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ABSTRACT

Many journalists and contributors to “popular” media seem to struggle when discussing religion.  This is caused by a variety of factors, including discomfort and confusion with how to write and talk about matters of “faith.”  This includes the tension between, on one hand, the desire to remain nonjudgmental and unprejudiced and, on the other hand, the need to probe one’s subject.  However, there is another, more fundamental problem: a lack of historical knowledge, understanding, and context.  It is not uncommon to read a news story and to see the terms “evangelical,” “conservative Christian,” “Pentecostal,” and “fundamentalist” used interchangeably, often with no explanation of the terms.  This problem extends beyond misuses of language, though.  Media coverage very often slips into becoming an arena for theological debate, rather than a site for analyzing those debates and their broader implications within politics and culture.  This is where historical thinking could possibly rectify the situation.

This paper uses Rob Bell and the news coverage of the release of his 2011 book, Love Wins, to emphasize the need for a historicizing of popular figures and popular conversations.  “Popular history” usually means presenting historical topics to a wide audience.  One way this can be done, slightly differently, is to inject historical thinking and knowledge into contemporary topics.  This is especially necessary when dealing with topics like religion, which are frequently—and regrettably—stripped of history.  Applying a historian’s perspective is an effective way to escape this problem and salvage the usefulness of contemporary news stories about religion.  This paper advocates this approach while, in the main, providing an example of it, describing Bell from a historical perspective and demonstrating the problems in media representations which lacked that perspective.
