Arguments For and Against More Coverage of Religion in News Media

by Andrew Hicks

In America, nine in ten people profess a belief in a 
higher power and eight in ten say prayer is an important part of their 
lives. Opposing journalists say religion does not conform to the 
traditional journalistic definition of news because it deals in faith 
instead of facts. Others believe religion already permeates society and 
shouldn't be more prominently featured. However, religion is so 
important to so many people that it cannot be ignored.
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I. Introduction

Journalism is about reflecting society's needs and values, and in recent years, religion has been given more prevalence in the lives of Americans. It, like disco, is making a comeback. A 1996 Gallup poll indicated that 88 percent of Americans take religion seriously and 71 percent belong to a church or synagogue. 44 percent of those polled had been to church or some other religious service in the past week (1). Religious people clearly outnumber the nonreligious minority, but one would hardly know it by looking at most news publications or broadcasts today. There are 1,600 daily newspapers in this country, less than 50 of which staff full-time religion writers (2). If religion has such a big role in so many people's lives, why isn't there more news media coverage of it? This is the question many readers and journalists alike have been posing these past few years. The vast majority agree religion coverage needs upgrading and improvement, but there are also those opposed to more coverage of religion. They say the principles of religion and media are fundamentally different and should remain segregated. Others feel religion is too controversial and divisive to bother with, while many secularists argue that religion has already permeated too much of American society and shouldn't be focused on by news media. However, in a country in which nine out of ten people believe in a higher power and spiritual dimension to life, the needs for and benefits of improved religion coverage in news media far outweigh the arguments against its upgrading. 



II. Development

Readers themselves have made clear their position on the issue for over a decade. Religious News Service conducted a survey in 1985 asking people to rank nine areas of news coverage in order of importance. Religion placed fifth, behind education, health, business, and food, beating out such news media staples as sports, entertainment, and personal advice. More revealing was the consensus by those surveyed that, of the nine areas, religion ranked lowest in terms of how much coverage each was receiving (3). Indeed, sports and entertainment receive far more coverage than does religion. Far more people attend religious services than baseball or football games, but in terms of column inches and feature stories, sports beat out religion stories hands down. Religious leaders almost always feel they get the short end of the media stick. "We get far too little coverage of religion in our secular media and what we do get is largely incomplete, irrelevant or inadequate," claimed a 1993 editorial in the liberal Protestant magazine Christianity and Crisis. The main fault of media in covering religion, according to the editorial, was that "they do not take seriously the religious forces that motivate much human activity" (4). 



III. Arguments Against More News Media Coverage of Religion

Current religion coverage is met with dissatisfaction from those inside and outside the media. Media analyst Ellen Hume, in American Journalism Review's December 1995 article, sees religion coverage as "politics," "scandal," or "a freak show" (5). In a September 1993 American Journalism Review article, syndicated political columnist David Broder called religion, "the biggest blind spot in newsrooms that I'm familiar with" (6). The general contention from within and without is that the media have failed their readership in the area of religion coverage, but many are reluctant to even begin to reverse their actions. Those who argue against more coverage don't believe media can ever provide adequate coverage because media and religion naturally clash with one another. "It's hard to produce balanced, fair coverage of people you dislike, distrust, or who you feel are irrelevant," said Terry Mattingly, author of the syndicated "On Religion" column (7). Editor Dan MacArthur of Fort Collins, Colorado's Triangle Review, blamed scant coverage on journalists' lack of religion. "Newspapers attract skeptical people. Most journalists I know are agnostics and atheists" (8). 

Surely, religion doesn't fit in the usual journalistic mold. The Washington Post's E.J. Dionne, Jr., in his keynote address to a 1994 forum on religion in the media, challenged, "Our rules say prove it. Show me. Give me the evidence. Where are the documents? Do you have two sources on the Virgin Birth?" (9). Ellen Hume noted this conflict in an American Journalism Review article last year, observing, "Writing well about religion is fundamentally at odds with journalism... If journalism is about skepticism and religion is about beliefs, you've got a clash of cultures. To cover a priest, how can you say, 'You fool. How can you say someone has risen from the dead?'" (10). It is this idea, that the nature of religion is to accept ideas on faith and the nature of journalism is to question everything, that inhibits religion coverage and serves as one argument against it. Religion coverage can seem like a no-win situation for the journalist who has clergy on one side claiming religious articles should inspire readers rather than be objective and non-religious people on the other side arguing that media does a poor job of presenting the skeptical side of the story and doesn't ask enough faith-challenging questions. 

Some argue that there cannot be more coverage of religion by media because the opposing agendas and mutual distrust journalists and religionists have prevent them from cooperating with each other. The 1993 John Dart and Jimmy Allen study, Bridging the Gap: Religion and the News Media, called this an "unhealthy" relationship. "Religious figures fear being misunderstood and misrepresented; journalists fear making mistakes and incurring religious wrath. The resulting apprehensions inhibit the free flow of information and only add to misunderstanding" (11). The Fall 1994 issue of Newsworthy explored this mutual mistrust in more detail, claiming it "hampers our ability to understand people around us, and it hinders the media in telling the whole story and in growing in their role as interpreters of events and culture." Newsworthy listed three complaints on each side of the issue. The religious think the media sensationalize the little religion news they do cover, focus on conflict rather than faith, and don't recognize religious aspects of news events. News people accuse religionists of not understanding the workings of the media, using the media as a public relations department, and not being entirely honest (12). 

Aside from the adversarial relationship, media have traditionally been uninterested in religion. The Lichter-Rothman media surveys from 1980 reported that 86 percent of the "media elite" rarely or never attended religious meetings, and 50 percent claimed no religion at all (13). Many seem to pass this bias on to their readers, and would naturally oppose upgraded coverage of religion. As Bill Moyers said to a meeting of the Religion Newswriters Association in 1994, "For broadcast executives, news of the soul is no news at all" (14). Whether biased against religion itself, editors still face a set of difficulties in the area of religion which don't serve as problems in other branches of news. There are hundreds of religions, organized and unorganized, with differing sets of beliefs and priorities. Keeping up on every one of them is difficult, and equal coverage may be impossible. "There are just too many of them," CNN's Judy Woodruff complained to Dart and Allen. "It is difficult in a secular news program to fit them in. We're dealing with an audience of every conceivable religious background" (15). 

Despite the recent poll results on religion, many believe America is becoming a more secular nation in which religion and the coverage thereof is irrelevant. Pastor Steve Curry acknowledged to the Colorado Editor, "People are less involved in God than they used to be" (16). If society is less interested in religion, that should surely warrant less coverage of the topic, and many individuals who themselves aren't interested in religion also lobby for less coverage. Many secular humanists and atheists believe the media presents a sympathetic bias toward religion and already has more than enough coverage of the topic. After reading Quill's January-February 1996 article on religion reporting, William Sierichs, Jr. wrote a letter to the editor on behalf of secular individuals everywhere, stating, "The articles on religion reporting... ignore the secular population of the United States. Many of these people would probably like in-depth stories that deal with moral and social issues without invoking religion, which is essentially meaningless to them" (17). Nonreligious people see media as inherently biased toward religion, softening their inquiries where faith is involved. Greg Erwin, Vice-President of the Humanist Association of Canada, said that it seems a "reporter's brains go on holiday where religion is concerned" (18). When the media panders to the religious, atheists say, society is harmed. Dan Barker, founder of the Freedom From Religion Foundation, argued of religion in one of his foundation's "nontracts," "Not only is there nothing to be gained by believing an untruth, but there is everything to lose when we sacrifice the indispensible tool of reason on the altar of superstition" (19). 

There are multiple other arguments and justifications for not covering religion (it's too personal a topic to be discussed in a public forum, it's not something people are interested in, etc.), but the main reason for not upgrading coverage of religion is what Peter Steinfels of The New York Times referred to as "the three I's": ignorance of religion, incompetence in covering religion, and incomplete resources to fund more religion coverage (20). If a non-sports reporter was sent to cover a sports event, the article would not be taken seriously, but the assignment of reporters who have no knowledge of religion or are actually hostile to it is very common. Of those who are designated religion reporters, a First Amendment Center survey revealed that less than 60 percent have had formal religious studies training, despite the fact that 90 percent of them think this training would improve their coverage (21). Ignorance of religion leads to incompetence in reporting it, with one of the most extreme examples seen during the David Koresh Waco compound affair of 1993. During a press conference held by the FBI, the speaker remarked that Koresh's followers had adhered to the prophecies in the Book of Revelation. One of the reporters raised his hand and asked where he could find this Book of Revelation, displaying an astonishing ignorance of the Bible. Hiring specialists or paying for the education of existing reporters to reduce such levels of ignorance would be costly, and newspapers are usually financially strapped as it is. Incomplete resources prevent the improvement of existing religion coverage as well as the institution of more religion coverage, it is argued. These three factors have made up the minds of many editors and reporters on the issue of upgraded religion coverage. 



IV. Arguments For More News Media Coverage of Religion

Many journalists don't let the arguments against covering religion decide the issue for them. There are more factors to be looked at, particularly the desires of the public, media's paying customers. If religion coverage was important to readers and viewers in 1985, it's even more important now, in a time in which spiritually hungry people are returning to religion. Tom Brokaw of NBC News has theorized that the generation of baby boomers, the first to be raised in a predominantly secular environnment, has begun and will continue to search for spiritual significance in their own lives (22). American Journalism Review quoted religion writer Richard Vera as saying, "People are searching for something. Now it's acceptable to search in temples and churches and New Age places" (23). Nancy Woodhull, executive director of the Freedom Forum Media Studies Center, theorized in the April Boston Globe article that "baby boomers are getting older and they wonder if they're going to die and go to heaven" (24). Some believe that news executives themselves are more interested in religion and spirituality than their predominantly cynical and secular counterparts of the past, partly because they have to come to grips with their own mortality and partly because their children are growing up in an unsafe world and need some form of other-wordly hope. Proponents for religion coverage believe this is a sign that the rivalry between media and religion is lessening, possibly disappearing, and that initiative for more coverage of religion would be met with increased cooperation from religious leaders. 

Many believe these trends and survey results prove that religion is too important to ignore. Journalism Professor James Carey of Columbia University said, "Religion is the basis of culture. It is central, not just peripheral" (25). Religion is one of the oldest institutions around, but the fact that it is constantly evolving and gaining importance in modern life warrants increased coverage, many say. Journalists are beginning to realize that many seemingly secular news stories have a religious dimension that usually goes uncovered. "If you look at these stories only through a secular lens, you are missing something," said Roy Larson, director of the Center for Religion and the News Media (26). The adding of religious angles and opinions to certain stories can provide more depth and credibility, it is argued, fulfilling the Hutchins Commission demand that journalists present news stories, "in a context which gives them meaning." Stewart Hoover, journalism professor, said, "Journalists have to come to an understanding of how religion underlies a lot of contemporary values and behaviors. They have to examine what is religiously motivated and what is not." Even nonbelievers can benefit from religious viewpoints because religion is a "cultural force" which influences the lives and actions of everyone (27). 

Journalistic integrity and the Hutchins Commission aside, there are economic reasons to improve religion coverage. Increased interest in religion means some readers will go out of their way to buy or watch news reports on religion. Time magazine's December 1995 "Is the Bible Fact or Fiction?" issue was their second-best-seller of the year, with only the issue on the Oklahoma bombing selling more copies. Robert Pondiscio, spokesman for Time, says their issues featuring religion sell "miraculously well" (28). Dallas Morning News argues the same thing, as the only newspaper with its own religion section, six pages weekly since 1994. The section explores much more than just "church news," with stories ranging from police officers who find strength in faith to architects who design places of worship. Senior vice president and executive editor of the Morning News Ralph Langer told American Journalism Review that the religion section is the most well-received section started in his fourteen years at the paper. He reasoned, "For us to not adequately cover religion is tantamount to not covering the Cowboys in the Dallas market" (29). Sharon Grigsby, editor of the religion section, said, "In all the startups I've been involved in, nothing has been met with this kind of enthusiasm, both inside and outside the paper" (30). Although the religion section has its critics who say it has focused too much on superficial coverage of religion and not enough on the moral and ethical issues involved, the consensus is that the Morning News religion section is the pioneer of what will soon become commonplace in print media. 

Several arguments for expanded religion coverage involve the assertion that, with the changing nature of religion, coverage of religion is evolving as well. With the transformation from reprinting church bulletins and sermon excerpts to full-length feature and news stories involving the meaning and effects of religion comes the responsibility to cover more of it. Current religion articles study the way people live their lives and have more importance than old-time religion articles about church bake sales. Peggy Wehmeyer, religion correspondent for WFFA, declared, "The beat is wide open. It has drama, sensitivity, human interest, the deepest questions of life -- where are we going, why are we here, who are we?" (31). This new type of religion coverage is inherently fascinating to the reader, it is argued, and provides story ideas that weren't possible with the old era of religion coverage. Reverend Michael Riley said, "People want to know: 'What is the deal with the red dot on Hindu women?' 'Why are Shi'ites so angry all the time?' 'What are fundamentalist Protestants so scared of?' 'Why do the Unitarians even bother?'" (32). Riley's contention, while delivered in a lighthearted manner, is one which many journalists agree with. Wehmeyer said she targets religion stories to those who are not religious and probably have no idea what she's writing about rather than religious individuals who would already be familiar with her story. 

Media are obligated to provide readers with the information needed to make critical choices in their own lives. What more critical choice is there for a person than what to believe about the origin and purpose of life? Today, many people assimilate a wide range of precepts from varying religions to create their own unique worldview. This practice is known as cafeteria religiosity and requires knowledge of diverse religions. Those who argue for more coverage of religion maintain that media should be the agents to provide individuals with this religious information so they can navigate through the vast, confusing world of religion. While some journalists refuse to cover religion because it is so vast and confusing, many believe media should be more committed to cover it for that very reason. "There is so much going on, religiously, that the public has to struggle to keep up with it all. My role is to help them with that," argued The Orange County Register's Tracy Weber (33). The show "Fresh Air" on National Public Radio promises to cover the religious stories that confuse even the reporters. Terry Gross, of "Fresh Air," explained the rationale as, "If we're having trouble keeping up, our listeners must be, too, and we better find somebody who can explain what is happening" (34). 

The arguments for improved religion coverage go on and on. Some say reporters are called on to use religion stories to balance out the negative stories they carry everyday, others say our society as a whole is negative and people are turning to religion for a positive change. John Dinges of NPR noted, "You have an enormous awareness that there is a lack of direction in the country. I think a lot of people are coming back around to an appreciation of spiritual dimensions" (35). If people are converting to religion at rapid rates, as Dinges and others have suggested, it is an undoubtedly newsworthy transformation. Religion is so broad in scope, so widely practiced in so many forms, that it is difficult to even begin to cover it all objectively, but the majority of reporters and editors in America are aware that many of their readers want them to make a commitment to try. 



V. Conclusion

It must seem intimidating and hopeless to many journalists today to hear readers and other journalists calling for improved religion coverage. With all the obstacles currently inhibiting religion coverage, from the adversarial relationship between religion and media to the charges that media covers too much religion already, many journalists would rather not bother. Polls, however, tell those in the news business that their readers want them to bother. Many journalists, noting the changing nature of religion and religion coverage, feel obligated to upgrade religion coverage, as well they should. Religion has gained importance in American culture, with over nine-tenths professing belief in a higher power and more people going to church than voting in local elections. The media outlets which have already added religion coverage, such as Dallas Morning News, are reaping financial and critical rewards, while drawing negative attention to media whose religion coverage is still primitive and under-represented. It may not be easy, but reporters need to set aside biases, commit themselves to reporting religion objectively, and go to religious leaders for insight in news articles which may normally be reported with a completely secular spin. Editors need to hire specialized religion writers, assign more religion stories, and resist the urge to cut religious quotes from otherwise secular stories. In the words of Judith Buddenbaum, Colorado State U. Journalism Professor and authority on religion news coverage, "There has to be more and better coverage of the meaning of religion in people's lives" (36). 
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