Faith-based Film Faith Like
Potatoes

It’s movie night with Mom; so I'm at the video store browsing
the new releases and I come across Faith Like Potatoes. I'm
not sure I would have picked it up if I were looking just for
myself, but I saw the words, “Based on an inspiring true
story,” and thought, Mom will like this. She did. But much to
my surprise, so did I. Oh, I thought I'd enjoy it tolerably,
but I didn’t expect to be, yes, actually inspired.

Faith Like Potatoes centers around a young, white African
farmer who is forced to move his family to South Africa and
start all over. As he does, he must overcome drought, tension
in his family and his own deep-seated anger, as well as the
tension and violence between white and black South African
farmers. It's a story of pain, truth, beauty, and redemption.

Nonetheless, even though I was able to read all this on the
back cover, I wasn’t expecting to be very impressed. To be
entirely truthful, I’'ve come to expect a fair amount of cheesy
dialogue and frankly, poor artistry (cinematography, plot
nuance, imagery, symbolism, subtlety, etc.) from Christian
film, with a few notable exceptions. To be fair, I like those
“weird artsy films” that make you think, and I understand that
isn’t everyone’s cup of tea. But that also means I’ve seen my
fair share of high-quality, low-budget film. And while I think
we still have lots of ground to recover as we relearn how to
engage the arts, I'm also aware that we have and are making
progress.

Faith Like Potatoes from Affirm Films, 1is evidence of this
progress. The producers, editors, directors, and composers are
highly experienced, award-winning experts both within and
without faith-based film-making, and it shows. Often, faith-
based films come across as unrealistic because they lack
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engaging, believable characters and dialogue and they over-
simplify characters and their issues. These movies often
provide one-size-fits-all answers and end up resolving
problems and characters so pristinely that there are no
complications, no loose ends, no lingering struggles or
doubts, no ambiguities, no room for interpretation.. no depth.
Real people in real circumstances aren’t like that. People are
complicated; what'’s right and what’'s wrong is sometimes
unclear; accepting Jesus doesn’t make everything rosy and
happily-ever-after all at once.

As Christians we ought to know better than anyone that
complete resolution will never take place until Christ returns
at long last to bring Justice and Peace to a hurting world. If
we want our productions to speak to real people in real ways,
we need to get real. We need to stop avoiding the wonderfully
complex simplicities of the paradoxical life God designed (the
last is first, die to live, etc.). Potatoes’ Regardt Van Den
Bergh understands this. The well-known South African actor and
director writes this of his work (of which The Visual Bible’s
Matthew is his best known): “I, as a director, love telling
true stories. To tell stories of how God impacts the lives of
people 1is the best, but with 1t comes an awesome
responsibility: the responsibility of being truthful and also
representing the way of God in the person’s life accurately.”
(www.sonypictures.com/homevideo/faithlikepotatoes/about/produc
tion-bios.html).

Overall, I think the film is successful in doing this. It
doesn’t shy away from the tragedy that happens in Buchan’s
life. (Faith Like Potatoes is based on the life of Angus
Buchan, and is also the title of Buchan’s autobiography.) I
did, however, feel that the aftermath of the death of his
nephew was covered a bit speedily. I understand there are
limits on film as a medium, and time is almost always a
factor—Faith Like Potatoes is almost an even two hours long as
it is—however, I still feel it was an important part of the
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whole of this man’s experience that shouldn’t have been
rushed. We only glimpse rather than truly encounter the shame
and guilt and anger Buchan struggled with. The film brings us
face-to-face with Buchan’s immense sadness, but his other,
darker feelings and struggles are only hinted at. Nonetheless,
this dose of realism which portrays both the triumphs and
tragedies of life is a good step in the right direction.

You’'ve heard the old adage: It’s not what you say, but how you
say it that matters most. We all have experience with this. We
know that how we say what we’re saying affects how people
receive it, and often whether they receive it at all. This
being the case, we can see how bad art is an impediment to a
good message; we begin to understand how it is nearly
impossible to communicate a good message through a movie that
just isn’t good. This is why I want to highlight Regardt’s
Faith Like Potatoes. It’'s good art. Not exceedingly great
perhaps, but good. This film has quality acting, dialogque,
cinematography—all believable, which allows its message to be
believable too. And that is inspiring.
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Confessions of a Cellphone-
Challenged Journalist

I have a confession.

Not one of those tawdry confessions, but it is a little
embarrassing. You see, I am cellphone challenged.

I used a cellphone once - about ten years ago when
volunteering to help rebuild Miami after Hurricane Andrew. The
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BellSouth loaner, a real clunker, helped me navigate the
storm-ravaged county amidst downed street signs and landmarks.

But I’'ve never owned one. Voicemail takes my messages and I’'ve
seldom wanted to be more accessible. Some of my friends swear
by cellphones. Others swear at them. Ever been in a movie
theater when a filmgoer gets a call and decides to talk?

My wife attended a conference presentation during which a
woman asked the speaker a question from the audience. In the
middle of her question, with all eyes on her, her cellphone
rang. She not only answered it, but also conducted a brief
conversation while everyone watched aghast.

Airline travelers talk before takeoff until the flight
attendant tells them to stop. They resume talking when the
plane lands. They talk walking through the airport, on the
inter-terminal shuttle, entering the restroom. They talk while
using the toilet or washing their hands. Some restrooms sound
like offices.

Drivers talk. Beachgoers talk. Students talk between classes.
Shoppers talk while cruising the aisles. (“What kind of cheese
did you want me to get?”)

Some restaurants ask diners not to use cellphones. Some summer
camps have banned them because they distract kids from social
and recreational activities.

My doctor’s office has a sign asking patients to please not
talk on cellphones while the doctor or nurse is examining
them. (Let your mind wander on that theme for a moment.)

One of my favorite signs is inside a nearby church: “Please
turn off cellphones during service. (Let God call you.)”

”n

The hit movie, “Bruce Almighty,” depicts God’s attempts to
contact the main character (played by Jim Carrey) by leaving a
number on his pager. Turns out the number is valid in many



area codes. After the film’s release, people and businesses
began getting calls from folks asking for God.

A Florida woman threatened to sue the film studio after 20
calls per hour clogged her cellphone. A Denver radio station
built a contest around the fluke. Some callers to the station
seemed to think they’d really discovered a direct line to God.
One left a message confessing her adultery.

Another number holder decided to offer some friendly advice.
She changed her voice message to say, “Looking for God? Well,
I'm not Him, but I do know Him. And knowing Him has changed my
life. You can know Him too. In fact, it’s a local call.”

Come to think of it, that may not be a bad idea. Jeremiah (the
Jewish prophet, not the bullfrog) said God told him, “Call to
Me and I will answer you, and I will tell you great and mighty
things, which you do not know.” It doesn’t even require a
cellphone.

I guess I can live with cellphones if people can realize that
they’'re not for everyone. If you have one, I certainly don't
fault you. But please, do turn it off when you go to see the
doctor.

Mel Gibson’s Passion Film
Ignites Passions

The storm of controversy surrounding Mel Gibson’'s film about
Jesus death has had many facets. Is the movie anti-Semitic?
Too violent for kids? Would Gibsons Jesus get married?

Representatives of the Jewish Anti-Defamation League and the
Simon Wiesenthal Center feared provocation of anti-Jewish
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feelings and violence. Prerelease screenings found warm
response from leaders including Vatican officials and Billy
Graham. Others remained skeptical.

Much of the controversy centers on two questions about the
film and the history it depicts: Were Jewish people
responsible for Jesus death? And, if so, are all Jewish people
thereby Christ killers? Anti-Semitisms ugly stains make
certain fears understandable.

Raised as a Gentile in Miami, I had many Jewish friends.
Miamis Jewish population exceeds that of many cities of
Israel. My classmates talked of Hebrew school, synagogue, and
bar mitzvahs. In school we sang Hanukah songs and Christmas
carols. My parents taught and modeled respect and tolerance.
Anti-Semitism makes my blood boil.

After finding faith as a university student, I explored
concerns about anti-Semitism in biblical accounts of Jesus
death. Jesus was Jewish, as were his early followers. Jewish
people who opposed him aligned against Jewish people who
supported him. This was essentially a Jewish-Jewish conflict.
One faction pressured Pilate, a Roman ruler, into executing
Jesus.

Jewish leaders did not physically hang him on a cross; Roman
executioners did that. But some Jewish people were part of the
mix.

Should all Jewish people bear the guilt for Jesus execution?
Of course not. Neither should all Germans bear guilt for the
Holocaust nor all Christians for racism or anti-Semitism,
pedophilia, corruption, or other outrageous acts of
Christians. We all bear responsibility for our own decisions.

But there is another facet to the guilt question. After I
spoke in a University of Miami anthropology class, one student
asked if Jews are responsible for the death of Jesus.
Absolutely, I replied. Jews are responsible for Jesus death.



And so are Christians, Buddhists, Muslims, Hindus, atheists
and agnostics.

Jesus said he came to help plug people into God, to give his
life as a ransom for many. He believed his death would pay the
price necessary to provide forgiveness for all who would
accept it, becoming a bridge linking them to eternity.

According to this perspective, we — all of us — and our flaws
are the reason Jesus went to the cross. Are we guilty of
physically executing him? No. Was it because of us that he
suffered? By his reasoning, yes.

Gibsons film is significant. Of course, I brought my own
biases to the screening. I left impressed with the terrible
pain Jesus endured, especially poignant because I believe he
endured it for me.

Rembrandt, the famous Dutch artist, painted a memorable
depiction of the crucifixion. In it, several people help to
raise the cross to which Jesus is nailed. Light emphasizes one
particular face among the cross-raisers. The face 1is
Rembrandts, a self-portrait. The painter believed he himself
was part of the reason Jesus died.

Gibson told the Associated Press, “I came to a difficult point
in my life and meditating on Christ’s sufferings, on his
passion, got me through it.” The Passion film and story are
worth considering and discussing among friends of any faith or
of no faith.
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