Hollywood press release

Background:

Rev Jannie Pelser, accompanied by his wife Suzette, his brother Andries (a business man) and his wife Debbie, visited Hollywood from 18 – 25 January 2004. 

Jannie is the organiser of the Jesus Project that addresses the misuse of the Lord’s Name in the media. Since the initiative was started two years ago, more than 270 000 people confirmed their support per signature. Apart from hundreds of e-mails that have been received, people are still responding on a daily basis. In the process discussions were held with stakeholders in South Africa of which the outcomes are still awaited. According to media reports the SABC policy will be announced soon.

The Jesus Project requests an additional symbol (D for Divinity) as an indication of the misuse of the Lord’s Name. At this stage the Film and Publication board has indicated that they will retain the current classification system according to which L indicates language use. It appears as if the SABC will follow the same route. Although we are disappointed we will continue to work with the relevant symbols while we continue our campaign.

Rev Pelser decided to visit Hollywood as a necessary result of the initiative. Hollywood is the place where many movies and programmes are created with hundreds of film producers present in Hollywood. Dr Bruce Wilkinson, the well-known writer and theologist now resident in South Africa, pledged his personal support to the initiative. He recommended people in Hollywood who could be contacted. The delegation interviewed several significant people during their week long visit.

Dr Ted Baehr (award-winning producer, writer, director, radio personality and scholar) is internationally regarded as an authoritative media expert. He tries to influence the industry positively through his Christianity and is involved with research to monitor the movements in Hollywood. He is the director of Movieguide who reviews movies from a Christian perspective. He lectures at the University of Los Angeles. He was invited by the Norway government to talk to them about morality and the media (6 and 7 Feb). Our two hour conversation with him ensured his personal support for the initiative.

The meeting with Dr Baehr highlighted the necessity of a representative body for the religious community in South Africa and will be followed in the near future with the possible establishment of a Christian Film and Television Commission on local soil. 

Our meeting with Dr Ted Baehr also revealed interesting facts: in the 1920s Hollywood was characterised by licentiousness. Three persons decided that a Christian witness had to be delivered and they established the so-called Protestant Film Office. The result was that between 1933 and 1966 no vulgarity appeared in films. The activities of the Protestant Office were discontinued in the late 1960s and within three years Hollywood started following the route of violence, profanity and sex to where it is now. Ted decided to continue the work and established the Christian Film and Television Commission in 1978. The Commission also has its own award ceremonies where excellent movies are awarded.

There are several groups who strive to influence the media in Hollywood and the impact thereof is tangible. The number of movies with positive influences increased from 1 to 45. Movies in which family values are demonstrated increased from 6 to 40%. During the same period movies with a so-called R rating decreased from 82 to 42%. The number of movies about the life of Jesus increased to nine, including the movies The Passion of Christ, The Gospel of John, The Lamb, The Alpha and Omega, etc.

Research has shown that between 7 and 12% of the American population uses swear words. The incidence of degrading language in movies (more than 90%) is therefore not an accurate reflection of the way in which Americans live and talk. Research has further shown that movies with degrading norms earn less at the box office than movies with preservative values. Many people in management positions are upset because scripts with profanity are the key to profitability.

The University of Boston researched the negative image that the world has about America – after the events of 9/11. As part of the research they had conversations with children and young people between the ages of 14 and 22. Their image of America was that men are violent and women are promiscuous. Although not one of them has visited the USA or met an American face to face, they based their conclusions on what they have seen in movies. The USA wishes to change this negative image by sending another message through the media.

The most influential person in Hollywood is the person supporting the movie. The choices he makes, sends the message that he enjoys a certain type of movie. People have to make their choices more carefully and must recognise that they have a responsibility.

We had the privilege to chat to Susan and Ken Wales. This meeting also lasted more than two hours amidst their hectic schedules.

Both Ken and his wife are film producers in their own right. Ken lectures at the film school of the University of Southern California. He also addresses stakeholder groups on a regular basis. He was responsible for the TV programme Christie which was on the American network television for a record time. This opened the way for series like Touched by an angel and 7th Heaven. 

Ken is currently working on at least three movies, including a sequel on the well-known Chariots of Fire, as well as the story of four spiritual workers who gave their life jackets to crew when their ship sank during the Second World War. He is also the author of the book “Sea of glory” on which the movie is based. 

Ken, film producer for more than forty years (with movies like Islands in the stream and East of Eden) attributes dirty language, and especially the misuse of the Lord’s Name, to lazy writers. He blames writers for not creatively searching for new ways of expressing surprise, shock, etc. The easiest and quickest escape is to misuse the Lord’s Name. Ken was full of praise for the initiative to Hollywood (“You are very bold in such a fine dedicated way. What a splendid mission you are on. I pray God will indeed bless you”) and handed us a copy of his book.

Our delegation had the privilege of talking to TBN (Terrance Hickey, Vice President, Administration), the world wide Christian television channel. The management received us sympathetically and supplied us with several names who could be contacted in future. They promised to discuss the matter internally.

Our meeting with Dr Glen Demaster, the executive minister of the Crystal Cathedral was special. This impressive church has a world wide ministry. Dr Robert Schuller is the charismatic leader who clinched this ministry. Dr Demaster promised to discuss the matter with Dr Schluller.

Barbara Nicolosi is the organiser of Act 1. Their task is to train writers in writing successful scripts for Hollywood. She indicated the shortage of writing schools where positive ethical norms are adhered to. She had huge appreciation for the initiative and said that it was time that somebody did something. She also referred to the impact of 9/11 on the industry and said that many people felt that the attack was aimed on them. After the events in New York there were several queries of whether the Christians in Hollywood didn’t have something ready to make people feel better.

There are Christians in Hollywood but they are afraid to come forward because of labelling and stereotyping. Christians are suspected of proselytising and other agendas. They are generally scared to lose popularity. She made several recommendations on how the initiative could be followed on. “I applaud you, you have set yourself a difficult task, somebody has to do it. “

We had a telephone conference with Dr Larry Polland. He is also an influential person who tried for almost 26 years to influence Hollywood. He acts as personal mentor and spiritual father for several directors, writers, actors and producers. He said that the past seven years were harvesting time and that it made al the years of hard work worthwhile. He also made important suggestions on how the initiative could be followed on. His vice (Busta Homes) passionately prayed with us on the telephone.

Our service in the First Presbyterian Church in Hollywood (by Rev Alan Meenan) was a highlight. The church building is literally situated in the shade of the world famous Hollywood sign. The three worship services were attended by almost 1 500 people. We had the opportunity to explain why we came all the way from South Africa. Without verbosity we expressed our sadness about the misuse of the Lord’s Name and explained that in South Africa, as well as America, it was the wrong way of ensuring the Lord’s favour and protection. (In the USA they make the national anthem an appeal for God’s protection – God bless the USA. Compare Nkosi Sikelele Afrika.) Our speech was applauded at every occasion. Several people pledged their support. Many members are involved with the industry and we believe that the message will also reach the stakeholders via this route. The contentious movie “The Passion of Christ” will be released in Hollywood towards the end of February and articles on this controversy appear almost daily in the newspapers. The congregation feels that the movie will set them a significant challenge but that it will also cause negative reactions. We have ensured them of the intercession by the church in South Africa.

Hollywood is an extended city with luxury homes, much ostentation and life-size banners and posters advertising new movies. At any given moment tens of movies are advertised of which only a small percentage reach South Africa. The magnitude of a place like Universal Studios is difficult to describe.

We found a guide with all the names and addresses of production houses in Hollywood – literally as thick as a telephone directory. A message that the misuse of the Lord’s Name is offensive can thus not be delivered to only one address. In the coming months thousands of letters will be written. We will also follow up the other contacts. The possibility of personal visits are also not excluded.

We were however aware that our visit to Hollywood also meant something to the interest groups there. We supported and strengthened each other in prayer. We believe that a new passion for the Name of the Lord is being awakened. While it is true that the Americans are not a swearing nation, the Name of the Lord is misused in conversations. The phrase ‘Oh my God” has become colloquial language and is even used by children. We have used the opportunity to show Christians that it not a case of lesser misuse to use the Lord’s Name in that way.

It is very enlightening that the discussion on so-called profanity is currently an important point of debate in the USA after Bono, lead singer of U2, has used the F word twice during the Globe Awards last year. The event was broadcast uncensored. The NRB (National Religious Broadcasting) and Parents Television Council (PTC) complained to the FCC (Federal Communications Commission), the equivalent of our UKKSA, but was not maintained by the latter. The discussion on this matter is however still relevant with correspondence in the newspapers and discussions on TV.

The importance of following up the matter with quiet diplomacy, but with demonstration was brought to the fore. Years of negotiations behind the scenes bears fruit. People on street level are however unaware and uninvolved. Ways in which to involve them must be examined.

The Jesus Project will continue to address this unfortunate state of affairs.

· Bodies representing the interests of the religious community in a transparent way, are needed in South Africa. The establishment of a Christian Film and Television Commission on local soil will have to be addressed by interest groups.

· Locally the message will be stated that movies with doubtful moral values will not ensure box office incomes.

· Enough good programmes are produced for the media to purchase carefully without insulting the viewing public with  vulgarity.

· Contrary to belief, films and television programmes are not a reflection of the truth. Research has shown that the average person speaks and lives differently.

· Tendencies are changing and the winds of change are also blowing through Hollywood.

· The misuse of the Lord’s Name testifies of poor artistic quality and a lack of creativity.

· Viewers have to show integrity in the choices they make and they have to educate children in this regard.
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