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1 change and reaction in the 
lcMs: 1938–1965 

in 1964, John stormer, chairman of the Missouri Federation of young repub-
licans, published his best-selling None Dare Call It Treason, reopening 
charges of “subversion from within” leveled by Mccarthyites with such effect 
a decade earlier. Published to coincide with Barry Goldwater’s presidential 
bid, stormer’s book aimed to reawaken an indifferent nation to the expan-
sion of communism abroad and at home, asserting that america’s battle in 
the cold war was thus far a losing one. at the core of a movement of internal 
subversion, wrote stormer, was a cadre of religious liberals bent on undermin-
ing america’s christian traditions. leading the charge were communist-front 
groups like the national council of churches (ncc), the editorial staff of 
Christian Century, and liberal seminary intellectuals bent on undermining 
the authority of the Bible. through use of code words like peace, ecumenism, 
and tolerance, he claimed, many church liberals served as unsuspecting pawns 
in neutralizing clerical opposition to communism.1 stormer’s book was adver-
tised on a grassroots level among conservatives of all stripes by groups like the 
John Birch society. within eight months, six million copies had been sold.2

liberalism ascendant

across the religious spectrum, choir groups, quilting groups, youth groups, 
and groups for men and women proliferated as denominations grew in 
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the midst of a religious awakening in the 1950s. during the 1960s and 
early 1970s, parachurch organizations grew in membership at least one-
third faster than denominations. the growth can be attributed in part to 
heightened degrees of professionalism in an america that was becoming 
increasingly white-collar, higher levels of education and affluence, and the 
availability of new technologies. But the growth also reflected the expansion 
of special interest groups in secular politics, a growth appreciated and imi-
tated by activists within the church. dragged along by a budding civil rights 
movement, liberal christians struck first in the special interest wars. natural 
competitors within these denominations then arose, again in imitation. and 
so liberal groups begat conservative foils, and vice versa.3

liberalism, at least as we understand it today, seemed ascendant in the 
1950s. louis hartz argued in 1955 that america has a dominant, liberal 
tradition rooted in a consensus (often unconscious) about values ranging 
from individual property rights to a social contract based in equal access and 
participation.4 we are all liberals, hartz argued, and our disagreements are 
little more than family quarrels. hartz’s sentiments echoed those of lionel 
trilling, who argued in The Liberal Imagination that america’s tradition is 
not conservative, but liberal. liberals were dominant, if not arrogant: trill-
ing claimed in 1953, “there are currently no conservative or reactionary 
ideas in general circulation today.”5 

the perceived dominance and excesses of liberalism created a reaction-
ary movement in the form of a revamped conservative ideology. in 1955, 
william F. Buckley launched his effort, a promise to “stand athwart history, 
yelling stop, at a time when no one is inclined to do so, or to have much 
patience with those who do.”6 Buckley resurrected and reshaped a conser-
vatism that had been in the political minority since the new deal. this con-
servatism was intensely anti-communist and a defense of localism in the face 
of intrusive government. Buckley took up arms in response to the supreme 
court’s 1954 Brown vs. Board of Education decision, creating a movement 
born in and sustained by reaction. But Buckley’s was a secular conservatism. 
other elements were yet to be added to the conservative formula.

the big distortion among some christian conservatives was that ecu-
menism was the province of liberals. conservative evangelicals in 1942–43 
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responded to the growth of liberal ecumenism and special interest groups 
in kind, founding the national association of evangelicals (nae) to rival 
the liberal activism of the Federal council of churches (Fcc), later the 
national council of churches.7 the “revival of revivalism” in the 1950s, 
sparked by evangelist Billy Graham, gave christian conservatives a new 
identity and confidence characterized by militant anti-communism and 
anti-modernism.8 this identity defied denominational boundaries. intra-
denominational journals, like Christianity Today, worked to draw conserva-
tive christians together in opposition to a liberalism seemingly entrenched 
among denominational bureaucrats and seminary professors.9 christian 
conservatives might not worship and pray together, but they now saw them-
selves as part of a movement, one created and defined more by what they 
stood against than by what they stood for.

Missouri’s heyday

the years bracketing world war ii had been glory days for the lutheran 
church—Missouri synod. a small church body founded over a century ear-
lier by a few hundred saxon Germans had grown up and was poised to take 
its place among america’s mainline Protestant churches. Between 1935 and 
1960, membership in Missouri nearly tripled.10 this remarkable growth was 
the axis on which all revolved in the modern history of the lcMs. For with 
new blood came new ideas and new relations with the very culture Missouri 
had strived so long and hard to avoid, to be “in” but not “of.” no longer 
could it sidestep the ideological battle brewing in america. Missouri would 
embrace it and be consumed by it. 

From world war ii to 1969, as society moved to the left, the lcMs 
moved toward the ideological left, becoming more liberal during the “years 
of liberalism.”11 liberalism during those decades came to be defined less 
by those who wore the badge than by those who disparaged it. Barry Gold-
water’s 1964 presidential campaign helped circumscribe liberalism by defin-
ing his brand of conservatism as a populist and anti-intellectual “dime store 
new deal.” Juxtaposed with Goldwater conservatism of limited government 
and nationalistic anti-communism was sixties liberalism, characterized by an 
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openness to change and an aggressive promotion of individual liberties and 
government-directed equal opportunity. tolerance was the watchword of 
the liberal, tolerance for alternative worldviews and tolerance for challenges 
to long-standing norms. 

the Missouri synod, by 1964, had become more liberal.12 it was more 
advocatory, more aggressive in the growth and use of its bureaucracy, and 
more tolerant of new social and theological ideas. Most lutherans were 
happy with the direction of their country. in 1964, the Missouri laity voted 
overwhelmingly for lyndon Johnson, but nearly half of lcMs clergy were 
more taken with Goldwater.13 the country and the synod had grown more 
liberal, and a significant minority of clergy were discontented.14

For richard Koenig, onetime editor of Lutheran Forum and Missouri 
moderate, the roots of the schism were found in 1938 at the synod’s trien-
nial convention. it was there, in st. louis, that delegates first bucked the 
church’s isolationist legacy by voting on steps to bring about full altar and 
pulpit fellowship with the american lutheran church (alc). led in part 
by walter a. Maier, a charles lindbergh supporter, leader in the america 
First movement, and rising star on radio’s Lutheran Hour, delegates decided 
that minor divergences in interpretation should not be “regarded as a cause 
for division.” it was, in effect, a directive to President John Behnken to 
bring the two churches together.15 although the convention approved the 
measure, Behnken never implemented the order.

the 1938 move toward ecumenism gave birth to the granddaddy of 
modern Missouri conservatives, Paul Burgdorf. Burgdorf, a small-town 
preacher in iowa, founded the Confessional Lutheran, a thin repository 
of conservative news and views that railed month after month against the 
“liberal” forces of “unionism” that threatened to strip the synod of its con-
fessional identity. Burgdorf’s paper was the first of its kind in Missouri, an 
extrasynodical venture to keep conservatives informed and active. circula-
tion, which was limited to subscriptions, remained small,16 but Burgdorf’s 
paper helped create enough backlash to all but kill the ecumenical momen-
tum by 1945. 

less than a month after the united states bombing of nagasaki, a group 
of prominent moderate pastors and laymen dropped a bomb on Missouri 
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by publishing “a statement,” which criticized the church’s traditional resis-
tance to fellowship with other christians and its exaggerated fear of “union-
ism.”17 Bemoaning the “horrible theological climate” of “fault-finding [and] 
innuendo” created by Burgdorf’s “unofficial, partisan, polemical periodi-
cal,”18 the “Forty-Four,” as they soon became known, endeavored to halt the 
forces of authoritarian and parochial conservatism in Missouri. condemning 
the “loveless attitude which is manifesting itself in synod,” the Forty-Four 
reasserted the 1938 convention’s mandate to reach out in fellowship while 
deploring “the tendency to apply this non-Biblical term [“unionism”] to any 
and every contact between christians of different denominations.”19

synod president John w. Behnken, a gentlemanly texan with a plod-
ding, southernized German baritone, would have none of it. Behnken, a 
“babe in academe,” was no admirer of the intellectual types, among them 
professors at concordia seminary in st. louis, who put their names to “a 
statement” and caused him no end of grief.20 in January 1947, Behnken 
convinced the Forty-Four to withdraw “a statement” as a basis for discus-
sion with vague promises that he as president would facilitate the dialogue 
with Missouri’s pastors and congregations.21 

yet for all Behnken’s success in suppressing the Forty-Four, something 
new had taken place in the lcMs. on both right and left, well-organized, 
if diminutive, extrasynodical special interest groups had arisen by 1945 to 
fight for Missouri’s center. For all the “politics” that may have existed in the 
synod since its inception in 1847, this was new because it became a public 
battle. Burgdorf would become somewhat of a pariah in official circles, but 
he began to create a perception among vulnerable laymen and clergy that 
something was rotten in st. louis. and he and the Forty-Four, through pub-
lic challenges to synod leadership, set precedents that would be exploited to 
a greater degree by their progeny.

Mission and Money 

the remarkable growth of the lcMs, by 1950, had generated an atmosphere 
of optimism and excitement in the church. the dry years of depression and 
war now yielded to a torrent of new construction and record expansion as 
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Missouri poised to capture new souls in america’s burgeoning suburbs. 
new mission fields were established in the americas, europe, and africa. 
Mission efforts were intensified in asia and in the south Pacific.22 

america’s postwar era was characterized by the rapid growth of bureau-
cracy in government and religious organizations. the expansion of govern-
ment in the united states between 1940 and 1960 far outpaced population 
or even economic growth.23 yet growth of denominational bureaucracy in 
Missouri outstripped even the growth of secular government, bulging by 
over 550 percent between 1940 and 1960.24 the mounting liberal consensus 
in america reached deep into the church, and new functions and agencies 
added new dimensions to Missouri polity. each year brought requests from 
church activists for more funds for ministries to the deaf, to the mentally 
retarded, or for world poverty. in 1951, President John Behnken relocated 
from oak Park, illinois, into the synod’s new headquarters in downtown st. 
louis. From the “lutheran Building,” Behnken led a “Building for christ” 
effort to raise funds for new ministries that netted some $4.7 million dol-
lars in 1955: the synod’s budget increased by $3.8 million between 1955 
and 1956, to $12.9 million.25 lutherans were happy with their church, and 
their offerings reflected it. in 1951, giving for synod’s budget averaged 
$3.62 per communicant; in 1961, it was $10.93.26 like most, Behnken asso-
ciated the growth of church budgets with the success of the church and of 
its missions. 27 

the synod’s new money and missions led to a flurry of proposals and 
steps to centralize organizational polity and authority. the challenge for 
pro-growth lutherans was to build a powerful and efficient central structure 
based in st. louis while preserving Missouri’s tradition of congregational 
autonomy, a shaky and always-shifting equilibrium.28 in 1953 at its houston 
convention, synod delegates approved a resolution augmenting the power of 
the bureaucracy, modifying its role as an advisory body by granting it official 
power to exercise authority.29 delegates also expanded the church exten-
sion Fund, “God’s Bank” for the construction of new buildings.30 a depart-
ment of social welfare was created in 1956, and a powerful “commission to 
survey the organizational structure and administration of synod” (survey 
commission) was established to review and revise organizational polity. the 
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survey commission’s findings and proposals in 1959 led to the creation of 
new synodical boards, a centralized council of administrators, and a power-
ful executive secretary.31

Bureaucratic expansion translated into organizational professionaliza-
tion in the lcMs. an atmosphere of “upward social mobility” existed in cer-
tain sectors of Missouri as in the country, where colleges and headquarters 
desperately needed professional staff.32 this was the perfect time for out-
siders to join and influence the growing church, a time when the “almighty 
Ph.d. was the passport to mobility.”33 in 1958, two young brothers named 
Jack and robert Preus would exploit Missouri’s great need. Both were pro-
fessors from the tiny evangelical lutheran synod (els), but checking their 
passports at the door, they would take on new identities in the lcMs as 
professors at the synod’s seminaries in springfield and st. louis. 

But this growth and upward mobility meant a certain accommodation, 
even theological accommodation, with the secular world, particularly the 
secular academy. the synod’s top theologians were now going outside the 
synod to complete their education. Bright young minds were pulled into 
the seminary from the ranks of prestigious but secular graduate schools: 
yale, harvard, and dozens of other secular institutions. concordia professor 
arthur carl Piepkorn was making a name for himself and the institution in 
deliberations with the roman catholic church. concordia seminary was 
blossoming, in the opinion of many, into a world-class institution. But not 
everyone was happy.

the ecumenical sixties

By the mid-1960s, the ecumenical movement in Protestant america was 
reaching its zenith. the explosive growth of denominational organizations 
and the concomitant boom in construction of home and foreign missions 
meant that increasingly church workers of all stripes from suburbia to africa 
were crossing paths.34 a stronger secularism brought people of faith closer 
together for mutual support and strengthened american “civil religion,” 
identified by Martin Marty in 1959 as a new “relativist, pragmatist, common- 
creed religion-in-general.”35 Gravitational forces increased across the social 
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spectrum in america during world war ii and remained strong during the 
early years of the cold war. 

these forces, with increasing levels of higher education and a rapid 
influx of new ethnicities during the church’s period of expansion through 
1960, combined to lessen denominational loyalty among Missouri luther-
ans.36 increasingly, lutherans were marrying outside traditional denomina-
tional boundaries. More and more church leaders, seminary and college 
professors, and even pastors were learning outside the traditional bound-
aries of the Missouri synod’s cradle-to-collar education system. while the 
impact of education and the liberalizing pressures of the civil rights move-
ment did widen the gap between laity and clergy on social issues, a majority 
of lutherans by 1969 did not see themselves as different from other chris-
tians. Moreover, a significant minority of the laity favored a merger of all 
lutheran groups in the united states into one organization.37 

as the lcMs became more modern, its theologians became more theo-
logically modernist and politically liberal. Publicly, this took shape in a new 
openness of thought and action among professors at concordia seminary, 
who were growing more sympathetic to ecumenism and issues of social jus-
tice and action.38 Privately, students took note of a more dramatic shift. Ger-
man higher criticism, out of which confessional movements like the Missouri 
synod were born in the nineteenth century, was making its way back into the 
church through its classrooms at concordia seminary. at issue in Missouri 
as in earlier modernist-fundamentalist battles, was the use of methods of 
historical criticism of the Bible. increasingly, church scholars were using the 
tools of modern biblical scholarship, ending matters of biblical authority with 
question marks where there had been periods. students and faculty openly 
challenged Franz Pieper’s Brief Statement39 and questioned “inerrancy.”40

three essays symbolized the shifting winds at concordia. in 1958, Mar-
tin scharlemann, military chaplain and seminary professor, wrote an essay 
entitled “the inerrancy of scripture,” which was intended to spark internal 
debate among faculty members by challenging static views of biblical inter-
pretation. in his essay, scharlemann, who had completed his postgraduate 
studies at union theological seminary, proposed to “defend the paradox 
that the Book of God’s truth contains ‘errors.’ ”41 in 1963, norman habel, 
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professor of biblical studies, argued that the “fall narrative” (the Genesis 
account of adam and eve) could be legitimately considered as a “symbolical 
religious history.”42 and in 1965, arthur carl Piepkorn challenged the syn-
od’s growing infatuation with “inerrancy,” warning that belief in the Bible’s 
inerrancy could too easily become belief that the Missouri synod is iner-
rant.43 these were controversial proposals, but they were in keeping with 
similar discussions taking place in Missouri’s sister churches, the american 
lutheran church (alc) and united lutheran church (ulc). 

new ideas in Missouri manifested themselves in sympathy for ecume-
nicity and new efforts to reach across denominational lines. in 1953, lcMs 
pastor and civil rights activist andrew schulze founded the lutheran human 
relations association of america (lhraa), a pan-lutheran organization 
dedicated to integrating lutheran churches.44 in the years that followed, a 
growing chorus of liberal voices in Missouri called on the church to explore 
participation in budding ecumenical movements, from the lutheran world 
Federation (lwF) to the world council of churches (wcc). By the time 
of President John Behnken’s retirement in 1962, plans were afoot to push 
for fellowship with the nation’s other dominant lutheran bodies, the ulc 
and the alc. 

the civil rights movement accelerated these changes and empowered 
liberals inside and outside church doors. the supreme court’s Brown vs. 
Board of Education decision in 1954 opened floodgates for Missouri mod-
erates, most visibly those on the concordia-supervised editorial staff of the 
synod’s official organ, the Lutheran Witness.45 the prospect of black stu-
dents in the white public schools of cleveland, Milwaukee, and st. louis 
brought the civil rights movement home to Missouri. andrew schulze 
wasted no time in reminding his spiritual siblings of the historical missteps 
and responsibilities implicit in Brown. “the church,” he wrote, “has trailed 
the conscience of the courts too long. here is a chance to remedy the weak-
ness of our witness.”46 Witness, lcMs’s official newsletter, editors issued a 
“Plea for Patience,” an acknowledgment of the turbulence faced by many 
white Missourians confronting the prospect of racially integrated schools.47 

the Brown decision exemplified Missouri’s penchant for reconfiguring 
social and political beliefs into theological expression. integration was now 
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the law of the land. Missouri liberals could now turn the tables on synod 
conservatives, using the church’s historic doctrinal emphasis on uncondi-
tional obedience to government to further the cause of integration.48 this 
gave some doctrine-minded conservatives fits and demonstrated how theol-
ogy and politics were not so easily separated. at concordia seminary, dr. 
richard r. caemmerer introduced “practical field-work experience” to the 
curriculum, a social-welfare emphasis that forced students out of the paro-
chial confines of the clayton campus for the first time.49 soon dozens of stu-
dents were championing the “caemmererian Gospel.”50 By the 1960s, many 
were heading to inner cities on an “urban plunge.”51 Most of the synod’s 
churches and schools still would not accept black members, but at its 1956 
convention, the lcMs passed its first resolution in favor of integration. the 
decision left andrew schulze singing the church’s praises for a decision on 
fellowship “which transcends all racial and ethnic barriers.”52 

loosed by the supreme court and their synod’s own convention, Mis-
souri moderates now looked back in regret to the inner cities the church 
was fleeing. the Witness published a series in 1956 called “the church in 
a changing community,” an assessment of the church’s abandonment of 
urban centers and america’s blacks. author william drews suggested that 
flight to the suburbs had altered the face of american Protestantism. he 
praised the small “minority” in the church who had “made heroic efforts to 
adapt their ministry to a changing environment and thus remained true to 
their divine charter and commission,” condemning those who did not stay.53 
drews had no kind words for lutherans who restricted their interests to 
“our kind of people.”54

a young conservative takes shape

in the fall of 1952, as dwight eisenhower cruised into the white house and 
Mccarthyism gripped the nation, a young upstart from the Bronx, new york, 
entered concordia seminary in st. louis. herman otten, the son of Ger-
man lutheran immigrants, was excited about his first year at the seminary 
and quickly noted the “new spirit” on campus. he considered it a “healthy 
corrective for the dead orthodoxy and scholastic dogmatism” that he had 
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come to associate with the synod’s past and that he regarded as dangerous 
to Missouri lutheranism.55 But otten’s early optimism and excitement did 
not last. “Before the ink was dry on his final exams,” writes James adams, 
“otten was accusing professors of heresy.”56 otten the student became Mis-
souri’s most vocal critic. But otten, says his younger sister, Marie, was “the 
way he is long before he ever got to the seminary.”57 For herman otten was 
a product of both a moderating seminary faculty and a crusader mentality 
shaped by his perceptions of family and history.

otten’s grandfather, herman, had been a pastor in the lutheran Free 
church of Germany, one of several conservative sects opposed to the state-
supported lutheran church, and had served as a chaplain in world war i. 
at gatherings of their extended family, the ottens recounted with pride the 
tales of their German ancestors, of Grandfather otten and his unique mix-
ture of patriotism and orthodoxy, and of resilient Grandmother oma tibke, 
who, according to family legend, defiantly refused to say “heil hitler.”58 
the otten legacy of religious independence and patriotism was taken up by 
young herman, who added to it his own perceptions of family ultraortho-
doxy and self-righteousness. 

his father, herman otten sr., was a different story. From an early age, 
herman sr. was a “black sheep” in the otten family. he married louise 
tibke, a lutheran but of the wrong persuasion; she was from the state 
church in Germany. while his brother, Bill, spoke out against such vices as 
dancing and roller-skating, herman sr. believed that rules were “made to be 
broken.”59 he worked as a painter for his brother-in-law, henry, a well-off 
property owner and manager. once herman sr. shocked his brother-in-law 
by paying his young nephew and apprentice, Paul Behling, five dollars and a 
bottle of whiskey.60 herman sr. was a complex man. he grew to hate Frank-
lin roosevelt and doubted the scale of the nazi holocaust, but he was also 
interested in “social justice.”61

young herman, already well versed in the family ideology, began early 
on to believe that his father was “slightly pink.” the otten family church, 
st. Matthew’s lutheran on the north end of Manhattan, regularly hosted 
vicars,62 seminarians who in their third year serve in churches to gain practi-
cal experience. st. Matthew’s, where herman sr. served as congregational 
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president, was a revolving door for the best and the brightest of young, 
often liberal pastors-in-training, including future lcMs leaders oswald 
hoffmann, ralph Klein, walter Bouman, art simon, John damm, and 
John tietjen.63 herman sr. enjoyed the company of these men, sharing with 
them, in his German accent, a love for people and an interest in social jus-
tice.64 Bouman remembers him still as an “expansive, beer-drinking conver-
sationalist and raconteur.”65 one summer, he turned the family apartment 
over to walter Bouman while the family was away in europe.66 nearly every 
week one or more of these young men broke bread at the otten dinner 
table. when herman Jr. was away at seminary, they often took his place. 
and while he spent his summers upstate, sweating to earn money on a dairy 
farm, they sat in his cool home, drank his father’s beer, and talked of peace 
and justice. 

early on, herman Jr. took his father’s conservatism and discarded the 
rest. at concordia prep school in Bronxville, he developed a friendly but 
adversarial relationship with Professor carl weidmann. herman spent 
many evenings at 2 concordia Place arguing with his advisor about theology 
and politics. one night it might be weidmann’s predilection for liturgy, the 
next, otten’s contention that roosevelt was responsible for world war ii.67 
Before long, however, weidmann began to receive confrontational letters, 
sent anonymously. he attributed them to herman.68 there is no question 
that herman was capable of writing such letters—and worse. his sister, 
Marie, tells of a time when herman’s younger brother, walter—who, like 
herman, was an athlete—got caught drinking beer at a postgame celebra-
tion. according to Marie, what walter got from his father was nothing com-
pared to the vitriol from his older brother.69 

Matriculation at concordia seminary in 1952 shaped otten’s curios-
ity, his confidence, and, eventually, his confrontational temperament. this 
was an exciting time for the seminary. Most seminarians had come from 
the synod’s feeder schools,70 where they were steeped in Missouri tradi-
tion and tutored with the same techniques. in st. louis they encountered 
a massively different version of lutheranism than they had known at the 
concordia prep schools and colleges. Professors like F. e. Mayer and Jaro-
slav Pelikan pushed them into biblical texts and contexts and challenged 
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the long-standing assumption that Franz Pieper had accurately interpreted 
the lutheran confessions in his Brief Statement.71 some students became 
hard-core defenders of Pieper and of the traditional Missouri story. others, 
feeling betrayed by lcMs, came to hate the old orthodoxy and stormed 
out of the synod. still others, heavily influenced by a new breed of profes-
sors, began to believe that Bible texts had been taken out of context by the 
church. among the supporters of the seminary’s new direction was walter 
Bouman. the upperclassman took young otten under his wing, convinced 
that, with patience, he would catch up and join their ranks.72 But Bouman 
and his friends were sorely overconfident.73

By 1953, otten’s curiosity upon coming to concordia had changed to 
concern about the direction the seminary seemed to be heading. having 
grown up hearing horror stories at family gatherings about the Forty-Four, 
an already cautious otten chafed at faculty and student attacks on biblical 
“inerrancy,” which Franz Pieper had introduced to the Missouri canon two 
decades before. as early as 1953, students were arguing with otten over the 
traditional doctrine of the inspiration and inerrancy of the scriptures, even 
questioning the Genesis creation account. otten fumed. 

in the spring of 1953, herman returned home determined to tell all. 
the whole family was excited about his return as he was scheduled to give 
his first sermon at st. Matthew’s. herman chose as his text John 8:31-32: 
“then Jesus said to the Jews who had believed in him, ‘if you continue in 
my word, you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the 
truth will make you free.’ ” at the first of three services, herman climbed 
into the pulpit and immediately tore into the concordia seminary faculty. 
alfred trinklein, pastor at st. Matthew’s, was in shock. after the service, he 
dragged herman into his office and shouted, “herman, you are going to 
revise that sermon, or you are not going to preach the next two services.” 
unwilling to risk humiliation in front of his father, who was attending a later 
service with his family, otten yielded to trinklein’s threat.74 

otten returned to the seminary and, in the fall of 1954, received backup 
for his position. one ally was Kurt Marquart, a scholarly young refugee from 
estonia classically schooled in austria whom herman met through a col-
lege friend named david scaer. while Marquart was a year younger than 
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otten, he was light-years ahead of him in intellectual gifts.75 a connection 
going back to his school years in Bronxville was more important, however, 
for otten found a patron in arnie Petterson, a wealthy conservative living 
just down the hill from concordia in tuckahoe. 

Petterson fancied himself a player in church politics and rewarded 
the young men handsomely for the information they funneled him from 
st. louis. one summer he purchased a bulky and expensive mimeograph 
and asked them to take it to st. louis to copy evidence of seminary liberal-
ism. Petterson would take the insider information provided him and fire 
off letters to the seminary’s academic dean, arthur repp.76 herman’s first 
public appearance as conservative crusader happened entirely by accident. 
in 1954, Petterson urged otten to speak with church administrator wal-
ter “Pat” wolbrecht about liberalism in the church. otten misunderstood 
Petterson’s request and assumed that wolbrecht was Petterson’s friend and 
a conservative. thirty seconds into his private tirade to wolbrecht, otten 
realized his mistake. the brief conversation exposed herman’s radical con-
servatism to wolbrecht and others and set him on a path he would follow 
for the rest of his life.

that same year, otten raced through a copy of e. Merrill root’s Col-
lectivism on the Campus, a book widely circulated among conservatives. 
root claimed that “professors have been increasingly dominated for two 
decades by militant collectivists, and even betrayed by a small but potent 
group of outright subversives.” he praised the “intensely loyal small minor-
ity” of conservatives who were doing their best to stand up to “collectivist 
uniformity” in academia. root’s work was an elaborate conspiracy theory, 
conveying a tale of brave, conservative students and professors stamped out 
by “brutal, violent, and well organized” means.77

otten read with rapt attention root’s description of robert andelson, 
a seminarian at the university of chicago divinity school. andelson had 
founded a conservative group called “students for america,” written numer-
ous articles, and even testified before the house committee on un-american 
activities about “leftist” activities among the faculty at chicago. he was 
attacked in print and expelled from campus clubs. Finally, despite having 
completed all required coursework, andelson was denied advancement to 
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candidacy for his master’s degree. the faculty committee felt that andelson 
“had evidenced the kind of mind and outlook it could not condone or put 
its stamp of approval on” and proposed to award him a degree in exchange 
for an apology.78 andelson refused. he left the school, his conservative con-
science intact, and worked elsewhere for the conservative “movement.”79

herman was sold: principles first, above all other considerations. after 
all, this was the way of luther, who put his convictions above his very life 
when he stood before charles V in worms and announced, “here i stand, 
i can do no other.” yet otten managed to secularize the conflict, imagining 
luther as capitalist, charles as stalin—and himself as Joe Mccarthy.

taking aim at the Faculty

in the winter of 1954, otten and Marquart turned up the heat at concordia. 
they began with written protests. the previous fall, Marquart had com-
plained to repp about liberalism in the student-run paper, The Seminar-
ian.80 next, otten and Marquart turned on william schoedel, a fourth-year 
student. Marquart and otten pulled schoedel into repp’s office and con-
fronted him: “do you accept adam and eve as real historical persons? do 
you accept the doctrine of the plenary inspiration of holy scripture as it 
has been taught traditionally in the christian church?”81 schoedel fudged. 
Knowing that he would be certified soon and on his way to teach at con-
cordia prep school and college in Milwaukee, wisconsin, he had no interest 
in rocking the boat.82 otten and Marquart complained again to repp, who 
assured them that district authorities would handle the situation from that 
point forward. no one ever did.

otten and Marquart, their confidence buoyed, went after bigger game. 
otten ran into trouble first for criticizing faculty outside the classroom. class-
room teaching is private, they countered, so otten did not have the right to 
reveal what was being taught.83 then in March 1957, otten, Marquart, and 
others in their camp debated the inerrancy of scripture, its verbal inspira-
tion, and even theistic evolution with a contingent of students who didn’t 
share their views.84 otten took notes.85 tempers flew. letters followed. Paul 
heyne wrote otten in one, saying, “i accept the reliability of scripture, but 
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i refuse to accept the inerrancy of scripture, which is a philosophical deduc-
tion posing as a theological one.”86 soon, otten, Marquart, scaer, and five 
other allies filed formal charges of false doctrine against heyne and eight 
others.87

academic dean arthur repp was distraught at receiving the accusation. 
“For heaven’s sake,” he chided otten, “why did you put it in writing? that 
is the worst thing. . . . now that you’ve put it in writing i have to do some-
thing.” the next morning, remembers otten, repp brought the accusation 
to the student body in chapel. students sat on the edges of their seats in the 
packed chapel and listened to repp speak. “a terrible thing has happened 
at our seminary,” he announced. “eight men have charged eight others with 
false doctrine. and now we have to do something about this.”88

seminary president alfred Fuerbringer took steps to remedy the increas-
ingly untenable situation on campus. he appointed eight faculty members 
to handle the situation and invited some of the accusers and accused sep-
arately to his home. then otten and his group were brought before the 
faculty. Martin scharlemann, dean of the Graduate school and a military 
chaplain, opened the meeting by pounding his fists on the table. “otten,” 
he screamed, “what you need is love!” the faculty committee pressured the 
young fire-eaters to withdraw their statement, threatening to send them in 
for psychological evaluations. otten’s friend david scaer appeared shaken. 
another succumbed to the pressure and collapsed in tears. But all held fast. 
none would retract. scharlemann quickly dismissed the charges, and the 
controversy ended—for the moment.89 

changing times and new blood upset more than just otten’s cohort of 
seminarians. Passing quickly was an old guard at the concordia seminary, 
including John Baur, who had raised the funds to construct the seminary; 
lewis spitz, a historian “dragooned” into teaching systematic theology, who 
boasted that he had bested liberals at the university of chicago, his alma 
mater;90 and alfred “rip” rehwinkel, who, with walter a. Maier, had been 
a founding member of charles lindbergh’s isolationist america First move-
ment.91 this aging breed had learned from the likes of Franz Pieper and had 
struggled to plug the leaking dam protecting Missouri from the encroach-
ing mainstream. rehwinkel had shared the stage with lindbergh, and, like 
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lindbergh suffered from an anti-semitic bent. he had been a critic of nazi 
persecution of the Jews but believed as well that “the Jews brought it upon 
themselves.” rip protested that american Jews had enriched themselves “at 
the expense of the very lifeblood of the nation.”92 he despised roosevelt, 
whom he believed a hypocrite for speaking against the bombing of civil-
ians in 1939, only later to employ the tactic himself. he also thought that 
roosevelt had sold out the nation to the communists at yalta. walter Bou-
man remembers that rehwinkel was a popular teacher at concordia, but as 
an almost “comic figure.”93 in his last years, rehwinkel defied publicly what 
he believed to be a growing liberal consensus at concordia. in his retire-
ment speech, he scolded the assembled faculty:

you younger fellows think you are the first ones to ever confront this new 
theology. well, you are not. we fought these same battles long ago. and 
you older men, how can you sit idly by and say nothing when you of all 
people should know where this will lead us? you are misleading and giving 
offense and destroying the church for which generations before you have 
given their lives.94

Finally, there was J. t. Mueller, who was described by one student as an 
eccentric, neurotic, even psychotic teacher.95 Mueller was past retirement 
age, his contract now reviewed on an annual basis by Martin scharlemann. 
“if i complain,” worried Mueller, “he’ll [seminary president Fuerbringer] 
say, ‘dr. Mueller, your eyesight is getting bad. it’s best for your health if 
you don’t teach anymore.’ ” Politically weak among an increasingly youthful 
and modernist faculty, the septuagenarian was afraid to speak up for fear 
of being forcibly retired. in herman otten he believed he had found his 
protégé—or patsy. early that fall, Mueller asked otten to his office to dis-
cuss the growing controversy at concordia. he then directed otten to travel 
to Milwaukee for a visit with Mueller’s friend, synod vice president henry 
Grueber.96 otten jumped at the opportunity.

a few weeks later, otten sat in an office with Grueber and detailed what 
he believed to be liberalism run amok at concordia. he provided Grueber 
with a written summary of problems at the seminary. then Grueber pulled 
out the Lutheran Annual, a directory of all lcMs pastors, and ran down the 
list of professors’ names, asking otten, one after another, “where’s this guy? 
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liberal or conservative?” Beside each name he wrote “l” or “c,” indicating 
where otten believed each professor to be.97 the meeting concluded and 
otten returned to the seminary knowing full well the bee’s nest he had just 
stirred.

a strange confluence of events now brought otten to the attention of 
synod president John Behnken. First and foremost was otten’s recent dis-
cussion with Grueber, who passed along otten’s charges to Behnken. next, 
Martin taddy, otten’s roommate, and otten’s cousin Paul Behling conspired 
to play a practical joke on herman. taddy worked on the night janitorial staff 
at the lutheran Building, home to President Behnken’s office. one night he 
made off with some of the president’s stationery. he and Behling used the 
stationery to forge a letter from Behnken to otten that said, “i hear that 
you are familiar with problems with the professors at the seminary. i would 
like to hear about this.” unaware that it was a fake, otten was excited to 
receive the letter. Bumming a nickel from his cousin Behling, otten called 
Behnken’s secretary and asked to speak with the president.98 

weeks later President Behnken did visit concordia to confront the 
issue after a public dialogue on Missouri membership in the lwF. speak-
ing in favor of membership was a bright young graduate of the seminary 
named Martin Marty. Behnken, who opposed membership, was no match 
for the quick-minded Marty, and doubtless felt embarrassed by the visible 
tide of opinion among seminarians that Marty had won the debate.99 after 
the debate, david scaer, seminary professor richard caemmerer’s nephew 
and seminary altar boy, approached Behnken and told him, “some of us are 
concerned about what is going on here.” still stinging, Behnken proved a 
receptive audience. the group soon met with Behnken, who asked the stu-
dents if they would be willing to share their concerns with the entire faculty. 
only otten agreed.100

in January 1958, otten, repp, harms, and Behnken gathered before 
the seminary’s Board of control. otten spent an hour detailing what he 
perceived to be the rapid advance of liberalism at concordia, specifically 
criticizing professor horace hummel.101 when he finished, Behnken asked 
repp, “and what does the faculty have to say for itself?” repp tore into 
otten. “who gave you the right to come down here like a bulldog?” he 
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asked. Behnken jumped in, saying, “anyone has the right to come knock on 
my door and share his concern.” repp then asked why otten kept referring 
to himself as “we” in his written statements. in front of President Behnken, 
otten modified his statement, changing “we” to “i,” and signed his name. 
then he looked around only to discover that his allies—friends and mentors 
alike—were nowhere to be found.102 otten was where he would remain—in 
front and often alone. 

the seminary strikes Back

herman otten ushered in an ugly time at concordia seminary. students 
took sides. they spied on each other and met in secret. copies of personal 
faculty memoranda and letters turned up in public. comments professors 
made in classrooms made their way in print to Behnken. scharlemann’s 
essay on inerrancy, written solely to foment debate among faculty mem-
bers, somehow found its way into otten’s hands. scharlemann confronted 
otten and accused him of secretly taping conversations from outside his 
office window.103 otten claimed to have received the essay from a friend 
who “found it in scharlemann’s trash can.”104 But Paul Behling shed light 
on the dynamic of otten’s concordia cabal, which allegedly included Kurt 
Marquart. Behling, then a disciple of his older cousin, lent his typewriter 
to otten’s group of friends, who, with the help of sympathetic students on 
the janitorial committee, raided faculty offices at night and typed copies of 
letters and essays.105 Marquart disputed the story as a complete “fabrica-
tion.”106 how personal correspondence fell into the hands of otten and his 
friends remains in dispute. that it happened is not.

arthur repp brought otten’s accusations to the faculty for review. 
Meetings were arranged between otten and professors Piepkorn, hum-
mel, and waetjen. in March, before the faculty took action, otten filed for-
mal charges with repp against herman waetjen and included documents 
challenging Piepkorn.107 when the seminary’s Board of control met soon 
after and decided to dismiss hummel by refusing to renew his contract, 
the faculty turned its guns on otten. on May 15, he was called before the 
faculty’s disciplinary committee. the committee told otten that he had 
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“violated the law of love” by making accusations based only on hearsay and 
by contravening christ’s directive in Matthew 18 to meet individually with a 
brother who has wronged you before taking your charges public.108 otten’s 
advisor, albert Merkens, helped him craft an evasive apology to the fac-
ulty, which expressed regret only for circumventing proper procedures.109 
at a subsequent meeting, repp told otten, “we assume that this means 
that you admit that your reports were inaccurate.” But otten refused to 
retract his charges. Following his oral exams, otten was awarded a master’s 
degree (s.t.M.). then scharlemann handed down his final ruling. otten 
was deemed ineligible to continue studies toward a th.d. and would not be 
certified by the seminary as a pastor.110 the faculty could not put its stamp 
on someone who could not “argue theology with an open mind.”111 

a series of appeals ensued, involving countless people and taking years 
to wend their way through the system. in late May, otten asked the faculty 
in writing to reconsider the disciplinary committee’s decision. he pro-
ceeded to attack scharlemann and to dispute grades given him by “liberal” 
professors.112 scharlemann responded with a letter entitled “this i expect,” 
in which he demanded an apology. “the ability to distinguish between truth 
and fiction is a necessary qualification for anyone who wants to serve in the 
ministry,” scharlemann stated. scharlemann doubted otten could.113 l. c. 
wuerffel, dean of students, urged otten to “repent and seek amends.”114 
otten refused.

otten was rapidly developing a messiah complex, drawing paral-
lels between himself and andelson, Mccarthy, and even luther. when 
accused seminarians charged otten with “Mccarthyism” and leading a 
“witch hunt,” otten wore the badge with honor and used the moment to 
defend Mccarthyism, not himself.115 in his appeal materials, otten com-
pared himself to Mccarthy, saying, “when you detect and start to expose 
a teacher with a communist mind, you will be damned and smeared. you 
will be accused of endangering academic freedom.” he included root’s 
account of the andelson ordeal at chicago as proof of academia’s “collec-
tivism.” and he quoted william F. Buckley in National Review to prove the 
“root thesis,” that he was not alone in suffering persecution at the hands 
of communist sympathizers.116
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otten moved on while pressing his charges and his appeal. he secured 
an income when he was embraced by trinity lutheran in new haven, Mis-
souri, a congregation he had served as a student. he exchanged letters with 
Behnken, who, perhaps unwittingly, gave otten encouragement to continue 
his crusade.117 otten traveled to san Francisco in 1959 to tell the synod’s 
committee on doctrine about liberalism at the seminary. in early 1960, 
Behnken, too, abandoned otten to his own devices. telling otten that he 
“would have been a witness” at the seminary and citing “administrative 
channels,” Behnken, who had first brought otten’s charges so vigilantly to 
the concordia faculty, now refused to serve as a witness in otten’s appeal.118 
when the concordia Board of control dismissed otten’s appeal, he fol-
lowed channels to the synod’s Board of appeals. 

otten’s stubborn congregationalism hurt his appeals case. in January 
1961, trinity lutheran church in new haven called him to be its pastor. in 
doing so, trinity was making a populist statement: it is the congregation that 
ordains, not elites in the synod or seminary. within weeks, officials of the 
Missouri district, with the backing of the seminary, implored the congrega-
tion to rescind its call. trinity refused. in February, otten was ordained. 
the district moved to expel trinity.119 and John Behnken washed his hands 
of otten. responding to a final request from otten for assistance, Behnken 
wrote, “there would not be any purpose in meeting you.”120

as his case faded en route to appeal, so now did his support. Few backed 
otten publicly. Kurt Marquart, with dr. s. w. Becker and rev. h. w. niel-
wald, represented herman before the Board.121 rehwinkel, too, testified for 
otten.122 J. t. Mueller hid at a nearby motel, hoping to provide moral support 
for otten without associating with him publicly. Before the Board, otten 
again recounted his conspiracy case. he refused to concede that “the rep-
etition of disturbing quotes at second hand is always and under all circum-
stances (per se) a sin against love,” claiming that the “case against me rests 
on the assumption that seminary instruction is not public doctrine.” he again 
defended Mccarthy and fancied himself a J. Gresham Machen, the “cham-
pion of Presbyterian confessionalism.” otten reported to the Board that the 
faculty had accused him of having a “messianic complex” and threatened him 
with a psychiatric evaluation. Building his conspiracy case, he charged: 
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the entire case aGainst Me is an eFFort to PreVent 
or delay a thorouGh inVestiGation oF the only real 
issue, which is the coMPleX oF theoloGical, doctri-
nal ProBleMs at the st. louis seMinary.123

the Board, temporarily short one member, ruled 5-5. Both sides called it 
a victory. no one would explain what the ruling meant. so the seminary’s 
refusal to certify otten stood. 

Big Government in Missouri

the 1956 lcMs convention in st. Paul, Minnesota, marked a turning point 
in the development of lcMs polity. the surge of new missions and influx 
of new money in the postwar years had put a serious strain on Missouri’s 
nineteenth-century bureaucracy. the Missouri synod needed an overhaul. 
so delegates voted to form a commission to study a restructuring of the 
synod’s administration. in the years that followed, the lcMs made “consid-
erable alterations” to its constitution, ringing in a new era of efficiency and 
centralization for the rapidly mainstreaming church.124 in Missouri, as in the 
secular political spectrum, moderates saw centralization as a sign of prog-
ress. But conservatives saw red flags. to them, centralization put money in 
the hands of wasteful and liberal bureaucrats and threatened to destroy the 
church’s historic congregationalism. so it was that synodical centralization 
begat a “new era of party political action,” which emerged to “counter the 
undesired aspects of centralization.”125

in early 1956, a lutheran businessman from Painesville, ohio, named 
Fred rutz began sending letters to John Behnken, asking for permission 
to examine the church’s financial records. he was convinced that Missouri, 
flush with funds, was wasting money. rutz believed that he could help the 
synod run more efficiently.126 Moreover, he believed that the church had 
no business keeping closed books. By the time of the convention, rutz had 
stirred up enough concern on the right to earn an appointment to the syn-
odical survey commission, which was created to restructure the church and 
adopt the “best of modern administrative principles and practices” for the 
synod’s administration.127 
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rutz was joined by an aging Missouri celebrity named John Baur. Baur 
had been a contemporary of Franz Pieper and was a master fundraiser who 
claimed credit for building much of concordia seminary in 1926.128 he 
served briefly as president of Valparaiso university (a pan-lutheran school 
supported by the lcMs) and fought alongside roman catholics in the 1920s 
to protect parochial schools from an encroaching public system. where 
rutz feared bureaucratic waste, Baur dreaded bureaucratic encroachment 
on Missouri congregationalism. concerned by a move to replace parishes 
with electoral circuits in electing convention delegates, Baur, too, secured a 
seat on the survey commission.129 

over the next three years, rutz and Baur proceeded to give commission 
chairman arnold Grumm fits. By early 1959, most of the commission was 
prepared to recommend sweeping changes in synod structure, including the 
creation of an executive director position. But Baur argued that the synod’s 
bureaucracy was already too large and that any alterations would result in 
the creation of a “vertical” rather than “horizontal,” or decentralized, synod 
polity.130 the synod was not, as the commission majority argued, “devoid 
of organization,” but functioned as it should, with autonomous congrega-
tions.131 Moreover, he warned, the commission’s recommendations would 
lead to the creation of a “super-executive” who might someday trump con-
gregational and district authority.132 

By april, it had become obvious to Grumm that Baur and rutz would 
not sign on to the “majority report” of the commission. so he stopped invit-
ing them to meetings. Baur complained to Grumm, then to Behnken.133 
Grumm dealt diplomatically with Baur at first, finally snapping in May with 
a terse exchange that freed him from an escalating cycle of letter-writing. 
Baur, said Grumm, was “a very difficult man to deal with,” a paranoid per-
son who saw “something ulterior in everything that is written.”134

even as a minority of two, Baur and rutz could not come to consensus. 
in June, they each submitted a separate minority report to the convention. 
where Baur warned of centralization at the expense of congregational pol-
ity, rutz found synodical spending spiraling out of control. rutz noted that 
between 1947 and 1956, the synodical administration had grown six times as 
fast as synodical membership.135 worse yet, funding of synod missions had 
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fallen during that period.136 rutz criticized the church’s new fondness for 
deficit spending and even condemned the synodical survey commission as 
“non-productive and costly.”137 he recommended that the synod scrap the 
commission altogether and start from scratch with members who weren’t 
on the synod’s payroll. Pastors and administrators, he believed, were not to 
be trusted.

otten Builds a Movement

From its nineteenth-century origins, the synodical conference had bound 
Missouri to the smaller churches on its right: the wisconsin evangelical 
lutheran synod (wels) and the tiny evangelical lutheran synod (els). 
world war ii tested the fraternity as the lcMs, ignoring the screams of its 
younger brothers, participated in the military chaplaincy. the bonds held 
until the mid-1950s, when Missouri’s increasingly ecumenical vision led to 
protests and eventual desertion by wels and els. in 1955, Jack and rob-
ert Preus, then leaders in the els, talked their church into suspending fel-
lowship with the Missouri synod. wisconsin soon followed suit. Behnken 
reacted “with shock and anger” to resolutions by els and wels condemn-
ing Missouri liberalism, stating, “we do not admit the charges. on the con-
trary, we emphatically deny them.”138 For all his protestations, Missouri’s 
brothers were right in one respect: the church was modernizing and leaving 
them in its wake. By 1963, the synodical conference was all but dead.

in response, Missouri conservatives began to organize. in late 1961, 
Behnken told a group of conservatives in thiensville, wisconsin, that he 
was growing worried about the situation in the synod. Maybe wels was 
right, he speculated. Perhaps Missouri really had violated the principles 
of the synodical conference.139 in May of the following year, hundreds of 
conservatives gathered in Milwaukee at the hotel schroeder to attend the 
first “state of the church” (soc) conference. at issue for soc participants 
was the rising dominance of destructive “isms” in Missouri: communism, 
ecumenism, and modernism. the soc was a gathering place for Missouri’s 
pious, discontent “dissidents and malcontents.”140 nude statues in the con-
ference room were draped to safeguard virgin Missouri eyes.141 herman 
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otten, fresh from his battle with the st. louis seminary faculty and ener-
gized for battle, organized the conference while his younger sister, Marie, 
helped at the reception desk.142 Behnken sent a “personal envoy,” dr. l. B. 
Meyer, to attend and produce an “evaluation.”143 the Confessional Luther-
an’s editor, Paul Burgdorf, and his son, larry, were in attendance, as were 
otten mentors william Beck and louis Brighton. and a young Jack Preus, 
fresh from the evangelical lutheran synod (els), attended the confer-
ence but refused to register. “we don’t want people to know i was here,” 
he said, hiding his nametag inside his jacket.144 in the months leading up to 
the synod’s triennial convention, the conference produced a formal organi-
zation and placed rev. carl hoffmeyer at the helm. hoffmeyer and otten 
worked over the next year to churn out publications attacking liberalism in 
the lcMs.145 

yet otten was the engine driving the soc. already in 1962, his personal 
and professional lives were beginning to merge, threatening to destroy rela-
tionships in both spheres. Following his wedding in august 1962, he took 
his new bride on a whirlwind tour of the country, a “honeymoon” in name 
only. Most nights were spent lecturing small groups at local churches, warn-
ing them of the inroads liberals had made in Missouri. at his sister, Marie’s, 
wedding reception (attended by her father-in-law, adolph Meyer, editor 
of the American Lutheran and a frequent target of conservative attacks), 
otten, never one for discretion, rose and read aloud greetings to the new 
couple from the officers of the soc, leaving guests and a groom flush with 
anger and his sister humiliated.146 

his backbreaking schedule and staunchness made otten a minor celeb-
rity in conservative circles. throughout 1962, otten maintained his speak-
ing schedule and continued to produce materials for the soc while tending 
to his small congregation in new haven. his publications were aimed 
squarely at the synodical administration and the seminary. his three-part 
series “what is troubling the lutherans?” charged that a credibility gap 
existed between synod and congregations and that the church was not com-
municating honestly through its publications.147 

the hodgepodge group was geared up for the 1962 convention in cleve-
land. otten personally wrote nearly fifty memorials (statements to be voted 
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on by the convention) and had them signed and submitted by supporters. 
the soc purchased a booth at the convention, for which it was charged 
ten times the going rate by wolbrecht before its contract was rescinded 
altogether.148 Before their expulsion from the convention, the soc left little 
doubt that the growing civil rights movement and its emphasis on social 
activism were, in part, the spark that ignited this band of conservatives. 
stretching across the back of the booth was a banner that advertised, “sav-
ing Gospel not social Gospel.”149 

still, allies in cleveland struck a vindictive blow for otten and his form 
of conservatism. it came against Martin scharlemann, the professor who had 
denied otten certification and so vehemently demanded of him an apology. 
scharlemann’s 1958 essay “the inerrancy of scripture,” which otten had 
somehow acquired and disseminated, had worked its way up the Missouri 
hierarchy to Behnken, who crafted a compromise. scharlemann, humbled 
and humiliated, stood before the assembled convention, withdrew his essay, 
and apologized for the conflict it had caused.150 otten raced to the micro-
phone and asked, “does that mean that he recognizes that the essays con-
tain false doctrine, and that he’s retracting the false doctrine in the essay?” 
scharlemann had already left the podium.151 But the damage was done to 
both scharlemann’s and the seminary’s public reputations in the lcMs.

otten, already cross, was also driven to rage in cleveland. with his case 
with the Board of appeals on ice and scharlemann gone, otten refused to 
cede the microphone. George loose, chair of the seminary’s Board of con-
trol, objected with a point of order, and Behnken, still chairing the conven-
tion, ruled against otten. loose walked off the floor and visited the men’s 
room. in the hallway, he was confronted with a young, red-faced herman 
otten, who grabbed loose by the lapels of his jacket and screamed, “you 
killed me! you killed me!” loose responded, “take your hands off me,” then 
added, “i didn’t kill you. you killed yourself.”152

tabloid theology

otten continued to hammer away at “liberalism” while making the soc 
his own. although he wrote several articles for Burgdorf’s Confessional 
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Lutheran, otten believed its circulation was too small and its focus too nar-
row. “i just didn’t think that it was getting out to the people,” he later com-
mented.153 Burgdorf, his son remembers, was “not the easiest man to work 
with.”154 the soc entertained several bids on a newspaper of its own, but 
could not agree on the format or audience.155 so otten talked hoffmeyer 
into funding a six-month venture edited by otten entitled Lutheran News 
(henceforth referenced as Christian News), published first in december 
1962. he charged a one-dollar subscription fee for six months and began 
with a small distribution to soc members. Membership soon grew as word 
spread and like-minded conservatives fed otten their mailing lists.156 week 
after week, otten published photocopied conference essays, journal articles, 
and the text of lectures given by seminary professors.157

the key to the success of Christian News was that it tackled much 
more than just theology. Burgdorf’s paper had adequately covered theo-
logical change in the church. Christian News gave lutherans much more. 
Before long, otten’s newsletter developed into a full-fledged church tab-
loid, complete with outrageous headlines designed to attract the eye. the 
pages of Christian News were an editor’s nightmare, containing unsigned 
editorials published without comment, broad generalizations, and text taken 
out of context. otten would print the most “outlandish stuff” that liberals 
would send him, usually without his own comment. this was something 
that Burgdorf would not do.158 Burgdorf gave readers theology, and Buck-
ley’s National Review provided the politics. otten combined the two. the 
motto for Christian News became “we Preach a crucified christ,” but in 
practice otten preached also a militant anti-communism and social conser-
vatism that smacked of John Birch society extremism. week after week, 
otten blasted civil rights leaders like Martin luther King Jr. and activist 
christians, regardless of denomination. King was painted as a communist 
and those who admired him as unwitting dupes. as he had before the con-
cordia disciplinary committee, otten relentlessly referred to himself as “we” 
in crafting a farcical identity as journalist crusader and impartial reporter. 

yet there could be no mistake that otten’s brand of conservatism identi-
fied heavily with the secular sons of Mccarthy. For much of 1964, Christian 
News had written love letters to the republican Party. For weeks otten had 
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published articles sympathetic to Goldwater, making it clear just whom he 
supported.159 But he made it a point to profess his impartiality after the 1964 
presidential election: 

which candidate does christian news endorse for president of the 
united states? none of them. we have repeatedly stated that this is a 
christian newspaper and we intend to keep it that way. we do not publish 
with the intention of influencing the elections. we have our preferences, 
but this is a private matter which is not for publication. as an editorial in 
the october 19, 1964 lutheran news at the time of the Johnson-
Goldwater election stated: “even though we consider it important that 
one certain candidate be elected, it is more important that churches and 
religious organizations should stay out of politics.”160 

other pieces essential to the growing backlash fell into place by the 
end of 1962. For decades, the grand old man John Behnken had stood atop 
Missouri. regardless of controversies or changes at the seminary, conserva-
tives could find solace in that fact. now Behnken was retiring, but not with-
out firing a parting shot at liberals (and energizing conservatives). shortly 
after his retirement, Behnken insisted that in his investigation of the st. 
louis seminary, he had been misled by the faculty.161 some conservatives 
were also troubled by the perceived ideological leanings of the synod’s new 
executive director, walter “Pat” wolbrecht.162 Behnken’s successor, oliver 
harms, was less well known. so with one exception, changes in the synodi-
cal administration in 1962 seemed to conservatives a total loss.

the Preus way

that exception was J. a. o. “Jack” Preus. Preus, son of a Minnesota gov-
ernor and a recruit from the els, had demonstrated his political skill by 
quickly working his way into the inner circle of Missouri’s inbred hierarchy. 
his political instincts and malleability were exposed in an early skirmish 
over scharlemann’s essay on inerrancy. Behnken had convened a meeting 
in southern illinois of “ten and ten,” an ideologically balanced collection of 
Missouri elites, to find a middle ground on budget disputes and the issue of 
inerrancy. scharlemann read his controversial paper and Preus countered 
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with a defense of inerrancy. someone then suggested to the group that the 
synod should not make doctrine of concepts not clearly rooted in scrip-
ture. a shocked John Behnken turned to theologian Martin Franzmann and 
said, “cite the scripture passages for inerrancy.” “there are none,” replied 
Franz mann. unsure after the brief theological discussion that followed 
“whether it was still 10 to 10 or 18 to 2” (himself and Behnken being the 
two), Preus retreated. when Behnken called on him for help, Preus cow-
ered, “i didn’t say i believed in what i read; my job was to give you Mis-
souri’s official position.”163

By late 1962, months into his new role as president of the synod’s smaller 
seminary in springfield, illinois, Preus’s friends at the soc increasingly pres-
sured him to take a more active leadership role. otten, in what became a 
modus operandi, sent springfield professor curtis huber, an otten “liberal,” 
a simple questionnaire about his beliefs. huber replied, “drop dead.”164 so 
before he could get comfortable behind his new desk, Preus was fielding 
letters from carl hoffmeyer, who demanded that Preus fire “liberal” profes-
sors like richard Jungkuntz and huber. Preus responded to hoffmeyer that 
neither Jungkuntz nor huber was teaching false doctrine. But when otten 
threatened to publish Preus’s letter to hoffmeyer in Christian News, Preus 
summoned otten to springfield. Preus first threatened to blackmail otten 
by leaking otten’s association with the anti-communist church league of 
america. But when otten called his bluff, Preus quickly backtracked.165

Preus aimed for a middle ground: win over Jungkuntz while making 
it known that huber’s contract would not be renewed. “help me gut [st. 
louis professor norman] habel,” Jungkuntz recalled Preus asking. when 
Jungkuntz refused, Preus employed a fail-safe method for eradicating rivals 
while keeping his hands clean, what Jim adams called “doing it the Preus 
way.”166 “i know how to get rid of these guys” from experience, he later told 
otten. “you give them the last class to teach in the afternoon, the first one 
in the morning, you don’t invite them to faculty parties, you just make life 
miserable for them.”167 Preus was the master of duplicity. having forced 
huber out of springfield, Preus called him to dinner and “got weepy and 
sentimental as he lamented the loss of huber to his team.”168 when Jung-
kuntz’s contract was up for renewal before the seminary Board of control, 
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Preus assured Jungkuntz that he would fight for him. But when the doors 
closed, he demanded Jungkuntz’s head. the gifted politico then left the 
meeting, wrapped his arm around Jungkuntz, and assured him, “i did all i 
could.”169

the conservative circle was coming together, but not yet complete. 
otten and hoffmeyer, though not pleased with the methods, loved the 
results Preus rapidly produced in springfield. Fred rutz, now taking issue 
with the “monstrous” Missouri “hierarchy,” showed Preus his appreciation 
by channeling funds from his Fred rutz Foundation to the springfield sem-
inary.170 By the time he was finished, Preus had forced six professors out of 
springfield, men who left “the Preus way” because of the “heresy-hunting” 
atmosphere their new president had created among the faculty.171

By 1963, Christian News was providing conservatives with a public out-
let for their frustrations and rapidly supplanting Burgdorf’s paper in conser-
vative circles. in March 1962, richard John neuhaus’s brother, Frederick, 
complained to Behnken about the content of the Lutheran Witness, con-
sidering it work of “propagandists of the extreme left.” Behnken could only 
reply that the Lutheran Witness was “very strong against communism.”172 
But that was as far as it went. so conservatives like neuhaus published their 
complaints with abandon in Christian News, creating far more pressure 
from clergy and laity on the synodical administration. rutz also published 
and distributed his own pamphlet, “a Businessman looks at his church,” 
warning of “inherent dangers” in the church’s “drifting toward intellectual-
ism” and financial mismanagement.173

this created headaches for the synod’s leadership. in early 1963, wal-
ter Bouman, who had interned under otten’s father, received a call to 
concordia teachers college in river Forest, illinois. otten quickly resur-
rected Bouman’s seminary views to demonstrate rampant “liberalism” in 
the church.174 Protest letters followed to st. louis. later, church leaders, 
Jack Preus included, traveled to helsinki, Finland, to observe a meeting of 
the lwF. otten secured funds for his wife, Grace, and Kurt Marquart to 
follow and protest Missouri involvement. Marquart’s central concern was 
that the lutheran churches of lithuania, latvia, and estonia were to be 
accepted into membership, churches he considered pawns of the communist 
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government. while otten issued reports on the lwF in Christian News, his 
brother, walter, embarked on a cross-country tour to stir the laity.175 

Moderates in control

editors at the Lutheran Witness promoted racial progress and ecumenism 
with increasing frequency after 1960. the first cover in the new decade 
was devoted to race, with a bold headline asking, “is the church retard-
ing inteGration?” the cover photo was of white and black children 
standing mixed in chorus; a vision, they hoped, of things to come. news 
from the synod’s triennial convention the previous summer sounded taps 
to a church mired in social and theological isolation, augering entry into 
the religious “mainline.” there, in black and white in the Witness, was a 
new party line from synod, acknowledging its “responsibility as a church 
to provide guidance for our members to work in the capacity of christian 
citizens for the elimination of discrimination, wherever it may exist, in com-
munity, city, state, nation, and world” and officially instructing “the editors 
of the Lutheran Witness and other official publications and literature to 
give frequent expression to the stand which our church has taken on racial 
discrimination.”176

at the 1962 synodical convention in cleveland, Missouri, liberals flooded 
the church with proposals intended to develop a “synodwide mission approach 
to the american negro.” delegates allocated two hundred thousand dollars 
for the alabama lutheran academy, lcMs’s only remaining black college. 
several “inner-city responsibility” resolutions were fielded as well.177 Finally, 
convention delegates passed a resolution stating that the church would offi-
cially take its share of “responsibility for injustices of the past,” and apologized 
that “we have not always addressed ourselves in our christian witness against 
open discrimination and vicious brutality often practiced toward christ’s 
brothers, our negro members, and other minority groups.”178 

as Behnken’s retirement neared, the Witness became increasingly vocal, 
even confrontational, in its advocacy of civil rights, social justice, and ecu-
menism. overconfident moderates challenged synod conservatives with an 
“in your face” style of journalism, often provoking a reaction from readers. 
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But moderates in the church steamrolled forward, determined to convert 
conservatives to their agenda or leave them behind. in response, the staff 
was inundated with complaints and cancellations. “Please cancel,” read the 
lead article in the november 1961 issue. “if it revolts you to see whites and 
negroes pictured together,” answered the staff, “you’ll just have to send 
in your cancellation notice as you say. . . . For there will be more pictures 
of whites and negroes. it’s unavoidable. it’s life.” in an open challenge to 
conservatives in the church, editors pledged that “the Witness will not be 
bought off, intimidated, or cajoled.”179 

yet views among Missouri moderates were less than uniform. in con-
trast to the vision of Witness editors, rosa young—matriarch of black mis-
sions for the lcMs in the american south, long a worker within the synod’s 
“black belt,” and staff member at segregated alabama lutheran academy 
in selma—offered surprising resistance to the liberal vision. “alabama,” 
young claimed, “is not ready for . . . integration.” using the hackneyed 
claims of segregationists, young pleaded that moderates could not “legislate 
integration,” even within the church.180 in the next issue, the Witness was 
“jammed” by complaints from conservatives and moderates alike. andrew 
schulze, in a two-page letter to the editor, severely criticized what he saw as 
young’s obstructive stance, while conservatives protested the activist agenda 
of the Witness.181 Moderates also were conflicted on the issue of interracial 
marriage. Marriage between people of the various races, asserted the Wit-
ness, is “not at all” unchristian. “on the other hand,” the editors hedged, 
many obstacles exist for the interracial couple—obstacles nearly impossible 
for even christian couples to surmount. Moreover, “if interracial marriages 
are forbidden by legal statute, christians will have to obey the law.” “it may 
be well to quote a sentence by dr. Martin luther King,” the editors later 
referenced, that “we ask only to be the white man’s brother, not his brother-
in-law.”182 an ensuing article stated, “Miscegenation is almost as devastating 
socially as the nuclear bomb is physically,” using the assertion of robert r. 
Moton, former president of tuskegee institute, that interracial marriage 
constituted “active disloyalty to the negro race.”183 as with many whites 
of the time, interracial marriage was a step few Missouri lutherans, even 
moderates, could yet stomach.
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More intimidating yet to fearful conservatives was the strategy spon-
sored by young Martin Marty, purportedly urging church liberals to work 
“from within” their denominations “for constructive subversion, encircle-
ment, and infiltration, until anti-ecumenical forces bow to the evangelical 
weight of reunion.”184 depicted later by Christianity Today as Marty’s the-
ory of “ecclesiastical Machiavellianism,” the proposal smacked to some of a 
communist stratagem, prompting fears that Marty and other young liberals 
were “founding Jacobin clubs behind the scenes.”185

in 1962, John Behnken was succeeded as president by oliver harms. 
harms was openly ecumenical, an advocate of closer relations with the alc 
and lca. harms’s ecumenical bent convinced many moderates that he was 
their ally. the kindly new president was anything but. harms’s ideology defied 
the new boundaries shaping conservatives and liberals in the 1960s. in an age 
of increasing ideological polarization, he transcended boundaries by remain-
ing both theologically orthodox and socially progressive. it was harms who, 
in the summer of 1962 and against the advice of moderate friends, appointed 
Jack Preus as president of the synod’s seminary in springfield.186 harms was 
worried even about the direction of concordia seminary in st. louis and told 
Preus privately, “i want that school [springfield] held solidly for synod.”187 
the last thing harms needed was two seminaries to worry about.188

Meanwhile, social moderates pressed forward with their new agenda. 
issues of “race, urban renewal, poverty, hunger, and war were placed on the 
synodical agenda and the leadership was forced to face those issues.”189 the 
cleveland convention voted into existence a new commission on social 
action to define and apply the “social implications of the Gospel.”190 Mod-
erates at the Witness, promoting synodical centralization, stated, “if local 
christian congregations would act in accordance with national pronounce-
ments on the matter of racial justice and equality, there would be a vastly 
improved situation in the nation as a whole.”191 

civil rights and the lcMs

as america advanced toward the long, hot summers of 1964–1968, moder-
ates pressed their cause in the lcMs. no longer resting on traditional calls 
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to “obedience” to government, moderates boldly stated that “integration is 
morally right” and that it was “morally wrong for a christian to oppose it or 
refuse to promote it on social or economic grounds.” the Witness continued 
to issue laudatory progress reports on the lhraa, which took increasingly 
liberal and activist editorial positions. the lhraa, based at Valparaiso 
university in indiana, began in 1960 to endorse and participate in the civil 
rights movement’s nonviolent protests. that year, the Witness reported on 
the lhraa’s endorsement of “Kneel-ins.”192 later, through the Witness, 
the association called on lutherans to “participate in demonstrations and 
other non-violent means of protest against ‘segregation and discrimination 
wherever they may exist.’ ” For habitually obedient Missourians, calls to 
protest one’s government were not merely fresh or innovative but radical. 
and significantly, according to the Witness, active in the lhraa were sev-
eral professors from concordia seminary.193

Pressed to take stands on controversial issues and increasingly confident 
by 1964, many Missouri moderates openly committed to the dominant lib-
eral political agenda. richard John neuhaus, recent seminary graduate and 
moderate leader, urged lutherans to continue supporting and participating 
in demonstrations “precisely in order to ‘antagonize’ ” conservatives in church 
and society.194 in october, sixteen lcMs pastors participated in a “March on 
washington for Jobs and Freedom.”195 in February, as the nation discussed a 
civil rights act facing a vote on passage in washington, the Witness seemed 
to give sanction to “freedom marches,” sit-ins, and even anti-war protests. 
calling demonstrations an “individual” choice, editors reminded lutherans 
of their “responsibility as a church to try to change or remove the root causes 
of human misery, poverty, and strife.”196 Finally, in april, the Witness came 
out fully in support of the pending civil rights act: 

sorting through the arguments, thinking christian americans cannot 
easily blink aside that the ground which has swept the 55-page bill into 
the legislative process is—humanitarian. The real subject of the bill is the 
dignity of man; it deals with God’s body-soul-spirit creature for whose 
redemption He gave His only Son [italics original]. it seeks for the large 
and long-deprived segment of our american society the same human dig-
nity, privileges, and opportunities which free citizens of a lighter hue have 
always taken for granted. 
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the teeth in the congressional law may seem to be too sharp for some. 
But for those who choose to disregard God’s higher law, also in this rights-
and-freedom issue, that selfsame word of God (Galatians 5:15) presents a 
shuddering alternative: “if you bite and devour one another, take heed that 
you are not consumed by one another.”197

when the civil rights act passed, Missouri moderates again fused social 
views with theology, calling on christians to obey their government: 

obedience to the civil rights act . . . thereby becomes a moral as well as 
legal obligation, a matter of conscience for the christian. . . . By going far 
beyond legal requirements in order to demonstrate christian feelings and 
attitudes as well as legal obedience, those who are not negroes can help 
make the american dream bright with promise for the future.198

as racial tensions flared in the summer of 1964, moderates turned up the 
heat on Missouri conservatives. responding to conservative objections to 
proliferating riots in america’s inner cities, moderates found ways to ratio-
nalize black angst. in a mid-1964 article, the Witness urged lutherans to 
understand the frustration that existed in america’s “ghettos.” surely an 
offense to a significant minority of Missouri lutherans who believed blacks 
responsible for their own problems, the Witness blamed white racism and 
called for “a better education and more job training for all americans. 
a chance for americans to live in respectable neighborhoods.” america 
needed “a sincere acceptance of all americans in political, industrial, com-
munity and church life.”199 Finally, in its first-ever look at campaign issues 
in a presidential election campaign, the Witness seemed to scorn repub-
licans, calling on lutherans to recognize “false issues” and to avoid “emo-
tional responses,” a thinly veiled rejection of growing conservative reaction 
in america.200

Moderate supremacy seemed a fait accompli by the time of the synod’s 
1965 convention in detroit. there, delegates gave official synod endorse-
ment of six Mission affirmations. the most significant of the affirmations, 
and most troublesome to synod conservatives, flowed directly from moder-
ate involvement in civil rights activism, establishing within the lcMs the 
“principle of an interchurch approach to mission.” with the affirmations, 
conservatives worried, the synod seemed to be embracing a modified form 
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of the modernist social gospel by affirming that “the church is christ’s mis-
sion to the total man and to the total society.”201 

Moderates followed up on their victory with other new departures. 
the convention voted to seek membership in the new lutheran council of 
the united states of america (lc-usa), which augured more cooperation 
with other lutheran bodies not then in fellowship with Missouri.202 the 
“principle” that women should be allowed to vote was adopted, provided 
that women held no authority over men.203 eighteen different social resolu-
tions were also adopted, including one on race urging all congregations to 
“include in their missionary outreach all persons within their geographic 
area, without discrimination based on racial or ethnic grouping.”204 Finally, 
there was further movement in the direction of altar and pulpit fellowship 
with alc.205

But moderate victories in 1965 exposed growing polarization in the 
church. historian Bryan hillis calls the affirmations the “most damaging 
to the conservative cause” of all resolutions passed in 1965. the affirma-
tions, he states, affirmed that the lcMs is just a “confessional movement 
within the total body of christ rather than a denomination emphasizing 
institutional barriers of separation.” Phrases like “common humanity” and 
“universal redemption” smacked of unionistic or universalistic leanings.206 
these perceptions pushed delegates and even family members into oppos-
ing camps ideologically. drama gripped the 1965 convention as richard 
John neuhaus publicly debated before the delegates his conservative father, 
a district vice president in lcMs canada.207 Moderate confidence was only 
slightly tempered by an increasingly visible conservative reaction and politi-
cization. conservative complaints compelled President harms to decry 
“public accusations,” “negative criticisms,” and “impatience, suspicion, fear, 
and dissention” in detroit.208 harms turned aside calls for an investigation 
of the seminary, promising that a newly established committee on theology 
and church relations (ctcr) would study the issue.209 to some moderates 
in leadership, the best way to deal with conservatives was to simply ignore 
them.210 others were not so confident. Progressive churchmen meeting in 
new york voted in 1965 to adopt the word “moderate” to deflect conser-
vative accusations they were liberals in a world where liberalism was fast 
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falling from favor. richard John neuhaus objected, warning his friends that 
any term but “conservative” or “orthodox” implied a nonconfessional ideol-
ogy that laypeople would associate with “liberal.”211 

Given license by their involvement in civil rights to enter the political 
“kingdom,” Missouri moderates pushed for further reform of both church 
and state. in 1953, the lcMs still rejected outright the notion of universal 
women’s suffrage. less resolute was the synod’s official line on women in 
the church by 1965. in preface to the 1965 convention, several editorials 
appeared in the Witness promoting woman suffrage, as well as convention 
statements on racial reconciliation and further political involvement and 
dialogue with other christians. Views protesting the nation’s involvement in 
southeast asia also surfaced. in June 1966, the Witness criticized the war 
in Vietnam. americans were “taking casualties casually,” wrote one author, 
who called united states involvement in the war a “matter of regret.”212 in 
another article entitled “i stand opposed,” lutheran harvard scholar and 
lhraa supporter ralph Moellering took issue with the “domino theory,” 
calling america’s venture in Vietnam a “dubious battlefield.”213 

the seminary challenges Missouri traditionalism

Missouri’s new social activism was a product of the new blood and new ideas 
pouring forth from concordia seminary. Between 1964 and 1967, eighteen 
new professors were added to the ranks, eight of them from concordia col-
lege in Bronxville, new york, Missouri’s outpost of liberal thought.214 at 
concordia seminary, social and cultural visions were translated into theo-
logical language, the result a new and heavy emphasis on christian responsi-
bility. in 1966, seminary professor robert werberig argued in the Concordia 
Theological Monthly that the lcMs must shed its parochial skin and enter 
the fray of politics. the church, he argued, is “a responsible political entity 
of . . . society” and should, therefore, work for the establishment of humane 
purposes and social justice.215 others, such as norman habel, were increas-
ingly active in the civil rights movement.216

ralph Bohlmann, on sabbatical to complete his doctorate at yale 
between 1966 and 1968, returned to find a new attitude at concordia, one 
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that scared him.217 he first had noticed changes at concordia as a new pro-
fessor in 1958. an aging John Behnken had walked Bohlmann around the 
seminary grounds and warned him that there were “serious problems” at 
the seminary, “dark clouds on the horizon.”218 then, Behnken said, chal-
lenges to Missouri tradition were muffled; now they were openly advanced. 
“sometimes,” Bohlmann remembered, “the Missouri synod was a word that 
was used derisively by professors. you were supposed to laugh when you 
heard the word ‘Missouri synod.’ ”219

other new directions struck at the heart of synod doctrine and signaled 
moderate confidence and aggressiveness. scharlemann’s 1958 essay chal-
lenging inerrancy had sparked outrage among conservatives, who demanded 
and received a retraction. But seminary theologians were again openly chal-
lenging the notion that the Bible is “inerrant.” scharlemann’s colleague 
arthur carl Piepkorn argued in 1965 that use of the term “inerrancy” was 
dangerous in that it put the stamp of infallibility on any and all synod pro-
nouncements.220 the following spring, canadian representatives of the Mis-
souri synod teamed up with brothers in the alc and lca to clarify the 
inerrancy of the Bible on historical matters, stating that “a ‘discrepancy’ or 
an ‘error of fact’ can’t affect the inerrancy of the Bible.”221 

this was problematic for oliver harms, president of a conservative 
church living in turbulent political times. conservative pressure forced 
harms in the spring of 1966 to ask the seminary for a “clear rejection of lib-
eral errors regarding biblical interpretation.” alfred Fuerbringer, president 
of the seminary, evaded, arguing that factuality cannot be asserted where 
none exists, as in “any particular theory of the modality of creation.”222 he 
argued, according to Bryan hillis, that such a clear-cut response “could not 
be formulated quickly; the matters were difficult ones not clearly discussed 
in the scriptures or the confessions, the only two documents that can be 
used as sources for doctrinal matters.”223 But time and again harms would 
come away from meetings with the concordia faculty assured that these 
professors believed in the same “inerrant” Bible he did.224 

Missouri’s presidents were consistently baffled by the concordia fac-
ulty. in a dialogue in which theology became a matter of semantics and 
textual deconstruction, harms, like Behnken before him, was poorly armed. 
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the silver-haired president was loved not for his theological acumen but for 
his pastoral, relational nature. his predecessor, John Behnken, had been 
equally ill at ease with concordia’s exegetes; he demanded little more from 
theology than an “unchanging constant, the clear-sounding ‘thus saith the 
lord.’ ”225 Behnken had been worried by the sweeping changes taking hold at 
concordia under alfred Fuerbringer, as now was harms. concerned about 
the seminary and the budding conservative reaction, an aging Behnken met 
with a young conservative named waldo werning. Behnken asked werning 
to keep the meeting secret, lest others also request his intervention.226 the 
old man told werning that he had met repeatedly with the seminary faculty 
but was unsatisfied with their collective response, voiced through the semi-
nary president. “Fuerbringer,” he groused, “lied to me.”227 

countering christian news

throughout 1963, otten used the pages of Christian News to try his own 
case and others. a favorite target was seminary graduate and editor of 
Christian Century, Martin e. Marty. otten filed charges of false doctrine 
against Marty, complaining that Marty was serving a publication that pro-
moted ecumenism and stood outside Missouri discipline, an ironic charge, 
since otten arguably did the same with Christian News.228 otten created 
enough pressure on harms by March to force a meeting between harms, 
Marty, and vice president roland wiederaenders, who assured otten that 
the matter had been resolved.229 when in april the Missouri district of the 
synod responded by again trying to oust otten’s home church, trinity, from 
the synod for retaining otten as its pastor, otten painted a portrait of perse-
cution in the pages of Christian News.230

losing the public relations war, harms struggled over how to respond. 
wiederaenders saw the problem as one of integrity:

despite repeated efforts we have not dealt honestly with our pastors and 
people. we have refused to state our changing theological position in open, 
honest, forthright, simple and clear words. over and over again we said 
that nothing was changing when all the while we were aware of changes 
taking place. either we should have informed our pastors and people that 
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changes were taking place and, if possible, convinced them from scripture 
that these changes were in full harmony with “thus saith the lord!” or we 
should have stopped playing games as we gave assurance that no changes 
were taking place.231 

harms, struggling at first to respond as a gentleman to otten’s deluge 
of letters, was losing patience. “have you dealt with Martin Marty?” “yes,” 
harms replied. “Martin scharlemann’s brother was just appointed to the 
university of southern california. is our church body paying his way?” 
“no,” harms answered softly.232 in december, John Behnken wrote harms 
a three-page letter warning him about otten and Christian News.233 harms 
warned otten in december that his tolerance was wearing thin: “your last 
Lutheran News leaves me wondering what you are trying to do.”234 he then 
suggested that otten might be throwing stones from a glass house and that 
the soc, by incorporating non-lcMs supporters, was practicing the same 
“unionism” otten denounced. 

But harms knew he was playing into otten’s hands and that he would 
lose the battle unless he could find an answer to the growing power of Chris-
tian News.235 in april 1964, harms, wolbrecht, and Witness editor Martin 
Mueller acknowledged that influence and tried to combat it by printing a 
public condemnation of Christian News. already reaching some ten thou-
sand lutherans, Christian News, they worried, “may make it appear that 
the publication speaks for ‘conservative officials’ of the lutheran church—
Missouri synod.” their condemnation emphasized that Christian News “is 
in no sense a synodical publication”; the editor “is not an ordained pastor” of 
the lcMs; otten’s congregation “has been expelled from membership” in 
the lcMs; and otten was violating the “spirit and letter” of lcMs law by 
sending Christian News “into congregations and homes unsolicited.”236


