Christian Rumors
Kerby Anderson

Madalyn Murray O’Hair
No doubt you’ve heard them and wondered if they were true. Stories about
Madalyn Murray O’Hair’s campaign against Christian radio, Janet Reno’s
definition of a cult or Charles Darwin’s supposed deathbed conversion. Are they
true or not?
Believe me–I see more than my share of these myths and rumors. Because of my
public visibility and presence on various web pages, I probably get a lot more email messages than most people do. So I probably see a higher percentage of
myths and rumors than most. Yet, I am amazed at the number of rumors flying
around the Internet.
And we get lots of phone calls at Probe from people wondering if various stories
they have heard are true. Others forward e-mail messages they receive and ask if
they are true, before they forward them to others.
Many of these messages are relatively harmless ones like the promise that you
will get free M&Ms if you forward an e-mail message to someone. This apparently
has mutated into the belief that IBM will send you a free computer if you forward
a particular e-mail. Supposedly IBM is doing this because of a recent merger
between Hewlett-Packard and Gateway. As my teenage daughter likes to say,
“Yeah right!” Oh, and don’t forget about the GAP offering free clothing because of
a supposed merger with Abercrombie and Fitch.
Some other rumors are harmful to companies. One example would be the false
rumor that an executive with Proctor and Gamble announced he was a Satanist on
the Sally Jesse Raphael Show. The original rumor had this happening on The

Donahue Show. And then there’s the rumor that the designer Liz Claiborne told
the Oprah audience that she donates profits to the Church of Satan. None of these
rumors are true, yet these e-mails still show up in Probe’s inbox on a fairly
regular basis.
In this article I want to address what I consider to be the major myths and rumors
that are spread by the Christian community. With so many, I had to be selective;
so I tried to focus on those persistent myths spread by Christians and some of the
rumors which seem to nearly have a life of their own.
The most persistent rumor in the Christian community over the last few decades
is the mistaken belief that atheist Madalyn Murray O’Hair has been trying to ban
religious broadcasting through petition RM 2493. Back in December 1974, there
was a petition by Jeremy Lanaman and Lorenzo Milam to investigate radio
stations with non-commercial educational licenses. The FCC unanimously rejected
the petition in August 1975. But somehow the original information mutated into
the current rumor that Madalyn Murray O’Hair was trying to remove Christian
radio stations from the airwaves. The rumor wasn’t true when she was alive, and
certainly isn’t true now. Nevertheless, the FCC has received millions and millions
of bogus petitions. Let me state once again, the rumor isn’t true and all of us
should do what we can to stop the rumor.

Janet Reno, Enemy of Christians
I am trying to address what I consider to be the major myths and rumors that are
spread by the Christian community. Many of these show up in e-mails, while
others are repeated by Christian speakers and believed to be true, even though
they are false.
One persistent rumor has been attributed to former Attorney General Janet Reno,
who supposedly defines Christians as belonging to a cult. Let me quote from one
variation of the e-mail.

Are you a cultist, ACCORDING TO JANET RENO?? . . . I certainly HOPE SO!!
Attorney General Janet Reno, “A cultist is one who has a strong belief in the
Bible and the Second Coming of Christ; who frequently attends Bible studies;
who has a high level of financial giving to a Christian cause; who home schools
their children; who has accumulated survival foods and has a strong belief in
the Second Amendment; and who distrusts big government. Any of these may
qualify a person as a cultist but certainly more than one of these would cause us
to look at this person as a threat, and his family as being in a risk situation that
qualified for government interference.” Janet Reno, Attorney General, USA
Interview on 60 Minutes, June 26, 1994 Do you qualify? Are you (as defined by
the U.S. Attorney General) a threat? If any of these apply to you then you are!!
This worries me. Does it worry you? Let’s impeach her too!!! Everyone in this
country “The land of the free” with computer access should copy this and send
to every man, woman and child who can read.
The quote is a hoax, but that didn’t stop many Christians from trying to send this
e-mail to nearly everyone they knew that had access to the Internet. Even now
that Janet Reno is no longer Attorney General, this e-mail still circulates on a
fairly regular basis.
Here are the facts. According to CBS, Janet Reno did not appear on 60 Minutes in
1994. And it is doubtful that she would ever say something so inflammatory on
this program or any other program. If she had, certainly it would have made frontpage news to define millions of Christians as “cultists” and a “threat” to society.
The Office of Legislative Affairs in the Justice Department says they believe the
quote first appeared in the August 1993 edition of the “Paul Revere Newsletter”
published by the Christian Defense League in Flora, Illinois. The group has been
described by some as a “far right hate group” holding to racist and anti-Semitic
views. The newsletter subsequently ran a retraction.
This is the unfortunate origin of this persistent e-mail message. Unknowingly,

Christians circulated a rumor started by a group bent on attacking the Attorney
General. They did so because Christians were attacked as being cultists, thus they
spread a rumor that was not true.

Joshua’s Long Day
One story that has been around for quite a long time is the myth of NASA
discovering Joshua’s long day. As the story goes, computers at the space agency
discovered that as they went back in time the calculations did not work. Scientists
doing orbital mechanics calculations to determine the positions of the planets in
the future realized that they were off by a day. A biblical scholar in the group
supposedly solved the question when he remembered the passage in Joshua 10:13
which says that “the sun stood still, and the moon stopped” for about a whole day.
Attempts to verify the story through the NASA Spaceflight Center in Maryland
never materialized. But that didn’t stop the spreading of the story that NASA
found computer evidence of a missing day, which thereby verified the story of
Joshua’s long day.
As it turns out, the apparent origin of this story precedes NASA by many years.
Harry Rimmer wrote about astronomical calculations recorded by Professor C.A.
Totten of Yale University in his 1936 book The Harmony of Science and
Scripture.{1} He quotes professor Totten, who said, “[A] fellow professor, an
accomplished astronomer, made the strange discovery that the earth was twentyfour hours out of schedule!” He says that Professor Totten challenged this man to
investigate the question of the inspiration of the Bible. Some time later, his
colleague replied: “In the tenth chapter of Joshua, I found the missing twenty-four
hours accounted for. Then I went back and checked up on my figures, and found
that at the time of Joshua there were only 23 hours and 20 minutes lost.”
Researchers have gone back to Professor Totten’s book Joshua’s Long Day and
the Dial of Ahaz (published in 1890) and have not been able to find the story of

the astronomer. Instead they find his argument for the lost day based upon the
chronology of Jesus Christ. He believed that Christ must have been born at the
fall equinox and that the world was created four thousand years before Christ was
born. He therefore calculates that the world was created on September 22, 4000
b.c. This day must be a Sunday, but using a calendar we find that this date was a
Monday. Therefore, argues Professor Totten, Joshua’s long day accounts for this
“missing day.”
As you can see, there is no story about NASA scientists, nor are there even
skeptical astronomers. He makes a number of very questionable assumptions in
order to supposedly “prove” Joshua’s long day.
The story of NASA verifying Joshua’s long day is a myth that has been passed
down for decades and apparently has its origins from stories recorded even
before NASA existed. The story is false.

Darwin’s Deathbed Conversion
One of the most persistent stories is the supposed conversion of Charles Darwin
and his supposed rejection of evolution on his deathbed. Christian speakers and
writers retell this story with great regularity even though there is good evidence
that Darwin remained an agnostic and an evolutionist to the day of his death. And
even if the story was true (and it is not), its retelling is irrelevant to whether the
theory of evolution is true. Darwin did not recant, and scientists would continue
to teach the theory even if he had changed his mind.
The origin of this story can be traced to one “Lady Hope” who started the story
after the death of Charles Darwin. On one occasion, Lady Hope spoke to a group
of young men and women at the school founded by the evangelist D. L. Moody at
Northfield, Massachusetts. According to her, Darwin had been reading the book
of Hebrews on his deathbed. She said he asked for the local Sunday school to sing
in a summerhouse on the grounds, and had confessed: “How I wish I had not

expressed my theory of evolution as I have done.” She even said he would like her
to gather a congregation since he “would like to speak to them of Christ Jesus and
His salvation, being in a state where he was eagerly savouring the heavenly
anticipation of bliss.”{2}
D. L. Moody encouraged Lady Hope to publish her story, and it was printed in the
Boston Watchman Examiner. The story spread, and the claims have been
republished and restated ever since.
The claims were refuted at the time and were subsequently addressed by
Darwin’s son and daughter when they were revived years later. In 1918, Francis
Darwin made this public statement:
Lady Hope’s account of my father’s views on religion is quite untrue. I have
publicly accused her of falsehood, but have not seen any reply. My father’s
agnostic point of view is given in my Life and Letters of Charles Darwin, Vol. I.,
pp. 304-317. You are at liberty to publish the above statement. Indeed, I shall
be glad if you will do so.
Darwin’s daughter, Henrietta, writing in the Christian for February 23, 1922, said
she was present at her father’s deathbed. “Lady Hope was not present during his
last illness, or any illness. I believe he never even saw her, but in any case she
had no influence over him in any department of thought or belief. He never
recanted any of his scientific views, either then or earlier. We think the story of
his conversion was fabricated in the U.S.A.” She concluded by saying, “The whole
story has no foundation whatever.”
So that is the history of the story of Charles Darwin’s deathbed conversion. It
simply is not true.

Satanic Affiliations
Now I would like to conclude by looking at rumors linking various individuals and
groups to Satan.
One individual linked to Satan is J. K. Rowling, the author of the best-selling
Harry Potter series. Although we at Probe have expressed some concern over the
books, we believe some of the criticism concerning her has been unfair. One
purported quotation making the rounds comes from a satirical publication known
as The Onion. Supposedly she says, “I think it’s absolute rubbish to protest
children’s books on the grounds that they are luring children to Satan. People
should be praising them for that! These books guide children to an understanding
that the weak, idiotic Son of God is a living hoax who will be humiliated when the
rain of fire comes.” The quote goes on to use pornographic language.
Editors at The Onion made up the quote along with just about everything else in
the article. The fictitious article includes mock quotes from blaspheming children
planning satanic rituals. It claimed that fourteen million American children have
joined the Church of Satan because of the Harry Potter series. Unfortunately,
many Christians did not understand that the magazine is a blatantly satirical
tabloid attempting to lampoon Christians concerned about the Harry Potter
series.
A similar rumor surfaced in the 1980s when chain letters and petitions
supposedly documented that the Procter & Gamble symbol was really a satanic
symbol. According to the story, the company’s historic “man in the moon” symbol
was the devil. And Procter & Gamble executives supposedly appeared on a TV talk
show (Phil Donahue or Sally Jesse Raphael) to boast that their company gave
some of their profits to the Church of Satan.
I think the lesson this week is that Christians should be more discerning. If you
receive a letter or e-mail full of sensational information, you should ask yourself

why this is the first you have heard about it. If Janet Reno or J.K. Rowling or an
executive with Procter & Gamble said the things they allegedly said, wouldn’t you
have heard about it long before you received this letter or e- mail? If it sounds
incredible, maybe that’s because it isn’t credible. If you have questions, feel free
to write us or call us at Probe or check out the numerous Web sites dedicated to
debunking myths, rumors, and urban legends. In the meantime, we should all
learn to be more discerning.
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