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There	is	a	disagreement	that	Tink	and	I	have	had	
a	couple	of	times.	Not	an	argument,	mind	you.	But	a	
half-joking,	half-serious	disagreement.

Upfront, know that it has to do with former Beatle, 

George	Harrison,	and	his	only	child,	son,	Dhani.	
We’ll	be	listening	to	Beatles	music	or	watching	a	
documentary and the subject comes up.

The	first	time	it	happened	was	in	front	of	a	news-
paper	reporter,	interviewing	us	for	a	new	television	

drama about to premier that Tink 

had written.

“You’ve had an opportunity to 

work with impressive people,” the 

reporter stated.

Tink nodded. “I’ve been bless-

ed. I’ve learned from the best.”

Somewhere in this thread of 

conversation,	I	inserted,	“He	even	
worked	with	George	Harrison’s	
son who scored the music for a 

series he did somewhat recently.

“Oh, yes,” Tink responded. 

“Hawthorne.	With	the	Smiths.”
I looked at him quizzically. 

“No, it wasn’t. It was the show you did with Tony 

Goldwyn.”

For	two	seconds,	we	disagreed.	Tink	was	absolute-

ly	adamant.	I	quieted	down.	Nothing	good	comes	
from	an	argument	in	front	of	a	reporter.
But	when	she	and	the	photographer	left,	I	picked	

up	where	we	left	off.	Tink	said	firmly	–	something	he	
rarely	does	–	“I	know	that	the	Smiths	(Will	and	Jada)	
introduced me to him. I’ll bet you.”

“There’s	no	need	to	bet.	Look	it	up.”
Tink	read	the	notes	on	his	laptop.	His	face	fell.	

“You’re	right.”
You	might	think	that	was	that…	but	it	wasn’t.	

Three	years	later,	it	happened	again	while	we	were	
watching	a	Beatles	documentary.	Same	disagree-

ment. Same conclusion.

“Why can’t I remember that?” he asked.

That’s just a story to lead into this one: When 

I	was	a	young	woman,	barely	out	of	college,	and	
working	on	the	NASCAR	circuit,	I	was	visiting	at	
Darrell	and	Stevie	Waltrip’s	house.	Darrell,	som-

berly, told of a man who had approached him in the 

garage	and	said,	“My	name	is	Max	Helton.	I	pastor	a	
church	in	Florida	but	the	Lord	has	sent	me	to	start	a	
ministry here.”

Darrell,	skeptically	but	kindly,	replied,	“Well,	there	
have been a few who tried that and it didn’t work.” I 

will add that a few, not all, were Elmer Gantry types.

Max explained it wasn’t his idea. It was God’s. 

And that he and his church had fasted and prayed so 

he	was	there	to	do	the	Lord’s	commanding.
Against	all	of	our	better	judgment,	we	took	Max	

in. There were, as Max once recalled, a dozen of us 

who	started	Motor	Racing	Outreach.	Little	by	little,	
Max proved himself worthy and honorable — so 

the	group	grew.	I	shall	never	forget	the	day,	a	year	
late,.	when	I	looked	up	at	the	group,	after	we	had	just	
sung,	“This	Is	The	Day	That	The	Lord	Hath	Made”	
and	saw	Dale	Earnhardt	in	his	racing	suit.	From	that	
day forth, he was always there.

The	years	passed.	Max,	his	personality	as	gentle	
and	shimmering	as	his	silver	hair,	won	confidences	
and	then	began	to	move	to	build	MROs	on	other	
racing	circuits,	including	Formula	One.

I had been out of the sport for years. I was stand-

ing	at	Richard	Petty’s	motor	coach	in	Atlanta	and	
talking	with	friends	when	Max	popped	up,	clearly	
happy to see me.

“Ronda, could I speak to you for a moment?”

We	walked	away	from	the	others	and,	grinning,	
he	said,	“Thanks	to	you,	George	Harrison	found	the	
Lord	and	now	knows	Jesus.”

My eyes popped. “Me??? I don’t even know 

George	Harrison.”	At	that	point,	he	was	gravely	ill,	
death	lingering	near.

Max, his blue eyes drilled into mine. “Because 

you helped start MRO — you made copies of papers 

we	needed	and	did	anything	to	help	—	your	efforts	
made	it	possible	for	me	to	go	to	Monaco	where	I	met	
George	and	witnessed	to	him.	I	prayed	with	him.”
Sadly,	Harrison	and	Max	are	both	gone	from	this	

world	but	I	love	to	think	they’re	together	in	a	much	
better one.

Ronda Rich is the best-selling author of St. Simons 

Island: A Stella Bankwell Mystery. Visit www.rond-

arich.com to sign up for her free newsletter.

Okay, I’ve tried not to stray into the seedy world of network 
and	cable	news	election	coverage,	but	this	one	item	is	too	im-
portant not to mention.
Let	me	say	two	things	before	I	begin:	1)	as	a	former	television	

news	producer,	I	have	an	unusual	(and	at	times,	according	to	my	
wife,	irritating)	interest	in	how	network	news	is	produced,	and	
2)	this	column	is	not	any	sort	of	political	statement	about	either	
of	our	two	(unfortunate)	presidential	candidates	(okay,	just	that	

one	word,	describing	both).
This	is	about	encouraging	free	speech,	

not	blocking	it.
As a columnist here, I appreciate the 

openness and freedom of expression that 
Mike	Buffington	and	his	Mainstreet	News	
team	always	encourage.	The	Buffington	
family’s	history	of	journalistic	integrity	is	
unquestionable—and while Mike’s col-
umns	hold	strong	positions,	he	welcomes	
those of others.

But that’s apparently not the case with 
NBC News—and a few of their anchors.

Most of you have probably heard 
about the pandemonium at NBC News 

about	the	network	hiring	former	Republican	Party	Chair	Ronna	
McDaniel	as	a	guest	commentator.
If	you	have,	you’ve	also	seen	the	outrage	by	the	NBC	net-

work	anchors,	from	Joe	Scarborough	at	MSNBC	to	Chuck	Todd	
at	Meet	the	Press	about	their	boss’	decision	to	hire	McDaniel.
The	New	York	Times	called	the	uproar	an	“escalating	revolt”	

among	the	network’s	biggest	names.
Talk	about	closing	ranks.	Here	are	some	of	the	comments	

about	Ronna	McDaniel,	most	of	them	aimed	at	her	support	of	
former	president	Donald	Trump	(find	me	a	former	national	party	
chairperson	who	didn’t	support	the	incumbent).
MSNBC’s	Rachel	Maddow	called	the	hiring	“inexplicable”.	

Joe	Scarborough,	host	of	MSNBC’s	morning	show,	“Morning	
Joe”,	said	“We	weren’t	asked	our	opinion	of	the	hiring,	but,	
if	we	were,	we	would	have	strongly	objected	to	it	for	several	
reasons.”	That’s	pretty	rich	coming	from	Scarborough,	himself	a	
former	Republican	congressman	from	Florida.

Chuck Todd, the former host of NBC’s Meet the Press, also 
piled	on,	indicating	that	“no	one”	was	told	(I	guess	they	mean	
the	anchors?)	about	the	hiring	of	McDaniel,	as	though	you	have	
to	check	with	the	network’s	most	familiar	faces	before	hiring	
someone.
The	patients	are	clearly	running	the	asylum.
The	problem	is	that	this	philosophy	flies	in	the	face	of	free	

speech.	These	guys,	after	calling	McDaniel	an	“election	denier”	
(McDaniel	said	that	Biden	won	the	election	fair	and	square),	
were	openly	hostile	to	her	position	on	supporting	Donald	
Trump.
The	end	of	this	saga	is	that	a	few	NBC	anchors	carried	the	

day—and the NBC brass canceled their contract with Ronna 
McDaniel	as	soon	as	the	howling	began.	But	my	guess	is	that	

this	is	not	the	end	of	this	story—as	McDaniel	might	bring	legal	
action.

The irony of this should not be lost on the viewer. Nearly 
every network has commentators on both sides of the political 
aisle.
FOX	News	has	Juan	Williams,	a	registered	Democrat	and	

Washington	Post	columnist,	while	CNN	has	former	Republican	
National	Committee	chair,	Michael	Steele,	among	others.
I’m	trying	to	recall	when	all	of	this	anchor-commentary	be-

gan.	Perhaps	it	was	Walter	Cronkite,	who	ended	every	newscast	
for	more	than	a	year	reminding	America	how	many	days	the	
Iranian	hostage	crisis	had	gone	on.

Now you have news anchors from Jake Tapper at CNN to 
John	Roberts	at	FOX	News	offering	commentary	on	nearly	any	
political story they cover.
In	fairness,	you	don’t	hear	ABC’s	David	Muir	offering	much	

commentary, nor does Wolf Blitzer at CNN or FOX’s Brett Bai-
er.	David	Brinkley	and	John	Chancellor	would	approve—not	
to	mention	the	journalist/producers	that	gave	us	The	MacNeil/
Lehrer	News	Hour.

While some anchors are careful to appear fair, but their 
producers	(who	normally	decide	what	news	to	cover	and	how	it	
will	be	covered)	don’t	miss	an	opportunity	to	add	opinion.	Nor	
do their reporters.
FOX	News	viewers	are	treated	to	the	pesky	Peter	Doocy’s	

cynical	reports	from	the	north	Lawn	about	Biden	and,	if	that’s	
not	enough	opinion-soaked	reporting	for	you,	click	over	to	ABC	
News	and	watch	Jon	Karl’s	constant	harping	on	Trump.
The	larger	issue	here	is	that	our	network	and	cable	news	

outlets	reflect	the	same	sort	of	polarization	that	is	dividing	our	
country.	I	would	argue	that	these	outlets	actually	lead	public	
opinion,	rather	than	simply	reflect	it.
The	age	of	political	compromise	has	left	us.	So	has	the	oppor-

tunity to adequately differentiate news from opinion.
Regardless	of	your	political	views,	don’t	let	the	Us	vs.	Them	

mentality divide us any further. If you are a FOX News junkie, 
watch	some	CNN.	If	you	watch	CNN,	give	FOX	a	look.	Read	
the Braselton News and the Wall Street Journal. Read Mike 
Buffington	and	then	Peggy	Noonan.	Take	a	break	from	Face-
book.	Force	yourself	to	discern	what	is	happening.
Perhaps	Yeats	was	right	when	he	wrote	these	lines	in	“The	

Second	Coming”:
The falcon cannot hear the falconer;
Things	fall	apart;	the	centre	cannot	hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world.
In	this	election	year,	determine	for	yourself	what	is	right.	We	

must	learn,	as	the	great	Norman	Cousins	once	wrote,	to	feel	
comfortable in the presence of options.
Start	welcoming	different	opinions	and	stop	this	polarizing	

madness.
David R. Altman has been nominated for Georgia Author of 

the Year for his poetry book, Cold Remembered. He is a member 
of the American Academy of Poets and the National Books 
Critics Circle. He lives in Hoschton with his wife, Lisa.

NBC’s self-inflicted wounds: Rising above network bias

David R.

Altman 

Easter was this past weekend, and as has become common-
place	in	our	era	of	outrageous	stunts,	Donald	Trump	was	hawk-
ing	his	own	branded	American	Bible	in	between	frequent	blasts	
at	judges	he	doesn’t	like.
A	 decade	 ago,	 that	would	 have	 been	 an	April	 Fool’s	 joke.	

Today,	it’s	just	another	example	of	a	nation	going	zonkers	from	
Trumpian poison.

Any traditional Christian would see Trump’s bible mockery — 
and	that’s	what	it	is,	a	mockery	—	as	sacrilege.	He	is	co-opting	a	
religious	text,	one	considered	sacred	to	many	people,	as	a	way	to	

raise	money	for	himself,	his	campaign	and	
his	legal	expenses.

At one time in America, a presidential 
candidate	who	committed	such	a	sacrilege	
would have been cast aside and shunned.
But	this	kind	of	thing	isn’t	shocking	to-

day in a nation where perspective and rea-
son have been warped by repeated Trum-
pian	outrages.
Trump	 is	 casting	 himself	 as	 a	 mod-

ern-day	 messiah	 to	 his	 faithful	 flock	 of	
MAGA disciples. Several times in recent 
months, Trump has compared himself to 
Jesus	for	being	“persecuted”	in	the	courts	
—	as	 if	his	myriad	of	 self-inflicted	 legal	
problems	is	comparable	to	being	nailed	to	

a cross.
And	yet,	for	all	his	inane	narcissist	impulses	and	mocking	re-

ligious	posturing,	millions	of	Americans	follow	this	fake	idol	as	
though	he	were	ambling	along	the	shores	of	Galilee.
He	is,	to	his	most	devoted	MAGA	followers,	an	iconic	leader	

sent	by	God	to	save	the	nation	from	all	the	heathen	Democrats	
and woke leftists.

Nuts.
Trump is not a messiah, he’s a con man.

•••
Trump	has	long	been	a	huckster.	He’s	good	at	it,	having	conned	

his	way	through	life	with	bluster,	exaggeration,	and	a	slew	of	un-
ending	lies.

For Trump to pretend that he’s some kind of martyr — and to 
wrap	himself	in	a	pseudo-religious	robe	—	is	just	another	con,	a	
way	to	fleece	his	MAGA	worshipers	for	donations.	(If	Trump	is	
as uber-wealthy as he claims, why does he need people to send 
him	money?)
This	isn’t	just	some	lark	Trump	is	doing.	In	addition	to	raising	

money	for	his	legal	defense	expenses,	selling	a	Trumpian	bible	
is	a	blatant	effort	to	ally	his	campaign	with	the	far-right	Christian	
Nationalist movement.
Christian	Nationalism	is	something	of	an	oxymoron.	There’s	

nothing	Christian	about	those	who	seek	to	ally	with	Trump	as	a	
way	to	grab	power	and	turn	the	nation	into	their	vision	of	a	theo-
cratic	society.	Imagine	if	the	Taliban	were	Christian	extremists	
rather than Muslim extremists and you’ll have some idea of what 
Christian	Nationalism	is	all	about.	It	ain’t	about	being	a	Christian,	
it’s about power and control.

•••
If all of this seems like some kind of dark vision of America 

today, it is.
Trump	has	increasingly	become	more	and	more	unhinged.	His	

disregard	for	the	judicial	system	and	the	rule	of	law	should	worry	
every	American	who	gives	a	damn	about	democracy.

We all know Trump doesn’t care about America, despite his 
having	co-opted	symbols	of	Americana	for	his	campaign	propa-
ganda.
If	Trump	has	to	cheat	and	steal	to	get	back	in	the	White	House,	

he’ll do it.
We	know	that	because	in	2020,	he	attempted	to	cheat	and	steal	

that election after he lost — and in a clever bit of Orwellian dou-
ble-speak, claimed the election had been stolen from him.
Trump	is	only	 interested	 in	Trump;	he	 laughs	at	 those	who	

bend	their	knee	to	him	and	has	nothing	but	contempt	for	those	he	
conned	into	believing	his	Big	Lie	about	the	2020	election.

•••
Two traditional American institutions have been lost in this 

Trumpian chaos.
The	first	is	the	Republican	Party.	It	is	no	longer	the	party	of	

conservatism,	of	business	interests	and	small	government.
Trump’s takeover of the GOP has pushed out moderate voices 

and policies and replaced them with family members and ex-
tremists	who	peddle	conspiracy,	pseudo-theology	and	nuttiness.
The	GOP	of	the	past	no	longer	exists.	It’s	become	an	unholy	al-

liance of radicals and nuts who elbow each other to kiss Trump’s 
ring.	It’s	now	the	party	of	Trumpism	and	all	the	ugliness	he	en-
tails. The party has morphed into a MAGA monster.
That’s	a	terrible	tragedy	for	those	who	long	supported	the	GOP	

and its traditional conservative policies.
The second institution to crater from Trump’s populist cultural 

war nonsense are traditional churches.
Many	 churches	 were	 already	 facing	 falling	 support	 from	

changing	 demographics	 in	 the	 country.	 Now,	many	 churches	
from America’s main streets have been torn apart by cultural and 
political controversies fueled by Trumpian rhetoric.
Many	of	the	so-called	evangelical	churches	that	are	growing	

are	doing	so	by	embracing	politics	as	a	substitute	for	faith.	While	
churches	have	never	really	been	totally	above	the	larger	commu-
nity,	including	politics,	the	hyper-partisanship	of	some	evangeli-
cal	churches	is	alarming.
The	irony	is	that	while	Trump	is	co-opting	the	Bible	for	his	

cynical	political	games,	churches	are	tossing	out	the	Bible	and	
embracing	Trump’s	political	playbook	as	their	text	of	choice.

•••
We do not live in normal times. To pretend there is some kind 

of	moral	equivalency	between	Trumpian	demagoguery	and	nor-
mal political discourse is to deny the obvious.
And	yet,	 a	kind	of	mob	psychology	has	 taken	over	a	 large	

segment	of	the	American	public.	People	are	fearful	to	question	
MAGA’s	mentality;	so	they	stay	silent,	or	go	along	to	get	along.
We	see	that	in	Congress	with	all	the	Republican	cowards	who	

don’t dare to cross Trump, or dare to speak in ways that defy 
MAGA	mentality.	They	know	the	truth,	but	lack	the	courage	to	
speak	out	for	fear	of	losing	their	own	place	in	the	political	peck-
ing	order.
But	it’s	not	just	cowardly	politicians	who	have	given	Trump	a	

wide berth to spew his nonsense. Conspiracies circulated on so-
cial media have brainwashed millions of Americans into Trump’s 
cult of unreason.
Because	of	that,	it’s	increasingly	difficult	to	have	a	civil	polit-

ical debate today.
It’s	difficult	to	converse	with	those	who	no	longer	believes	in	

facts,	people	who	are	willingly	and	willfully	blind	to	reality.	Just	
because	you	believe	something	doesn’t	make	it	true.
And	it’s	difficult	to	converse	with	those	who	fail	to	grasp	the	

cynicism,	mockery	and	vapidity	of	Donald	Trump	peddling	a	bi-
ble	for	political	and	financial	gain	during	Holy	Week.
When	Jesus	cleared	the	temple	of	money-changers,	he	said:	

”... make not my Father’s house a house of merchandise.”
Maybe	Donald	Trump	edited	that	line	out	of	his	$60	version	

of the Bible?
•••

I have always liked political debate and the birth of new ideas 
and	policies	that	flow	from	political	campaigns.	From	that	caul-
dron	of	ideas,	good	things	can	be	created.

For many of the decades I’ve covered politics, I’ve believed 
that most politicians really do want to make their communities, 
state, or nation a better place. There have been some bad politi-
cians I’ve covered, but most have been decent people.

Those notions now seems quaint.
The shamelessness and smarminess of Trumpism is quickly 

seeping	through	the	body	politic,	infecting	the	nation	with	a	dis-
ease for which I see no quick antidote.
If	a	presidential	candidate	peddling	a	cult	Bible	during	Easter	

week	for	political	gain	and	self-enrichment	isn’t	a	clear	example	
of	this	sickness,	nothing	is.

In the Inferno,	Dante	outlines	nine	levels	of	Hell,	the	sixth	of	
which is “heresy.”
Welcome	to	Hell,	America.
Mike Buffington is co-publisher of Mainstreet Newspapers. He 

can be reached at mike@mainstreetnews.com.
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