
Debates about Star Wars theology 
have come a long way since kids in 
the first "Star Wars generation" asked: 
"Is the Force the same thing as God?"

Later, kids viewing the second 
George Lucas trilogy faced the puz-
zling Nativity story of Anakin 
Skywalker. The future Darth Vader 
was conceived by bloodstream 
midi-chlorians -- the essence of life -- 
acting in union with the Force? His 
mother explained: "There is no father."

Now the middle film in the new 
trilogy -- "Star Wars: The Last Jedi" -- 
has believers debating whether the 
mythology created by Lucas has 
evolved into something more polemi-
cal, political and com-
mercial, all at the same 
time. The big question: 
Can those who loved 
the early films trust 
Disney to protect the 
true faith?

From the beginning, 
it was clear Lucas was 
blending the comparative religion 
scholarship of Joseph "The Hero with 
a Thousand Faces" Campbell with 
dashes of Arthurian legend, samurai 
epics and Flash Gordon. At the heart 
of it all was the "monomyth" of Luke 
Skywalker and his epic spiritual quest, 
noted Bishop Robert Barron of the 
Archdiocese of Los Angeles.

"A young man (typically) is sum-
moned out of the comfort of his 
domestic life and compelled to go on 
a dangerous adventure," argued 
Barron at his "Word on Fire" website. 
"In the process, he comes to realize 
and conquer his weakness, to face 
down enemies, and finally to com-
mune with the deep spiritual powers 
that are at play in the cosmos. ... 
Usually, as a preparation for his mis-
sion, he is trained by a spiritual mas-
ter."

Some of these themes remain in 
"The Last Jedi," noted Barron, and it's 

obvious that Rey is a young heroine 
on her own quest. The problem, 
argued the bishop, is what has hap-
pened to Luke Skywalker and the rest 
of the ensemble. The old myths and 
archetypes have been buried in "an 
aggressively feminist ideology."

"Every male character ... is either 
bumbling, incompetent, arrogant, or 
morally compromised; and every 
female character is wise, good, pru-
dent and courageous. Even Luke has 
become embittered and afraid," wrote 
Barron. 

The Disney team may be changing 
some of the vague, but potent, 
Buddhist and Christian themes woven 

into the original films. 
For example, master-
ing "the Force" once 
required discipline, 
humility and careful 
training. There was 
good and there was 
evil, and heroes knew 
the difference.

Now, Rolling Stone exults the new 
film leads viewers "through so many 
trap doors and blind alleys that we 
can't tell the dark side from the light."

Disney insiders may be deconstruct-
ing the whole idea of what it means to 
be a hero or a villain, or to act in a 
heroic manner, said Alex Wainer of 
Palm Beach Atlantic University. He is 
the author of "Soul of the Dark 
Knight," a study of mythic themes in 
Batman fiction, and has studied Star 
Wars films for decades.

"Maybe the Force worked for a 
movie or two and you didn't have to 
explain it. Then you added the 
midi-chlorians and things started fall-
ing apart," said Wainer. "But this saga 
has enormous meaning for millions of 
people. It's become a ritual for our cul-
ture. This is personal and people want 
it to make sense."

Terry Mattingly is the editor of 
GetReligion.org. He lives in Oak Ridge.

The 2018 elections are almost 10 
months away -- a lifetime in politics. 
But this is shaping up as a very good 
year for the Democrats. If they don't 
blow it.

Remember, on Election Day 2016, 
Team Clinton thought they were 
cruising to victory until the actual 
returns slammed them in the face. But 
recent Democratic victories in Virginia 
and Alabama provide a roadmap for 
success next November: Assemble a 
coalition of minorities, young people 
and educated suburbanites, especially 
women. That same coalition was 
uninspired by Hillary Clinton and, in 
some cases, 
intrigued by 
Donald Trump, 
but the president's 
appalling perfor-
mance in office 
has produced the 
excitement and 
energy that was 
lacking in 2016.

"He is absolutely turbocharging the 
opposition," David Axelrod, Barack 
Obama's chief strategist, said of 
Trump in the Washington Post. "He is 
the greatest organizing tool the 
Democrats could have."

Rep. Charlie Dent, a moderate 
Republican, agreed on ABC's "This 
Week": "Clearly the Republican Party, 
my party, is going to experience losses 
... It's going to be a very tough year."

Democrats need a net gain of 24 
seats to retake the House (and two in 
the Senate). On average, in the first 
off-year election after a president takes 
office, his party loses 32 Congressional 
seats. That jumps to 36 if the presi-
dent's popularity falls below 50 per-
cent, and Trump's favorable rating is 
sitting at 39.8 percent (according to 

Real Clear Politics).
In a generic ballot, when voters are 

asked which party's candidate they'll 
support for Congress, the Democrats 
lead by an average of 11.4 points.

The governor's race in Virginia and 
the Senate contest in Alabama assume 
outsize importance because of their 
psychological impact. Democrats are 
not only "turbocharged" by Trump, 
they now believe they can actually 
beat him.

Intensity matters. Right now 
Democrats are deciding to run for 
office, giving more money, volunteer-
ing their time. As former Democratic 

Congressman Steve 
Israel told the 
Washington Post: 
"Democrats have all the 
energy. They are on 
offense." 

Demography matters 
as well. The electorate 
in 2016 was 71 percent 

white, down from 88 percent when 
Ronald Reagan won in 1980, and the 
shift toward a more diverse America 
that feels rejected by Republicans is 
inexorable. 

GOP struggles are far from a done 
deal. The demise of Steve Bannon, 
after his contributions to the incendi-
ary book "Fire and Fury," could mean 
Republicans nominate fewer hard-
right -- and eminently beatable -- 
Senate candidates. Democrats could 
get over-confident, as they did in 2016. 
They could run completely against 
Trump and forget to give voters a rea-
son to vote FOR them.

So Democrats everywhere should 
be making the same New Year's reso-
lution: Don't mess this up.

Steve and Cokie Roberts can be contact-
ed by email at stevecokie@gmail.com.

You go girl: Oprah
for U.S. President

It appears if you make one great 
speech at an awards ceremony, it's 
suddenly a launching pad to run for 
President of the United States.

How did we ever allow the bar to 
fall so low?

In case you missed it, Oprah 
Winfrey made a heart-warming 
speech Sunday night at the Golden 
Globes. She awoke Monday morning 
to calls for her to run for president.

This should not be completely 
unexpected. The nation is still fresh 
from catapulting Donald Trump 
into the White House after he ran 
on the platform of being totally 
unqualified for the job. One of the 
main reasons to vote for Trump, he 
repeatedly said, is he had never 
before been elected to hold any 
public office, of any sort.

That type of winning strategy 
lends itself to imitation. It means 
anyone, regardless of their short-
comings, can make a firm argument 
they should be president.

Here's a sampling:
Oprah Winfrey -- Since she's 

suddenly a trendy presidential pick, 
let's examine one of her key attri-
butes. She likes to give away stuff.

Oprah once stunned guests on 
her TV show by giving all 276 mem-
bers of the audience a free car. For 
people accustomed to getting gov-
ernment handouts, this would be a 
huge selling point.

hulk hOgan -- President 
Trump has made headlines by the 
insults he has directed at North 
Korean leadership. If this is the type 
of president America wants, we 
should consider Hulk Hogan.

During his storied pro wrestling 
career, the Hulkster was king of 
trash talking. Instead of trying to 
handle international conflicts with 
diplomacy, how does one fall with a 
10-minute time limit sound?

richard SimmOnS -- This TV 
workout guru would be the perfect 
fit to reduce America's healthcare 
woes. Why is U.S. healthcare so 
expensive? It's because we're so 
outrageously unhealthy.

We need a president who will 
whip America back into shape. We 
don't need a border wall as much as 
we need a jump rope.

geOrge clOOney -- He's not a 
doctor, but he played one on TV.

SylveSter StallOne -- He 
would save Americans trillions on 
national defense. Instead of tanks 
and nuclear weapons, all we'd 
need is for Rambo to parachute 
behind enemy lines and take out 
the entire country.

Added bonus: Stallone knows 
how to handle assault rifles and 
might support members of the gen-
eral population walking around 
with 50-caliber machine guns.

kim kardaShian -- People 
enjoy "keeping up" with Kim and 
her family members by watching 
them on TV and following them on 
social media. There would be no 
better way to track their every 
move than by watching their lives 
unfold under the glare of nonstop 
presidential coverage.

That's just a glimpse at a handful 
of people who could decide to run 
for president in 2020. None of them 
appear remotely qualified, but 
somehow that's become the best 
qualification to have.

Standard editor James Clark can be 
reached at 473-2191.
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Q: Do you like the idea of a 
celebrity like Oprah Winfrey 
running for President of the 
United States?
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The confrontation may 
have occurred during a 
school board meeting in 
faraway Louisiana.

The people involved 
may not be known by most 
residents of Warren County 
and it's doubtful we will 
ever meet.

But the teacher who was 
removed from a Louisiana 
school board meeting, 
handcuffed, and arrested 
should be an issue that con-
cerns all Americans. It's an 
issue that attacks the fabric 
of our society and our most 
fundamental freedom -- 
free speech.

A video of the school 
board meeting and con-
frontation in the hallway 
has made its way across the 
internet. It shows a very 
disturbing situation.

A middle school teacher 
was politely addressing 
the school board during a 
time of the meeting open 
to public comments. The 
teacher was asking why 
the school superintendent 
was in line to get a raise of 
some $30,000 a year while 
classroom teachers had 
not received a raise in 10 
years.

It's a fair question and 
school board members 
should hear it. The open 
comment time of a school 
board meeting seems like 
the perfect place to formally 
address the problem in 
front of the entire board.

But instead of thanking 
the teacher for her feed-
back, she was asked to 

leave the meeting before 
she was done talking. To 
ensure she complied, a 
school resource officer 
approached her to expedite 
her departure.

This lands a dropkick to 
the backbone of both 
democracy and free speech. 
The essence of our system 
is that we elect people to 
represent our views and 
serve our needs in govern-
ment. 

In return, we should 
always have the ability to 
reach our elected officials to 
voice our concerns. They 
may not agree with what 
we have to say, but it's their 
job to listen.

To have someone 
removed from a meeting 
because they present an 
opposing viewpoint is not 
acceptable. It makes it even 
more appalling when that 
person is arrested.

We don't live in Iran 
where citizens are pun-
ished by imprisonment and 
lashes for insulting political 
leaders. We live in America 
where a bedrock principle 
is the right to express our 
views.

There should be outrage 
in Louisiana and beyond. If 
we don't speak up about 
this wrongdoing in 
Vermilion Parish, the next 
incident may take place in 
Warren County.

The right for citizens to 
express an opinion about 
decisions of our govern-
ment should be protected 
at all costs.

We can't allow free
speech to be punished
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