EBONY AND IVORY

By Brian Bird
Please don’t panic.  The Bishop’s Blog entry has not been hi-jacked today.  I’m the screenwriter and co-producer of Not Easily Broken, Bishop Jakes’ brand new film being released nationally by Sony and Tri-Star Pictures on January 9th.  
It is a real honor for me as the writer who adapted Bishop Jakes’ wonderful novel to be invited to “guest host” this edition of his blog to describe my experiences working with him and the rest of crew on the film. 

First, I don’t want to stir up any controversy here, but I’m a white guy.  I’m pretty much as WASPY as they come.  I come from a long line of WASPY guys.  My grandfather was a Pentecostal pastor in the Midwest.  My father was a radio disc-jockey on Christian radio in Southern California.  I live with my beautiful wife and five children in Orange County, California, where I’m a long time member of Rick Warren’s Saddleback Church. 

So why even raise the issue at all?  After all, it was Dr. King who admonished us all that character content is more important than skin color.  
Well, sometimes a guy like me gets a lot of second looks when I show up to pitch my ideas and writing services on a movie project that deals with African-American themes.  And Not Easily Broken, while touching on the universal human themes of unconditional love and reconciliation, is a relationship drama about a black couple trying to overcome life’s hardships and pressures and expectations in order to keep their marriage from falling apart. 
But writing black-themed films is something I’ve been asked to do for most of my 20-year career in Hollywood.  I had the privilege of co-scripting the South African anti-apartheid drama Bopha!, directed by Morgan Freeman and starring Danny Glover and Alfre Woodard, with my good friend John Wierick.  We also co-wrote the Hallmark Hall of Fame drama Captive Heart starring Lou Gossett, Jr. and Ruby Dee, and then I wrote the comedy Call Me Claus, starring Whoopi Goldberg as the new Santa Claus. During my tenure as a writer-producer on the show, Touched By An Angel, I also had the opportunity of writing an episode starring Luther Vandross in his last screen performance before he passed away. 
I’ll leave it to others to judge whether the combination has worked out, but to the degree that it has, I believe the reason is because, as Mother Teresa once said, “empathy is your pain in my heart.”  I have come to believe that there is only one race of people – the human race.  And two kinds of people:  Good ones and bad ones. And although our cultural experiences and background may differ, I believe we all want the same essential things out of life, no matter our skin color.  We want spouses and children, and a roof over our heads, and work that allows us to make a difference in the world, and a connection to our creator.  Those are aspirations that transcend all the cultural barriers of race and class, and I believe a writer can learn to walk a mile in another man’s shoes in order to tell his story.  

It was in this spirit of openness that Bishop Jakes embraced me as the right man for the job on Not Easily Broken.  And for me, it was one of the most meaningful experiences of my film career, working alongside The Bishop and fantastic director Bill Duke and the immensely creative star Morris Chesnut to get the story just right.  Figuring how to “keep it real” while yet keeping it a film that could appeal to people of all shapes, sizes… and colors.  

As the script evolved, we realized that it really is sort of a male version of the film Waiting to Exhale, because this time it’s the men the movie who are talking about things you don’t normally hear men talking about – their feelings, their friendships, their desire for children, the pressure they feel to provide for their families in a society that doesn’t seem to value their contributions as much as it used to.  And it is probably going push a few relationship buttons and open up some interesting post-movie conversations between men and women… whether they are friends or spouses.    
So there really is something in this film for everybody… black, white, male, female… because we all face the same unpredictability in this world, the current economic meltdown being a good example.  Life can change in a heartbeat.  Circumstances can knock us down.  And as the Bible says in Ecclesiastes 4 – the big spiritual take-away in this movie – we all need three-stranded relationships where the third strand is God.  Where one man falls and two men can defend each other, a three-fold cord with Christ at the center is unbreakable.   
I hope you’ll have a chance to go see the film the weekend of January 9-11, because the first weekend of a film’s release is the most important weekend at the box office.  It tells the studio just how much to support the film with advertising, and just how long to leave it in the theaters.  And as I think you will agree, Hollywood needs more films like Not Easily Broken. 
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