Advocate Summary

INTERVIEW WITH MIKE GLENN

Vice President

National Religious Broadcasters
Secondary interview on religious broadcasters and FCC licenses

Interviewed over the phone by Jeff Berry

Basic Background

Prior Activity

1. This was legislation to protect religious broadcasters. Cornerstone and Paxson had this deal going [see interviews with Jerry Starr and Catherine LeRoy for background] and one was going to buy a PBS station. A lot of what religious broadcasters has educational content. This issue churned up the waters like nothing else I’ve seen in 20 years. Down to the grassroots. One FCC commissioner said that Handel’s Messiah performed at the Kennedy Center is educational. but it’s not educational if performed at a church. So the issue became, for Cornerstone, was what they were doing educational or not? Now the programming at Cornerstone is a good mix. This happened at the Christmas holidays. And it could have slipped through because of the time of year, what with the holidays and the Y2K thing.”

“But the FCC vacated the order. [The order was that religious broadcasters had to have 50% of their programming be educational in nature.] We got them to back up. Except that one of the five FCC broadcasters refused to change. She called us ‘demagogues.’ So we were all working on a bill in both the House and the Senate as a defense against this. But it was election time, not only in terms of the calendar, but with a lot of people running for President. With the August recess, we only got that far and then waited. We’re waiting to get this through at the right time. We had a bill sponsored by Rep. Pickering of Mississippi and Rod Grams, senator from Minnesota who I think got beat this election.”

Let me play devil’s advocate. One of the complaints I’ve heard is that the Republican party is very good at offering symbolic support for the Christian right but not very good at delivering. Is this one of those cases?

“No, it’s not. We all pulled together on this. This is a foundation principle for us. These educational licenses [are critical]. A lot of Christian broadcasting is not educational? Cornerstone didn’t pursue this as a matter of honor. They didn’t want to get involved in the litigation. But this issue affected PBS. And gay activists, I heard, were active on this.”

So I assume nothing is going to happen on this bill in the remainder of the 106th Congress I assume. So we’re talking about the 107th?
“The 106th, no I think not. We came close in the fall. We need to get the Senate to agree to this. We need to set a consensus on this. This is a bipartisan thing. It’s not a Republican or a Democratic thing.”

3. “That this is about the protection of Christian broadcasters. We have an aggressive attitude on this. We’re talking about all different aspects of Christian broadcasting. There are about 200 Christian TV broadcasters and more [in] radio of course. Under the FCC proposal, they would have to submit everything to them to be counted, is it educational or not? Cornerstone had submitted their programming. I don’t know how that turned out. We represent those who do Christian broadcasting.”

“On the major issues, we tie social issues to scripture. The rights and wrongs get into scripture. And they should be discussed. That’s not religious. These issues are obviously part of scripture. We obviously can’t just cut them. All the social issues are discussed in the Bible.”

“You know, I’m still shocked by that comment on the Messiah.”

Advocacy Undertaken

Legislative Lobbying

Future Advocacy

Continued lobbying on this issue.

Key congressional contacts:

Cong. Pickering of Mississippi. Senator Rod Grams of Minnesota was but he just got beat in the 2000 elections. 

Targets of Direct lobbying

Other than the two above, none mentioned.

Targets of Grassroots lobbying

No grassroots lobbying mentioned.

Coalition partners

None mentioned

Ubiquitous arguments

The proposed policy is discriminatory

Secondary arguments

The standard is unworkable. In other words, how to determine what’s educational as opposed to religious?

Targeted arguments

None mentioned

Nature of opposition

None mentioned

Ubiquitous/opposition

None mentioned (other than what I brought up about the homophobia and anti-Semitism which is below: 

You led me to my next question. Earlier in the summer I talked to a group on the other side of this issue and one thing they said was that they compiled a tape of broadcasters making homophobic or anti-Semitic remarks. Have you had to deal with that?”

“Well, the idea that we’re anti-Semitic is ridiculous. I think they’d be surprised to see the booth at our convention from the Israel Industry of Tourism [probably got that name wrong]. It’s [anti-Semitism is not a part of NRB. Now we have solid stands on gay issues and on pro-life. You can spin that anyway you want.”

Secondary/opposition

None mentioned

Targeted/opposition

None mentioned.

Partisan

He said no. My judgment is yes; actually very partisan.

Venues

Congress

Federal Communications Commission

Action Pending

Legislation to prohibit the FCC from establishing a requirement that religious broadcasters offer programming that is at least  50 percent educational.

Policy Objectives.
For status quo: Stop the FCC from instituting a requirement for educational broadcasting by religious broadcasters.

Against status quo: FCC and others would like to force those who have educational rates for broadcasting licenses to fulfill a programming requirement for educational programs.

Advocate’s experience

8. I originally studied for the ministry but I didn’t have the feel for taking a _______. I came home for the summer after the year. A pastor asked me to come by for his radio program and he had me read some stuff on the air. Pretty soon it was my program. I think it was divine intervention. Twenty years ago I came to NRB to help with its convention. What was supposed to be a four month job went on a lot longer.”

And you’re vice president? What does that entail?
“I’m the head of administration, of membership, of communications.”

Reliance on Research:

5. “We use both them. It depends on the issue. With a new Congress we go up there [to the Hill] to get acquainted with them, and vice versa. But on other times, for specific issues, it’s the kind of thing where we go and say ‘we’d like to brief you on this. Here’s our position. What do you know about NRB?’ So it depends on the issue. Both scenarios [make sense for this organization].

Number of individuals involved in advocacy

My best guess is that he’s largely it but I don’t have definitive information.

Units

Not clear—no office of governmental affairs

Type of membership

6. “The National Religious Broadcasters was founded in 1944 for the purpose of fostering fellowship among religious broadcasters. Many of the biggest religious broadcasters_______and these were all radio then. The FCC actually required stations back then to carry some religious broadcasting! The National Council of Churches—back then it was called the__________--and it went to the FCC and said we’ll tell you who does this and who does that. And we’ll do this all around the country. It was something like ‘you know, some of these evangelists are wild and wooly. So it would protect Christian broadcasting and programming. In the 1950s you had broadcasters like Rex Hubbard, Billy Graham who came on the scene with a crusade in Los Angeles. In the 1960s you had Oral Roberts; Pat Robertson started with a dinky little radio station in Virginia Beach. Then TV and now the Internet is the third part of this for religious broadcasters.”

“We’re a 1300 member group, but members are not individuals. There are 1700 religious broadcasters, obviously not all of them are members of NRB. We have members like Focus on the Family, so organizations like that will join us. Most of who we are, are radio stations. Salem, a religious broadcaster, has 70 radio stations. Some who join are just a single broadcaster. I listen to a station here in Virginia, and it only has that one station. So we have members who are a ministry with a radio program.”

“We’re based in Washington. We used to be located in northern New Jersey. We moved to DC eight years ago. We felt we had to move if we were going to have an impact. It would allow us to have a better read on what’s going on. And then we could communicate better with our members from around the country. I mean we’re not a lobby, we don’t do that. So you’re a 501c3? Yes, we’re a 501c3. We have an annual convention. We used to do it every year here in Washington. Usually, the President of the United States would address us. Congressmen and senators would come and address us. Now that we’ve grown and have our own offices here, we have our convention at different spots around the country. We have a monthly magazine. We have the things that a well-established organization would have.”

Size

1300 organizations.

Age

66 years old.

Misc.

7. “I think we have a good reputation. We’re known in our circles in a positive way. Now we do get questions, do you represent, or some controversial person?”

“We had a debate here between Cal Thomas and Jay Sekulow [sp?], it was an interesting debate on how we can approach this. Do we reach change by legislation or by changing one heart at a time? That’s the theme of Thomas’s book isn’t it? Yes. And we’re scheduling a debate between Ralph Neas of People for the American Way and a representative of the ACLU. So we’re willing to have these kind of debates on our core issues here on our floor.”

