Urban Legends
There are several people, I’m sure, who have heard about the president of Procter & Gamble announcing on a popular talk show that he donates a portion of the company’s profits to the Church of Satan.  Some people receive e-mails such as the following:

The President of Proctor & Gamble appeared on the Phil Donahue Show on March 1, 1994.  He announced that due to the openness of our society, he was coming out of the closet about his association with the church of Satan.  He stated that a large portion of his profits from Proctor and Gamble products goes to support this satanic church.  When asked by Donahue if stating this on T.V. would hurt his business, he replied, “THERE ARE NOT ENOUGH CHRISTIANS IN THE UNITED STATES TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE.”

Sometimes the show he appeared on is the March 1st, 1998 Sally Jesse Raphael Show, sometimes the show is the Jenny Jones Show.  The last sentence in this e-mail is intended to stir up Christians to take action and to refrain from buying products by that company.  Sometimes an addition is added to the story about the company’s logo of the face and stars being a hidden satanic symbol or that the company is planning on changing the logo and including the number 666 in it.

Have you heard the story about Ray Kroc (the founder of McDonald’s) appearing on a talk show and stating that his company tithed to the Church of Satan?  How about Liz Claiborne appearing on Oprah and admitting that 40% of the profits from her clothing company went to support the Church of Satan?  Ever heard about McDonald’s selling worms in its hamburgers?  What about the rat found in a bucket of Kentucky Fried Chicken?  Then surely you’ve heard about the K-Mart snake (a shopper reaches inside a rolled up oriental rug and is bitten by a cobra).
The one common element in all of these stories is that they are false.  If they weren’t false the Church of Satan would probably be the wealthiest church in the world.  Competitors of those businesses started most of these rumors.  “What?” you say, “would major corporations do something like that?”  They have been doing things like that for years.  In the 1940’s rumors started on Chesterfield cigarettes that a leper was working in their factory and sales dropped dramatically.  All the above companies have also had problems because of the rumors.  And these rumors don’t die.  The story on Proctor & Gamble started in 1980 and it is still making the rounds of the e-mail circuit.  Most companies don’t know which of their competitors started the rumor on them but Proctor & Gamble does.  By 1995 they had filed 15 lawsuits against Amway distributors and had won all of them; they even had a recording of a voice-mail going out over the Amway system spreading the rumor.
There are other rumors that start and continue for years that have nothing to do with business dealings and no one knows why they start.  There is the account of the man who found a Harley-Davidson motorcycle in an old barn and purchased it for $600.  He began repairing it and couldn’t find parts so he called the company to order the parts he needed.  After he gave them the serial number he began to get switched around to different people on the phone.  Finally he was talking to one of the head bosses who asked him to look on the inside of the front fender.  When the man did he found an inscription, “To:  Elvis; From:  Pricilla.”  The Harley-Davidson Company then offered to purchase the cycle for $500,000 (or up to $4 million depending on which version of the story you hear).  That story is also false.

Sometimes quotes that people are supposed to have made also make the e-mail rounds.  The pop singer Mariah Carey supposedly said, “When I watch TV and see those poor starving kids all over the world, I can’t help but cry.  I mean, I’d love to be skinny like that, but not with all those flies and death and stuff.”  Actually this was fabricated to make her look foolishly ignorant and self-absorbed—and it worked because it still makes the e-mail rounds.
Other quotes are made up to make politicians look bad.  Janet Reno’s definition of a cultist:  “A cultist is one who has a strong belief in the Bible and the Second Coming of Christ; who frequently attends Bible studies; who has a high level of financial giving to a Christian cause; who home schools for their children. . .” and on and on.  This obviously was politically motivated to make her look not only bad but extremely dumb and it worked because after she left office as attorney general in 2001 the story kept making the rounds for several years.

Other accounts are given that are supposed to inspire or touch one’s heart.  The song “The Little Girl” is supposed to be based on a true story.  This may be true—and it may not.  Harley Allen wrote the song and he says he received a story via e-mail from his brother.  The story goes:
There was an atheist coupe that had a daughter.  The couple never told their daughter anything about the Lord.

One night, when the little girl was five years old, the parents fought with each other and the dad shot the mom, right in front of the child.  Then, the dad shot himself.  The little girl watched it all.

She was sent to a foster home.  The foster mother was a Christian and took the child to church.  On the first day of Sunday school, the foster mother told the teacher that the girl had never heard of Jesus, and to have patience with her.  The teacher later held up a picture of Jesus and said, “Does anyone know who this is?”

The little girl said, “I do.  That’s the man who was holding me the night my parents died.”

When Allen received the story he said it moved him more than anything he had heard in years.  He grabbed his guitar and began writing the song and was finished in 15 minutes.  Allen and his brother have tried to track down the source of the story but haven’t been able to.

There’s nothing wrong with a story like that being passed around to people but sometimes Christians are made to look bad with things they pass around on the internet.  These are petitions that are out of date.  Ever heard about the “homosexual Jesus” film that is about to be made?  I have, I received this e-mail just a few months ago:

Modern People News has revealed plans for the filming of a movie based on the sex life of Jesus in which Jesus is portrayed as a swinging homosexual.  This film will be shot in the U.S.A. this year unless the public outcry is great.  Already a French prostitute has been named to play the part of Mary Magdalene, with whom Christ has a blatant affair.  We cannot afford to stand by and do nothing about this disgrace.  We must not allow this perverted world to drag our Lord through the dirt.  Please help us to get this film banned from the U.S.A. as it has been in Europe.  Let us show how we feel.

This goes on to ask you to make copies of this message (and a form to fill out) and give them to your friends and ask them to sign the form and send it to the Attorney General.  This story goes back to 1984 and by the end of 1985 more than a million people had sent protest letters to get this fictitious film banned.  This story is entirely fiction—no Modern People News exists and no evidence has ever been found that such a project ever existed.  A French prostitute playing a lead role in a film?  Why wouldn’t they get an actress?  Yet the story and the call for protest still make the rounds.
Another petition that is still going around is that atheists are asking the Federal Communications Commission to ban all religious programming.  The story goes that a petition was made to the FCC, R.M. 2493 (sometimes it’s called P.M. 2493) that would ultimately pave the way to stop the reading of the Gospel on the airwaves of America.  Also Christmas Programs and Christmas Carols were to be banned from public schools.

There was an actual petition R.M.-2493 filed with the FCC.  However Madalyn Murray O’Hair did not file it as originally stated on opposing petitions nor was it filed by an atheist organization.  Two small radio operators who requested a freeze on applications for religious programming on educational broadcast outlets filed it, they were afraid the religious broadcasters were going to take over the educational channels entirely.  This was filed on December 5, 1974; on August 1, 1975, the FCC rejected the R.M.-2493 petition.  Too late, by the time the petition was rejected the FCC had received over 500,000 letters protesting the “ban on religious programming.”  By the end of 1976, almost 5 million letters had been received; by 1982 the FCC had four full-time employees just opening up the mail received regarding R.M.-2493.  Even now they still receive about one million petitions per year fighting something that has been dead over thirty years.
Obviously protest letters and petitions on these last two incidents were going around a long time before e-mail became popular but now they spread more rapidly than they used to.  Is it wrong to protest something that isn’t happening?  Someone may say, “It doesn’t hurt anyone and it shows that Christians will not be bullied.”  It also shows that Christians can be deceived.
Jerry Coleman was an ex-baseball player who turned into a radio broadcaster.  He was famous for his on-air gaffes such as:

“And Kansas City is at Chicago tonight, or is that Chicago at Kansas City?  Well, no matter, Kansas City leads in the eighth, 4 to 4.”

Talking about an Atlanta Braves catcher who got injured, he said, “Benedict may not be hurt as much as he really is.”

“McCovey swings and misses, and its fouled back.”

“He slides into second with a stand-up double.”

“They throw Winfield out at second and he’s safe.”

My personal favorite about a fly ball to the outfield hit by the opposing team, “Winfield goes back to the wall.  And hits his head on the wall and it rolls off!  It’s rolling all the way back to second base!  This is a terrible thing for the Padres!”

Coleman wasn’t as bad an announcer as this sounds—sometimes he just got caught up in the excitement of the moment and lost his ability to think.  This also sometimes happens to Christians.  People hear or read things that have the possibility of being true and they begin reacting on the spur of the moment before they have time to think things through.  Sometimes a person’s fears are played upon.  This happens with authors and booksellers.  At one bookstore there was a group of books with a title on the rack “Satan Proof Your Home” as if he were like smoke or carbon monoxide that you had to have a detector to check lest he get too strong.  There are books on the market that play on Christian’s fears of New Age influences, fear of the Antichrist, fear of almost anything and everything.  The Bible says, 2 Timothy 1:7, “For God hath not given us the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound mind.”  In this verse “sound mind” stands for discipline or self-control.  With the Holy Spirit of God dwelling within us we don’t have to be afraid of everything we hear.
As far as the argument that Christians are making their voice heard and making a strong stand with these false petitions and protest letters, these are false.  If I send an e-mail to all my contacts requesting them to sign a petition and then send that e-mail to all their contacts and if this issue has been dead thirty years, am I not sending out a falsehood?  Proverbs 14:8 says, “The wisdom of the prudent is to understand his way:  but the folly of fools is deceit.”  A prudent person carefully considers all circumstances and consequences, never acting rashly or foolishly.  Prudent people show good judgment and discernment in their actions and words, demonstrating sound wisdom.  As far as making a strong stand, falling for these alarmist messages can result in the world not taking Christians or Christianity seriously.
Proverbs 14:33 says, “Wisdom resteth in the heart of him that hath understanding:  but that which is in the midst of fools is made known.”  So how can you understand as to whether or not an e-mail or story is true?  There are several sites on the internet about urban legends:  snoops.com; truthorfiction.com; scambusters.org; or urbanlegendsonline.com.  There are also several books out on urban legends:  “Alligators in the Sewer:  And 222 Other Urban Legends” by Thomas J. Craughwell; “Too Good To Be True:  The Colossal Book of Urban Legends” by Jan Howard Brunvand; “Urban Legends:  the as-complete-as-one-could-be guide to modern myths” by Ngaire Genge; and “Urban Legends:  666 Absolutely True Stories That Happened to a Friend. . .Of A Friend. . .Of A Friend” by Thomas J. Craughwell.
