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AMERICAN EXPERIENCE Presents The Amish: Shunned

Premieres Tuesday, February 4, 2014
 9:00 - 11:00 p.m. ET on PBS


[image: ::amish horizon.jpg]A poignant and penetrating look at what it means to be cut off from faith and family, The Amish: Shunned follows seven people who have chosen to leave their closed and tightly knit communities for the outside world, knowing that they can never return. Each has paid deeply for this decision. Estranged from loved ones, these former Amish find themselves struggling to make their way in modern America. Interwoven with their stories are the voices of staunchly loyal Amish men and women who explain the importance of obedience, the strong ties and traditions that bind them, and the heartbreak they feel when a loved one falls away. Through its sympathetic portrayal of both sides, the film explores what is gained and what is lost when community and tradition are exchanged for individuality and freedom. Produced, directed and written by Callie T. Wiser, The Amish: Shunned premieres on AMERICAN EXPERIENCE on Tuesday, February 4, 2014, 9:00-11:00 p.m. ET on PBS (check local listings).

As a producer on 2012’s The Amish, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE’s in-depth look at the history, beliefs and traditions of the insular religious community, Wiser was exposed to the concept of shunning. “This is one of the faith’s defining practices in which members of the community cut ties with those who choose to leave,” says Wiser. “We touched on it in the first film, but I was interested in delving further into the practice, and finding individuals whose stories would portray the breadth and variety of shunning.”  

Revealing the pain of those who leave and the suffering of those left behind, the film is the story of people confronted with difficult choices. To the Amish, shunning is an essential tenet of their faith and a way to maintain the strength and viability of a tight-knit community. While the practice has helped protect them from the onslaught of modern culture, it is an agonizing decision for parents, relatives and friends to sever ties with loved ones whom they believe to be eternally condemned for their decision to leave.

Many who leave face challenging obstacles: no birth certificates or social security numbers, language barriers because English is not their primary language, and the lack of a support network in the outside world. Young people who leave know that their families will disapprove, and some, particularly from stricter communities, run away without saying goodbye to avoid a painful confrontation. They shoulder the burden of knowing their families will wake up to an empty room and the realization they may never see their children again — in this life or the next. 
“The film is an emotional roller coaster through a set of universal experiences that anyone can understand, even if they’re not Amish,” said Mark Samels, Executive Producer of AMERICAN EXPERIENCE. “The longing of a parent for a child, the sadness of a child for the family they have lost, the pain of separation that lasts a lifetime. All of these things are at play in this film.”
Whether out in the world for two weeks or 35 years, the former Amish in the film struggle to create a new sense of community in modern America. The moment of walking out the door begins a lifetime of wondering: “If you are born Amish, must you stay Amish to go to heaven?” Each will spend their days trying to answer that question and to reconcile the life they have lost.
About the Participants

Naomi Kramer first left the Old Order Amish at 19, though it took her many years to admit she would not return. Since leaving, she has become a nurse and set up the Amish Descendant Scholarship Fund for other former Amish. They gave out their first awards in 2012. 

Levi Shetler left the Swartzentruber Amish when he was 17 and moved to Ohio to work in construction with other former Amish. He now lives in Iowa.

Saloma Furlong first left the Old Order Amish in 1977 at age 20. She has written two memoirs: Why I Left the Amish, published in 2011, and Bonnet Strings: An Amish Woman’s Ties to Two Worlds, which will be published in 2014.

Joe Keim first left his Old Order Amish church at age 16, though he returned and eventually married in the Amish church before finally leaving 25 years ago. He is a born-again Christian and operates the “Mission to Amish People” to support those who leave and to spread the gospel to those who have not.

Jan Edwards was not born Amish but she and her husband joined the most conservative group, the Swartzentruber Amish, in the 1980s. She left the church soon after she became disillusioned with the group.

Paul Edwards, the oldest of Jan’s children, joined the Amish church at 17, the only one of the children to join. After his parents left the faith, he remained Amish for a number of years, becoming the only outsider ever to become a deacon in a Swartzentruber community. A falling out with church leadership led to his excommunication.

Anna, who prefers that her full name not be revealed, left her Amish community at 23, but has since returned.
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A Five O’Clock Films production for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE

Callie Taintor Wiser was the producer for the Emmy-nominated The Amish, which premiered on AMERICAN EXPERIENCE in 2012. She began her career in documentary journalism working on a number of films for FRONTLINE before embarking on a freelance career. Wiser’s other work for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE includes producing the three-and-a-half hour documentary George H.W. Bush and co-producing the first two episodes of the six-part series God in America, a co-production of AMERICAN EXPERIENCE and FRONTLINE. She has also produced for the web, most notably the first edition of the FRONTLINE Interviews, a web-based oral history initiative launched in April 2012. She is a native of Tennessee and graduated from the University of North Carolina, where she was a Morehead Scholar. She lives with her husband and son in Somerville, Massachusetts.

Mark Samels (Executive Producer) was named executive producer of AMERICAN EXPERIENCE, PBS’ flagship history series, in 2003. Under Samels’ leadership, the series has been honored with nearly every industry award, including the Peabody, Primetime Emmys, the duPont-Columbia Journalism Award, Writers Guild Awards, Oscar nominations and Sundance Film Festival Audience and Grand Jury Awards. Samels served on the Board of Governors at the Academy of Television Arts and Sciences. Prior to joining WGBH, Samels worked as an independent documentary filmmaker, an executive producer for several U.S. public television stations and as a producer for the first co-production between Japanese and American television. A native of Wisconsin, he is a graduate of the University of Wisconsin-Madison.

About AMERICAN EXPERIENCE
Television’s most-watched history series, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE celebrated its 25th anniversary in 2013. The series has been hailed as “peerless” (The Wall Street Journal), “the most consistently enriching program on television” (Chicago Tribune) and “a beacon of intelligence and purpose” (Houston Chronicle). On air and online, the series brings to life the incredible characters and epic stories that have shaped America’s past and present. Acclaimed by viewers and critics alike, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE documentaries have been honored with every major broadcast award, including 30 Emmy Awards, four duPont-Columbia Awards and 16 George Foster Peabody Awards, one most recently for the series represented by Freedom Riders, Triangle Fire and Stonewall Uprising.

Exclusive corporate funding for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is provided by Liberty Mutual Insurance. Major funding provided by the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation. Additional funding for The Amish: Shunned is provided by the Documentary Investment Group: Gretchen Stone Cook Charitable Foundation, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and Public Television Viewers. AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is produced for PBS by WGBH Boston.

*   *   *

Publicity Contacts:

CaraMar Publicity
Mary Lugo		 770-623-8190 	lugo@negia.net
Cara White		 843-881-1480		cara.white@mac.com
Abbe Harris		 908-233-7990		abbe@caramar.net

For further information and photos visit http://www.pbs.org/pressroom
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EXCLUSIVE CORPORATE FUNDING FOR AMERICAN EXPERIENCE 1S PROVIDED BY LIBERTY MUTUAL INSURANCE. MAJOR FUNDING PROVIDED BY THE ALFRED P. SLOAN FOUNDATION.
ADDITIONAL FUNDING FOR THE AMISH: SHUNNED IS PROVIDED BY THE DOCUMENTARY INVESTMENT GROUP: GRETCHEN STONE COOK CHARITABLE FOUNDATION,
THE CORPORATION FOR PUBLIC BROADCASTING, AND PUBLIC TELEVISION VIEWERS. AMERICAN EXPERIENCE IS PRODUCED FOR PBS BY WGBH BOSTON.
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