Apologetics author Stephen Ray previews new film on Moses

By Jennifer Puccio
Catholic apologetics author Stephen Ray spoke about his conversion and adventures while filming, "Moses: Signs, Sacraments and Salvation," during a sneak preview for Campion College and Ignatius Press at St. Dominic parish in San Francisco.

Adorned in the same desert hat and vest he wore in his film, Ray gave an account of his first caper: a confused Egyptian navigator who couldn't find Mt. Sinai.

"They were circling the wrong mountain for us to take aerial footage. Then they said, 'We're done.' I had a map and was able to direct them."

And then there was Stephen's surprise arrest after set-ting fire to a bush for the burning bush segment.

"A car came from nowhere in the desert. They said it was a protected shrub. They wanted us to pay a fine but I eventually signed something I couldn't read. The translator said it read I'd broken one law and promised to not break anymore."

His wife Janet, who co-wrote the Moses script with him, said there were some stranger mishaps.

"We'd be out in the middle of nowhere in the desert filming and someone would start running a jack hammer or driving a dump truck," she said. "We had to reshoot a lot. It became a joke. We'd say, 'Where's the jack-hammer?"

Moses is the third installment in a 10-part "Footprints of God: The Story of Salvation From Abraham to Augustine" video series by Ignatius Press. "A history of salvation series from the Catholic point of view," said Stephen, an idea that came to him in a dream a few years ago.

The Moses film was shot on location in Egypt, Jordan and Israel, where Ray narrated from the various towns and mountain tops mentioned in the Books of Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy that spanned from Moses life to the end of Israel's 40 year desert pilgrimage into Israel. Similar to the first two Footprints of God episodes about St. Peter and the Virgin Mary, the Moses film continued in an apologetics vein to explain how the sacraments are woven into the fabric of Jewish religious history.

For example, during the film he stood near the well of Moses, and explained how the Israelites were thirsty but the water was bitter until the Lord directed Moses to. throw in a branch and the water became sweet and drinkable. After mentioning John 3:5, he added, "The waters of Mara parallel with the waters of Baptism. The priest prays, making the water "sweet" for salvation."
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Although it can be viewed in one sitting, the film is designed as a four-part bible study for "10-year-olds to PhDs, the Catholic family, from one end to the other," said Ray. Bible study guides are included with the VHS (due out in a month) or a DVD purchase, expected out this May.

"I want to help Catholics love and understand their faith," said Ray, whose four children are all practicing Catholics. "And I want my own kids to stay Catholic."

Ray, who readily admits he was about "as anti-Catholic as they get," scoffed initially at the Catholic conversion of a long time family friend, a former Protestant pastor of a small charismatic church.

His wife Janet said this was a spiritual turning point for her. "I said, 'That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard, becoming a Catholic.' But out of respect to his friendship, we investigated."

The initial results?

"For me it was an issue of authority," said Ray. "Where did we get the bible from?" For my wife it was an issue of worship. When she read Thomas Howard's book, "Evangelical is not Enough." she said it put into words what she was feeling."

Once they decided to embrace the Catholic faith, their families found it difficult to accept initially.

"1 wrote a letter to my father, why I was becoming a Catholic. I wrote about my intellectual and spiritual struggles with my faith. It was a love letter to my father to help explain to him and help him not be distressed."

This love letter turned into the book, "Crossing the Tiber: Evangelical Protestants Discover the Historic Church" (Ignatius Press). What followed was more investigation and another book, "Upon This Rock" (Ignatius Press), a study about the primacy of Peter and the papal office.

"He has a great enthusiasm, all the parallels between the Old Testament and New Testament of the church and how the story of Moses prefigures all the sacraments," said Matt Hendricks, a Church of Nativity at Menlo Park parishioner who's also read Crossing the Tiber.

Michael Matteucci of Our Lady of Peace Catholic church in Santa Clara agreed. "I liked the parallels between Moses and Jesus and using it as his structure to present the Catholic faith and the validity of Rome. And the camel ride up (Mt. Sinai) added a lot of humor."

Ray's latest book, "St. John's Gospel: A Bible Study Guide & Commentary" (Ignatius Press), came out of another need - a weekly bible study for 250 people in their local Catholic church in Milan, Michigan. "We couldn't find the definitive study we needed for our church so we created our own," said Janet Ray.

So what's next? "We'd like to turn this (Footprints of God) series into an A & E movie." Following a verbal listing of possible ideas for other 10-part series he mused, "After this, I'll be 82 years old like Moses."

And ready for more.
