Camping Out:

The Interview Transcript

By Kevin C. Neece

The following, save a few grammatical corrections, is a word-for-word transcript of my complete interview with Heidi Ewing and Rachel Grady, the documentary filmmaking duo behind Jesus Camp. The interview took place in Dallas, Texas, on Wednesday, September 20, 2006.

Kevin: What led you to begin this project?

Rachel: Actually, we were inspired by a Baptist child. Devon Brown is a 12 year old aspiring preacher that was one of the stars of our last film The Boys of Baraka. And we adored him and we thought that it was just so interesting, for instance how devoted he was as compared to his sister. They’re growing up in the same home, go to the same church, but he is someone that it spoke to. And we thought it would be a really interesting way to explore faith – through the eyes of a child – so we were looking for a story that would allow us to do that. [We] started poking around and stumbled upon Becky Fischer’s ministry. And Heidi called her up and checked out her website. She has a ministry that is completely devoted to children, so we thought that was an interesting angle because usually it’s a subset of something else, but that’s all she does is kids, and Heidi called her up and started a dialogue. Heidi and I went out to North Dakota where she lives and met her, met some of the kids involved in her ministry and thought it would be a really fascinating film. That’s basically where we started.

Kevin: What religious or spiritual background and what political background did you come from when you came into this picture?

Heidi: Well, I was raised in the Detroit area in Michigan in a Catholic community. Well, actually I was raised in a Jewish and Catholic community, but I was raised a Catholic. And I’m a non-practicing Catholic now – I guess I’m a lapsed Catholic – so it was very interesting to me because I had not had a lot of experience with born-again Christians and I didn’t realize how different the theology can be when you compare side by side. I guess I was the last person to know because every Evangelical or Baptist laughs at me like, “You’re kidding, right? I mean, we know the Catholics are different from us,” so it was a really interesting exploration for me to understand. There’s, I guess, much more of an emphasis on the Old Testament, more than the New, which is what I discovered at least in the community that we were filming. And of course Pentecostal theology is quite different from mainline Evangelicals in terms of the Baptism of the Holy Spirit and the healing of the sick and the prophecy. So it was really kind of going back to religion class in a way and it was a fascinating experience.

I had no real political judgment or preconceived notion, basically, of the community we were filming or of Evangelicals at all. So as we made the film, we got to know much better some of the bigger political issues that are shared by a lot of Evangelicals. Of course it’s a very fragmented group, but the important issues to the community which we filmed became very clear to us – especially the abortion issue, which is one of the reasons that we featured it in the movie, because it was certainly very important to the people that we profiled.

Rachel: And I was raised Jewish, I’m Jewish. I’m basically, I would say, more of a spiritual Jew than a practicing Jew. I do the high holidays and stuff liker that and that’s about it. Although it is sort of ironic that Jesus Camp is opening on Rosh Hashanah. None of our Jewish friends could come, but I’m gonna be there and everyone’s like, “You’re not a very good Jew. Why are you opening your movie on the holiest day of the year?” and I was like, “Well it’s called Jesus Camp, so I thought it was okay.” 

I wanted to add something to what Heidi was saying. We want to make sure and say that we understand that the charismatic/Pentecostal group is not the majority or is not a representation of the Evangelical community at large. Like Heidi was saying, it is splintered. It’s enormous too, it encompasses between 80 and 100 million people. And obviously, that’s a huge rainbow. But we felt comfortable using the word Evangelical – we use it a couple of times thought the film to describe this group – because they self-identify as being Evangelical and they’re very proud of that. They feel like they’re part of the group. And also, as far as our B story, which is sort of the political aspects of the community and how the worship and the theology and the politics become so intertwined that there’s no edges between them. [On] the core issues that are important politically, the Evangelical community is basically united. So, we felt like it was fair.

Kevin: That’s kind of the thing that I'm hearing. I’ve done as much research as I can on early reactions to this film and that’s one of the things that I heard from people – that this is a niche group and you can’t paint with a broad brush.

Heidi: I think there’s far too much focus on that in [responses to] the film. I really, really do. I think it’s sort of became this thing that gets repeated over and over again. We definitely didn’t set out to, and I don’t think we make it look like a small summer camp in North Dakota is representative of 100 million people. I mean, we made sure we identified Becky as a Pentecostal. So it irks me a little bit. I feel like there are so many other things that people can take away from looking at this film if you’re a religious person, or even if you’re not a religious person, I think that these children are astonishing and fascinating and articulate and of great interest to people who are not Pentecostals, who are not Christians. I think on their own, they’re a fascinating subject – to see what kind of deep faith they have and how they’re being raised and watching a worldview take root in a child. I just think that there’s so much else there in the film besides, “Oh these aren’t all Evangelicals.”

I think that the film has a lot more to offer than that and we’re definitely trying to change that conversation because the more we keep talking about that over and over again, the more we keep defending that, it just takes so much away from what else the film has to offer, which I think is a lot, really. I just really want people to see the movie. Most people who are lobbing that particular accusation or complaint haven’t seen the movie really, by and large. We’ve been at screenings, including last week in Kansas City, Springfield, Missouri, and Colorado Springs – word of mouth screenings where the audiences were mostly Evangelical Christians. They had told us that they almost didn’t come because they’d had this impression that it was painting them with a broad brush, but boy aren’t they glad they came because [those accusations] didn’t turn out to be accurate and they took something away from the movie. And that’s what real people who saw the movie actually say, so we’d like to – like I said, change that conversation a little bit. 

Kevin: I think a lot of that on one hand has to do with a pretty strong reaction against charismatic spirituality from a lot of sectors of Evangelical Christianity.

Rachel: Yeah! Which we didn’t know about ‘til now! We aren’t in that fight.

Heidi: We find ourselves defending charismatic Christians day and night and neither of us are charismatic Christians! And it’s totally strange that we’re in this position. And 27% of Evangelical Christians are charismatic, so it’s not like we’re talking about…

Rachel: 20 of ‘em that are making everyone look bad.

Heidi: And it’s the fastest-growing sect of Evangelicalism across the globe. Are we really gonna try to brush this all under the rug because you don’t like the expressive worship or the tears? Come on.

Rachel: Also, it’s kind of ironic and a little sad that basically complete outsiders are more open-minded about the way they choose to worship that the people in their own community. It’s strange because I don’t know why anyone would care.

Kevin: A lot of that has to do with theological and scriptural intricacies. Like, particularly when you talk about the issue of speaking in tongues. There are Biblical parameters under which tongues are supposed to be practiced and particularly the people you profiled violated them.

Rachel: Okay. I see.

Kevin: And people feel very strongly about that.

Heidi: I think that is an interesting conversation. I think that is a smart conversation and something of interest to discuss if they violated a Biblical [guideline]. I think it’s productive more than “We’re not all like that!” That’s an interesting perspective that people think it’s okay to speak in tongues, but not under the condition that you did at this camp.

Kevin: Right, because essentially it’s not something that’s supposed to be taught.

Rachel: Oh!

Heidi: Right, I’d heard that.

Kevin: It’s not something you should be teaching people to do and certainly you shouldn’t be teaching it to kids - because you can teach anyone to speak in tongues. That doesn’t mean it’s inspired by the Spirit. It’s supposed to be an utterance of the Holy Spirit.

Rachel: Right, which is totally organic.

Kevin: Yes. Exactly. So, when you have people standing up and instructing people on how to do it…

Heidi: Yeah, I have heard this said recently from someone we were talking to that it seemed strange that they were being taught something that is supposed to be spontaneous.

Kevin: And I think that lends freight to the idea that maybe this movie is about these kids being manipulated…

Rachel: Oh, okay. 

Kevin: …or molded somehow wrongly because of their young age and because of the extreme nature of the religious experience.

Rachel: I see.

Kevin: Did you se that when you were there? Is that something you’re trying to communicate with the film or do you keep your hands off of that?

Rachel: Well, there’s no doubt that the children – not necessarily the ones we focus on, but there are others – are very young. And we noticed that – that they are very, very young. But they are there with their parents. I had never seen such engaged parents. I mean, these parents… they revolve their entire lives around their children. So, I don’t know, I mean, who’s to say how people are supposed to parent? It really got into a territory that spawned a lot of conversation and thinking between Heidi and I because that is such a very, very dangerous territory, to start telling people how to raise their kids. Not just out of democracy, but just out of this human experience, you’re not supposed to go there. There are two questions: do I think that they’re doing something wrong or would I raise my kids like that? It didn’t inspire me to raise my kids like that, but I didn’t necessarily come to the conclusion that they shouldn’t do it. 

Heidi: And it’s interesting because, having come off our last film The Boys of Baraka, about inner city 12 year-old kids with no advantages at all, who live in chaotic homes, who live in drug-infested and boarded-up neighborhoods – that’s just what it looked like, that’s just the truth…

Rachel: Lacks any structure, that’s key.

Heidi: Sometimes they don’t have enough to eat and if they have anything to eat, it’s horrible junk food. They’re not nourished well. They’re living in the United States of America, [but] they are not cared for that well. That’s just the truth. They have all the freedom in the world, really. They can be and wander and do whatever, maybe a little too much freedom on one hand. And then we come into this situation and the kids are the polar opposite. Their lives are so structured. There is a rigidness to the everyday. Their parents always know where they are, what they’re doing, what they’re reading, I mean it’s very heavy parenting. But the kids are well fed and they’re clean and they’re safe and they’re loved.

Rachel: Incredibly well behaved. Polite and loving.

Heidi: They’re obedient and loving and you know what? There are a lot of great things going on for these kids. Now, does that mean that you have to be such an intense parent in order to get that kind of result in your child? No, of course not. But it was interesting for us to experience from one film to the next these completely different ways you can parent your child. So people like to say, “Are they brainwashing? Are they being abused?” Well, no and no, I think, because those are very loaded words anyway. Throwing things like abuse and brainwashing around, I don’t think anything positive can come out of starting with that kind of conversation. But it is very, very strict. They are definitely showering their kids with a very specific, absolutist worldview and most Americans are not raised that way.

So you get taken aback by it at first. But then I think a lot of parents ask themselves, “How am I raising my kids? Am I just passing my exact beliefs on to my kids even if they’re liberal beliefs?” I like the conversation that comes out of this more than anything else because we can’t answer that question. There are no answers to [whether this is a] right or wrong way to raise your kids. But it’s definitely thought-provoking. I think it makes us all look at how we were raised and how we raise our own kids. I think that may be the productive conversation to have instead of, “Is this abuse and is this brainwashing?”

Kevin: I agree with you and that leads me to ask kind of a fundamental question. Is this picture, to you, more about making a statement or more about asking questions?

Rachel: It’s absolutely about asking questions. There is an emotional component to it as well, but I really think of it as a “think piece” and different questions come up as you watch it. We really try to mirror the journey that Heidi and I went on in the arc of the film. So, there’s no answer at the end of the film. All the way through, it’s open to interpretation, which I think might be a wee bit frustrating to an audience because they’re used to people telling them what their perspective is and then they agree or not. But in this particular instance, they have to come up with their own position the whole time. I think that’s hard sometimes.

Heidi: And also I think people are getting used to the concept that a documentary filmmaker starts with an answer, starts with a result and then goes and builds an entire movie around that premise.

Kevin: Michael Moore.

Heidi: Some would say Michael Moore. There are other filmmakers that definitely fall into that category.

Kevin: Absolutely.

Heidi: So, I don’t think either of us filmmakers in our early 30s would ever pretend we can answer the big questions of life in 85 minutes! I mean this is politics and religion. Questions about philosophy and theology and ideology and so many things that everyone has opinions about are issues in the movie. So, far be it from us to make some sweeping conclusion. It just would be unwise. And irrelevant, really.

Kevin: So, that kind of brings me to Mike Papantonio. A lot of people might say that he’s kind of hovering above the movie, giving the answer. Or, because you have not incorporated yourselves as the character of the observer into the film, that he is maybe your mouthpiece or he is saying what you think. Or it he a counterpoint?

Heidi: He’s the foil.

Rachel: He’s the voice of dissent. That’s what he is; he’s the voice of dissent. And he’s not our point of view, per se. On a personal level, I don’t think that Heidi and I are on the exact same page as this particular person on every issue.

Kevin: Well, sure, but on what’s featured in the movie though…

Rachel: We definitely wanted it to work as a counter to what the rest of the community in the film was saying because we found that without him, despite that fact that it’s very provocative material, that it fell flat because there was no dissent. There was no conflict. There’s nobody questioning anything and I don’t care how good your footage is, if there’s no conflict, it’s boring. So, really, it was a matter of creating a conflict, creating ebbs and flows in the dialogue, in the arc.

Heidi: And certainly you don’t want to insinuate that every Evangelical is like the people in our movie. You also don’t want to insinuate that everyone in the United Sates agrees with what our subjects are doing. I mean it’s like, with no voice of dissent, with no one weighing in saying, “I think this is wrong. I don’t like this...”

Rachel: It’ll seem like a propaganda piece.

Heidi: That’s totally not representative of the United States either. So, it wouldn’t be accurate to just sort of lull everyone into thinking that [for] everyone this is nothing, this is totally ordinary. And he’s not really commenting on the children as much as he’s commenting on what some people are uncomfortable with – what they would call the politicization of the Right Wing of the Evangelical party… um, movement, excuse me. 

See?! That was totally a Freudian slip and I think millions of Americans are making that Freudian slip and I know that there are certain Evangelicals - ministers and pastors - who have come out recently saying, “You know what? I’m not comfortable with this anymore. I’m not comfortable [with the fact] that the Republican Party and a huge portion of the Evangelical movement are being sort of thrown into the same basket and we’re not married. We’re not joined at the hip. We’re doing God’s work here, not the work of a political party.” There are definitely some ruminations now from leaders and pastors saying, “No. We’re not going to preach [politics] from the pulpit anymore and let’s sort of distance ourselves politely because if the Republican Party goes up in flames and in scandal, I don’t want to as well.”

Rachel: I think that, actually that is Mike’s biggest [concern] – when pressed on it because we asked him, though its not necessarily in the film, in the film he says [the politicization of Christianity] is an affront to democracy – but that also as a devout Christian, as a churchgoer, that he feels like it’s dangerous for Christianity because for the sustainability of Christianity to continue… political parties come and go. Christianity’s supposed to be forever. So, why would you marry yourself to something that could fall?

Kevin: Exactly.

Heidi: And I think also some constituents and parishioners are starting to sometimes feel that they’re being pawns of someone else’s agenda. And so he’s commenting on that, so we thought it was important to have someone weigh in on these big issues because there is a disagreement going on. And he does only get six minutes in the movie. So, we thought 80 minutes vs. six minutes was fair, you know?

Rachel: I’m just curious. What did you think of him? Did you feel like you didn’t need him? It’s been pretty divided; that’s why I ask.

Kevin: Well, like I say, without you guys being a character in the movie, it’s hard to know if he is your mouthpiece or not.

Rachel: Ah. Uh-huh?

Kevin: That was the thing in interpreting the film… How you read his segment depends on what you think of the perspective of the film as a whole. And vice versa – they’re interconnected.

Rachel: That’s the whole thing. Everything depends on the lens of your worldview.

Heidi: Totally.

Rachel: We’ve made a movie that, for every single person who sees it, is a different experience.

Heidi: And the people who are the subject of our film feel sorry for Mike. They do. There are a lot of audiences who were like, “Who was that guy? That guy’s lost. That guy’s fallen.”

Rachel: They do. They think that it bolsters their position – that he looks so weak and so sad…

Heidi: And so alone.

Rachel: ...that it makes their position look that much stronger. So, honestly, it really depends on your worldview…

Kevin: Who’s watching it, yeah.

Rachel: And we’re shocked that we’ve created a piece of work that can be analyzed in so many different ways. It’s pretty amazing.

Kevin: Let me ask you finally, just individually: What did you learn from making the movie?

Heidi: Oh, so many things…

Rachel: Yeah, really. How about if we give you one?

Kevin: Yeah. One thing.

Rachel: One thing I learned is that we are all very provincial and despite if you’ve gone to a nice university, you live in an East Coast city and you’re supposed to be so sophisticated and knowledgeable, you can be completely ignorant of an enormous segment of your own country. That chilled me very much to learn that about myself. And I’m glad I know different now. I really am.

Heidi: Mine’s pretty similar, really. I mean, there are parallel Americas living their lives and not talking to each other. And I think both feel slightly superior to the other and I think that doesn’t get us anywhere.

Kevin: I think you’re right.
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