary moment came after Guaidó invoked a 
clause in Venezuela’s constitution: If a president claims victory 
in a fraudulent election, the head of the National Assembly 
may become interim president until free elections are held.

Guaidó, as the leader of the National Assembly, and other 
opposition leaders declared what international election 
observers affirmed: Maduro’s reelection the month before 
was fraudulent. 

The U.S.-backed Guaidó and then–Vice President Mike 
Pence assured Venezuela citizens amassing in the streets, “We 
are with you.” Most countries in Latin America also supported 

Guaidó, and a slate of European leaders said they would affirm 
his presidency if Maduro didn’t call for elections by Feb. 3.

Maduro didn’t call for elections. 
Instead, he called Guaidó’s actions a coup attempt and 

hunkered down in the presidential palace with most of the 
armed forces backing him, out of either loyalty or fear: Madu-
ro’s Cuban advisers run intelligence operations to smoke out 
traitors in the ranks.

A month later, as Guaidó attempted to facilitate tons of 
humanitarian aid into the country, Maduro closed border 
crossings, ordered security forces to repel relief efforts, and 
danced the salsa with his wife on a Caracas stage, declaring, 
“I am stronger than ever.” 

U.S. sanctions hit the Maduro regime hard, but the dicta-
tor maintained the support of Russia, Cuba, India, and Tur-
key. By the end of last year, Maduro controlled most of the 
the government, despite Guaidó still maintaining his seat as 
speaker and his claim to the interim presidency. 

“WE ARE LIVING IN A VERY SAD TIME”: People gather outside a 
building occupied by squatting families in Caracas.
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criminalized freedom of speech by declaring reporting unfa-
vorable to its policies as libel and slander, incitement to 
violence, or terrorism.” 

The report said the regime controls communications by 
routinely blocking signals and harassing or shutting down 
privately owned television, radio, and other media: “The law 
makes conviction of insulting the president punishable by 
up to six to 30 months in prison, without bail.” Other human 
rights abuses included “unlawful or arbitrary killings, includ-
ing extrajudicial killings by security forces of the illegitimate 
Maduro regime.”

THIS WASN’T HOW VENEZUELANS envisioned their future 
when Maduro’s predecessor, Hugo Chávez, won election to 
office in 1998. Corruption and economic troubles ran high, 
and Chávez wooed citizens with his promises to bring relief 
and make the system more equitable.

With oil prices booming, Chávez undertook vast social 
welfare programs, and paid for them with the country’s oil 
profits. Eventually, he also abolished the upper house of 

grew more dependent on food imports to meet basic needs.

On the streets of Venezuela, many citizens are more con-
cerned about daily survival than political intrigue. The COVID-
19 pandemic has worsened economic woes, decimating the 
job market and deepening poverty for many already at the 
bottom of the economic ladder. 

In an interview with WORLD, a Caracas-based analyst 
with a background working in civil society said Venezuelans 
are still staging small-scale protests, but they’re mostly decry-
ing the deteriorating conditions, not rallying for any partic-
ular candidate.

A pastor of a small church in Caracas—who also asked 
not to be named for security reasons—said many Venezuelans 
have given up hope of any political solution, even if Guaidó 
is legally the president: “People are realizing legality doesn’t 
matter—this is about power and force, not right and wrong.”

Eric Farnsworth, an expert on Latin America and vice 
president of the D.C.-based group Council of Americas, says 
the central government has used its power to take away 
budgets from local governors and mayors and to essentially 
establish parallel governments: “So any benefits are seen to 
come from the [Maduro] regime, and they get credit for it.”

The regime has also used its power to crack down on 
dissent: The U.S State Department’s most recent report on 
human rights in Venezuela notes the regime “essentially 

“THIS IS ABOUT POWER AND FORCE”: Juan Guaidó (left) addresses a 
crowd after a speech in Bolívar Square; Nicolás Maduro (right) delivers his 
annual address to the nation last January near a portrait of Hugo Chávez.

GUAIDÓ: CAROLINA CABRAL/GETTY IMAGES; MADURO: MATIAS DELACROIX/AP58 WORLD October 23, 2021
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and Chávez wooed citizens with his promises to bring relief 

profits. Eventually, he also abolished the upper house of 

parliament, eliminated term limits for the presidency, packed 
courts with cronies, and censored critical media. In 2001, he 
began seizing property: “The land is not private, but the 
property of the nation.”

The government nationalized companies and doled out 
seized farms to inexperienced workers. The mismanaged 
businesses failed, production plummeted, and the country 
grew more dependent on food imports to meet basic needs.

By the time Chávez died of cancer in 2013, his handpicked 
successor won by less than 1 percent of the vote. But Maduro 
vowed to continue chavismo—Chávez’s crumbling system of 
dictator-based socialism. When oil prices tanked a year later, 
the system imploded. 

Still, Maduro benefited from the ruling party’s devotion 
to the late Chávez, even as the fervor sometimes crossed into 
idolatry. Less than a year after Chávez died, a member of the 
United Socialist Party of Venezuela blasphemously edited the 
Lord’s Prayer in front of hundreds of delegates at the party’s 
national gathering: 

“Our Chávez who art in heaven, on Earth, in the sea, and 
in us delegates, hallowed be thy name. Thy legacy come so 
that we can take it to people here and elsewhere. … Lead us 
not into the temptation of capitalism, but deliver us from 
oligarchy.”

Maduro hasn’t attracted the same level of cultish devotion, 
but he does try to woo religious voters, including evangelicals. 
Nearly a year after Guaidó’s oath of office, Maduro announced 
the government would create the Evangelical Theological 
University of Venezuela, and he decreed a national Pastor’s 
Day in January. 

The U.S. State Department’s report on international reli-
gious freedom noted the school hadn’t opened by the end of 
2020. And while some evangelicals do support Maduro, the 
report noted members of the Catholic and evangelical com-
munities rejected Maduro’s proposed school, calling it an 
attempt to “buy their conscience.”

FOR NOW, MANY VENEZUELANS are thinking about how to 
buy food and medical care for their families. The pastor of 
the small Caracas-based church says some members of his 
congregation have managed to maintain home-based jobs, 
but those who struggled before the pandemic find their woes 
deepening.

That also deepens the complexities for a congregation 
that has lost about half its young adults to migration: It’s 
difficult for an aging church leadership without a clear path 
to train a younger generation to succeed them.

Still, the pastor is encouraged by new ministry opportu-
nities and by his congregation’s day-by-day, hour-by-hour 
trust in the Lord to provide for their needs. “The Holy Spirit 
is still working in people’s lives,” he said. “He’s not in quar-
antine.”

That’s true in larger churches too. Samuel Olson is pastor 
of Las Acacias Evangelical Pentecostal Church—the largest 
evangelical church in Caracas. The church has lost many of 
its members to migration as well, but still seeks to serve the 
surrounding community. Olson says hundreds of impoverished 
Venezuelans show up at the church each week, seeking food 
or help with basic medicines. He says the Evangelical Coun-
cil of Venezuela—a group he led for 22 years—is providing 
similar help through local churches across the country.

Olson often hears from pastors in rural areas, where short-
ages are more severe and conditions are even more dire. On 
a recent afternoon, he read a sorrowful email from a pastor 
based in the southeast, who described seeing coffins break 
apart at funerals because grieving families couldn’t afford 
sturdier boxes. “May the Lord be merciful to us and give us 
his covering,” the pastor wrote to Olson. “The crisis becomes 
more acute. The pains are of childbirth.”

Olson’s voice sounds pained as he reads his friend’s note, 
but he says he hasn’t lost hope: “As Christians, we live with 
hope, knowing that the God that we serve in some way or 
another, perhaps unbeknown to us, is working.” Olson doesn’t 
venture predictions on how things might work out for Ven-
ezuela in the shorter or longer term, but he does offer what 
he says the nation needs most from other Christians.

“Pray for us. Intercede. Struggle for us,” he says. “Pray 
that the Lord will bring surprises.” 
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COV I D -19 VACC I N E M A N DAT ES A R E I N C R E A S I N G, 
A N D T H E L EGA L I SSU ES SU R ROU N D I N G 

R E L I G I OUS EX E M P T I O N S A R E CO M P L I CAT E D 

by Jenny Rough

Understanding 
religious 

exemptions

WHEN BRAD AND J.J. JACOB adopted their 
youngest daughter, Joy, at age 4, doctors 
expected her only to survive for one year. 
Joy has the rare medical disability late 
infantile metachromatic leukodystrophy, 
which only about 300 people on the 
planet have. “It basically means that the 
white matter of her brain is dissolving,” 
explains Brad Jacob, who is also a con-
stitutional law professor at Regent Uni-
versity School of Law. 

Today Joy is 9 years old. She takes 
formula and medications through an 
intestinal tube because she can’t swallow. 
She can’t speak. She can’t move much 
except to wiggle her hands a bit, Jacob 
said. But she can smile and laugh. She 
knows her family, including the four big 
dogs. And she’s very happy. That’s why 
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The Jacobs are firm with masking 
rules and trust their caregivers to track 
possible exposure to the virus. Even 
though the Jacobs have chosen to vacci-
nate themselves and their older children, 
Jacob said he understands some people 
have legitimate concerns or convictions. 
As the world navigates the uncharted 
waters of this pandemic, he believes 
Christians need to extend one another a 
lot of grace and a lot of love.   

One Christian with concerns is Whit-
ney Buck, an OB-GYN in Michigan. When 
her employer mandated the COVID-19 
vaccine, she and her husband, Taylor, a 
physician at the same hospital system, 
sought a religious exemption. “As believ-
ers, we trust the leading of the Holy Spirit 
and decided it was medically not indicated 

they named her Joy, Jacob said: “She’s a 
delight.”

Joy can’t be vaccinated against 
COVID-19 because she is under 12. Even 
if she were old enough, her parents aren’t 
sure they would get her the shots due to 
her fragile condition (they did vaccinate 
their two other special needs kids).

“We can’t take risks with her,” Jacob 
said. “So we try to keep her safe.” Joy has 
a team of caregivers who assist from 9 
a.m. to 9 p.m. every day. They prefer to 
hire fully vaccinated caregivers, but the 
tough labor market limits their options. 
Some of Joy’s caregivers have been vac-
cinated, some have not.
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wrong. It’s whether you really in your heart 
of hearts hold it and believe it.”

Can that encompass any beliefs? If a 
 religious belief is too far-fetched, the gov-
ernment will have trouble accepting it. For 
instance, Universal Life Church ordained 
millions of people as ministers by mail 
request and encouraged them to declare 
themselves tax exempt. The courts denied 
the exemption and held that such a claim 
was simply a tax dodge. On the other hand, 
a 1972 Supreme Court case allowed the 
Amish to claim a religious exemption from 
a state law that required kids to attend pub-
lic school until age 16. The Amish parents 

 

or necessary for us.” They are young, healthy, and low-risk for morbid-
ity or mortality if infected. She said they didn’t want to take on the risk 
of side effects, no matter how infrequently they are reported. She also 
said the push for mandates by the media and politicians gives them 
pause.

 Both Whitney and Taylor received an automated email response 
from their employer denying the exemption. They requested an expla-
nation, but have not received one. The Bucks are praying about what 
to do next. “I felt from a very young age that the Lord prepared me 
and equipped me to be a physician,” she said. “I do not want it to be 
my pride that costs me my vocation.”

As Christians make decisions about how to keep their families safe 
while respecting others’ decisions, these struggles are playing out all 
over the United States, especially as the government and businesses 
begin to require workers to get the vaccine or risk losing their jobs. 
Some, like the Bucks, have sought religious exemptions to vaccine 
mandates, while those who have been denied are filing lawsuits against 
schools, hospitals, and state governments.

To help navigate the complexities of religious exemptions and 
vaccine mandates, WORLD has compiled an explainer examining what 
legally qualifies as a religious exemption and how government employ-
ers and private companies may respond.

What vaccine mandates has the Biden administration announced? 
On Sept. 9, President Joe Biden signed an order mandating the COVID-
19 vaccine for executive branch federal workers “subject to such 
exceptions as required by law.” According to the Biden administration, 
those exceptions include religious exemptions. 

Biden also announced the U.S. Department of Labor’s Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) will issue a rule on vaccine 
mandates for the private sector requiring  businesses with more than 
100 employees to mandate that their workers get the vaccine or sub-
mit to regular testing.

Has the OSHA rule gone into effect yet? No, but some employers 
have already taken the step on their own. In the private sector, many 
healthcare facilities and restaurants—where workers come in contact 
with large numbers of people—require employees to get a vaccine, 
said Mark Chumley, a partner at Keating Muething & Klekamp who 
specializes in labor and employment law. In the public sector, state 
universities have been leading the way.

Before this directive, OSHA had recommended, but not required, 
employees get vaccinated. The Equal Employment Opportunity Com-
mission (EEOC) has said employers that do issue mandates must 
comply with discrimination laws. 

For those working for the federal, state, or local government, what 
determines whether an employer will grant a religious exemption? 
Legally, a constitutional law analysis will apply. The First Amendment 
states: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of 
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” Courts have inter-
preted the word religion to mean a sincerely held belief. “You have to 
demonstrate you have a system of moral or ethical beliefs that are 
important to your life,” said Barry McDonald, a constitutional law 
professor at Pepperdine University Caruso School of Law. 

That doesn’t mean a person needs to believe in the God of the Bible, 
adds Jacob. You don’t even have to be part of a group that shares your 
belief, he said. “It’s not a question of whether your belief is right or 
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A nurse gives a dose of the Pfizer vaccine to  
a 12-year-old boy at a COVID-19 vaccine clinic 
at Lyman High School in Longwood, Fla., on  
the day before classes began in August. 
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sincerely believed their kids should leave 
school to work on the family farm after 
eighth grade.

Ultimately, the employers will be the ones 
tasked with discerning if an individual’s 
 religious belief is asserted in good faith, 
McDonald said. A note from a pastor or doc-
umentation pointing to principles of faith 
shouldn’t be required. But many people use 
that type of evidence for support as tangible 
proof that getting a vaccine goes against 
their religious beliefs. “You can kind of build 
a case and say, ‘Look, here are these well- 
respected Christian writers who have made 
the same arguments,’” Jacob said.

If a government employer denies a reli-
gious exemption, does that violate the free 
exercise clause in the First Amendment? The 
Supreme Court has decided only two cases 
challenging the denial of objections to vac-
cine mandates. The court upheld the vaccine 

requirement in both instances, but neither case specifically addressed 
religious exemptions. Instead, they involved a bodily integrity objec-
tion—the right to self-determination of the body—under the due 
process clause. Also, the cases date to the 1920s, decades before the 
development of modern-day religious liberty law. 

By the 1980s, courts took religious exemption claims to secular 
laws more seriously. The court applied a tough standard of review 
known as strict scrutiny: Under strict scrutiny, the government must 
prove there is a compelling state interest to deny the exemption, and 
even if it finds one, it must then apply the law by the least restrictive 
means.

But the free exercise clause has been on shaky ground since 1990 
when the U.S. Supreme Court heard a case raised by two members of 
a Native American church who sought a religious exemption from a 
law banning the use of peyote, a plant classified as a hallucinogen. 
Instead of applying the strict scrutiny test, the court held that religious 
beliefs don’t excuse a person from compliance with a generally appli-
cable secular law. 

But the law continued to evolve. And a few years later, Congress 
enacted the Religious Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA), which restored 
the Supreme Court’s strict scrutiny approach to the free exercise clause. 
Only the federal government is bound by RFRA, while state laws vary.

“A pandemic is a pretty decent argument about compelling state 
interest, so even if we’re playing the strict scrutiny game it’s not a sure 
thing,” Jacob said. Still, he adds, the least restrictive means may trans-
late to offering testing opt-outs or other alternatives. 

What about the legalities of a religious exemption in the private 
sector? Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 governs most employ-
ers. That prevents religious discrimination in the workplace. Again, 
the first step will require the employer to determine the sincerity of 
an employee’s belief, said Chumley, the labor law expert. “The EEOC 
views religious belief very, very broadly, so it doesn’t necessarily have 
to follow the established tenets of a religion.”

For example, a member of the Catholic Church doesn’t have to be 
in line with Catholic doctrine. Even though Pope Francis has encour-
aged the vaccine, a Catholic can still have a different legitimate religious 
belief, which the legal standard could still cover. Chumley says it’s 
difficult for an employer to say an employee’s belief is not genuine 
except in cases of fraud.

But even if a private employer determines the belief is sincere, 
Title VII only requires the organization to make a reasonable accom-
modation (an employer doesn’t have to accommodate if doing so 
would be an undue burden). That requires case-by-case evaluations, 
Chumley said. An employee who objects to the vaccine mandate 
might prefer an accommodation to work from home. The employer 
may reject the request and require the employee to come in to the 
office, submit to weekly testing, wear a mask, and practice social 
distancing. 

What should employers do? Chumley said some employers have 
taken the position that there are no reasonable accommodations for 
not getting the vaccine. Chumley, who advises employers, believes 
that’s a mistake. “All the regulation and guidance from the EEOC 
contemplates a one-on-one dialogue, meaning let’s analyze this for 
each individual person.” He encourages employers to engage, look for 
feasible alternatives, and document the process.    
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The six-bedroom house was built 139 years ago on Franklin Street in San Francisco, California. 
Owner Tim Brown had it moved six blocks to Fulton Street. House mover Phil Joy said that trees 
were trimmed, power lines were lifted up, parking meters were ripped out, and traffi c signs 
were taken down before the move. You could walk faster than the house crept along. 
Mr. Brown paid thousands of dollars to have his house moved. Proverbs 24:3 reminds us, 
“By wisdom a house is built, and by understanding it is established.”

It is tricky to 
move a house.

Tim Brown must love his house. 
He did not sell it. He had it moved!

Up on rollers the old house went. 
It rolled slowly along. Watch out! 
It came to rest six blocks away.
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3 Captain Tom’s help
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Nice and easy . . .  
The movers had to 

be very careful. 

Clear the way! There is 
a house coming through.
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Owner Tim Brown had it moved six blocks to Fulton Street. House mover Phil Joy said that trees 
were trimmed, power lines were lifted up, parking meters were ripped out, and traffi c signs 

Tim Brown must love his house. 
He did not sell it. He had it moved!

Up on rollers the old house went. 
It rolled slowly along. Watch out! 
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Imogen Papworth-Heidel 
juggles a soccer ball to 

raise funds for frontline 
workers in the UK.
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CASTING OUT 
THE DEVIL?

Some call for the removal 
of Arizona State’s mascot, 

Sparky the Sun Devil
by Ray Hacke
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found more than 90 percent of the 1,800 
respondents deemed the Sun Devils’ name 
and mascot not offensive at all.

Still, the now-disappeared Quality 
Logo surveys are interesting for two 
reasons. First is the absence of other 
satanic-themed college mascots such as 
the Duke Blue Devils, the Wake Forest 
Demon Deacons, and the DePaul Blue 
Demons. All three mascots, incidentally, 
represent universities with religious 
origins.

The other reason is that while report-
ing on the survey, the Republic stumbled 
across a year-old fan petition, started by 
Joe Forte Jr., to rename Arizona State’s 
teams the Sun Angels. “Anyone with an 
ounce of Christian belief will have a hard 
time pledging allegiance to … being loyal 
to … or spending money with the devil,” 
the Change.org petition declares.

An Arizona State alumnus who lives 
within three miles of the school’s campus, 
Forte recommitted his life to Christ in 
2020. Soon after, he began feeling con-
victed about supporting the athletic pro-
grams of his alma mater due to its satanic 
themes. The student section at ASU sport-
ing events calls itself the Inferno: “We 
give our opponents HELL!” the Inferno’s 
website proudly proclaims. ASU fans also 
extend their arms and point their middle 
three fingers, simulating a pitchfork, at 
opposing teams.

DUKE: LANCE KING/GETTY IMAGES; NEW JERSEY: ADAM PANTOZZI/NHLI VIA GETTY IMAGES
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Forte promoted his Change.org peti-
tion daily on his social media accounts 
for a while. Eventually, after his petition 
generated about 3,000 signatures, he 
stopped: “I put it in God’s hands,” he said. 
“If He wanted the name to change, some-
thing would happen.”

No name change is on the horizon yet, 
but the recent surveys did revive interest 
in Forte’s petition.

Forte’s “Sun Angels” idea makes 
sense: For one thing, in perhaps the most 

N THE ONGOING DEBATE over 
offensive sports teams’ names and 
mascots, those incorporating 
satanic references or images have 
flown under the radar.

Until recently, that is: Arizona 
State University’s Sparky the Sun 
Devil, a cartoonishly sinister, 
pitchfork-wielding demonic fig-
ure whose appearance tracks 

closely with what artists have tradition-
ally imagined Satan might look like, 
placed eighth in a online survey ranking 
America’s most offensive college mascots. 
Sparky also ranked seventh in a related 
survey ranking the creepiest college mas-
cots. (Quality Logo Products, the Illinois- 
based company that conducted and 
published both surveys, has since 
removed both from its website after back-
lash from fans.)

“Evil and heat, biblically speaking, has 
not been a popular combo,” Donnie Druin 
wrote for The Arizona Republic, a Phoe-
nix-based newspaper that covers Arizona 
State athletics. The Republic responded 
with its own informal Twitter survey that 

I
E VIL AND HE AT, 

BIB LICALLY 
SPE AKING, 

HAS NOT B EEN 
A POPUL AR 

COMBO.

Mascots for the Duke Blue Devils and  
the New Jersey Devils
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AEL POKES HER BLACK NOSE between the metal head-lock 
bars at Vander Groef Family Farms and licks up a mouthful 
of carefully concocted feed. Large fans roaring under the 
red barn’s roof keep her and 99 other Holstein cows cool 
in New Jersey’s summer heat, while a veterinarian in tall 
olive-colored rubber boots confirms each cow’s pregnancy 
with an ultrasound. Just 6 miles down the road in Wantage 
Township, N.J., invasive sumac plants and the skeletal 
remains of a barn are all that’s left of a former dairy farm.

Those two New Jersey dairy farms are two parts of a 
worldwide trend stretching back to 1935. Herd size has tripled, 
but the number of dairy farms has decreased 20 percent 
every year. New Jersey now has only 47 dairies, down from 
500. For 27-year-old Zack Vander Groef, it’s a job that allows 
him to fulfill the Biblical call to cultivate the earth.

More than 97 percent of dairy farms in the United States 
are owned and operated by families like the Vander 

ironic pairing of team and venue in 
sports, Major League Baseball’s Los Ange-
les Angels play their spring training 
games at Diablo Stadium near Arizona 
State’s campus (diablo is Spanish for 
“devil”). For another, ASU’s track-and-
field venue is called Sun Angel Stadium, 
and the school’s booster club calls itself 
the Sun Angel Foundation.

There’s also this to consider: Tampa 
Bay’s baseball franchise bore the name 
Devil Rays—a reference to a batlike black 
fish whose head features two fleshy 
growths resembling horns—from their 
inception in 1998 until 2007. During that 
time, the Devil Rays won less than 40 
percent of their games and finished last 
in the American League’s East Division 
nine times. In 2008, their first season 
after dropping the “Devil” from their 
name, the rebranded Rays reached their 
first World Series.

Arizona State has only won three foot-
ball championships in the conference 
now known as the Pac-12—the last in 
2007, when the Sun Devils shared the title 
with the University of Southern Califor-
nia—and none in men’s basketball. Based 
on what happened with the Rays, super-
stitious sports fans—of which there are 
many—could argue that by casting the 
devil out of Arizona State, the school 
could be setting itself up for success in 
its biggest revenue-generating sports.

Of course, there are counterpoints to 
that argument: In pro sports, the New 
Jersey Devils of the National Hockey 
League won three Stanley Cups between 
1995 and 2003, whereas baseball’s Angels 
have only won one World Series in 60 
years. In college basketball, Duke’s Blue 
Devils have gone to 12 Final Fours and 
won five national titles in the past 41 years 
under coach Mike Krzyzewski, most 
recently in 2015.

Forte has gotten some blowback from 
some ASU fans, including some former 
friends from his college fraternity. Some 
complain an angel shouldn’t be the sym-
bol of a public university.

Ironically, those same fans don’t mind 
their school being associated with an 
equally religious figure: “The devil comes 
from the same book,” Forte said. “I’m not 
trying to make Arizona State a Christian 
school,” he said. “I’m trying to save it 
from being a demonic one.” 

J

RAISING HAPPY COWS
At his family farm in New Jersey,  

Zack Vander Groef sees his job as a way  
to steward the land

by Amy Lewis
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RIVE THROUGH LAKE CHARLES, LA., and you’ll find blue 
tarps covering roofless houses, plywood boards over pane-
less windows, and billboards with “Hurricane Claim?” in 
large print. They are the battle scars from Lake Charles’ 
year of hardships that saw two massive hurricanes hit the 
city in southwest Louisiana.

At local news station KPLC, digital sales manager Andy 
Jacobson described his experience with Hurricane Laura 
in August 2020, followed by Hurricane Delta in October, 
and then record-breaking floods the following May. Now, 
as the other side of Louisiana recovers from Hurricane Ida, 
which hit almost exactly a year after Laura, one thing is 
clear: The road to recovery is long and winding.  

As Hurricane Laura approached on Aug. 26, 2020, Jacob-
son watched KPLC meteorologists monitor the forecast and 

Groefs. Twice a day, before breakfast and 
dinner, Vander Groef, his father, and his 
two brothers hook up seven cows at a 
time to the milking machine in their 
gleaming milking parlor. Each cow pro-
duces 8 to 10 gallons of milk a day.

A plate cooler chills the milk as it 
wends its way through pipes to a tank in 
the next room. Every other day, a com-
mercial milk processor picks up 2,100 
gallons of milk and delivers it to a cheese-
making or bottling plant. 

The Vander Groefs employ a nutri-
tionist to assess their cows’ milk output 
and make needed dietary changes. They 
grow their own feed, except for some 
brewer’s grains and waste sugar trucked 
in twice a month. A crop consultant helps 
them determine what to plant on their 
500 acres, and no-till farm practices 
retain soil nutrients from last year’s stub-
ble and cover crops. 

“I don’t know how someone can be a 
farmer without believing in God, because 
everything we do requires faith,” Zack’s 
wife, Rianne, says. 

She takes to social media to bridge 
the gap between farmer and consumer. 
On Facebook and Instagram, she posts 
day-to-day farm activity photos, featuring 
lots of children and cows. She uses these 
platforms to tell the story of how a gallon 
of milk gets from the cow to the store.

COVID-19 food shortages in grocery 
stores drove some people to take a more 
active role in their food sourcing. They 
wanted to know where their food comes 
from, and Rianne’s storytelling helped 
answer their questions. Some customers 
drive from New York and neighboring 
communities to buy milk, beef, and other 
local farm products from a red farm store 
at the end of the Vander Groefs’ driveway. 
They like talking to real farmers.

Real farmers rely on happy cows. One 
indicator of a cow’s happiness is longev-
ity. Vander Groef says Iris, his high-school 
4-H show cow, still lines up for milking 
twice a day.

His dad started the farm with only 
eight cows. Now 35 years later, the Vander 
Groefs have 200. Dairy farming is a hard 
way to make a living, but Vander Groef 
said it suits him: “What better way to be 
stewards of the land than to use it to feed 
people? … It’s a challenge, but it’s a fun 
challenge.”   

D

STORM-TOSSED  
HOME 

Storm after storm has battered  
Louisiana, but many residents are intent 

on staying and rebuilding
by Stephanie Morton in Lake Charles, La.
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reporters urge citizens to evacuate. Jacob-
son planned to stay with others from the 
KPLC team so they could provide news 
coverage during and after the storm. Plus, 
Lake Charles was home: He had lived in 
the city since 1968, and now it was the 
home of his parents, wife, kids, and 
grandkids. His church is there, and he 
had worked at KPLC for 20 years. 

His wife begged him to evacuate.   
After her fourth phone call, Jacobson 
joined the rest of his family in Kingwood, 
Texas, about 130 miles away. Hours later, 
Hurricane Laura made landfall 30 miles 
south of Lake Charles. Around 1 a.m., the 
storm reached the city as a Category 4 
hurricane and battered Lake Charles 
through the night.  

Laura toppled trees, whacked win-
dows, and maimed metal structures 
around the city. It was the strongest hur-
ricane to hit the Gulf Coast since Hurri-
cane Camille in 1969. Meteorologists 
reported Laura hit wind speeds of 150 
mph, but even that data is incomplete: 
The wind knocked out several wind 
recording stations and destroyed radar 
equipment. National Weather Service 
meteorologist Tim Humphrey noted this 
was rare, as “the instruments are 
designed to handle extreme weather.” 

The storm damage shocked residents 
when they returned. “There were no 
street signs,” longtime resident Joshua 
Keith said. “The landmarks I grew up with 
were completely gone. You couldn’t drive 
at night because of the debris and power 
lines scattered across the road.”  

After the storm, Louisiana’s August 
heat and humidity returned. Much of the 
city was without electricity for a month, 
which meant no air conditioning. The city 
also struggled with a housing short-
age. Residents couldn’t move home, and 
volunteers who came to help couldn’t 
find a place to stay. “I don’t know that 
there was even room for hopelessness,” 
said Keith, who coordinated disaster 
relief efforts for his church. “We were just 
so overwhelmed.” 

Bethel Presbyterian Church, assisted 
by Mission to North America’s disaster 
relief program, took part in the relief 
efforts to aid Lake Charles residents. 
Keith first determined church members’ 
immediate needs: tarping roofs, chopping 
down trees, and removing debris. Teams 

ing insurance claims and searching for 
contractors. After living in hotel rooms 
for more than a month, they were eager 
to get home. On the morning of Oct. 9, 
2020, contractors finished repairing their 
roof. But hours later, Hurricane Delta 
ripped off the new roof and flooded the 
house.

Back to repairs. From January to 
April, renovations continued. In April, 
eight months after vacating their home 
for the second time and living with Jacob-
son’s mother-in-law, the Jacobsons settled 
back into normal life.

The slightest rain forecast spooked 
Lake Charles residents. On May 17, rain 
poured for six hours straight. Jacobson 
was in the KPLC office watching the fore-
cast, feeling helpless. The house flooded 
again.   

For the third time in nine months, his 
family moved out, filed insurance claims, 
and waited: “You have to laugh to keep 
from crying.” Still, he credits God’s good-
ness in providing contractors and flood 
insurance. 

On Aug. 7, 2021, nearly a year after 
evacuating for Hurricane Laura, the 
Jacobsons returned home. 

After two major hurricanes, severe 
COVID-19 outbreaks, a freeze, and record- 
breaking floods, why stay? “My family is 
here. My church is here. My livelihood is 
here,” Jacobson said. “I’m staying.” 

of volunteers also helped the members’ 
families, friends, and neighbors.

KPLC’s 400-foot broadcast tower 
crashed through the studio’s roof. Jacob-
son’s home withstood a “five-hour tor-
nado.” Oak trees fell onto his storage 
sheds and clipped the side of the 
house. The wind blew off shingles. 

In the aftermath of the hurricane, the 
Jacobsons began the slow process of fil-
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Thrown under  
the bus

Sometimes fear of man,  
not malice, is the source  

of betrayal

REMEMBER THE FIRST TIME I heard the expres-
sion “thrown under the bus.” I wished I had 
thought it up myself. (You youngsters think the 
phrase was always around, but idioms, like stars, 
are born and die regularly. No one ever said 
“Sorry about that” until Don Adams did in the 
1965 sitcom Get Smart.)

It painted such a vivid picture of the situation 
in my mind. See the bus careening down the road. (Could 
be a truck or train, that’s immaterial.) It’s headed straight 
at you, and the only way to save yourself is to quickly 
toss some convenient human bystander in its path to 
serve as speed bump, thus deflecting the danger. 

For example, did Australia and the United States 
throw France under the bus in the recent submarine 
snafu? Who knows. Maybe the DNC threw Bernie Sand-
ers under the bus for Hillary in 2016? Again, that is 
more than I can say. Did President Biden throw an 
undetermined number of American citizens under the 
bus when he ham-handedly pulled out of Afghanistan? 
Um, maybe. 

In the lives of ordinary people the stakes are not 
typically so dramatic as multibillion-dollar military 
hardware deals. They are smaller human sacrifices, 
along the lines of: “I would have been here on time but 
my husband got home late with the car.” Or, “Sorry the 
potatoes are overdone; I wonder if my husband forgot 
to turn off the oven.”

The dictionary says “throwing someone under the 
bus” means betraying him. This is true, but what the 
bus idiom image adds is the refinement that something 

other than malicious and premediated betrayal is in 
view. The actor in this case didn’t set out to betray. 
Indeed, the thought of betraying would probably give 
him no pleasure in ordinary circumstances. He was 
simply going about his business when very suddenly he 
perceived an imminent danger to his interests, and 
animal instinct coughed up the instant calculation to 
satisfy the ravenous maw of danger with the red meat 
of some other acceptable fodder.

The first recorded instance of one human throwing 
another human under the bus was Adam telling God, 
when confronted with his sin, that it was Eve’s fault: 
“The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave 
me the fruit of the tree, and I ate” (Genesis 3:12). The 
next instance followed right on its heels: “The serpent 
deceived me, and I ate” (v. 13).

We need not think that Adam hated Eve in that 
moment. One may throw someone under the bus with-
out true malice, as Aslan informed Lucy when the little 
girl saw in a magic book her best friend Marjorie down-
playing their relationship to the nasty Anne Feather-
stone. As Aslan explained after Lucy called her friend 
a “two-faced little beast”: “You have misjudged your 
friend. She is weak, but she loves you. She was afraid 
of the older girl and said what she does not mean” (The 
Voyage of the Dawn Treader). 

Fear of man, then, is what makes us throw another 
under the bus. But we don’t have to live that way. There 
is an antidote. The Apostle Paul, a flesh-and-blood man 
just like ourselves, put fear of man to death with the 
expulsive power of fear of God. While he hoped that the 
Christians of Corinth would straighten up and fly right, 
it was not to make himself look good, who had first 
brought them the gospel, but for their own sakes, 
because he loved them:

“We pray to God that you may not do wrong—not 
that we may appear to have met the test, but that you 
may do what is right, though we may seem to have failed. 
For we cannot do anything against the truth, but only 
for the truth. For we are glad when we are weak and 
you are strong” (2 Corinthians 13:7-9). 

This is the heart of love for one’s brother. It prefers 
to look bad that the brother may look good. It throws 
itself under the bus, which is true love. 

EMAIL aseupeterson@wng.org

THE APOSTLE PAUL 
PUT FE AR OF MAN TO DE ATH 

WITH THE E XPULSIVE 
POWER OF FE AR OF GOD.
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One magazine,  
one nation

Biblically objective journalism in 
an increasingly divided world

HIS MONTH CONCLUDES the God’s World 
Publications celebration of its 40th anniver-
sary. For me, personally, the crucial numbers 
are 40, 35, and almost 30.

Forty, of course, commemorates Joel 
Belz’s conviction and courage in starting the 
GWP children’s newspapers. Thirty-five is 
when Joel started WORLD in 1986. God gave 

him the perfect background for reaching both children 
and adults: a love of printing, a master’s degree in mass 
communications, experience as a Christian school head-
master and a nonprofit leader, and above all a love of 
Christ.

Almost 30 years ago is when I started editing WORLD, 
and a story underlies that. Joel in 1990 had asked me to 
join the GWP board. At first, membership didn’t mean 
all that much to me. The magazine was small and strug-
gling. I had tenure at The University of Texas at Austin 
and was writing books. 

In 1992 WORLD was losing money. Two of the board 
members said the experiment had failed: time to give 
up. I had my It’s a Wonderful Life moment (when Jimmy 
Stewart’s character opposes shutting down the Bailey 
Brothers Building and Loan). I told the board, “You can’t 
kill this magazine. It’s the most important development 
in Christian journalism in the past 150 years.” 

I was overexcited, but the GWP board did decide to 
keep WORLD going. Joel and members also said I should 
back up my words with deeds: get involved in the edit-
ing. So I did, and what started out as a sideline soon 
became the most long-term stimulation of my profes-
sional life.

Three P’s have made it all work: process, practice, 
and principles. We have fostered a collaborative process: 
We’ve disagreed at times, but we’ve talked things 
through and trusted each other.  

We’ve tried to make our practice high on reporting, 
low on blustering. Instead of spinning theories we’ve 
ferreted out facts. Instead of publishing talking points 
we’ve talked with some of the least among us, including 
refugees and the poor. 

Above all, we’ve tried to stand by our principles: 
Christ first and last, alpha and omega. We’ve tried to be 
flinty whenever the Bible is clear and squinty when the 
Bible leaves it up to us. We’ve tried to be cautious regard-
ing proffered panaceas, whether liberal or conservative. 

Can a Christian magazine of that kind survive in 
today’s media world? Last summer I visited Liberal, 
Kan., and learned the city derived its name from the 
compassion of 19th-century pioneer Seymour Rogers, 
who dug a well at his ranch and made it known that he 
welcomed thirsty travelers. Asked what he charged for 
the water, Rogers would reply, “That’s alright, water’s 
always free here.” Some of the surprised recipients of 
grace responded, “Thanks, that’s mighty liberal.” 

The historical marker near Seventh and Western, 
right by Seymour Rogers Middle School, tells that story, 
but the “liberalism” it honors is gone. Liberals used to 
care about those without political power, the uns, but 
liberalism turned its back on the least among us half a 
century ago when it became pro-abortion. Instead of 
giving cups of water to the thirsty, sometimes the water 
pours out through fire hoses that cause more damage. 

Sadly, conservatism is also in trouble. A quarter 
century ago conservatism seemed to be heading back 
to Micah 6:8—“What does the Lord require of you but 
to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly 
with your God?” But parts of conservatism have become 
a power religion like “progressivism,” and that’s not 
progress. 

WORLD has drawn theological lines in the sand but 
not political ones. Abortion in the 21st century, like 
slavery in the 19th, may be an irrepressible conflict, but 
even on that we pray for persuasion. Some on both 
political sides now say: We’re heading toward social 
Armageddon. We are two nations. It’s them or us. Their 
marching orders: Do what you have to do to “fight the 
right” or “own the libs.” 

And yet, many on both sides still share the hope of 
the Pledge of Allegiance: “one nation under God.” I’m 
on the one-nation team.   

EMAIL molasky@wng.org TWITTER @MarvinOlasky
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How has God called you?
You are uniquely gifted by the Lord to serve Him and build His kingdom. 

At Jews for Jesus, we have been equipping believers to discover and 
live out God’s calling on their lives for over 45 years. 

We have many opportunities for believers to learn, grow, work, and 
serve. We hope you will join us in the exciting adventure of making 
Jewish disciples around the world.

Check out jewsforjesus.org/get-involved 
to learn more about how you can 
serve the Lord with us!
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Sound journalism, grounded in facts  
and Biblical truth
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