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LICHTS! CAMERA! SEMINEX! THE PRESS AND THE CONTROVERSY IN MISSOURL

Tt was considered one of the top religious news stories of the
early 1970's: the struggle between "moderate® and "conservative'
factions of the Iutheran Church--Missouri Synod. The situation was
relatively rare for the twentieth century: a large religious body
"turning back the clock! and rejecting neo-liberal theology for a more
historic form of TLutheranism. It was bound to attract the attention
of both the religious and the secular press.

The press is a fascinating study in and of itself. Alternately
reviled as manipulative and manipulated, reflecting public opinion and
molding it, the fifth estate is a powerful ally in eny conflict. Polit-
icians court its favors, special interest groups woo it, competitive
" advertisers spend million on it. This is because both charges are true
to an extent. One can manipulate the press into presenting one's own
view and denigrating one's opponent; at the same time, the public will
very often agree with whatever they read in the newspapers.

A number of circumstances in the early 70's resulted in a press
which was, by and large, sympathetic to the views of the liberal fac-
tion in the Missouri Synod. That faction, for its part, did what it
could to foster such sympathy in the press and, through it, among the
public at large. This effort, its background, pursuit, and results,

will be studied and evaluated in the following pages.

I. THE CONTROVERSY

The real controversy at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, seemed to
be peripheral, at best, to the media coverage. Nevertheless, it werits
a short review here. Such & review will help not only to provide a

background to the matter at hand, but also to give a counterpoint to
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the interpretation given by the press in the early and later years of
the controversy.

Missouri had found herself al something of a crossroads. Once
the champion of strict confessionalism and orthodoxy, the LCMS was
sliding inexorably into the neo-liberal camp. Much of this was due to
the company she kept. Sinée her erroneous practices of church fellow-
ship allowed her to rub elbows with the liberal denominations in the
LCUSA, much of the liberal theology of these church bodies was infect-
ing Missouri.

To tract the inroads which historical~critical methodology had
made at Concordia in the 60's would require an essay, or better yet,
a book, to itself. The synod's handling of the situation was not very
effective. When Dr. Martin Scharlemann was "called on the carpet”
for his use of the new hermeneutic, he apologized to the 1962 synodical
convention in Cleveland for the unrest and tension he'’d caused. He
did not, however, disavow his teaching itself--not very clearly, at any
rate, WNevertheless, he received a standing ovation and a resounding
reaffirmation of his seminary professor-shipn1

In the yvears that followed, the methodology became firmly entrenched
at Cencordia. By 1969 the faculty was almost completely composed of
men who found it a necessary tool in their teaching. The .synod's
administration took little more action than to question professors and
to suggest wmore orthodox wording for the statements which the Ffaculty
¢ssued. Tts lack of substantial concern about the problem became very
apparent when, in May, 1969, it appointed Dr. John Tietjen president
of the seminary.2

If Missouri was trying to énter the liberal camp once and for all,
she could have made no better choice. Dr. Tietjen had earned S.T.M,

and Th.D. degrees from Union Theological Seminary, New York. He was



LCUSA's executive secretary of public relations. He was, since 1959,

the managing editor of the neo~liberal The American Lutheranmj His

electién to so powerful a position in the synod marked a victory for
the liberal faction.

Yet, less than two months later, the synod elected Dr. J.A.O.
Preus as its president, giving the conservative theologian a virtual
mandaté to clean up the doctrinal mess at the St. Louls campus, and in
other areas of the synod as well. The LCMS was waking up to the fact
that things were not right at CoBicordia. There was a considerable
amount. of grass roots dissatisfaction about the new brand of theology.
So Preus' election was meant to be g setback for the liberal camp,u

The controvérsy boiled down to the question of what Missouri's
stand was to be on liberaiisma The liberak felt that they had as
much right to spread their teachings in the synod as the conservatives.
the conservatives believed that Missouri should speak with only one

voice, a voice with agreed with historic, orthodox Lutheranism.

IT. THE LIBERALS' VIEW

In a few pages, the foregoing controversy will virtually disappear
from view, to be replaced by a less theological interpretation. In
the introduction to this essay it was stated that the liberals' view-
point was by and large espoused by the press. It would be unfair to
accuse the liberals of camouflaging the real issues. It is, therefore,
necessary to attempt to retrace their line of thought which led them
to believe that the strife was actually of a political nature.

The liberals could see no reason that a number of aifferihg theo~
logical and hermeneutical pholosophies could not exist in the same
synod. Their acceptance of the historical-critical view of Scripture
supported such thoughts. If the New Testament, for example, could

contain the "opposing" theologies of Paul, James, John, and Peter,



then surely there was room in the Missouri Synod for both a Tietjen and
a Preus,

Farthermore, Missouri's own fellbwship principles had also helped
to foster such notions. If a liberal ALC clergyman could preach from
a LCMS3 pulpit, then the LCMS was giving tacit approval to his liberal-
ism, Why, then, couldn't liberalism also be espoused by LCMS clergymen
without fear of synodical reprisal?

And, at that time, liberal theology was the "going thing." Tt was
a wide-spread opinion that no seminary could operate honestly without
the historical-critical methodology as its foundation. Also, the
principle of the freedom of the conscience in Lutheran hermeneutics had
been expanded, in the large Lutheran bodies, into an M"anything goes"
proposition. If Missouri was to remain a leading force in the Lutheran
Church, she would have to jump aboaird the bandwagon.

Thus, the efforts of conservatives were views as narrow-minded
and hopelessly parochial. Why wouldn't Jack Preus just let them be?
The answer which they provided for this question was that he and his
conservative faction were intolerant and theologically stiff-necked
"bigots"-~they were trying to re-create the LCMS in their own image..

So the liberals saw themselves as the imminent victims of a
political purge, sort of a Preusian "Night of the Long Knives,"
Conservatives seemed to be rabid right-wingers, intent on having things
thelr ownm way. The liberals' was a more moderate view of "live and let
live,n

What recourse was left to them? TIf the synodical administration
was their enemy, using increasingly corrupt (in their opinion) measures
to unseat them and to consolidate its own power, how could they expose
and counteract its plots? The answer was to be found in the current

nationa}j preoccupation with Haldemann, Ehrlichmann, Mitchell, plumbers,



secret tapes, and a big, ugly hotel in Washington, D.C.

III. THE NATIONAL SCENE

Watergate. Even today, a decade after the fact, the very name
conjures up images of political shame and comuption on an almost
undreamed-of scaie. It was arguably the greatest political scandal
in this country's history, and contributed greatly to fmerican society's
growing disenchantment with figures in authority.

Two aspects of the affair have special relevance to the controversy
in Missouri. The first is the aforementioned spectre of corruption in
high places and of the abuse of power. The Nixon White House seemed
to be riddled with criminals, including a vice-president, an attorney
general, and a number of top presidential aides. Popular opinion came
to paint the president himself as the biggest crook of them all, becsuse
not only had be tolerated their crimes, but he had also seemingly had a
hand in some of them. .

The second facet of the Watergate business that had an influence
in St. Louis was the role of the press. Woodward and Bernstein, with
their dogged purstit of the story, had given a new significance to the
concept of the "watchdog press," menitoring officialdom and cdndemnimg
those officials with too much dirt on their hands to wither, vampire=
like, in the morning sunlight of public exposure. The incisive news-
man became a national hero, a latter day Launcelot jousting with the
dragon at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. The image still lingers of a news
conference in which Richard Nixon's entrance was greeted by perfunctory
clapping, while Dan Rather, when called upon for his question, rose to
hearty applause,

It is doubtful that the Missouri liberals could have missed the

barallels between the nation's plight and their perception of their



own situation. A corrupt, power~driven administration? Jack Preus,
they probably felt, could out-Nixon Nixon. The cleansing powers of the
media? John Tietjen had been dealing with the press for years in his
capacity as LCUSA's P.R. man.

And so, consciously or not, they took steps to acquaint the press
with thelr own TLutheran "Watergate,"é Public demonstrations, press
releases, and a host of journalistic weaponry were hauled out for this
battle. And in both the short run and the long, this strategy met with
some SUCCess.,

Before leaving this section, comment should be made on ancther
ppublic event which was echoed in the affairs at Concordia: the end
of the Vietnam War. "Peace with honor" was proclaimed in January, 1973,
but most people realizedﬁthat the United States was Just giving up a
war which had become repugnant to her. In other words, the student
protesters of the late '60's had been right, if not in their lawless
methods, at least in their political opinions.

Americans are overjoyed when students on American campuses are
correct about such things, because it reaffirms meny widely held myths
about the innate purity of the young mind and the panacea of higher
education. So when the students of Concordia Seminary in St. Louils
took it upon themselves to protest the actions of their synod's admini=-
stration, they had a public ready to give them the benefit of the doubt.
Not only were they opposing corruption similar to that of the leaders
in the Vietnam era, but they dressed more neatly and didn't use all the
profanity of the students of the '60's, !

IV. THE PRESS RELEASED
Friough newsprint was dedicated to the chronicling of Missouri's

woes to re~build a small forest. Within the synod itself the pages



of such publications as Christian News, Missouri In Perspective, The

Lutheran Witness, and others were understandably preoccupied withithe

conflict. Many special publications appeared, such as ?he Concordia
faculty’s "Faithful" documents and Dr. Preus’ fact-finding reports and
presidential letters to the congregations of the synod. Besides these
things, outreach efforts to the congregations were undertaken by both the
faculty and student body of the seminary.

But our concern is not withtthese.® It is rather with the percep-
tions fostered among the public at large. There were betbter forums for
Bhaping public opinion than the LOMS' newsletters and magazines with
their limited subscription.

Dr. Tietjen wasn't the only liberal in Missouri to realize how
powerful an ally a sympaghetic press could be. 1In October, 1970, a
liberal layman, Robert Madigan, wrote the liberal Pastor Lueking about
Dr. Preus!' fact-finding committee. He wanted to call immediate atten-
tion to the committee'!s conservative make-up, ",...and I mean both in
the secular and church pressn"9 Suach coverage, he felt, would "tend
to soften public reaction to these punitive decisions we can expect
from the committeequTO

In a2 meeting with other district presidents in Nov., 1972, the
head of the Indiana District noted the antagonistic attitude of many
religious columnists towards Dr. Preus. He implied that Some of the
liberals were responsible for it:

How does it happen that James Adams (religious editor of

the St. TLouls Post-Dispatch) knows so much about what goes

on both at the Seminary and within the Council, as well as

elsewhere in the Church? How does it happen that he has

access to privileged information, and even prints it, be-

fore it 1s made public, through the regular Public Relations
channels of the church?!!

One example of such collusion with the press can be seen in the

evolution of an article entitled "The Civil War in the Missouri Synod. ™
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Tt was written by Kenneth L. Woodward, the religious news editor of
Newsweek, and appeared in the January and February, 1971, issues of

Christian Herald. One conservative pastor went through it and counted

1eading judgments, along with 28 errors in fact. It was heavily pro-
liberals and virulently anti-Preus.

And it seems to have evolved in this way. On October 23, 1970,
Pastor Lueking spoke with Woodward in a lengthy phone conversation. On
December 11, Robert Madigan knew enough abat the article to want to
arrange for special printing and distribution of it. And on the 20th,
Pastor Lueking wrote a contact letter, urging recipienls nol to miss
the article: 9It has very significant potentialm"12

Any doubt about the allegiance of Newsweek's religion editor that
may have lingered after this were dispelled in that magazine®s issue
of July 23, 1973. In an article intitled "The Lutheran Pope," a journal=-
igbic bias of libellous proportions is betrayed as the events of the New
Orleans convention are chronicled. Members of the LCMS are "under the
command® of a man with "virtually papal suthority to determine their
religious beliefs." At Preus' election to the presidency, '"politics
replaced plety in the Missouri Synod." Preus' opponents find their
personal lebtters copled, thelr conversations recorded, their pilctures
taken by strange men with telephoto cameras. At the convention, theilr
footsteps were dogged "by workers for the committee to re-elect the
president" (a nice, Nixonian touch, %hat!)ﬁ13

The liberals, or '"moderates," are made out to be "latter day
protestants," ‘a group of bold Luthers to Preus' "Lutheran Pope." Their
espousal of "modern Biblical criticism employed by orthodox scholars'
is a sign of Missouri's maturation in the 1950%'s., Four hundred of these

men marched to the podium to register their dissent with the convention's



actions, singing "The Church's One Boundation' "with choked voices."
in every way, they are protrayed as innocent victims of a vengeful and
heartless synodical pre:_=xidem,,,1l’1
After such an article, Time's report on the same convention seems
very tame and level-headed and unbiased. Dr. Preus' scholarly qualifi-
cations and his motivation for insisting on biblical inerrancy receive
what amounts o a rather fair hearing. Yel, in the very wording of the
article, an editorial bias begins to become visible. Preus' fear that
denial of parts of the Bible may lead to denial of the Resurrection is
"a theological domino theory," certainly a loaded term in the year after
the Vietnam War. Preus has been "waging a war of attrition® against
the "progressive majority" at Concordia. The final word in the article
goes to a dissenter at tge convention: "'T thought,! he sald bitterly ,
quoting Martin Luther himself, 'that neither Pope nor Council could
bind our conscience,'"15
Time, too, leaned toward the liberal faction. This was even more
apparent in an article entitled "Civil War in the Synod" in the Sept. 25,
1972, issue. There Dr. Preus is labelled as Yaggressively orthodox,"
When his mailing of the fact-finding committee's report is brought up,
it is called "a torrid 160 page attack! with which he "declared war on
President Tietjen himself, along with a majority of his faculty§16
The charge of political domineering had come to supplant the fact
that Missouri's struggle was, at heart, theological. In an editorial
dated April 25, 1970, Lester Kinsolving, an Episcopalian priest, spoke
of Dr. Preus "launching a major Inquisition." He quoted a Pastor ﬁichard
Neuhaus to the effect that Preus was "evading honest exchange about
theological differences and using his office in a covert re-shuffling
17

of the synodical power structure.? The Associated Press later concurred

with this interpretation, characterizing the 1973 dismissal of Dr. Tietjen
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as "a classic conflict-~between power and scholarship....denominational
officialdom against 1eading teacherso"1

Many influential voices in the public media had become, unwittingly
or not, spokesmen for the Missouri liberals. But the liberals also
lost no opportunity to air their views personally. At his arrival at
Lambert Airport in St. Louis after the New Orleans convention, Dr.
Tietjen was greehbed by an ostentatious "hero's welcome,” complete with
another rendition of "The Church's One Foundation” and a number of signs
and banners,. One of them read, "WELCOME! JOHN THE BELOVED6”19

Dr. Tietjen himself made the most of a press conference he called
on January 22, 197L, on the occasion of his official dismissal. The
charges against him, he said, were a "charade" of seeking to abide by
the letter of the synodical bylaw while actually only pursuing Preus!

20

vendetta against him, He would endure the infjustice of his accusers,

who offered him "no possibility of & fair and impartial judgmentg"z1
Preus deserved to be impeached, but unfortunately the LCMS had no such

. [s1s
procedureu“a

And, referring to the noteious "deal" whereby charges
against him and his faculty would be dropped if he only would accept a
call to a parish far from St. Louls, he stated:

In the face of such evil I cannot remain silent....The members

of our Synod must become aware of the moral bankruptcy of

the present leadership of our Synod and of the Seminary's

Board of Control. Such evil, if allowed to conbinue, will

bring the judgment of God's wrath on us all.®23

It was at this time that Concordia's student body instigated their
Outreach program. While their purpose was primarily to present their

case to LCMS congregations, they didn't keep silent when approached by

the press. The BRau Claire Leader-Telepram of January 29, 197L, included

a story on the Qutreach team which was visiting that city. One student
sald that the accusations asgainst the seminary faculty without specific

charges was unconstitutional-~and he was referring to the Constitution
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of the United States! Another echoed what was now becoming a familiar
litany among the liberals: W"There is no longer a doctrinal issue, but
one of irresponsible use of power in the Church. In short, it has become
a political issuea"zlL
It is in connection with student activities that we now turn out
attention to another aspect of the media's inwelvement in the contro-
versy: the seemingly ubifquitous television cameras. 1TV crews were
invited to a number of rallies and other activities at Concordia. When
a student spokesman delivered & resolution to acting President Martin
Scharlemann on acceptable times for his meeting with the student body,

25

TV cameramen accompanied him. The cameras were rolling when students

drove past the statue of Luther in the campus quadrangle 4o receive Dr.

Y

Tietjen's blessing for their Outreach (the editor of Christian News claimed

that that activity was staged for the cameras by students riding back and
forth in front of the statue)ogé And cameras meticulously recorded "the
climax to the top religious news story of the past few years"--the walkw
out on February 19, 197hq27

The walk-out was a study in stagecraft for attracting the media. It
did suffer a bit for having no rehearsals to smooth out the rough spots
and perhaps eliminate some of the more melodramatic touches: draping a
black crepe over Luther's statue and then singing "A Mighty Fortress,®
for example,28 But this was television! This had to be visually and
aurally stimulating to reach out and grab the audience watching the 5:00
ofclock news. So bells rang, crosses were planted in the quad to symbole
ize the death of Concordia, the Walther Arch was boarded up with the word
"EXILED" painted on the boards. And students and faculty marched past
the cameras and into "exile°”29

It worked, too. Not only newspaper photographers but also television

cameramen were eager to cover so visually stimulating an event, It even
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made the CBS Fvening News, to be commented upon by no less than the dean

. . . - . . 4o 30
of network journalists, Walter Cronkite himself.- The day may have
been overcast, but the Missouri liberals had had their moment in the sun,
A final example of almost yellow journalism that bears examination

is an article that appeared in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch a few weeks

later. When the synod requested that the self-proclaimed exiles vacate
the seminary housing, the paper reported it in this fashion: 25
faculty families, 15 with children ranging from age 2 to their late teens,
have found themselves evicted from their homes...." The article went on
to quote the wife of Dr. Werberigy one of the "exiles": "'JTou expect the
love of the church to be shown, but this undermines everything I have ever
taught my kids about the Christian ethic." 1In an emotionally loaded
article, it was reported“that Mrs. Werberig had been forced tq use her
birthday gift money for groceries, that her 19-year-old daughter had had
to chip in $5.00 of her savings, and that Dr. Voltz didn't know whether
or not the synodis insurance pilan would pay to have his nine-year-old
daughter's cataracts removed. In contrast to these hardships were the
leans from ELIM, and some friendly nuns who helped pack the families?
china. The article concluded with a guestion from the youngest Werberig:
"why does God let the bad men win?”31
Not mentioned was the synod's extension of the amount of time the
families could stay in their houses. Not mentioned was the fact that
the professors had gone into fexile" voluntarily. Not mentioned was the
fact that they had been living in the houses even during their moratorium
on classes, when they weren't doing the work they had been called for.
411 that was left was the impression of a diabolical Missourl administration
throwing women and partially-blind children onto the streets, innocent

victims of an inexorable political juggernaut,
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V. RESULTS
The immediate reaction to this "media blitz" was heartening for
the liberals. Within the synod there were voices raised in protest of
the administration'ts actions. One example is a letter of attorney Robert
Duesenberg to the district presidents, dated August 31, 1973. He feels
that Dr. Tietjen's dismissal is symptomatic of "the malevolent notion
that seeks fulfillment without regard to law, without effort at recon-
ciliation, without concern for the effect in the larger sense the relent-
less pursuit will have.™ Dr. Preus and the synod's leaders are guilty
of "acts and practices of such gross impropriety" that they would divide
the sy’noda32
There were also resqlts outside of the synod. Some were of more
conseqguence than others. One Jewish realtor, incensed at Dr. Preus?
"repressive tactics," had offered the faculty his services (and it was

suggested, probably facetiously, that they vote him a "Christus Vivit?

awvard, Concordia's medal of honor)e33 There was also the invaluable
benefilt of a place to house the newly established Seminex., Facilities
were provided by Eden Seminary (UCC) and the St. Louis University Divinity
School (Roman Catholic), who sympathized with the liberals? iong and
‘D.U‘A:er's‘oruggle..BLL

A long range effect of all the journalistic doings of those days can
be seen in the strong sense of identity to be found in the liberals?
breakaway group, the AELC. For nearly a decade it has survived, due at
least in part to its well-known 'roots® as romaniticized in the press.
It will be interesting to see whether, in the 1988 Lutheran merger, the
ABLC will able to retain what they see as their heritage of hard-won re-

apect and independence from bureaucratic guthority.

VI. EVALUATION

It would seem, then, that the liberals got a satisfactory return on
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their.investments in the press and in media manipulation. They weren't

able to bring all of Missouri to their way of thinking, but they were !
able to develop a strong and unifying sense of identity as martyms to

synodical oppression, and to muster much support within the media itself

and among segments of the general population.

But it may be that in doing so they forfeited their integrity. The
honorable thing for men in their situation would have been to acknowledge
their differences with their opponents, and then to work silently on a
. solution. Finally, one side or the other would have left the symod on
the grounds of theological incompatibility.

But the liberals didn't want that. As they saw the conservative
spirit re-establishing i?self in the LCMS,; they fought against it with
every means at their disposal--~including the press. They felt it was
their duty to "air Missouri's dirty laundry" and so to appeal to the
Judgment of the press and the public in the controversy. St. Paul would
have been appalled: "Is it possible that there is no one among you wise
enough to judge a dispute between believers?" (I Co. 6:5)

What went on in the Missouri Synod was, in fact, none of the public's
business, except insofar as it affected her outreach among the public.

To dress up a doctrinal dispute in the trappings of a political power
struggle and then to présent it to public view was an act of deceit and

bad faith on the liberals' part. The fact that they themselves believed
their own press releases cannot excuse their appeal to the court of public .
opinion.

Nevertheless, their use of the media could not be & complete and
lasting success, due to a phenowenon known to everyone who has ever had
his picture in the paper: the "Yesterday's News" syndrome. No matter
how many people felt the theological world shaking on February 18, 197L,

most of them had undoubtedly forgotten by March just what all the fuss



was about. Now, a decade and more alter the fact, the man on the street,
even if the street were in St. Louis itself, would neither know nor care

about the strife-torn birth of Seminex and the ARLC., Sic transit gloria.

(On the other hand, the man on the street will still have very strong
feelings about Watergate; but then again, that affair had much more exten-

sive coverage in the media.)
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