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Abstract:

This paper addresses Mark Silk’s theory of “unsacuatedia” through a case study of a
visit the Dalai Lama made to the United Statesk &intends the themes (what he calls
“topoi”) media use to cover religion are derivedrfr Western faiths. Thus, according to
Silk, when Western religious principles are usedwote about Western religious
practices, those practices are generally evalyaasiively. In the analysis that follows |
examine the extent to which Silk’'s topoi were ugedreport about Buddhism, an
obviously “Eastern” religion. The basic findingsggiest that Silk’'s topoi were readily
applied in the stories analyzed here, but more iaptly that the tone of coverage this
produces was quite positive. These findings raigerga important question. Are the topoi
that Silk has delineated the direct product of \Westreligion, or are they more
accurately the reflection of general moral prinefpthat are accepted by journalists and a
large part of their audience?

Introduction

Mark Silk’s Unsecular Medids arguably one of the most important books wmitiout news coverage of
religion. One highly respected media scholar saéd it “may be the most significant book on thibjeat
to date” (Stout, 1997, p. 128). Another reviewerted that, “Silk’s book should be essential readorg
researchers on religion and the mass media betagisentral argument is so stimulating and proveeat
(Beckford, 1996, p. 89-90).

Challenging a widely held belief that the news raedie anti-religious, Silk used a topical approach—
analyzing recurring themes in news coverage—to asigthat the opposite is the case. In a nutshill, h
argument is that those who work in the news medi& (perhaps unwittingly) foundational beliefs from
religion when they write about matters of faith. &dhthey do so, they privilege religious ways ofwirey

the world over secular ways. Two respected schaérsedia and religion summed up Silk’s argument
succinctly, saying that “values underlying newspapeverage of religion ultimately turn out to besth
same as values espoused by dominant religiousutistis” (Stout and Buddnebaum, 2002, p. 10).

Perhaps because the abstract theory Silk propasesb inew and provocative, many of those who
encountered it failed to note an obvious limitatidhough the book’s subtitle idaking News of Religion

in America it is noticeably lacking in analysis of news crage of faiths that are not Abrahamic. The bulk
of the discussion is limited to Judaism, Christignislam, and Mormonism. Almost absent from toelk
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is analysis of Eastetmeligions such as Buddhism and Hinduis#dmittedly, asUnsecular Medigbroke
new ground in the study of religion and news, wenod expect it to venture into all aspects therg€ofput

this in positive terms, Silk can be thanked foratirlg a need to delve further into news coverage of
religious faiths that are not Abrahamic.

Another area in which Silk’s trenchant conceptuablel creates need is in the area of specificityn@eo
broadly focused on the whole of American journaliand religion, the author is never able to give a
thorough analysis of any part thereof. Hence, mafdhis work is anecdotal, rarely giving clear ication

of the boundaries of analysis. Perhaps with thisimd, James Beckford, the same reviewer who céfied
book “provocative,” said, “ltillustrates but it does not test; it summarizes, but it does ecompare”
(Beckford, 1996, p. 90).

Silk’s book is thus stimulating and provocativet baly the beginning of a project to paint a cleguieture

of media and religion. | would like to suggest thaich study is to be done before any of us cansty
certainty that the media are largely “unsecularéa detail must be added to what Silk has alréaldyus.

If the detail seems to support his broad claims,wile say with much more confidence that the news
media—on the whole—exhibit a “proreligious postu(8ilk, 1998, p. 148). If the detail turns out take
the picture he has painted more blurry, or, if dle¢ail begins to reveal a very different picture, should
devote our attention to a theory other than Siéen if his is stimulating and provocative.

What | provide here is a study of news about a Wastern religion within a very narrow context. Im a
attempt provide analysis that is more systematn tivhat has already been sharetlirsecular Medial
examine a very specific set of data. And, in aemaftt to ask questions about how coverage of non-
Western religious traditions fits into Silk’'s thgoithe news stories studied here all relate to Bigid.
Within this framework a set of findings arise tlaa¢ partially supportive of Silk’s claims about tinedia
and religion. The material in the following pagesed seem to indicate that reporters are competled t
utilize restrictive themes when writing about radig However, the extent to which those themesearis
from, and support, Western religion is much morerofm question.

Topoi that Defy Secularity—Do They Apply to Other Raiths?

As noted above, the gist of Silk’s thesis is thaws reporters rely heavily on “topoi” (the plurafin of the
Greek word “topos”) to report news of religion ahdt this props up a religious worldview. To undzmnsl
this process in more detail, some discussion ofrhiire of topoi and Silk’s analysis of them wi# b
helpful.

Topoi are prevalent “cultural preconceptions” oorfftmonplaces” that reporters use to tell storietk,Si
1998, p. 50). And in Silk’s view, when the storyaisout religion, the topoi that are recruited aot that
reflect dominant religious tradition and thoughis Klaim is that when writing about matters of Hait
journalists operate “with ideas of what religionaisd is not, of what it ought and ought not to bethw
topoi—that derive, to varying degrees, from religicsources” (p. 55). To help us see the religiatare

of topoi that are used in reporting about faithlk Sirovides specific examples, briefly notes their
theological origins, and demonstrates some of th@inmon applications. He devotes a chapter to efich
seven topoi: good works, tolerance, hypocrisy, efafgophecy, inclusion, supernatural belief, and
declension. At the beginning of each of these drapthe provides a verse from Hebrew or Christian
scripture. For example, to note the religious msgdf the concept of “good works,” he cites Iséb@h6, a
verse calling its readers to care for the poork(Sl998, p. 57). Within the text of each chaptes, h
demonstrates some of the ways news media havel metieghis prescription (or proscription) to frame a
particular story about faith. Returning to the epdanof the chapter on “good works,” we see thak Sil
analyses a story from th&tlanta Journal-Constitutiothat discussed President Jimmy Carter’s challenge
for religious peoples to be more involved in th@mmunities (p. 58).

Silk presents all of this evidence with full awaesa that many perceive the media to be anti-reigjible
acknowledges that certain Christian groups arecgsheprone to hold a view that the media are &ge
secularisnt. In spite of these common perceptions that the anadé antagonistic to religion, though, Silk
proposes that the media are subtly corroboratitie. Sories that journalists write are highly depaidn
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and highly supportive of a theological worldviewe kays. This is not necessarily because the reporte
hold strongly to this theological worldview themsed, but because the culture they live in is shlyic
infused with it. In brief form he states, “secutaligious tension is far less important than Waester
religious culture per se in explaining how Americaews media cover religion” (Silk, 1997, p. 54).
Reporters who draw on cultural resources canngt hat write using religious elements, perhaps even
doing so unconsciously.

Silk thus claims that those who hold a theologigatld view—the vast majority of citizens in the itk
States—should find such a media environment vergfeding. Or, at the very least, they should fitd i
inoffensive (Silk, 1998, p. 141). After all, accorg to his argumenttheir theological foundations are
being used as the measuring stick to determinevdtidity of their religious institutions. One would
presume that this system works to the benefit ef hevailing religious institutions. To re-traceeon
example from the book, Silk claims the topos ofétance” leads reporters to write about religiomiway
that benefits the Christian church. Silk suppofts tclaim by citing a verse from “Judeo-Christian”
scripture (Matthew 5:43-44) that suggests the sowfcthis topos, then by defining the topos assit i
envisioned by our broader culture, and finally bgyiding numerous anecdotes that demonstrate how it
has been played out in the media. In brief, thék}shesis is that when tools for evaluating g&in are
gathered from a specific religion and then appt®dhat religion, the religion is going to (natuyalfare
quite well. To provide a metaphor from sports, ifeam is permitted to write the rulebook under \hic
they compete, they should presumably not be toaieeabout the officiating crew for their games. As
long as the team knows that the officiating crewdig to stick to that rulebook, what is therdetar?

But, this raises significant issues related to § keitation noted earlier. If we are interested in
understanding the coverage of religion in Americayst we not ask how the topoi Silk describes are
applied to religions that have no roots in Judai§mput this in other terms, what of religions thave no
connection to the teachings of Moses, Jesus Chvishamed, or Joseph SmithThe basic research
questions of the paper that follows arise from ¢hlesader interrogations and in their simplest fema
rather direct. Are the topoi that Silk claims haleveloped from the Judeo-Christian tradition evidan
reporting about religious traditions with no dirddstorical link to that faith tradition? And, ihose topoi
are applied to these alternative faiths, do thagkd fare well (as Silk claims that Christianityed)?

These questions are important for two reasonst, Rivey suggest a key area where the implicatidns o
Silk’s ideas about media and religion need to b@ard. Second, they allude to broader issues afiane
portrayal of the diverse religions that exist iri'2&ntury America. The first of these is clearly orant as
Silk’s conception of media and religion is an impot one in the academyThis has already been
discussed. The second is important because itegelad more abstract research areas such as the
relationship between media diversity and seculdht can be looked at from perspectives very iffe
from what Silk has proposed.

Research on Media and Religious Diversity

In a recent book, Lynn Shofield Clark suggestedréased attention is being given to the representat
non-Christian, non-Western groups in the news nig@hofield Clark, 2002, p. 17). Most who read her
words were probably pleased by them, as increaseatth in the study of religion and media could be
seen as a sign of maturity in the sub-disciplinesul-discipline itself recognized as being “seripus
understudied” (Stout and Buddenbaum, 2002, p. Bfottunately, what Clark provided as evidence of
“increased attention” was only two conference psed one book. The book was published in 1981.

Some explanation for the small number of studies itivestigate media portrayal of minority religsois
found in the media themselves. Portrayal of refigiothe mainstream media has tended to be scargnG
this, minority faiths, as a small part of an alngatant sample, become almost imperceptible. In her
groundbreaking study of newspaper coverage ofiogligin the early 1980s, Buddenbaum coded for
religions that are “not associated with the Judédgfian tradition,” but found little evidence ofich,
noting only one story, a piece about the IntermatidSociety for Krishna Consciousness (Buddenbaum,
1986, p. 604). Unless such religions were the soafproblems (Islam, for example, has consistdogign
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covered in relation to its conflicts with Israeljely tended to not exist in any significant amoumthe
media. Sharing what he sees as a specific martifastaf this tendency, Harvey Cox has suggestetl tha
Eastern religions received very little press cogerantil they began attracting the children of weido
whites (Cox, 1978, p. 124-125).

But “lack of coverage” as an excuse for not undewding portrayal of minority faiths in the medianca
only go so far. Even Silk makes numerous anecdefatences to news coverage of religions other than
Judaism and Christianity. And, one early study d&k a more empirical, systematic approach to this
subject, but barely scratched the surface in thés g§van Driedl and Richardson, 1988). More regentl
Sean McCloud’s in-depth study of “fringe” religiogsves some indication of coverage, though in many
ways his fascinating book focuses why coverage is the way it is more than it focuseshenrtature of
coverage itself (McCloud, 2004). Moreover, his wigkds to focus on “new religious movements” argd hi
data set includes news coverage from fifty yeats ag

Moving beyond McCloud, what is known about newsezage of historic world religions (as opposed to
“NRMs”)? And what can we say about how they areered in the late 2band early 2% century? More
specifically, how might modern news organizationser a historically rich religion such as Buddhi§m?
Melissa Wall did attempt to get some answers tgahguestions in the mid 1990s. She investigated new
coverage of a woman in Washington State who claihexdson was the reincarnation of a highly revered
Tibetan lama. Wall examined the coverage by lookanchow the story was framed. In regard to the
religious dimensions, she suggested that Buddhiasiskiown to be “downright strange or even comical”
(Wall, 1999, p. 14). Even so, she did recommentl ftiméher research on media coverage of Buddhism is
warranted, “especially with the increasingly higbffle the religion has in Western culture” (p. 14)

One scholar who takes a broad perspective thaimsas to Silk’s, has made speculations about news
coverage of Buddhism that strongly contradict Vafihdings. Like Silk, Doug Underwood is interabte

in the overall religious dimensions of the Americpress. However, he studies those dimensions not
through analysis of media content, but through ysislof media producers. Partly on the basis of his
understanding of such media practitioners, he hagested that Buddhism receives mostly positive
coverage in the press. Specifically, Underwood P2Gfates:

There are other religions, though, that are poedlaynuch more favorably by the
American media, particularly if they seem openettaht, and passive and do not threaten
the political or economic order. Buddhism, for exden gets generally good press in the
United States, partly because Buddhist leader (e exception of the Dalai Lama) are
not usually involved in national politics in Asia other parts of the world. Buddhism is a
religion that stresses individual detachment, tharch for inner peace, and values of
cooperation and tranquility, and, on only rare s@mas, has it been the religious
inspiration of those trying to change the politioadler or in

any way threaten American global interests. (p)268

Though for many of us Underwood’s claim would seeampletely reasonable, and we might have
personal observations of news coverage that suppotittle research has been done in this area.
Underwood himself notes that the evidence he héseged in this area is not substanfi#dnd, Wall's
study seems to contradict his claims (unless one sfeow that the ‘little lama” story is one of
Underwood’s exceptions, that the boy or his mothere trying to “change the political order”). Innsu
more investigation in this area is merited.
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The 2005 Dalai Lama Visit as a Case Study

Given Wall's assessment that news coverage of Baddlis worthy of continued investigation and
Underwood’s speculation that it is typically posij here | provide an in-depth analysis of one pape
treatment of that religious tradition. And, aliggithis research with concerns raised about Siliesty of
unsecular media, | attempt to engage that studyway that has respect for his framework. In shbs,
following analysis attempts to increase our undemding of the way the American press portrays
Buddhism, while continuing to grapple with issuesttMark Silk raised in regards to the overallgiesity

of the media as institutions.

The “case” around which this study revolves is Saptember, 2005 U.S. visit of the Dalai Lama, tmti
leader of Tibetan Buddhism. During his visit, thel@ Lama spent a week in the state of Idaho. This
allowedThe Idaho Statesmathe state’s largest newspaper, to give ampleregeeto the person and his
religious tradition. During the week of Septembgl’ The Statesmata corporate-controlled daily with a
circulation of just over 65,000 copf¢sievoted much attention to the Dalai Lama and taldhism in
general. It published a total of fifteen articlémat the man and his messdge.

The methodological implications of this are worikatdissing here. Stout and Buddenbaum refer to what
Silk does in his book as moral literary analysiso(ff and Buddenbaum, 2002, p. 10). Such analysis
requires the researcher to read the text carefuly look for recurring themes. As noted earliere on
drawback to Silk’s work is that he does this withmrerous media (newspapers, magazines, even filar) ov
a large period of time (from the colonial periodthe present). All counted, he covers over 200 s/edr
history and a variety of media in a scant 181 pages

In studying the Dalai Lama’s representatioriTime Idaho Statesmaa similar moral literary analysis can
be performed, but with a concrete set of newspaptizles from a specific period of time. Admittedly
there is a limit to this approach, but it is min@ne might argue that the coverage in $t@tesmamwas in
some way idiosyncratic because of the nature oh#évespaper. Yet this seems unlikely, as publicatioin
this size exist in a world where journalists arenfally educated and media are corporately contiolle
businesses. Moreover, any limitations here canusgcome in continuing research. On the other hand,
there are significant advantages to studying thecic, limited case. Focusing on a week of cogera
from a single paper allows enough text to give mpla “data,” but not so much that the analysis bz
superficial. The amount of text available here jed for plenty of material (as will be seen in the
following pages) in which to seek the various tofdk presents. And, each story could be carefidd
and considered. Moreover, readers of this researehable to fully investigate the writing examined,
fifteen stories fronThe Idaho Statesmahat ran in September of 2005. It is a clearlyirdef body of text.
Dates, headlines, and page numbers for all starieprovided in Table 1. Following Silk’s lead,imply
read these stories numerous time, paying spediéntion to any elements that would fit the topdiiet

he has developed. A discussion of the use of edldws.
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TABLE 1
Date, Headline, Location of Idaho Statesman Stories
Date Headline Page#
11-Sep-06 | Dalai Lama's visit shines a light on Idaho Buddhist Main 1
11-Sep-06 | Four local Buddhists share their expeeien Main 4
"It just clicked in my mind and heart." Main 4
"l didn't know that all along | was a Buddhist." am 4
"It rooted me into facing my mind." Main 4
"I'm not as overcome by what happens. | don'agetngry." Main 4
What is Buddhism? Main 5
Buddhism in the West: Dalai Lama continues tadprnessages to the U.S. Main 5
12-Sep-06 | Dalai Lama calls for hope, compassion Main 1
Dalai Lama visits Idaho. "His message of peactlkimdness speaks to me." Main 4
Dalai Lama visits Idaho. Dalai Lama reminds Aroanis of their rights. Main 5

"The century of compassion is your responsibilitifie Dalai Lama, speaking| Main 1
13-Sep-06 | to children in Hailey

His Holiness blesses a family coping with tragedy Main 4
14-Sep-06 | The Dalai Lama blesses Idaho garden ipvayeel Main 1

Students see peace message missed by adults Maip 1
15-Sep-06 | Dalai Lama asks Idaho religious leadesetk commonalities Main 4

Thoughts about the interfaith meeting with thedbabama Main 4

Silk’'s Unsecular Topoi and the Dalai Lama Visit

Silk (1998) refers to the topoi he provides in hi®k as “boundary stones that mark out the teyritoat
religion occupies in American journalism” (p. 58resumably, the boundaries are generalized, not
succinct, and some stories do not fit within th&uat, equally presumably, any time we encounterrgela
body of news about religion, we will find some bétnews to be framed within the themes he has noted
Those themes are good works, tolerance, hypocfédse prophecy, inclusion, supernatural belief, and
declension.

Good Works

Silk (1998, p. 55) argues that American news médig accept that religion is a good thing. What dine
reasons or this presupposition? A chief one is thahy of the activities of religious bodies bendfie

members of those bodies as well as the communigrge. Silk refers to this as “good works.” Moreoy
these works reflect a “moral stance” (one sharethbymedia, according to Silk) that “is derived from

a secular worldview but from the Western religitnaslition” (Silk, 1998, p. 59).

Surprisingly, though, “good works” was one of the@sncommon topoi called upon to help readers
understand Buddhism as it was embodied by the 2B3@t5of the Dalai Lama. The surprising elementeher
is, of course, that Buddhism is an ostensibly Easteligious tradition. If the “moral stance” of dgd
works” is derived from the Western religious traatit—as Silk implies—it somehow gets intertwined in
media coverage of Eastern ones as well.

Perhaps some of this can be explained by the liattthe Tibetan religious leader timed his visitark

the commemoration of September 11. From the firsioancements of the sojourn, the theme was
“compassion.” And in a world where many have beca®tched and cynical (thinking that good works
have little impact on their environment) the irlig¢ory that appeared the day after the Lama’s $ipgech
lead with the quotation, “Don’t give up on the wbfl The headline was “Dalai Lama calls for hope,
compassion.”
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This theme and related good works dimensions wlarigeel in other stories. In the edition of the paphat
reported about the first speech, another storysedwon audience reaction to the message (Septerdper
“His message of peace...”). This was also largelyteeldao benevolence. Another story, one that rechppe
the Dalai Lama’s special message to children (@apehat occurred a day later) was framed aroued th
idea of youthfulness, but that idea was mostly amsef suggesting that the burden of good workgiisg
shifted from the aged population to youths. In fhalai Lama’s own words delivered to the young
audience, “The century of compassion is your resjodity.” On the day of this coverage, the paper’s
commentary writer provided another account. Indiisct assessment of the message, he referredtn it
only as a call for compassion, but also a callfeace, a definite “moral stance,” as Silk would &talt
was a moral stance with which the reporters, ameaally the commentary writer—as will be shown
later—appeared to heartily agree.

Tolerance

Silk’'s second topos is that of tolerance, or agudesd in the chapter he devotes to the toposntbeia’s
exposure and rejection of intolerance. When theptelias examined critically, we see that its author
actually has two issues to deal with. One of thiesetolerant religion. The other is intoleranafereligion.
According to Silk, neither is acceptable to thespre

He spends little time discussing the first of thdadact, very few words in the chapter on “Tolera” are
devoted to intolerant religious institutions. Bioeéttheme is explored in earlier chapters. Silk aiots that
American media support a “civil religion” that opégs within certain constraints, that is, to noertly
attack other religions. When groups disregard tlessstraints, Silk (1998, p. 9) says, they are saniyn
criticized by other religious bodies, and the mgdia in the criticism.

Nowhere in coverage of the Dalai Lama’s visit waeré any indication that Buddhism was an “uncieil”
“intolerant” religion in this sense. There was rinthihat anything the Lama said was consideredet@p
attack on other religious bodies. In fact, a jolist'a report of one of his speeches said he listeligious
intolerance” as one of the “confounding problemd” aur times and that he specifically called for
“tolerance in the face of fundamentalists and figsdtom all faiths” (September 12, “Dalai Lamalsdbr
hope...”). Buddhism, then, as represented by the Dalaia, is a highly tolerant faith. And, in suchiaei
and-let-live environment, nothing in the articlesitten indicated than any other religious body dcte
intolerantly toward Buddhisr.

The second aspect of tolerance Silk discussesiie ditectly related to the freedom of religiousguars to
engage in civic action than it is related to “ak&t The example the theorist gives most attentiois the
willingness of the press to defend Roman Cathdlittipians (specifically Alf Smith and John F. Keatty)
from those who felt these politicians were not Wgrto serve because of their religious beliefssome
ways, the topos is the recognition of a right, “thght of the religiously committed to engage inifics”
(Silk, 1999, p. 71). Themes of tolerance thus awstnapparent when the media perceive an air of
“intolerance” within the community, that is, whenyacitizen argues

that religious people cannot be politically activeboked at another way, the topos of tolerance is
somewhat reactionary. It is not called up unless iteeded in reaction to earlier messages. Paddym
those earlier messages—messages of intolerance-{meusivailable in the media themselves for the
reaction to occur.

No such intolerant messages occurred in the cogeodighe Dalai Lama’s visit. The paper did make
mention of the religious leader’s political actig& (broadly defined). They alluded to his disagreets
with China over its invasion of his homeland. Tlago alluded to his winning of the Nobel Peaced?riz
But there was no suggestion that anyone thouglsetlaets overtly political or that the Buddhist monk
should not be so involved. The theme of tolerahos had no opportunity to be played out.
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Hypocrisy

Silk’'s theme of hypocrisy bears some similarityttdberance in that it requires two elements from the
media. In the case of tolerance, the first elenefir the media to permit a statement of intolemarThe
second element is the media’s rebuttal thereahércase of hypocrisy, the first element is foriedia to
permit religious leaders to express standards oélityp. The second element is the media’s expostitke
fact that the religious leaders have violated “rowh behavior that they (are presumed to) proféSsk,
1998, p. 91).

In spite of the fact that tolerance and hypocrisg—t@poi—have similar structural requirements, they
played out very differently in coverage of the 2(Dalai Lama visit. Regarding tolerance, reportgheaf
visit provided no statements of intolerance. Thaneflogically, no rebuttal was necessary and dpeg of
tolerance was not present. Regarding hypocrisysrfisaof behaviorwereintroduced. Therefore the topos
of hypocrisy could at least be considered. In faet, should expect it, as Underwood (2002) whose
approach to religion and media is similar to Silkigygests that journalists enjoy looking for hyjmcin
religion, claiming that “hypocrisy is at the top thie chart when it comes to journalistic condenamét{p.
204). Similarly, Silk (1998) himself quips that ‘suwing hypocrites can be fun and games” (p. 88).

Even so, an examination of the stories here sugdgest reporters did not have much fun. Very fewviss

had even vague hints of “hypocrisy.” The closest egporter came to charging hypocrisy (or reporting
such charges made by others) in the Dalai Lamawess an accusation that certain people failecéotke
“ironies” in one of the events during his stay (®epber 14, “Students see peace message...”). Andsin th
case the writer of the story funneled his desa@iptin such a way that the person who appeared most
hypocritical was not a part of the Buddhist leasl@€gtinue. This all occurred in a commentary piecs,a
news article. The writer started with the broaddstccusations, that adults “dodged the ironiethefDalai
Lama’s peace and compassion tour.” At a narrowegl lm the next sentence, the commentator intimated
that the “adults” of whom he spoke were best regted by “Sun Valley's super rich, high-powered
business people and Gov. Dirk Kempthorne” who “fadiover” the Tibetan visitor. These words provide
the first element of potential hypocrisy, a pereeivattachment to the values or norms of the Dadand.
However, to make hypocrisy evident, the commentaniter needed to show—according to Silk—that the
hypocrite violated these norms that he/she proge€3ddly, as the story was narrowed further, thgés

rich, high-powered business people” were left outhe mix. No second reference was made to them,
either in general terms or specific examples. bstdhe commentary writer's charge of hypocrisy was
leveled only at Idaho Governor Dirk Kempthorne, wiad within the previous month shown support for
the war in Irag by hosting a visit by President Bushe suggestion was that Kempthorne demonstrated
hypocrisy with his (presumably untenable) allegatwthe ideals of two radically different leaders.

Thus, the commentary writer, given free reign tpress his opinionglid show that “pursuing hypocrites
can be fun and games.” Apparently, however, thigewfound more entertainment in pursuing a single
hypocrite (the Governor) than pursuing a small grdisuper rich, high-powered business people”) or a
very large group (“adults”). The most specific aes were directed toward the first of these targets
Adults did face reproach, but nothing that suggkste level of hypocrisy the writer perceived ire th
Governor’s actions. And super rich, high-poweredihess people were left out of the discussion éffter
initial comment about them. This was the case dheugh the person who was most responsible for
bringing the Dalai Lama to Idaho was Kiril Sokol@ffwealthy investment broker, a Sun Valley resident
and, most notably, a practicing BuddHist.

Interestingly, it was at the intersection of iroayd wealth that another story played with the cphoé
hypocrisy (September 12, “Dalai Lama calls for hogg In this instance, however, the topos was itdtia
and quickly dropped. In the story that relayed kbg components of the Dalai Lama’s first speecte on
reporter noted that the Tibetan leader called tteavimg gap between rich and poor one of the most
disturbing recent trends. The reporter then ndtedny people commented that his remark was ircasc,
the Sunday’s [sic] event was held in one of theest communities in the nation.”
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This irony detected by the staff reporter is difer from the irony illuminated by the commentaryiter
described above in significant ways. In the firstance, the commentary writer turned irony to ltyisy
and suggested that the worst hypocrite was a [om#lcian. At one point he even contrasted theurebf
such a politician with the innocence of childrenhéwexhibit a lack of hypocrisy). “Unlike fatuous
politicians,” he wrote, “they [children] have rawisdom so many adults suborn to the ‘realities’ fod t
world.” In the second instance of irony describda\ae (the news story) the staff writer avoided such
opportunities to pinpoint the practitioners of hgpsy. The fact that the Dalai Lama preached a awssf
compassion to the super-rich could be perceivedakehim a hypocrite, to makahis listenershypocrites,
or perhaps both. But the writer chose to examinmeeraf these options. Instead, she escaped they"iafn
the situation by explaining that the Dalai Lama \aasre of a religious awakening among the rich, liea
is writing a book about business ethics, and teawbuld speak directly to business leaders duhigttip.
These factors appear to have let everybody ofhtiuk.

In sum, though the term “hypocrisy” was not usedany of the stories, there was one story in which
discussion of the inability—or unwillingness—of arpon to see the contradictory nature of some ®f hi
actions could be seen as a charge of hypocrisy, thiglwas a significant theme of the story. In otiger
story, the opportunity also existed

to note an irony and call attention to the poskibdf hypocrisy, but the writer avoided such. Ogddkithin
the context of the Dalai Lama’s visit, the newspapas willing to consider the possibility of hypéyr in
a non-Buddhist politician, but not in a religioesitler or his most devoted followers.

False Prophecy

Whereas the topos of hypocrisy is played out whembrers (or better yet, leaders) of a religiontaiive

up to their own standards, the next topos Silk érascan be engaged based on the standards themselv
If the basic tenets of a religion are thought byrjmlists to be unacceptable, the route that jdistaacan
take to challenge the religion is the route ofdgisophecy.

Silk does not give a clear idea of how journalistight determine that a religious group practicdsefa
prophecy. Rather, he gives several examples oesttinat were developed around this theme. He begin
with 19" century coverage of Mormonism, whose practice lofgh marriage was contrary to Victorian
mores. In addition, he pays some attention to ¢thetisy the press gave the Rajneeshee communeah ru
Oregon in the 1980s. He also devotes a large patteoend of the chapter to news coverage of David
Koresh and the deadly clash his group had withrddegents in Waco, Texas in 1993. In each of these
situations, the religious body or its leader was d#front to the social order” (Silk, 1998, p. 91).

No such affront was presented in the stories stlldéze, and thus the topos of false prophecy waaseal

as a frame. This makes sense, as the topos ofwgords (discussed earlier) was such a common pdhteof
Dalai Lama’s message, and so widely accepted bywtiters as a way to frame all aspects of his visit
Good works and false prophecsgn be portrayed side by side. Silk (1998) pointstbat news coverage of
the Latter Day Saints in the 1800s did not igndre positive characteristics of the religion, buattit
focused on the negative—specifically plural mareiagand suggested that the negative must be overcome
so that the positive could be fully embraced asu#t bf the Mormon Church (p. 92). In the case of
Buddhism and news coverage of one of its leadecsnt visits, the positive completely overwhelmeel t
negative, as nothing unpleasant was written allmuvénerable monk.

Inclusion

The positive portrayal of Buddhism is perhaps ewmme evident in the next toposlimsecular Mediathe
topos of inclusion. Silk argues that the Judeo-&liam origins of the theme can be seen in the New
Testament letter to the Colossians, where the A@pd3aul says, “there is neither Greek nor Jew,
circumcision nor uncircumcision, Barbarian,

Scythian, bond nor free.” According to Silk (1998)is frame is now a means by which certain “suspec
faiths” are eventually given full admission into Arican culture, that they are “shown to be compasfed
good Americans worshipping according to their owartiwy lights” (p. 106).
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The word “light” is, coincidentally, a key term ome article where the topos of inclusion was inooajed

in the Statesman’soverage of Buddhism. In fact, the topos was lsgte premiere article of the series.
On the day of the Lama’s first event, the headtinghe front section of the paper—in anticipatidrire
event—was, “Dalai Lama’s visit shines a light orahd Buddhists” (September 11). The brief article
suggested that throughout the week ideas wouldrésepted “from a Buddhist perspective.” It directed
readers to four other articles inside the papaygesting, “here’s a chance to learn a bit more loditvithat
means as four ldahoans share their experienceBwidthism.”

And what is the nature of those experiences? Inesaays, they can be easily understood by the hezdli
that introduced each (all on September 11). Ths falked about a conversion experience (“It jlisked

in my mind and heart”). The second suggested thraesAmericans find their transition to Buddhisnais
realization of their true nature rather than a g¢eaim their way of viewing the world (“I didn't kmo all
along | was a Buddhist”). The third explained th& religion leads to introspection (“It rooted iméo
facing my mind”). The final headline demonstratadttmany adherents find beneficial changes resultin
from their spiritual practice (“I'm not as overcorbg what happens. | don't get as angry”).

Within the articles themselves, the people who dhigse things were indeed shown to be “good
Americans” (in Silk's words). Part of their goodeesas indicated by the fact that they appearedeto b
average middle class citizens. They were teacletists, and retired military. Some were shown ¢ b
married and have families. In addition, for thréehem, Buddhism itself was said to be a signifidator

in making them better persons. One of the intergiesvdecided to change careers in order to moveainto
profession that would “help others.” A second cledhthat he became more patient and overcame aviole
past. A third, as noted in one of the headlinesdurer religion to control her anger. Much likekSilaims
Judaism was shown to be worthy of inclusion by gelaemed an “ethical faith” in 1950s media coverage
Buddhism here appears to be portrayed equally socomdling to the inclusion topos, then, the religisn
worthy to be interwoven into the fabric of mainsime American faith.

Perhaps the most blatant sign of inclusion, howewas the coverage of a visit between the Dalaidam
and representatives of other religious bodies. @fne last events of the Tibetan leader’s stajdaho
was an “interfaith meeting.” As evidence of theesgith of the topos, the lead sentence in the gty
reviewed the meeting (September 15, “Dalai Lamas ddlaho...”) was reminiscent of the verse from
Colossians that Silk used to introduce his chapteew and Muslim, Catholic and Native American,
Buddhist and Baha'i, Church of Jesus Christ of drattay Saints and Evangelical Christian—spiritual
leaders from across Idaho and beyond convened \Wddpenside a heated marquis at the home of Kiril
Sokoloff to chat with His Holiness the Dalai Lama@Hie story explained that the event began with tivila
American prayer, included a dialogue where the Bistdeader encouraged his listeners to look foatwh
their religions share in common, and ended withaggr by a local Rabbi. Below the story was a grofup
guotations from seven visitors to the event. Infitet of these an evangelical pastor admittedlitteble
nature of the main speaker, but expressed skaptiofsthe Buddhist's pacifism and his faith in human
nature (his belief that people are inherently godi)t the skepticism ended there. A series of other
observations from Muslims, Lutherans, Hindus arrst all reflected a sense of solidarity with tisster.
One Islamic leader probably summed it up bestnspyHis message is our message.” Certainly thikés
epitome of inclusion, especially inclusion into Amean “civil” religion.

Supernatural Belief

Silk’'s next topos, supernatural belief, does nail deith the messages of various religions, perltsis
more directly related to events that are diffidoltexplain using the empirical methods of modeiiersze.
Simply put, such events are thought of as miracles.

The author ofUnsecular Mediaclaims that the press is just as happy to acdejhs of miracles as it is to

welcome new faiths into the American spiritual clomgerate. Scoffing at the popular notion that
journalists are hard-bitten skeptics who reporyarihat they can prove with their five senses, Silk
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proposes that reporters are very comfortable shantiner people’s perceptions of the supernatunaiadt,
he claims that the media’s willingness to pass@loews of the supernatural is higher than the nghiess
of many religious leaders themselves (Silk, 1998132). There is strong willingness to let thodeow
believe in miracles speak, and reporters providparsonal judgment in such instances.

Even so, the theme of supernatural belief was mgthhvisible in the set of stories examined h&tthen
journalists did briefly interject supernatural elems (not as main themes of stories) they repatedr
peoples’ perspectives, as Silk suggests they corynttm For example, in the profiles of Buddhistatth
occurred on the first day of coverage (Septembef|Th not as overcome...”), one of the believers made
reference to “chi.” The reporter dutifully wroteChi, pronounced ‘key,” is an energy that akido
practitioners believe permeates everything.” Staliéférently, the writer of the story has never rsehi,
has not felt it, and does not know that it exiBtgt she accepts the fact that the Buddhist shatésviewing
believes it to exist as do other believers of gassuasion. Similarly, in a later story about tledbLama’s
dedication of a “prayer wheel” in a local park, @me reporter wrote, “Saying the mantra is betleee
invoke the power of compassion. The spinning ofwtheel then sends that blessing out into the wanidl

to heal both physical and mental afflictions” (Sapber 14, “The Dalai Lama blesses...”) Again, the
reporter simply states what is believed, not wiratigly occurs, as the latter cannot be provemdting
this, we might wonder if the reporter read Silkisapter on the topos of supernatural belief. Ateéhd of
that chapter, Silk shares a prescription from angrjalist who had covered stories of miracles. KTial
people and report what they say. Report what yeu Ben’t make judgments.” According to Silk (1998),
“It is exactly what most of them do” (p. 130).

Declension

The journalist’'s unwillingness to “make judgmentdbes not lead to neutrality in reporting. Silk
consistently argues that the various topoi usedrite about religion have the combined effect afdimg
support for a spiritual worldview. This creates exrypositive stand toward religion. Continuing on this
track, when Silk discusses his last topos (deatendne suggests that journalists often write ssotiet
demonstrate religion is in decline. Of course, sstohies are filled with woe.

In the case of the 2005 Dalai Lama visit, the thevas not present in the form Silk describes. In, fde
few stories that bore themes related to the sthenfjreligious impulse all intimated or directlyaghed
that Buddhism is in ascent. In the first story lie series, one local adherent explained that tweedys
ago he could find only one Buddhist group in theaafSeptember 11, “Dalai Lama’s visit..."). Since then
he has seen significant growth in the communityd Anthe last five years, “it has really blossorfidd.a
similar vein, Kiril Sokoloff, who arranged the Tila@ leader’s visit, relayed his agreement with Agdno
Toynbee’s perception that the coming of Buddhisnthto West might be the most important event of the
twentieth century.

This is not to say that the tone in the stories wassistently positive. Silk hints that the concept
declension applies to more than just institutiostairch growth. It can spread to the general camustiof
society. In addition, he clearly notes that the afsine topos is not always logical. Specificabjlk (1997)
states:

The news media reflect, in not always coherent wafk the confusing religious
mythology at large in society; that the old-timdigien is in trouble; that the peoples’
faith is strong; that the big church on the pulslipiare is the place to worship; and that
the real spiritual action is on the margins. Andstj as the existing religious
establishments are always doomed to decline, pigihe latest generation always seems
worse than the one before, so there is always tipe,ithe promise, the necessity of a
religious revival just around the corner. (p. 138)

Even though there was no reporting that suggestettiiiism is in decline, reporters occasionally véere
into discussions of generational change. For thstpart, these reflections pointed to hope. Bulp¥ang

a pattern Silk would predict, the reflections wéae from coherent. For example, one reporter shared
claim by the Dalai Lama that the®2@entury was “the most violent in the world’s histo(September 12,
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“Dalai Lama calls for hope...”). In contrast to thiafer in the same article the reporter shared Hwav t
Tibetan leader believed compassion “is spreadimyifadid throughout the dcentury.” Similarly, there
was an occasional muddled combination of doom aodehin reporting about the Dalai Lama’s
presentation to a large group of school childrehe Dverall message was that children have inherent
innocence and our hope should rest in them. Sta¢esman’€ommentary writer even said as much in a
guotation shared earlier, writing that the youngeh&raw wisdom.” As Silk would probably point out,
there is a slight contradiction here, in that altreight thousand of these wise youths took bussegsther
and listen to a septuagenarian. And, adding tantteherence, the elderly man explained to the odildn

his audience that as a youth he very much enjagédirig other children. He went on to say that thisot

his true nature. This disclaimer, and his statentieat the children in the audience gave him “a sesfs
confidence and courage about the world,” allowedréporter to frame the story positively. Though as

a culture are not sure whether children are innosearces of human virtue or blank slates on whieh
need to inscribe the wisdom of elders such as #lailbama, we still have hope.

In summarizing Buddhism and declension, then, gligion itself is nowhere shown to be in jeopardy o
deteriorating or fading away. And, there is muckitiee tone in the reporting of that fact. Even swre
appears to be some ambivalence about the stale @hntvironment in which Buddhism finds itself. M t
whole, though, these reports intimated that pespth as the Dalai Lama could make the world a bette
place.

Discussion

There were two broad questions that | wished taestdwith the analysis provided above. The firgt ke
guestion regarded the extent to which coveragevi@t patterns similar to what Mark Silk delineabed
Unsecular MediaThe second key question asked what the ovenadl td coverage was. The answers to
both are very clear within the analysis above ageldnonly slight elaboration here. However, the amsw
provided raise other significant issues that arg deserving of further discussion and study.

In regard to the key research question about tapany of the stories examined here did very clearly
conform to the patterns Silk has found in his staflestern religion. Almost all of the topoi tHitk has
recognized were used. Table 2 gives an overviewhid¢h topoi were utilized in which stories.

TABLE 2

Use of Topoi in Dalai Lama Stories

Date Headline D|F

11-Sep-06| Dalai Lama's visit shines a light...

11-Sep-06| "It just clicked in my mind and heart."

"l didn't know that all along | was a Buddhist."

"It rooted me into facing my mind."

< |||l
N N N P

"I'm not as overcome by what happens.”

What is Buddhism?

Buddhism in the West.

12-Sep-06| Dalai Lama calls for hope, compassion. \/

"His message of peace and kindness speaks to me."

Dalai Lama reminds Americans of their rights.

13-Sep-06| "The century of compassion is your resibdity." \

His Holiness blesses a family coping with tragedy.

14-Sep-06| The Dalai Lama blesses Idaho garden pwyexel.

Students see peace message missed by adults.

2 |2 |2 |2 |2 <2 | <2

15-Sep-06| Dalai Lama asks Idaho religious.. \

Thoughts about the interfaith meeting... \

a Topoi are abbreviated as follows: Declension, Dsé&g@rophecy, F; Good works, G; Hypocrisy, H;
Inclusion, I; Supernatural belief, S; Tolerance, T.
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The reader will note that the only one that wasus®d at all was false prophecy. All others wedus
some form, as shall be discussed presently.

Indeed, the amount of use each topos received ltdsaa relation to the second research questian, th
question of the overall positive or negative tofiepoi that could generally be deemed positive weed
readily in this coverage. Negative topoi were eithet used at all or were used in interesting widngd
actually increased positive portrayal of Buddhissnaareligious experience. Notably, the topoi of ¢joo
works and inclusion were used numerous times. Mtigies could be seen to fit into one of these two
frames. Topoi that could be used to point out negeadspects of a religion were either: not usetséfa
prophecy); used in ways that incriminated othesseiad of incriminating Buddhists (hypocrisy, tolere);

or used in incoherent ways that made positive/megaissociations difficult (declension). Finally, i
supernatural belief is seen as a neutral toposulsecaf the distance reporters take to it, we cde that it
was present, but downplayed as would be expectedh©few occasions when supernatural beliefs were
introduced, religious adherents were allowed taesptheir views about them without any judgmeninfr
reporters.

In many ways, discussion of the use of topoi makesanswer to the second key question—the question
about tone of coverage—of this study obvious. Theetage was undeniably positive. Few unflattering
things were said about the Dalai Lama or his refigHe was consistently presented as a very respect
wise, and thoughtful spiritual leader. His followavere also presented as spiritual people whoesiersg

to better themselves and the world around them.

One key finding here, then, is that the media dearty not “anti-religious.” This is supportive die
overall thrust of Silk's work, as he argues thromgt his book that religion—broadly defined—is
supported by the media. The best way to des@theesmarmoverage is that it proclaimed Buddhism to be
a good thing and that the paper provided a cathdoe purposefully weave Buddhism into the tapestry
American religious experience.

But this leads to another important issue. Whatésnature of Buddhism, according to these stor@s?o
ask the question in other words, if these storiesewvthe only means by which a person knew anything
about Buddhism, what would the person think Budahis? The simple answer is that Buddhism is an
amorphous religion that is not easily distinguislfiesin many others. Elements of Silk’s book mightda
helped us predict this, but perhaps the author doegive this possibility and its implications tagention
they deserve. In his own words, he says, “Inclusimnies do tend to rub away the sharp edges igfaas
distinctiveness, but then, American culture as ale/thas a way of doing that” (Silk, 1997, p. 138hat
Silk fails to note is that the media specificalln(increasingly potent element within the abstcattgory

he refers to as “American culture”) play a very omant role in this procesé.In the case offhe
Statesmarcoverage, some analysis of basic Buddhist beliafs provided in a “Q and A” section on the
first day (September 11, “What is Buddhism?”). Afthat, very little information was provided to pel
understand the distinctives of the religion. Ifdees missed the “Q and A section,” they may hawt ha
difficulty discerning what makes Buddhism differdram any other religion. Compounding this diffityul
was coverage of the interfaith service near theddrtie Dalai Lama’s visit (September 15, “Dalainha
asks ldaho...”). The journalist who wrote about thatre¢ gave brief allusion to a Nez Perce song tlet w
intended “to help us find our direction” and a Rigbprayer. No mention was made of the nature chsu
songs/prayers and to whom (if anyone) they werectid. In the quotations that accompanied thig stor
local Hindu said, “Hare Krishnas also have the sammgerstanding that God is one.” Nowhere is there
clarification of which other religions the Hindu svaaying have the same understanding as his. Be tho
with some background in world religions, this migleta bit confusing. Buddhism, after all, is ndhaistic
religion in the sense of recognizing a single orotépt God"® So discussion of such a God is not germane.
And certainly there are striking theological difaces about the nature of god—or gods—even between
Hinduism and Christianity (many attendees werellpeators and priests).

The issue this raises is the extent to which rupliway “the sharp edges of religious distinctiveitedo

return to Silk’s original terminology—is a natunaért of the inclusion of new religions within Ameain
culture. Might such erosion be avoided if those wdeonmunicate about religion were more precise in
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explaining clear historical differences that exdstween religious points of view? Or (to be a bdren
critical), do reporterassistin the softening of sharp edges by ignoring religi differences? Do they have
a tendency to do so, even when they make full @iskectopoi Silk describes? Do they have a tendd¢ocy
do sobecausehey make full use of the topoi Silk describes?

Unfortunately, Silk does not show great concerntifiese matters. To the contrary, he actually ptapart
in blurring distinctions. To give one example,ihi#oduced his chapter on inclusion with a versarfithe
New Testament, intending to suggest that the topasclusion is deeply embedded in the Christiathfa
The specific verse is from the book of Colossiand én Silk's text) reads as follows: “Where these
neither Greek nor Jew, circumcision nor uncircumcisBarbarian, Scythian, bond nor fredellipsis in
original]” Observant readers might have noticed tha author cut off the verse in an unusual plaseghe
verse—in the form relayed to readers—is a fragroémain idea. And, if readers pursued the mattehéurt
they might have been quite astounded. Colossidlts &ntinues and provides a qualifier that limke t
“inclusiveness” Silk tries to accentuate in usihgs a call for inclusion. In the King James Vensfa very
well respected translation among Protestant derettioims), the verse says “Where there is neitheeksre
nor Jew, circumcision nor uncircumcision, Barbari@aythian, bond nor free: but Christ is all, andil.”
Here, then, it is Mark Silk who helps to wear awhg clear sharp edges of Christianity that sepdtate
from all other religions. Whereas orthodoxy teacties Jesus Christ is the essence of the Chriigm
and only those who accept his sacrifice are pathaf faith, Silk uses Christian scripture in a vibgt
suggests otherwise.

Given this and many other observations above, vghihliegin to wonder if the topos of inclusion, whic
Silk sees as an underpinning ethos of “Westergia#l|” is not as much a part of Judaism and Clangty

as he claims it to be. And, perhaps the othergginitare equally suspect. These are, perhaps sissuthy

of attention from scholars in religion more tharhalars in media. They are worthy of attention
nonetheless. Silk has made a bold claim that sewtepts are bedrock principles of Judaism and
Christianity. One important project involved in tluer discussing his work is the task of unpackiaghe
topos and making a more labored argument for whétleor is not a product of Judeo-Christiangilus
thought.

Looked at from a different direction, there is drestimportant issue here. Evérwe take for granted that
Silk’s seven topoi are in some way reflective af iNestern religious tradition, is it possible ttia topoi
are so broadly defined that they are key elemeitsamy (or perhaps all) religious faiths? This mother
area worthy of further research. Would analysistber news coverage of Buddhism exhibit the sange us
of topoi and the same positive tone? Would analysisews coverage of Hinduism show the same résults
And, there are other possible avenues for tryingddress these issues. In the same way that rhsisarc
needed to determine if Silk’s topoi are truly Juddwistian in origin, further research could be aocted

to determine the extent to which members of nont@/asfaiths would claim allegiance to the seven key
topoi. Would most Buddhist's see “good works” to“tdeeply ingrained,” or, a “fundamental part,” bkir
religion (Silk, 1997, p. 54)? Obviously, this at tother questions above cannot be answered dinttds
But we do know from the material above that Silikipoi are not Judeo-Christian in any clearly esaknt
using the term in its philosophical sense—form. tTisathey are not a means of clearly distinguighin
Christianity from other religions.

All of this addresses the question of what Silkipdi are not. We have yet to face directly the tjopsf
what Silk’s topoi might be. Some help in answerthgt question may be provided by Underwood, who
shares certain preconceptions with Silk, but hd#farent emphasis. Agreeing with Silk that thesean
undercurrent in the media that precludes claims‘aniti-religious bias,” he also recognizes that the
undercurrent shows attachment only to centa@mal aspects of Western religion. The undercurrentalgtu
shows a rather low affinity for the bedrock theglogf Judaism and Christianity. In his own words,
Underwood (2002) writes:

Finally, our analysis suggests a reexaminatiorhefdlaim that journalists are
‘hostile’ toward religion because there is muchdevice that they have great
sympathy for religious values. But, we must be ftdraot to mistake this
sympathy for an overt embrace of religion in theork or explicit support for
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the expression of religious viewpoints in their fessional activities. The high
levels of support for the “ambivalent” maxims (tb@es where journalistic
figures showed sympathy for core Judeo-Christials dar justice and self-
sacrifice but not necessarily orthodox theologyiéate that many journalists
are uncomfortable with evangelizing or creedal eesions. (p. 147).

Underwood’s preciseness explains much of what bas bbserved above. The news coverage of the Dalai
Lama visit showed a high level of respect for Buddhwhen broadly defined, but gave scant atterttion

its spiritual dimensions. This does not contradibat Wall found in her study of news coverage gbang
Seattle Lama. She interpreted the stories sheestudi denigrate Buddhist beliefs such as reincamat
(Wall, 1999, p. 15). Here, those beliefs were igaorThis observation also fits neatly with earlier
discussion of the way the media blur the differenbetween different faiths. Either action (deniigigt
theological distinctions, or ignoring them) couldatl to a devaluation of “sharp edges of religious
distinction.”

What element is elevated in importance in the platehese religious details? As already noted by
analyzing news content through the lens of Silkisoi—and as forewarned in the Underwood quotation
just shared—the most important thing is “good wdrk$nderwood equates good works with “calls for
justice and self-sacrifice.” In the news storiagd#d here these received the attention that deeptigns
such as the nature of the human spirit did notsitmably they were of utmost importance to the repsr
who wrote about the Dalai Lama.

Admittedly, these (good works, justice, self-sacefare crucial aspects of the Western religious tradition
So Silk is correct to suggest that allegiance és¢hideas is supportive of Western religion. Buhbw the
reader should have noted that they only suppart of Western religion. Underwood (2002) offers
continued insight by recognizing a juncture thaswatical in the history of American journalisnytlalso

a reflection of a divide that has been common inisfiinity (the most prominent Western religion).

The muckrakers raised an important question thatirmeed to divide Christians: was
Jesus a figure of spiritual salvation or was heaativist seeking a just society? An
important strand of modern journalism in America liellowed the muckraker tradition
of embracing Christian ethics and social idealsdpuirning much of the rest of Christian
theology. (p. 84)

In the case of Christianity, this means that reprsradopted Jesus’ teachings about taking cateeqgidor,
but ignored what he said about taking care of theé. §he same appears to take place with respewis
coverage of Buddhism. Reporters are happy to repatthe Dalai Lama wants us to have compassian, b
a bit reluctant to discuss the fact that he clairise the reincarnation of an earlier Buddhist lheac

Another way to say this is to say that the pressiést interested in what religion has to say altbat
worldly and the temporal. In regard to the worldBpect, all of the focus is on the grounded dinoerssof
religion, for example, the portion that relatedtav each of us treats his/her fellow humans. Tha say,
the media are very “mundane.” Tracing the wordt$oLiatin roots, this signifies that the media focuns
worldly matters. Left out of press coverage and ImoicSilk’s discussion are the truly transcendespteats
of faith. This also relates to the aspect of terafiiyr The Dalai Lama spoke of the ravages of wiae,
tragedy of Katrina, the widening gap between riad @oor, all problems that face us in our immediate
time-bound existence. With these thoughts in migitk’s view of the media as “unsecular” is—quite
ironically—well off the mark. After all, if as weid with the word “mundane” we take the word “sectla
back to its Latin roots, we realize that the mdtae much to do with “this world.” Basically, sorniety
that is “secular” relates to the current periodage** In this light, issues of “morality” (how we treach
other today) are extremely secular issues. Whadtisecular is discussion of questions such as whether
there is a God (especially if that God is somehaowside of our notions of time and space) and wiat o
relationship to that God might be. As we have s&iR’s putatively unsecular media devote littléeation

to these matters. They agaitesecular, even if they sometimes like to engagedrairspeculation.
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And certainly this is the bone of contention thadamye part of the American population has with thess
media. Though they might not state it with the ecess that Underwood did above, they recognite th
American journalists face choices in how to incogte faith into media practice. And these Americans
disagree with the muckrakers’ choice in the dichotoof Christian moral or soteriological orientation
Thus, where Silk hints that religious folk woulccognize that the media have a “proreligious poétifre
they only looked more closely, the argument hettbas no close inspection will bridge this gap. iBally,
there is a fundamental conflict between the belifeporters and a part of their audience. Theaaribor
who seems to recognize this is McCloud (2004), sfated it succinctly.

Whereas Silk argues that the news media ‘approagdlygian with values and
presuppositions that the American public widelyreba | stress that there are actually
multiple sometimes overlapping American publics that haldvariety of complex,
divergent, and often contradictory views. (p. 13-12

From this point of view, we can see that a large phthe journalistic community could have a prefece
for one view of religion that much of their readépsdoes not share. In the West, this plays ouwrin
historical choice between Christian morality andi§tfan theology? The distinction might not be as sharp
in religions such as Buddhism, but still exists.

In conclusion, all of the above suggests that &llcorrect when he claims that reporters are highly
respectful toward religion. But evidence preserttede suggests that thgpe of religion that reporters
respect is so amorphous, so ill-defined that itldaoclude just about any theological or a-theotadi
persuasion. What appears to be most important tterseof religion is that the devotees covered ealbe
certain moral precepts to which the journalisticnoaunity has also claimed allegiance. Given allhi$,t
Silk’s thesis can probably best be summed up inokia words early in his book. There he states that
journalists write about religion while using “ideakwhat religion is and is not, of what it ougmdaought

not to be—with topoi—that derive, to varying degrefom religious sources” (Silk, 1998, p. 50). The
findings of this study suggest that his abstraebtis gives us plenty to think about, but that therds “to
varying degrees” are where the details lie as tethadr American journalism is supportive of Amerga’
dominant historical religious traditions. Quitenically, a common “Western” expression states ithiatin

the details that the devil lies also.
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! Following the pattern of Mark Silk, | have chosenuse the terms “Eastern” and “Western” religion.
Admittedly, such a dichotomy is problematic, but farposes of the ensuing analysis it simplifie&ing.

2 |n the index to the book, there is only one rafegeto Buddhism (which directs the reader to disious
of a poll done by one newspaper).

3 Silk gives these people (and some of the studiieg tise to support their opinion) full attentiontive
third chapter ofUnsecular Media

%| ask this on the basis that Christianity, Islard &ormonism are offshoots of Judaism.

® A quick search in Google Scholar provides 58 esfrimany of which are academic sources that have
cited the book.

® Though little has been written about Buddhismhia hews, there are areas where the cultural presgnc
the religion has been duly noted. Those who panttin to marketing and advertising have noticedds

in acceptance of “fringe” religion, especially Binisin. Both popular and academic writers have drawn
attention to this. For example, in the late 199@spSen Prothero (1997) made note of the fact that
advertisers used a “chic” rendition of Buddhisms#l products. A 200&lewsweelarticle demonstrated
even greater cultural acceptance. One entreprariegr in the article made reference to “profitinig of
Buddha’s hip, peaceful image” (Kornfeld and Re306). A recent academic investigation into the afse
religion to sell products revealed that the moshemn religious image used in advertising was aquers
meditating in the lotus position (Moore, 2005). Tigh each of these authors gives some suggestibn tha
there are negative aspects of this usage (e.d.ittleewcurs because advertisers think of Buddhism a
something exotic and nobody will be offended by tise of an exotic religion), the positive cannot be
denied. As Prothero puts it, American’s “have ggaga over Buddhism.”

" On page 317, Underwood shares information fromeaidNexis analysis of newspaper coverage of
religion. Buddhism fared well in regards to the w$epositive terms (such as “harmony”) while having

R. MOORE inJOURNAL OF MEDIA & RELIGION (2008) 17



This is a preprint of an article whose final anfirdéve form has been published in the JournaViefdia & Religion © 2008
Taylor & Francis; Journal of Media & Religion isahable online at: http://www.informaworld.com

very few negative terms associated with it. Underv@admits that the study only provides a start to
answering questions about the overall portrayshefreligion.

8 In the two year period of 2005 and 2006, the payratt through two ownership changes, from Gannett,
to Knight Ridder, and more recently from Knight Béd to McClatchy.

° Some “sidebars” in this series were easy to casrgeparate stories, as they were written in néewsg s
form. Some included only questions and answers,santk included a series of quotes. Give this wgriet
the exact number of “stories” is difficult to quént

% 1n the sidebar that included quotations from glendio attended the interfaith gathering, one Cianist
Pastor commented that he found the Dalai Lamadhke’ but thought his view of evil was “simplistic.
This single negative comment was as close to acladés | could find.

1 Sun Valley is a resort community that is home taumber of wealthy business people as well as
Hollywood celebrities.

12 Admittedly, some of this may be a factor of thewity of Silk’s work. He occasionally brushes bese
issues, but does not give them the attention tlesgme. For example, in the last pages of the bexsks
whether “focusing on good works gives short shdftvhat else religion can do in the world” (p. 149)

3 There is some variation between the various imtditof Buddhism (e.g. Theravada and Mahayana).
Though many Buddhists recognize supernatural befegs would adhere to the notion of a creator God
that is an important part of Judaism and Christyani

14 Students of romance languages might notice the Vgarcular” has similarity to the Spanish word
“siglo” and the French word “siécle.” The usagdhase words in other languages gives some inditatio
of the original meaning of “secular.”

15 The actual extent to which the whole of Christiaorality is adopted by journalists is open for deba

Again, many Christians might feel that there isideachasm between their moral views and those of
journalists if we take the whole range of moratessinto account.
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