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Kerux interview: Jon Meacham
Newsweek editor, historian, and author of American Gospel

Jon Meacham is the editor of Newsweek magazine, author of the recent book American Gospel: God, the Founding

Fathers, and the Making of a Nation, and is a frequent commentator on both politics and the role of faith in

American life.

Meacham spoke at the January Series in the Fine Arts Center of Calvin College on Tuesday, January 16, and met

with Kerux Editor in Chief Christian Bell before his speech to discuss online media, presidential rhetoric, and

religion in journalism.

Kerux: As a Newsweek reader, something that’s always perplexed me is the publication date of

the magazine. It always seems like as soon as Newsweek comes out, the very next day something

major happens. How do you decide what day to publish?

Jon Meacham: Decades and decades ago, probably in the 30s, 40s, and 50s, we came out in the middle of the

week. Starting about the middle of Eisenhower’s [administration], we moved to closing on Saturday and publishing

overnight. Our presses start at about 6:00 a.m. on Sunday. We’re usually done hopefully in time for dinner on

Satuday, but not always.

The decision was that there was a certain rhythm both to the business week and to the Washington week that

tended to culminate in people dropping bad news on Friday. You know, that’s the old joke if you’re a politician or a

corporation, announce it on Friday afternoon so that you can get the Saturday paper and not the Sunday paper. But

we believe that the people still want what we have to offer early on as they’re preparing for their own arc through a

week, as opposed to coming out before the weekend when people have so much else to do.

Kerux: So when you have major stories that break on Monday or Tuesday, how do you approach

it?

Meacham: That’s why God created the Internet, it really is. It was incredibly frustrating for decades, but now we

can react and do as much as we want online for a huge audience, and then see how things feel throughout the week.

We call it ‘rocking along.’ We rock along to see what we think is going to hold up and what won’t. It’s a tricky

editorial task, because it means you have to guess on Friday what people are going to want to read on, say,

Wednesday. It could have changed drastically.

It’s interesting that you say you think it happens often; I don’t find that. Probably once every quarter or so there’s

something that blows up on a Sunday or a Monday, and depending on what happens on a Sunday, we can get in and

do it. We arrested Saddam [Hussein], for instance, on a Sunday morning, and we were able to come back in. We

started the Afghan bombing campaign on a Sunday, and we were able to get that. And if it’s overarching news, we’re

just put out a different issue.

Kerux: On that, do you have the same sense that there’s a major decline in readership in printed

media? I was just having dinner with one of the Grand Rapids Press editorial writers here

recently, and he was saying that that’s a major concern of theirs.

Meacham: It’s a changing readership. I think that people are migrating online more rapidly than most people

expected. And we’re in an interesting zone where every institution has to do both, not just one, whether you’re a TV
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expected. And we’re in an interesting zone where every institution has to do both, not just one, whether you’re a TV

broadcast, or a magazine, or a newspaper.

I was just talking to students, who – none of them read anything on a dead tree. It was also interesting, they didn’t

go to one source; a lot of them have these Google pages where they make their own pages from feeds. That’s just the

world we live in, so what we have to do is make our web product strong enough and distinctive enough that they

want to put us on that homepage that they’re making.

I think it’s an interesting challenge. I mean, you can whine about it and roll over and die, but that wouldn’t get

anybody very far. What you have to figure out is what’s distinctive about what you’re offering, whether you’re the

Grand Rapids Press or Newsweek or The Today Show or whatever. How do you make your voice heard in a sea of

competing images? At least on television, people may click by you on television, but they’ve got to stop for a second.

And they may want to do other things with their time than read a magazine, but they have to pick it up for a second

to look at it. So you still have a moment to make the sale, metaphorically, which you don’t necessarily have online

because so much of it goes past your homepage.

It’s a great problem, because if we have a really interesting story it will be linked in a gazillion places around the

web, and that’ll drive our traffic numbers, but people are coming to the story, not to Newsweek, so it has the vices of

its virtues. I’d rather have that problem than the other, which is none.

Kerux: We’re of course here just coming out of finishing all the activities for Gerald R. Ford’s

funeral. You had a nice piece in the Washington Post a few days after he passed away, and you

had written in that piece, “Time and again in the American experience, the culture has been more

in line with Ford’s views on the question of religious expression and thought in the public

sphere.” What do you take that view to be, exactly?

Meacham: I was struck when I read both his first speech to the nation on August 9th and the pardon speech at

how Lincolnesque they were in their explicitly theological content. He sounded very 18th and 19th century in the

pardon speech, in which he said, “I’ll be judged not as a president but as a man if I’m not merciful.” It’s almost a

Shakespearean understanding of the role of kingship; Shakespearean to David to Saul – people will be blessed or

cursed based on the conduct of the king.

What I found when I wrote this book I wrote last year is if you climb inside virtually any president’s rhetoric, you

find a lot more of that than you would think, for various reasons. Some of them meant it more than others. Words

matter. It’s such a consistent thing that I don’t think you can understand the American presidency or, broadly put,

American history without fully grappling with the role of religion in a pretty clear sense. It’s not necessarily

Protestantism, it’s obviously not Catholicism, it’s not deism – it’s this sense, I talk about it in that piece too, this

Benjamin Franklin sense of a public religion.

That is that one thing that, if one is a religious American, by definition, at least the one common thing is that they

believe in, and Ford used this phrase, “a higher power.” He used that, I think, in the August 9 speech. And

everything else becomes a matter of debate and possibly divisions, Tower of Bab’il and all that.

But there is that one potential source of unity. And the best presidents at our worst moments have used that to bring

people together, and I think Ford did that, and that is what I mean by a cultural leitmotif, and I would actually

argue it would be harder to find a counterexample.
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Kerux: So are you suggesting that it was Ford’s particular religious language that was unifying?

Because my sense is that President Bush’s religious language is divisive.

Meacham: It is.

Kerux: You did note that Ford’s language was obviously quite a bit different. Is that what’s to

account for the difference between the unification and the division?

Meacham: I think President Bush is unfairly criticized for his religious language. I think he’s fully within the

mainstream of presidential expression on those matters. It’s very hard to find sectarian allusions. You can find them,

but go in search of ‘George Bush’ and ‘Jesus,’ you know? It’s hard. He, I think, has tried to unify more than divide on

the question of faith, and I think that people who are out of swords with Bush about other things find his religious

faith a convenient target, a convenient focus for their anger on other issues. And presidents who have not had big

majorities, which Bush has never had, have had to put up with this.

I don’t think the religious language was probably noted at all when Ford was using it, because there was also the

partisan fury about what he was doing. What I find interesting about it is you have to credit some degree of

presidential rhetoric. And the fact that he thought he needed to talk that way reflects that he obviously believed that

in the lives of his listeners, this would resonate. And there’s also the chance, every once in a while, that people mean

what they say. You’ve got to allow for that.

Kerux: For yourself, how has your faith shaped the way you’ve gone about the business of

reporting the news?

Meacham: I honestly don’t know. It’s an element in the compound of whatever I bring to whatever I do. It’s an

important element. Is it any more important than the fact that I’m a Southerner or the fact that I love history or the

sum of the experiences I’ve had along the way? It’s a mystery. I don’t know.

I like to think that whatever values we bring to the magazine are ones that people of good will, whether they are

religious or not, will recognize and credit us for, so while you may disagree with us, you would never question our

motives.

Kerux: Has it changed or impacted the way that other journalists view your work or interact with

you at all? This place tries to downplay the notion that there is a strict separationism between

being a Christian and just living your life, your vocation. And yet a lot of people feel like they are

set apart in one sense or another by their faith, and they’re regarded by people differently and

they have to act differently.

Meacham: I think that if I were an evangelical Christian, which I’m not, I think some of those issues that you raise

would apply. I’m an Episcopalian. There are some questions at this hour whether we are still part of the Kingdom of

our Lord. [laughs] I think that’s a difference that matters.

I also write about these things from a historical perspective, and what strikes me more and more is how little people

know and how curious they are about “How did we get the canon of Scripture?” “What was Jesus really tried for?” 

“When were the Gospels written?” I think there are historical questions that perhaps you and I think of as just what

you do and think about, that a lot of people don’t. So I think the fact that I either know about those things, or at least

am interested enough to go out and report them, is something that sets me apart.
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But there’s also a tradition in news magazines of doing this. I mean, we had Ken Woodward for years [who] did

historical religious pieces, so there’s nothing new under the sun.

I was just telling the students, I never expected to ever have a conversation like this. I mean, it’s never occurred to

me that this would be an issue of any kind, but there we are. But it’s perfectly fair.

There are all sorts of things I do that I think are good that I would like to ascribe to faith. There are all sorts of

things I do that are probably bad that the faith would like to say, “Well that’s something else.” ‘Tis complicated.

Kerux: How did you get started in journalism, and what would be your advice to students and

others wanting to break in?

Meacham: I got started because I loved politics, and I loved the personalities of political life, and how those

personalities impact public life. I grew up around a courthouse crowd in Tennessee, all of whom could have been

characters either in Faulkner or in Toby Keith, depending on the moment.

My advice is very simply, “Read, read, read, read, read.” Read history, read poetry, read novels. It’s much more

important to get into the habit of mind that sees things whole than it is to know exactly how to get the truth out of

the schoolboard. That will come. You can learn the craft of journalism as you go along. What’s harder to do,

particularly if you’re a student, is to find the time to decide, “You know, I’m going to read all of William Manchester

this year.” That’s the kind of thing I did, because I was a very strange child, but I wouldn’t give it up for anything.

Always have a book around. No matter what it is; doesn’t matter. Because basically, journalism is about seeing

things other people don’t that are right in front of you. That’s something you have to train yourself to do.
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The oral comprehensive exams: reflections of
a senior
by Chad Vandervalk, Contributing Editor

On Wednesday, January 3, I took the oral comprehensive exam that every CTS student is required to pass before

graduation.

Now, before I begin, I have to admit that my experience was by no means normative. There were many who have

expressed that they did not experience the process in the same way that I did, nor did we all have the same outcome.

I sustained the exam, though I hope the powers that be do not reconsider this in the light of what is to come. Keep in

mind that we were told throughout the entire preparatory time that the exam was just a ‘conversation’ – a time to

figure out if we had what it takes to answer questions in the pastorate.

I do not know where these guys served, but I bet they did not have a group of four highly educated professors sit

down with them someday and riddle them with questions while just having a ‘conversation.’

All joking aside, I did have a good time of it. I have to admit that I was not able to do as much to prepare for the

exam as I wish I could have. Sure, I went over Berkhof’s Summary of Christian Doctrine and reviewed my notes

from the history classes. The Summary was helpful because it provides some of the necessary prooftexts that

inevitably come up in a ‘conversation’ such as this, even though they are written in King James’s English. The notes

were good as well, especially Rylaarsdam’s purple sheets outlining the timeframe of some of the major councils and

controversies.

As I said, not everyone had the same experience as I did. Not everyone had an enjoyable experience. One person

spent almost 15 minutes waiting for the decision from his panel on whether he sustained or not. He was sweating

bullets by the time they called him back in. Even having the same panel did not guarantee the same experience. I

spent over an hour talking to someone who had the same panel as I did, trying to process the event. It is interesting

that I learned more about the information given to us in seminary in that time than I had in all the classes. Well,

maybe not quite that much, but I did learn a lot.

I was the second in my group to go into the room. The person before me had sustained his exam, and I was

beginning to get quite nervous. Sitting down at the end of the table with those professors looking at you expecting

big things from you makes one a bit weak in the knees.

My panel consisted of Howard Vanderwell, adjunct professor of worship; Scott Hoezee, director of the Center for

Excellence in Preaching; Arie Leder, Martin J. Wyngaarden professor in Old Testament studies; and David

Rylaarsdam, associate professor of historical theology.

The examination began with Vanderwell, who had twenty minutes to open up the conversation. Things began rather

well and the first question I received was, “What is your theology of worship, and what is your Biblical basis for this

theology?” This allowed me some time to discuss what I thought worship was, though it was hard for me to come up

with Biblical basis for it. For the life of me I could not remember the passage that has enthralled Associate Professor

of Worship John Witvliet. I kept thinking, “I know there is a passage where someone leads the whole Israelite

community in worship, I just cannot remember where.” Some of you may know where, and I remembered as soon

as I left the room. “Of course, Nehemiah 7-11! How could I forget that?”
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as I left the room. “Of course, Nehemiah 7-11! How could I forget that?”

The questioning proceeded around that table in the order that I introduced the questioners above. Some of the

questions were, “What is preaching and how do you incorporate human suffering into your messages?” “What is

wisdom literature?” “What is the nature of prophecy?” “Who is the greatest prophet in the Old Testament?” For

those of you who do not know this one, it is Moses, at least according to Deuteronomy 34:10-12.

I was also asked, “What is the nature of forgiveness?” “Are you born again?” “What is the difference between

Evangelical and Reformed?” and even “What are the uses of the law and how does the Reformed explanation of this

differ from the Lutheran?”

There were many other questions, most of which I do not remember. I did find that the examination was more of a

conversation than I expected. I even found the professors leading me in certain directions. The scary thing for me

was how much they dug. They wanted to make sure that I knew what I was talking about, and was not just using

language that I had heard. They kept pushing on an issue until I could go no further. There were a quite a few times

when I had to say, “I do not know for sure.” Naturally, I did not leave it at this and gave an explanation to the best of

my ability.

I found the whole experience to be rather enjoyable, and I thank the seminary for the opportunity. The previous

master’s degree that I completed did not provide this kind of synthesis opportunity. The information that I have

received has remained rather disconnected, and the oral comprehensive provided the stimulus I needed to try to put

all the information that I have gained here into some sort of a comprehensive system.

The most important thing I think I gained from this is preparation for the Classical exam I will have to face in the

coming years. It cannot be worse that this, can it?
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Where's my mug?
by Sherilyn Vandervalk

Early Monday: Feeling quite slow.

I'll pick myself up with a good hot cuppa joe.

Went to the cupboard to discover (oh no!)

There are no mugs! Got mad and blamed Ko.

I then realized I shouldn't, but thought I'd ask even so.

I found him shortly (he had that post wedding glow),

Brought him over so that I could show,

The stock in the cupboard had hit a new low.

(My need for caffeine was suffering a blow)

I nearly shouted, “SIMON WHERE'D THEY ALL GO?”

He claimed ignorance, said he didn't know.

“But there were lots of mugs once, row upon row.”

We stood and contemplated the cupboard's bareness as though

It might make a difference in my sad tale of woe.

Decided in order to be friend and not foe

We'd make this plea for everyone to follow:

“PLEASE RETURN MUGS AFTER DRINKING YOUR COCOA”

It's an effort to change the quid pro quo

(or for you seminarians, “You reap what you sow!”)
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CRWM Summer Missions Program a life-
changing experience
by Mark Hofman, Guest Writer

In the middle of the city of Guadalajara, there is a cathedral that towers over the markets below. Down the block

stands a governmental building dedicated to the revolutionaries who gave their lives fighting for the independence

of Mexico. The market is full of grandmothers and businessmen and tourists, all trying to find what they need in the

middle of the hustle and bustle of a still slightly European metropolis.

But on Wednesday nights, something unique takes place. You can hear the sound of hymns floating above the din of

honking cars and bartering shop owners. The tunes are familiar, and sung with a passion that the Spanish language

can capture like no other: ¡No hay Dios tan grande como tú – no lo hay, no lo hay! (Trans: There is no God as

magnificent as you – there is none, there is none!)

The music is coming from a group of pastors that has been meeting at the downtown market for over two years. The

pastors of all ages come from many different churches and denominations. Some Baptist, others Pentecostal, and

one tall Dutchman who knows how to jam and give a convincing altar call (substitute a car-battery operated guitar

amp for an altar in this setting).

The charismatic Calvinist is Wayne DeJong, my mentor and host last summer during a cross-cultural internship in

Mexico. The internship was coordinated by Christian Reformed World Missions (CRWM) as a part of their Summer

Missions Program (SMP).

The SMP is a program developed by CRWM to provide international experience for college and seminary students

looking to fulfill an internship requirement or simply explore an interest in missions. Their staff is eager to have

seminarians explore the program, teams will be going out this summer to China, Eastern Europe, Japan, Mali, and

Mexico.

The teams are involved in a variety of different church and community settings, working closely with local

leadership and with CRWM staff abroad. The diverse experiences of students in the past can be seen at a Xanga site

that CRWM has set up (http://www.xanga.com/CRWMNews). Students raise funds to support their programs to

help defray the costs of the overall mission.

After spending some time in downtown Guadalajara, I also visited the mountain village of Tapalpa. The small

community welcomed my teammate and I, and we were treated to the festivities of first communion celebration.

Amidst the eating, laughing, and dancing, we were asked about why we were visiting and what we were doing while

in Mexico. Looking around, it was overwhelming to realize that I was there not only to learn about how God was

working in another part of the world, but also to see how my ministry was being shaped through the hospitality of

total strangers. I simply answered, “I’m here to learn more about who God is and where He is at work.”

If you desire to experience God’s work in a new way, consider the Summer Missions program – you will be changed

forever.

More information about the Summer Missions Program is available at CRWM’s website at

http://www.crcna.org/pages/crwm.cfm.
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The true question
The question

comes to me,

about

a true gardener

a true doctor

a true maintenance man;

my father;

my aunt Jean's brother.

I watched my dad grow old

when he was 55

he turned 65.

His hair grew white

he stopped playing tennis.

Today he is 76

and has acted 65 until now.

Now I see his hands grow clumsy

like my aunt's.

He has fallen four times this past

fall and winter.

My dad is turning older

in front of my eyes.

I don't know what age

he is growing older in

but it shakes me.

What could I do,

but pray

for old age to be gentle on him?

Dear Jesus, please.
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Editorial: Are we serious about 'Unity and
Diversity'?
by Christian Bell, Editor in Chief

This editorial begins a multi-part evaluation of some current issues at CTS. The aim to offer a critical consideration

of topics that are being discussed by students and faculty at the seminary this year.

Perhaps because we’re standing between Martin Luther King Jr. Day and Black History Month, or perhaps because

it’s a perennial topic of interest, the matter of ‘diversity’ is on the cover of two CTS-related publications this month.

The Winter 2007 issue of Forum, the faculty and staff quarterly glossy, is on the topic of “Unity and Diversity.” The

cover even features a not-at-all-beaten-to-death metaphor in a picture of a multi-colored woven tapestry. By the

same token, the current February 2007 issue of The Banner features a black family prominently on the cover under

the headline, “Black and Reformed.” While it’s not quite Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song, there is some

question about whether a cover and headline is really necessary to proclaim that yes, it is possible to be both black

and Reformed.

Clearly, we are being serious when we talk about this subject. In his parody song White and Nerdy, Weird Al

Yankovich raps, “I’d like to roll with the gangstas, although it’s apparent I’m too white and nerdy.” If only that song

wasn’t such an apt and embarrassing metaphor for our ‘diversity’ talk.

‘Diversity,’ as the term is used around here, is often taken to mean purposefully or intentionally including people

other than white males in a community. It’s a benevolent ideal, although the carrying out of that ideal is often such

a clumsy process that it does indeed make the community seem white and nerdy.

For some time, both the college and seminary have been doggedly pursuing the ideals of diversity without appearing

to take much stock of the changes that occur with a more diverse community and whether those changes are

productive and worth the collateral damage they incur. The long-held assumption is that if we intentionally pursue

and foster diversity, we’re being true to our Gospel message.

At face value this is certainly true. Scripture makes clear that the body of Christ is a multidimensional, multicultural

array of humanity. We thus rightly condemn isolationism, racism, segregation, and all itinerant forms of

discrimination.

But condemning discrimination isn’t the same thing as embracing diversity. In fact, they often stand quite in

opposition to each other.

Intentionally pursuing diversity is a laudable goal but – and this is a significant pullback – doing so in an unnatural

way increases discrimination, rather than decreasing it. The discrimination is of a different form, however: rather

than being open and apparent, it is subdued and subversive.

Consider the college’s long-running effort to feature a blend of caucasian and so-called ‘AHANA’ (African, Hispanic,

Asian, and Native American) students in campus publicity shots. Looking at the pictures, it would be easy to

conclude that some significant percentage of the college student body is made up of ethnic minorities, although the

actual percentage continues to languish.
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CTS has not been quite as guilty of putting on a multicultural façade, in part because the seminary is more

multicultural, although caucasian students still comprise the vast majority of the student body. For its part, however,

the seminary has a dangerous new policy – publicly announced by vice president for administration Duane

Kelderman at a town hall meeting in the fall – to intentionally seek out female and multicultural applicants for

faculty vacancies.

How could we criticize such a move? Because we are concerned about the matter of tokenism.

Tokenism is the very worst threat in pursuing diversity, and one of the most vicious forms of discrimination.

Tokenism is a response to homogeneity that places minorities in a few key areas and then proudly proclaims, 

“Problem solved!” Tokenism doesn’t respond to discrimination, it institutionalizes it.

Is CTS intentionally seeking women and multicultural applicants for faculty vacancies because it legitimately wants

its community to become diversified, or is it seeking a response to criticisms – crafted especially sharply at the

beginning of the year – that it is an “old boys’ club” of Dutch male academics?

Because the administration will certainly respond claiming the former, we have to consider just how serious they

are and what that change would mean. Diversity means more than just skin tone change and female bathrooms; it

must be an all-encompassing change in the institution. This means that promoting diversity includes promoting the

introduction of new and possibly contentious views into an academic and intellectual ecosphere that has been

carefully cultivated for 131 years.

The administration and faculty may say that they want diversity, but are they ready for the changes that that might

entail? From my four years of sitting in the classroom, I’m not yet convinced that they are.

The seminary, the college, and the denomination must seriously consider the changes that accompany a true

willingness to be diverse, and whether or not they really want those changes. While there will certainly be some

significant problems – doctrinally, ecumenically, and personally – there are significant benefits as well. Just ask the

dozens of congregations that have opened their doors to minority communities and been transformed – richly so –

by the experience.

In whatever ways we pursue diversity goals, let’s ensure that we do it authentically by avoiding tokenism and silly

efforts to ‘focus on diversity’ or legitimize the already perfectly legitimate state of being both ethnic and Reformed.

In prayer, let us truly seek to broaden our often-narrow image of what it means to be Christians, Calvinists, and

Calvin seminarians.


