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nuelle:  Why make this film, and why 
make this film now?

doblmeier: Backs Against the Wall: 
The Howard Thurman Story is our second 
installment in a series of biographical 
documentary films for national public 
television that profile seminal religious 
figures from the 20th century. We call 
the series “Prophetic Voices.”  The first 
was a film on the great American public 
theologian, Reinhold Niebuhr. I had the 
opportunity to present that film at Boston 
College back in 2017. The latest film is 
on African American theologian Howard 
Thurman.

In so many ways, America is only now 
catching up with Howard Thurman 
and decades after his death we see how 
prophetic he really was. Thurman was 
born the grandson of slaves who went on 
to become a spiritual mentor for so many 
leading figures in the Civil Rights Move-
ment including Martin Luther King, Jr., 
Jesse Jackson, Congressman John Lewis 
and others. I was fortunate to be able to 
interview some of the remaining Civil 
Rights icons like Jackson, Lewis, Otis 
Moss, Jr. and others for the film. It was so 
evident from those interviews how much 
Thurman inspired them personally and 
the Movement overall. 

But Thurman’s legacy goes well beyond 
the Civil Rights Movement because 
his focus was always on the centrality 
of one’s own personal religious experi-
ence as the starting place for any social 

change. He would use the expression that 
each of us must “go deep” and discover 
the presence of God within. Then acting 
out of that discovery we will naturally 
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Thurman was a very different character. 
He rarely spoke directly about particular 
political issues. Instead he preferred to 
speak to patterns of human behavior, the 
need for deeper personal reflection and 
the importance of the individual religious 
experience. Those who read his work 
or heard him speak were the ones who 
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had to find a way to get a wider audience 
immediately wrapped into this new 
character and I felt the best way to do that 
was to “validate” him by connecting him 
to Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Civil 
Rights Movement. 

Also, at the beginning of the film, I 
found a clip from a speech Oprah  


