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Saints and sinners: Dealing with a possible end

Hitting theroad may taketheplaceof digging
afallout shelter if terroristsshould strikeagain
inthiscountry.

A recent Washington Post story told how
some Washingtonians are preparing to evacu-
atethecapital intheevent of anattack. Afemale
lawyer hasdirectionsto afriend’scabinin her
purse and keeps a backpack and cat carrier by
thefront door.

Inabagstowedinher car, afinancial consult-
ant haspacked jeans, asweatshirt, aspirin, ant-
acids, water and paper matches. Her evacuation
route: shewill drivesouthtoher family’shouse
two hoursaway in Virginia.

A caterer planstomeet hisfriendat New York
Avenueand Blandensburg Road. If that rendez-
vous fails to come off, they will meet outside
the National Aquarium in Baltimore.

District of Columbia officials have printed

directions on how to stock “Emergency Go”
kits.A three-day supply of water and acompass
are among theitems recommended.

These preparations are reminiscent of the
Cubanmissilecrisisof the 1960s, whenAmeri-
cansdugfallout sheltersand stocked themwith
provisions— and sometimesagun to keep out
interlopers— intheevent of anatomicairraid.

But probably nothing that hasupset our world
inthelast 50 yearscan comparewith thefright
that consumed alargeportionof thepopul ation
in 1910, before anyone had ever heard of the
atom bomb or Osamabin Laden.

For many months, professors, tycoons,
statesmen, actors and farmers made frantic
preparations for the world’s end. Newspapers
published lurid accounts of what was in store
for the earth’sinhabitants because the dreaded
Halley’s comet was coming. All scores had to
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be settled and moral debtspaid beforeadeadly
gas devastated the whole world. There were
dozensof suicidesdaily.

Writersfor the Sunday supplements—fore-
runners of the supermarket tabloids — had a
fieldday. A yellowed clippingforal956 maga-
zinetellsthe amazing story.

“Thedynamitethat rocked the world was set
off by aGerman scienti stswhoannounced hehad
located Halley’s comet. He said it would brush
near the Earth on the night of May 18, 1910.”

Well, Halley’'s comet made avisit every 76
years, didn’t it? The world hadn’t blown up
before.

“Yes, butthistimeitwouldbedifferent,” said
thescientist. Thecomet'sfiery tail wouldbrush
acrosstheface of the Earth, leaving death and
destructioninitswake.

Thenanother astronomer proclaimedthat his
spectroscopic examination showed that the
comet’stail wasfilled with cyanogens, a poi-
sonous gas that was deadly if inhaled and in-
flammabl eto boot.

There was drinking and carousing. People
wanted to haveagoodtimeintheir final hours.
Some French author didn’t help matterswhen
heannounced, “ Thefumeswhichwill sweepthe
Earth will be of the laughing-gas variety. The
endwill not bepainful.All of uswill bechoked
with merriment, laughing hysterically astime

runsout and doom rushesinon all of us.”
Then camethe day — May 18, 1910. Work
stopped in thousands of stores and factories.
Peoplethrongedthestreets, gazingintothesky.
Nothing happened during the day. “ Ah, but
just wait until tonight,” people said. By night-
fall, churches and nightclubswere packed.
Then the rumor swept New York that the
comet would do noharmtothosewho stood on
bridges over water at the time of the comet’s
passing. By evening, every bridge was filled
with a shoving, screaming crowd of human
beings. All throughthenight millionswatched,
hushed and frightened. Nothing happened.
Very few evensaw thefainttrail of thecomet.
And sheepishly, the people trudged home.
Halley’s comet had come and gone.
Footnote: When Halley’scomet returned on
schedulein 1986, scant attentionwaspaidtoit.

The “VeggieTales’ studio takes a $14-million gamble with its first movie

By Richard N. Ostling
AP Religion Writer
Thestarisanasparagus. Hisbuddies
include atomato and acucumber. And
they’ refeaturedinamoviebasedonthe
biblical tale of Jonah, the guy who got
swallowed by awhale.
What'sthebigidea?At BigldeaPro-
ductions, it's that kids' entertainment
canteach children athing or two about
mordity andreligiousfaithyet still trig-
ger abelly laugh or two.
Theindependent studio from subur-
ban Chicagoisabout tofind outif main-
streammoviegoingaudiencesagree. Its
first feature-length film, “Jonah — a
VeggieTalesMovie,” opens Friday.
Bigldeahasput $14millionintothe
movie, makingitagambleeventhough
thecompany hassold nearly 30 million
of the startlingly successful “Veggie-
Tales” animated videos over the past

nineyears.

“Jonah” recycles the biblical book
into afishy story-within-a-story star-
ringArchibal d A sparagus(voicedwith
a British accent by Big Idea founder
Phil Vischer) inthetitlerole, alongside
Bob the Tomato, Larry the Cucumber
andothersfromBigldea simprobable
garden of animated fruits and veg-
etables. (“No vegetableswereharmed
inthemakingof thisfilm,” viewersare
assured.)

Aswiththehomevideos, Mom, Dad,
and other viewersaboveVeggieTales
target ages of 3-8 will be amused by
knowing cultural references: “Jaws”
and “Lawrence of Arabia” sneak into
thefilm, asdosnack foods, apopsinger,
and audiotapes by a motivational
speaker (“ Youarepowerful and attrac-
tive. You do not run from your prob-
lems.”)

There are also silly ditties (the best
one, “The Credits Song,” comes at the
end of thecredits) and goofy gags. When
theprophet Jonah enterstownto preach
God's law, fast-food stands that offer
pork, batsand bugsinstantly turnkosher
and start selling bagelsand coffee.

Inthisquintessentially Jewishstory,
the good guy (who was scripted prior
to the Sept. 11 attacks) is Khalil, a
vaguely Muslim traveling salesman
who'shalf caterpillar, half worm.

Actually, either Muslims or Jews
would find VeggieTales productions
wholesome rather than troublesome,
apart from the studio’s Christmas and
Easter videos. But Vischer, Big Idea’s
lowa-bred founder, is very much a
product of white evangelical Protes-
tantism — the Christian and Mission-
ary Alliance, to be specific.

The 36-year-old Vischer sayswhite,

Protestant America has lots of nice,
happy people but little great humor.
Maybethe peoplearetoo comfortable,
hemuses, admittingthat heescapedinto
humor when his parents divorced. His
personal idolsbecameBritain’'sMonty
Python crew and the Coen brothers.

Vischer wastossed out of Minnesota's
St. Paul BibleCollege(now Crown Col-
lege) for skipping chapel too often, and
he started working in video production
rather than studying elsewhere.

IN1993, Bigldeaproduced“Where's
God When I’'m S-Scared?’ — apio-
neering children’ svideowith 3D com-
puter animation. By 1998, Wal-Mart
camecalling.

College degree or not, Vischer isa
philosopher who wrote the 72-page
“Bigldeal01” manual for prospective
employees. It champions anonsectar-
ian “biblical worldview,” which Vis-

cher defines as hope that results from
belief that “thereisan Author. Welive
inagrand story —thetriumphof alov-
ing God.”

He contrasts that with the “modern
worldview” that hethinkswastypified
by Walt Disney and survivesin pre-
school entertainment. It seesnoA uthor
but upholds ideals and another grand
story, “thetriumph of reason, evolution
and the progress of the human spirit.”

That'sfineasfar asit goes, he says,
but that culture is fast fading and
today’schildrenincreasingly consume
“postmodern” entertainment that’s
cynical, bereft of any grand story, hope
or ideals. Inaword: “whatever.”

Themarried father of three preteens
saidinaphoneinterview that, after age
8, what children watch gradually be-
comes “more disrespectful, sarcastic
and cynical.”

Not that thebigentertainment corpo-
rations are immoral “but they’ re pro-
foundly amoral. They will changeval-
ues like we change socks,” he says.
“Theproblemwithamorality inmedia
is, ' Givethemwhat they want.’

““We are committed to giving kids
what they need and makingitwhat they
want.”

What they need, heinsists, isvalues
that will benefitthemand society. Each
show, he says, should have ** a nugget
of truthakid can put in his pocket and
carry around therest of hislife.”

In Vischer’'s view, children’s enter-
tainment has been — and still is— &i-
ther *“completely earnest’” (**Mister
Rogers' Neighborhood”) or “com-
pletely snide and insincere” (“The
Beavis& Butt-Head Show™). Veggie-
Tales, he says, falls somewhere in the
middle.
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