The GOP’s Unasked ‘Religious’ Questions
In the Republican race, the hottest “religious issue” is the Mormonism of Mitt
Romney and Jon Huntsman, which many commentators have ruled out of bounds. But
there are broader issues of religion and politics that should be part of the
presidential debate, says Rev. Howard Bess.

By the Rev. Howard Bess
Listening to the current series of Republican presidential candidate debates, I
have wearied hearing about policy prescriptions regarding jobs and economic
recovery.

Granted those issues are important, but there is a long line of

subjects that are waiting in the wings, including many where a candidate’s
religious principles are central.
Yet, the debate moderators have shied away from these subjects. They also have
avoided probing how a candidate’s religious views might influence his or her
behavior as president. Possibly the people asking the questions
are uncomfortable with issues that religion raises or perhaps they are reticent
to put the competing candidates’ views in a religious context.

However, because of the absence of questions about how a candidate’s religion
connects to policy, the American public is being poorly served. While the issues
of jobs and economics carry religious implications, other issues do so even
more. Let’s look at the list of neglected topics:
WAR AND PEACE:

All religions of which I am aware address the path to peace.

Yet, war has never achieved its promised goal of establishing peace. War has
only cultivated the seed bed for the next war.
So, I’d like to hear the questions, “What does your religion say about the path
to peace? As president, would you pursue the teachings of your religion
regarding peace?” I want some answers.

POPULATION CONTROL, BIRTH CONTROL AND ABORTION SERVICES: Hunger and poverty in
the world are concentrated where population is expanding by birthrate. The world
is speeding toward the limit of the earth’s ability to sustain the needs of the
population. Yet, some religions are promoting population expansion, not family
planning.
So, “How does your religion speak to the coming crisis? Will religion inform
your actions regarding these pressures on meeting human needs? Will you act in
defiance of your religious teachings if population control is needed to avert
mass starvation?” As a voter, I want to know.
FULL RIGHTS FOR GAY, LESBIAN, TRANSGENDERED AND BISEXUAL PERSONS: Major American
religions have actively opposed equal rights for gay people. Without religious
opposition in America, gay rights likely would have been embraced long ago.
“As U.S. president, would you actively oppose or support gay rights. Would you
support equal rights even if that conflicts with the tenets of your religion?”
American voters need to know.
PRESERVATION OF THE INTEGRITY OF THE WORLD’S ENVIRONMENT: Some religious leaders
have led the way in denying the scientific evidence that our industrialized
societies are responsible for degrading the water, the air and the planet’s
survivability. The stakes are very high for the world’s population and there is
not much time to lose.
“What is your response when scientific evidence comes in serious conflict with
your religion? Would you put your religion or empirical facts first?” American
voters have a right to know where religion will take their candidates.
PUBLIC SCHOOL EDUCATION: There has long been tension between public school
education and parochial education. One of the byproducts of American religious
freedom has been the establishment and maintenance of very large parochial
education systems.
Today about one in every five young people receives his or her entire education
without ever attending a public school. Yet, whether by intent or not, parochial
education in America often has become segregated by race and economics. Public
schools are mandated to accept every student. Parochial schools generally do
not.
Meanwhile, many religious people and their organizations have not supported the
financing of public schools. Thus, adequate support of public schools has become
a religious issue in America.

So, I’d ask the candidates, “Are you committed to

public school education and how do your religious views affect your position?”

PROVISION FOR PEOPLE WHO ARE LESS FORTUNATE:

One of the most important issues

in Western religions is encapsulated in the question, “Am I my brother’s
keeper?”
Today, the attack on that standard is coming in the form of “entitlement
reform,” which translates into reducing assistance to the poor, the sick, the
old and the vulnerable. This discussion is, in reality, an attack on the ethical
standard of responsibility for our neighbor/brother/sister. Affordability is the
smoke screen.
The presidential candidates should be asked how their religious views regarding
being “my brother’s keeper” fit with their policy prescriptions. They should be
pinned to the wall on this issue in the context of religion.
The First Amendment prohibits the intrusion of government into the world of
religion. But the First Amendment DOES NOT bar religion from being part of the
nation’s discussions in the public square and from helping to shape government
policies in general.
The Rev. Howard Bess is a retired American Baptist minister, who lives in
Palmer, Alaska.

His email address is hdbss@mtaonline.net.

The Lost History of ‘J. Edgar’
A film about someone as controversial and mysterious as FBI Director J. Edgar
Hoover forces the filmmakers to make judgments about key historical events,
including some still cloaked in secrecy. But the movie J. Edgar ducks those
tough choices in Hoover’s career, writes Lisa Pease.

By Lisa Pease
The more you know about history, the less you will enjoy J. Edgar.
I understand the problems with dramatizing history. Characters often need to be
combined, events invented to connect known episodes, dialog invented because who
knows what was actually said in any given situation. I usually cut filmmakers

slack in this area. It’s a film, not a documentary.

I can forgive historical liberties when the resulting product is compelling on
either an intellectual or emotional (or even comedic) level. But when the end
product isn’t compelling on any level, then the historical issues just glare.
The problem starts with the lead character. Even fictionalized, FBI Director J.
Edgar Hoover, who ran the powerful bureau from its founding in 1935 until his
death in 1972, is simply not someone I could find any reason to care about.
There’s nothing sympathetic or compelling about him, nothing to give me what the
industry calls “rooting interest.”
And as mightily as this talented trio tried, screenwriter Dustin Lance Black,
Hoover portrayer Leonardo DiCaprio and director Clint Eastwood could not come up
with a way to make me care about Hoover.
The way the story is told is part of the problem. The story jumps back and forth
in time, perhaps to disguise the fact that there is no story just a bunch of
episodes from Hoover’s life tacked together. Some of the episodes are more
compelling than others, but there is a lot of talk about events rather than
events themselves, and that just doesn’t make for compelling viewing.
I felt the screenwriter (and perhaps director and actor) wanted to cherry pick
certain events they thought would have shock value, starting with Hoover’s
sexual orientation. If the filmmakers had contrasted that with Hoover’s own
intolerance of gay people in the FBI, that would have been a start. But that
hypocrisy is never even mentioned.
Then, there are the (seemingly obligatory these days) Kennedy slurs. The
ostensible Robert Kennedy in this film is not even a shadow of the real man, and
the situation depicted is beyond belief (Hoover ostensibly blackmailing the

Kennedys over some sexual liaison of John’s).
There’s a good deal of evidence showing Hoover did try to find blackmail on the
Kennedys for years. But there’s no evidence that he ever succeeded. If Hoover
had been able to blackmail the Kennedys, the first thing he would have done
would have been to disconnect the direct phone line from Robert Kennedy that he
hated so much.
The one moment that could have been poignant, when Hoover called to tell Robert
his brother had been killed in Dallas, fell flat. You have to care about Robert
Kennedy, to know him as an empathetic and loving man, for his pain for that
moment to have any impact. But the filmmakers had only given us only an
unlikeable papier-mÃ¢chÃ© Robert Kennedy as a plot device, so when Hoover
callously made the announcement, the moment had no emotional impact.

The screenwriter and director did go to great lengths to suggest, in many of the
episodes, that there were alternative explanations. That’s the best part of the
film pointing up some known falsifications and challenging the interpretation of
other episodes. But that leaves the false impression that “both sides” have been
given a hearing, when sometimes there’s a legitimate third option that is not
discussed.
For example, the Lindberg baby kidnapping takes up a good portion of the story,
with Hoover working to establish Bruno Hauptman’s guilt, while the screenwriter
and director use Tolson as a device to say, what if Hauptmann didn’t act alone?
But a large body of evidence suggests Hauptmann might even have been innocent of
the crime, a scenario the filmmakers do not allow the audience to consider.
One gaping hole bothered me greatly. Hoover spent much of his career battling
the CIA. He never wanted it formed in the first place. His network, which
covered many parts of the globe prior to WWII, already had the procedures in
place to handle global intelligence collection.
After opposing the CIA’s formation, Hoover remained at odds with the agency his
entire life. His notes on files from the Kennedy assassination drip with ill
will and sarcasm towards the CIA, based on their double dealings.
The rift grew so large that by 1970 Hoover had cut off all contact with the CIA
and refused to share information with them at all. (Mark Riebling wrote a whole
book on that split called Wedge: The Secret War Between the FBI and CIA.)
It’s hardly fair to criticize a film for what isn’t in it. But even what is in
it proves less than compelling. I think it’s likely that Hoover and Tolson were

indeed a gay couple. But the evidence for that is certainly not conclusive, and
there is room for disagreement. To make their relationship the central story of
the film seemed an odd choice, especially when that is, to me, the least
interesting part of who Hoover was.
Had the filmmaker delved instead into accounts that Hoover was purportedly
blackmailed by CIA Counterintelligence chief James Angleton via a photo that
reportedly showed Hoover engaged in a sexual act with Tolson, that would have
been far more interesting angle that could have gone a long way towards
explaining some of the stranger moments of FBI history, such as why the FBI sat
on the strong evidence of conspiracy they uncovered in both the JFK and RFK
assassinations.
In the JFK case, FBI agents tried and failed to fire Oswald’s rifle and not get
nitrate on their cheeks, yet Oswald’s cheek tested nitrate free. So Courtland
Cunningham of the FBI created a scenario that would allow one to fire the rifle
and not get nitrate on one’s cheek: he used two people, one to clean the weapon
between shots and hand it back to the other one.
In that manner, Cunningham was able to tell the Warren Commission it was
possible to get a “false negative” reading of nitrate. (The Warren Commission
failed to explain why a two-man scenario helped prove Oswald was the “lone”
assassin.)
In the RFK case, an FBI photographer photographed four “bullet holes” too many
in the pantry. Sirhan’s gun could have only held eight bullets at a maximum.
Seven bullets were recovered from victims and at least one bullet disappeared
into the ceiling space. Any additional “bullet holes” would have proved a second
gun. In addition, FBI agent William Bailey, a seasoned veteran, inspected the
holes in the pantry personally and stated in a sworn affidavit that those were,
in fact, bullet holes.
The fact that FBI documents referred to the holes as “bullet holes” sparked a
letter from LA County to the FBI in 1977, as the House Select Committee on
Assassinations was gearing up, saying that had the FBI labeled these “probable”
or “possible” bullet holes, the county could have ignored that, but if the FBI
stood by its unequivocal labeling of these holes as “bullet holes,” the County
should be looking for a second shooter. (No official response from the FBI to
that particular letter has ever surfaced.)
If Hoover, the notorious blackmailer, was in turn being blackmailed, that would
have made for far more interesting, and possibly far more accurate, history.
DiCaprio is a fine actor. He proved that to me in The Aviator. I know some

people seem to think it’s the ultimate in acting if an actor can cry in a scene.
Personally, however, I feel that can be self-indulgent. The emotion has to serve
the story.
If I don’t like or care about Hoover in the early parts of the film, I’m not
going to care if he cries later. I felt like those scenes were artificially
contrived to garner DiCaprio an Oscar nomination. He’s an Oscar-worthy actor, to
be sure. But I’ll be disappointed if he wins it for this mediocre film.
There is one undeniable, shining star in this film, however, that really does
deserve an Oscar: the makeup artist. The amazing visual morphing of DiCaprio
into older and younger versions of Hoover was truly remarkable and compelling.
If this doesn’t win best makeup I will also be disappointed.
A special nod should also go to Armie Hammer for his nuanced portrayal of Clyde
Tolson. I never did understand, however, what Tolson saw in Hoover. That seemed
to be a gap in the writing.
I thought Dustin Lance Black’s screenplay for Milk was brilliant. But this
script is just so-so. I’m a big fan Eastwood as director, but this was his most
disjoined effort yet. I think this team tried to cover too much history they
didn’t know well and ended up doing none of it justice.
Lisa Pease is a writer who has examined issues ranging from the Kennedy
assassination to voting irregularities in recent U.S. elections.

