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In 2006 I collaborated with journalist Bill Moyers as part of his Moyers on America television series, 

which Films for the Humanities & Sciences had licensed for the academic market. Our team at FFH&S 
created special opening segments highlighting the educational value of each episode. As ghostwriter I 

developed and composed the three essays below, which Mr. Moyers then delivered as on-camera 
introductions. I wrote a similarly designed essay for his Faith and Reason series. 

 

 

 

CAPITOL CRIMES 

 

Hello, I’m Bill Moyers. 
 

The story you’re about to hear concerns the practice of politics today—but it is really an 

age-old tale. Ambition, patriotism, and religious conviction are a few of its ingredients. 

Most of all, however, it is a tale of greed. 
 

Some might consider “greed” too blunt a word—arguing, perhaps, that in any story of 

political corruption, human selfishness is a given. In this view, the real crime is the way 

our system is designed. It fills campaign coffers and lines the pockets of Washington 

insiders, all at the people’s expense. 
 

But corruption doesn’t spring fully-formed from the halls of government. It takes shape 

at cocktail parties, on golf courses, in five-star restaurants—in short, wherever access to 

an elected official can be bought. Such are the dangers of associating with lobbyists—

the professional advocates hired by special interest groups to sway political leaders. 

Throughout the history of the United States, no office or party has ever proven itself 

immune to such influence. 
 

Indeed, our story has clear precedents, even in the nation’s infancy. In the late 1790s, 

Vice-Presidential candidate Aaron Burr created the organization eventually known as 

Tammany Hall. It was instrumental in electing the Jefferson-Burr ticket, and for more 

than a century dominated New York politics. It co-opted the collective clout of Irish 

immigrants, usually by purchasing their votes. And its best-known figure—a grandiose 

political operator named Boss Tweed—manipulated leaders and legislation for profit, 

until his arrest and death in prison. 
 

In 1922, the Teapot Dome scandal rocked the administration of President Warren G. 

Harding. Albert Fall, Harding’s Secretary of the Interior, used his position to help oil 

companies in exchange for hundreds of thousands of dollars. While Harding himself 
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remained above the fray, Fall became the first presidential cabinet member ever 

convicted of a felony. 
 

At the close of the 1970s, the FBI’s Abscam sting operation exposed a new level of 

politically driven greed. Seven members of congress went to jail for accepting 

extravagant bribes from undercover agents. During one astonishing exchange captured 

on videotape, Representative Richard Kelly stuffed $25,000 into his pockets and 

quipped “Does it show?” 
 

His greed, of course, did show. But did its exposure have any lasting effect? Sadly, no 

scandal has ever produced enough outrage to prevent the next one. There may be a 

menace within the political machine deeper than the obvious defects—a danger that has 

more to do with us than with the shakes and splutters of our two-hundred-year-old 

system. 
 

Consider today’s incarnation of the tale—the story of Jack Abramoff, the most 

enterprising and self-serving lobbyist of all time. Abramoff’s transgressions form a 

painful chapter in the saga of campaign finance reform—which, when properly 

implemented, will strengthen the fight against political corruption. On the other hand, 

legislated reform is only a partial solution. To it we must add the voice and vigilance of 

an active public. 
 

A mute and indifferent nation will never force the mechanisms of government to 

function properly. If we embrace our role in operating the machine, we can choose 

leaders who are truly accessible, who serve only the interests of individual voters. The 

alternative? One day we’ll come face-to-face with a monster worse than the one Jack 

Abramoff created—an institutional Frankenstein, cobbled from the most lethal of 

political weapons, propelled by a feeding frenzy that consumes American democracy. 
 

The decision is ours to make. We must remember that influencing politicians is the right 

of every American, whether it is exercised through voting, e-mailing, protesting, or 

contributing money within legal limits. And we must recognize that special interest 

groups are not inherently evil. Many focus sincerely on our most important issues, such 

as education, environmental stewardship, and the livelihood of small businesses. 
 

When America’s leaders listen to your cause—alongside those of big corporations, 

powerful unions, and other richly-funded organizations—you can be sure that our 

government is fulfilling the purpose for which it was designed: providing a level 

playing field. As this story demonstrates, money tilts the playing field all too easily. 

Your action, not your apathy, is needed more than ever. 

 



IS GOD GREEN? 

 

Hello, I’m Bill Moyers. 

 

Let me pose a question to you. Of all the freedoms we enjoy in America, which one is the 

most important? Which one do you value the highest? 

 

Of course, there’s no correct answer. The right to speak one’s mind, to attend any kind of 

peaceful gathering, to worship as one sees fit—these are only a few of our many treasured 

freedoms. Collected into a Bill of Rights, they represent America’s strength, identity, and 

potential. None of them are expendable. 

 

But there is one overarching freedom welling up at the center of our national character. It 

courses through American history like an unstoppable life-giving river. Over and over again, 

it has washed away the constraints of overbearing traditions and the paralyzing fear of 

change. It is the freedom to reinvent our society—and in so doing, to reinvent ourselves. 

 

Practically speaking, we renew America every time we go to the polls. But our sense of 

renewal comes from more than political mechanics. It is also a spiritual idea, deeply 

connected to European settlement of the North American continent. History tells us that we 

are a nation of immigrants. While that is certainly the case, we began as a nation of religious 

refugees. 

 

Of course, journeying to the New World wasn’t just a matter of faith. Most 17th-century 

colonists had profit in mind. But many also crossed the Atlantic out of religious conviction, 

determined to practice their chosen form of worship—and re-create their lives—in a green, 

unsullied paradise. 

 

As the colonies grew and severed ties with Europe, religion took on a dynamic—and 

sometimes volatile—position in American public life. The First Amendment created a 

Constitutional boundary between Church and State, ensuring—in theory—that government 

would never be swayed by faith. Nevertheless, the rights of free speech and peaceable 

assembly—also guaranteed in the First Amendment—have made America’s spiritual 

leadership a powerful force for social change. 

 

The struggle against slavery was, to a large degree, driven by the power of the pulpit. As far 

back as the late 1700s, ministers like Jonathan Edwards Jr. wrote influential pamphlets and 

delivered fiery sermons condemning the slave trade. In speaking out, both Northern and 

Southern ministers often risked their lives; but their sermons also stirred many of the faithful 



to rethink the direction in which America was heading. Within decades, the abolitionist 

movement became a tidal wave that politicians could not ignore. 

 

And more waves were coming. A century after Abraham Lincoln’s 1863 Emancipation 

Proclamation, a new movement struggled to counter the legacy of slavery. While this 

movement was shaped by a broad coalition of activists, it was an eloquent Baptist minister 

named Martin Luther King Jr. who wholly transformed America’s racial consciousness. 

King’s “I Have a Dream” speech, delivered during the 1963 March on Washington, infused 

all who listened with a sense of moral urgency—and persuaded President John F. Kennedy 

and his successor, Lyndon B. Johnson, to support momentous civil rights legislation. 

 

But there is another dimension to the history of religious activism. We must acknowledge the 

impact of those Americans who espouse socially conservative goals. Here, too, we find a 

determination to influence political decisions, spurred on by faith. 

 

Nowhere is such resolve more visible than in America’s abortion debate. The 1972 Supreme 

Court decision known as Roe vs. Wade legalized most forms of abortion, splitting the nation 

into “pro-choice” and “pro-life” camps. It was, and is, a division played out along religious 

lines. Although violence has distorted the debate from time to time, the vast majority of pro-

life activists operate within the system—and with a spiritual energy demonstrating that 

conservative and grass roots can be one and the same. 

 

Today, a rising number of evangelical Christians are undergoing another, more radical 

metamorphosis—one that involves not just the sanctity of human life, but of all life. Looking 

around them at the pollution and deforestation of our Earth—including the once-green 

continent which gave birth to America—they have decided that renewal is again required. If 

we can’t tend the Garden, they say, we don’t deserve to live in it. 

 

This represents an unexpected political fracture—the severing of a long-standing 

arrangement in which “Born Again” means pro-business and pro-Republican. That sacred 

pact—that monolithic, fundamentalist power base—has founded and sustained conservative 

presidencies and congressional majorities since the era of Ronald Reagan. But the power base 

is cracking. And in the cracks, something green is growing. A new voice, crying in and for the 

wilderness, can be heard among Christian activists—asserting the right to re-think, re-shape, 

and reinvent political allegiance. 

 

What will come of this splintering among the faithful? No doubt some results will be visible 

only in the long run. Others will become clear the next time America goes to the polls. 

 

 



THE NET AT RISK 

 

Hello, I’m Bill Moyers. 

 

“All roads lead to Rome”—so the famous saying goes. An exaggeration, perhaps, but it evokes 

two important attributes of the ancient Romans: relentless ingenuity, and the will to control an 

empire. 

 

For centuries, Roman highways linked far-flung provinces within a centralized web of power. 

The might of the imperial legions was only as strong as the means to transport them; the flow of 

trade, essential to the empire’s wealth, also depended on the integrity of the roadways. 

 

Things aren’t so different for modern America. Like the Romans, we’ve used our technology to 

build a sprawling infrastructure—our ports, railroads, and interstates—through which we 

maintain the strength of our economy and society. The same can be said of the Internet—

another vital avenue for the exchange of goods, services, and information. 

 

“Hold on,” many viewers will say. “You can’t compare the Internet to the Roman empire. 

There’s no center, no Electronic Emperor controlling how the World Wide Web is used.” 

 

So far, that’s true. Since its inception, the Internet has been a road open to all, from mammoth 

corporations to individual bloggers. However, that wide-open access may be slipping through 

our fingers, passing irretrievably into history. Recent changes in federal law could lead to an 

unsettling phenomenon—the rise of digital empires that limit, or even destroy, the capabilities 

of smaller Internet users.  

 

Many are now calling for renewed government supervision in order to protect the average 

online wayfarer. Others insist that any interference is a mistake. Therein lies a centuries-old 

debate over free-market economics and government regulation. It is fascinating to wonder how 

Adam Smith—the 18th-century philosopher considered the father of modern capitalist 

thought—would have viewed today’s controversy. Which side would benefit from Smith’s 

belief in an “invisible hand” that guides the unrestrained market?  

 

In his book The Wealth of Nations, Smith argued that only the unfettered dealings of merchants 

and customers could ensure economic well-being. But he also warned against the formation of 

monopolies—powerful corporations that face little or no competition. Our history is brimming 

with his intellectual legacy. 

 

Many examples come from the 19th century—the era of robber barons and captains of industry. 

During this period, settlements and urban centers began to fill the continent, spirited by a 

crucial technological advance: the railroad. Trains were essential to the growth of the nation, 

and as railroad companies sprang up, they merged into monopolies. Merchants and farmers 



were often charged outlandish freight prices—until the 1870s, when the Granger Laws and 

other forms of government regulation provided a degree of customer protection. 

 

At about the same time, chemist Samuel Andrews—inventor of a new method for refining oil 

into kerosene—partnered with John D. Rockefeller to create the Standard Oil Company. By the 

end of the century Standard Oil had forged a monopoly, controlling a network of pipelines and 

railways that spanned the country. Competition became a near impossibility as the mammoth 

company manipulated prices and destroyed rival after hapless rival. In 1911, the United States 

Supreme Court ordered Standard Oil broken up into thirty-four smaller entities. 

 

That decision would never have happened without the Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890—federal 

legislation that, in time, fractured a long line-up of corporate giants. The Northern Securities 

Company, Alcoa, and AT&T were just a few of its targets—and the Sherman measure continues 

to drive legal action to this day. One recent and highly publicized instance is the United States 

vs. Microsoft—a 1998 court case alleging the software company abused its monopoly power. 

While that might explain the enormous popularity of Internet Explorer, one of Microsoft’s 

flagship products, others argue that Microsoft simply created a superior product and deserves 

to rule the market. 

 

Indeed, the Internet has become the foremost testing ground on which the forces of innovation, 

corporate power, and government regulation clash and intertwine. Microsoft, with its deep 

pockets and formidable brain trust, has driven much of our society’s high-tech development. 

On the other hand, how many pioneers have vanished from the online frontier, eclipsed by 

Microsoft’s towering shadow? The answer may be a handful or a multitude—an objective 

answer is impossible. 

 

What we do know is that our Internet infrastructure is rapidly evolving, in more ways than one. 

Fiber-optic technology has made sending and receiving information easier than ever…yet, as 

often occurred on Rome’s ancient highways, cyber-sojourners may soon find themselves paying 

up in order to travel freely. What will happen if large internet service providers begin charging 

higher prices for higher-volume use of the Web? What happens if only wealthy media 

companies can afford to send content at fast speeds? Will future historians speak of an Internet 

Golden Age that ended when the 21st century began? 

 

In this program, you’ll hear experts in government, industry, and high-tech development 

articulate a wide variety of opinions. Hopefully they will help you draw your own conclusions 

about the best use of the Information Superhighway. You will also witness the fascinating story 

of one American community which—tired of falling behind in the race to develop a digital 

infrastructure—took control of its own destiny. Perhaps you’ll be inspired to do the same. 
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