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FOREWORD

The purpose of a “Foreword,” as I understand it, is to prepare a reader for what an author has to say; a kind of literary road sign telling of what lies ahead.  So here goes: this book is a collection of stories.  True stories.  Short stories.  They are my stories.

Some of the stories are funny.  Others are sad.  A couple of them are admittedly embarrassing for me.  All of them have to do with my 40 years’ service as a clergyman.  For 26 of those years I wore the uniform of an Army chaplain.  For the remainder, I was a parish pastor.

Since the title of this book promises revelations, I must advise you, the reader, of what they may be.  There is the real possibility, of course, that I unknowingly reveal much about myself in these stories - exposures I might prefer to avoid if I could.  It’s a risk, however, I welcome as part of my great pleasure in telling these stories.

My intended revelations or disclosures, however, have to do with the common notion that the work of a clergyman is dull and boring:

1. The work of a clergyman is NOT dull and boring (as supposed by many people); and

2. If the work of a clergyman is dull and boring, it is only because the clergyman is dull and boring.

Being dull and boring is a characteristic not owned exclusively by some clergy.  The model fits many people in all walks of life, so there’s nothing to be gained in elaborating on this.  It’s simply a fact of life.  Enough said about that.

So these stories are my way of saying I have been supremely privileged to have lived the life of a clergyman: exciting, challenging, funny, sad, scary, joyful and, yes, even embarrassing and humiliating.  It was wonderful!

A STUBBORN START

In the 1950s my Lutheran denomination had no women pastors, and the number of men who entered seminary to prepare for ordination as a second career was few.  So almost every seminarian was a young man recently graduated from college or a university.*
The “natural” course of things, therefore, was that a pastor would plant in the minds of selected boys in his congregation the idea that perhaps God wanted that boy to someday become a pastor.  If that idea “germinated,” the boy would progress directly from high school to college, then to seminary, and presto! – ordination: another pastor.

For many young men, the process was smooth because, in their minds, there was never any doubt about their profession, i.e., their “calling.”  For me, however, such was not the case.

A STUBBORN START
Pastor Bartsch surprised me when I was 11 or 12 years old by telling me I ought to consider becoming a pastor.  Since I was slightly afraid of him, I couldn’t respond honestly and tell him I had never heard so preposterous a suggestion.  Instead, I equivocated, probably saying something like, “Well, I’ll think about it, pastor.”

Pastor Carl Bartsch died some months later, and our congregation enjoyed the ministry of two new pastors: Pastor Graf (senior pastor) and Pastor Wickoren (“Wayne,” our associate pastor.)  Since Wayne was responsible for the youth ministry, he and I became close friends.  Therefore, when Wayne told me he was convinced I would become a pastor, I didn’t just say “No,” I said “Hell no!  I’m going to be a musician.”

A few years later, when I was a music and philosophy student in college, I tried to prove my point to Wayne by writing a “brilliant” essay disproving the existence of God.  I clearly remember arrogantly handing it to him directly as he was at his desk in his office.  Even clearer to me is the image of him as he glanced at it, smiled at me, and threw the paper in the waste can!

In September, 1956, my father succumbed to lung cancer.  During that painful and trying ordeal, I made an important announcement to him.  Lying on his hospital bed in a private room, he was too weak to speak.  But he could hear and he could think.  So I remember saying to him, “Dad, when I graduate from college next spring, I’m not going to pursue a career in music.  I’m going to the seminary instead.”*
The first year of seminary was neither pleasant nor unpleasant.  The academics were challenging but not overwhelming.**  What became clear to me, as the weeks passed, was that I found it increasingly difficult to envision myself as a clergyman.  I saw myself as essentially “different” from the other guys – and the professors.  In contrast to them, I saw myself as being more of a risk taker, more playful, perhaps even to the point of being a bit “wild.”  So, when the school year ended in early May, 1958, I silently decided that I would not return to the seminary in the fall.

In Minnesota, the fishing season opens on the weekend closest to the middle of the month of May.  On that weekend, Fred, my father-in-law, towed his new boat up to Lake Mille lacs where he tried it out.  Now Fred was a very independent man.  He had made that 12 ½ foot boat by himself in his garage in Minneapolis.

The following Saturday, Fred and I decided to go back to that same big lake together to fish.  It would be our first time fishing together.  Looking back on that decision, I can see how wrong and foolish it was.  The weather was cold; the wind was stirring huge waves; the water was frigid because ice still ringed the lake; the boat was too small for two people and too shallow for rough water; and we had no life preservers of any kind.  I was frightened to go out in the treacherous lake under such conditions, but I would not shame myself by exposing such emotion to my father-in-law.*
When we were about a mile out in the churning lake, the inevitable happened: the little 3 ½ horsepower outboard motor was incapable of controlling the direction of the boat, so the boat swamped and overturned.  Never have I been so cold!

I was in my mid-twenties; Fred was in his forties, trim and proud of his physical fitness.  Nevertheless, it was Fred who began to shout for help.  This was futile, of course, because we had seen only one other boat on the lake, and it was nowhere in sight at that time.  

Within ten minutes, Fred sank beneath the waves.  I dove down and found him, managing to clumsily bring him back to the surface.  Then a huge wave hit me and knocked me away from Fred.  When I got back to the surface, Fred was gone.

The little boat had overturned, so I decided to try to get myself on top of it where I could wave an arm, hoping that someone would see and rescue me.

The terribly cold water was making me drowsy, but just before I “went to sleep,” I saw, coming towards me about thirty yards away, the prow of that other boat.  They had seen me after all!

As I lay in the hospital, reflecting on this tragedy, I figured that Fred, much stronger of the two of us, should have been the survivor.  Why was I spared?  Did God have intentions for me?

In the fall, I returned to the seminary.  In May, 1960, I was ordained into the Gospel ministry.  Pastor Bartsch was right after all.

ARTHUR: NEVER TO BE FORGOTTEN

One of my college professors, Leland B. Sateren, told us there is something beneficial just to be in the presence of greatness.  I’m certain he made this comment in reference to his own experiences of attending performances of great musicians at the then home of the Minnesota Orchestra – Northrup Auditorium.  Professor Sateren would be the first to say the principle applies to greatness in all forms: literature, acting, mathematics, philosophy, architecture, and so on.

In all cases, we presume “greatness” to be something that is achieved, that the “great” people perform or produce at an extremely rare standard of excellence, and that this has come as a result of years, maybe even decades of practice.  Besides, I think it’s fair to presume that when we describe someone as “great,” we are speaking of someone who is senior to us.

As you shall see in the next story, this is not always so.  I am both proud and privileged to say that I once stood in the presence of a truly great person: a seventh grade boy named Arthur.

ARTHUR: NEVER TO BE FORGOTTEN

One day in September, 1958, I stood before a class of approximately 35 seventh grade boys.  It was the first session of the first year catechetical class.  In those days, the catechetical program of our congregation was a three-year program, starting with children in the seventh grade.  Since there were 70 children in the first-year class, it had to be divided.  I, a second year student in the seminary, was to teach the boys.

In that first session, I wanted to find out what those boys knew about the Bible and our faith and church.  So I had a list of easy questions I asked as a “warm up” exercise.

Most of the boys were eager to answer the question: “The Bible is divided into two main sections.  What are they called?”  Then came the follow-on question: “The people of the Old Testament: what are they called?”  Again, many hands shot up into the air as the boys were intent on showing their knowledge.  I selected one boy who quickly answered, “They’re called ‘Jews,’ Mr. Warme.”  I affirmed him for giving the correct answer, but then, something most unusual happened.  It was something I will never forget.

A solitary hand, attached to a skinny arm, shot up to have its owner recognized.  When I acknowledged the lad, he stood up.  It was Arthur Nabben.*
Perhaps the best way to describe that boy is to refer to Norman Rockwell’s paintings.  The image that comes to mind is that of a skinny and frail-looking 13-year-old with reddish hair.  That was Arthur.

What Arthur had to say was not just remarkable in itself.  Equally remarkable was the way he said it.  There wasn’t a hint of boastfulness or arrogance in his voice.  He clearly was not trying to show off or to prove that he was better or smarter than the other boys.  Arthur’s sole intent was to reveal the truth.

“Mr. Warme,” he said, “that’s not altogether true.  Originally, the people of the Old Testament were called ‘Hebrews.’  Later, they were called ‘the people of Israel’ or ‘Israelites.’  It was only after they had been exiled from their homeland, Judea, that they were given the name ‘Jews’ as kind of a nick-name because of their desire to return there.”

Well!  Every mouth in that room – my own included – hung open with amazement.  What I had only recently learned in seminary, this remarkable seventh grade boy knew as easily and as clearly as his telephone number.

“Arthur,” I said, “where did you learn that?”  He replied, “I read the Bible with my grandma.”

But that’s not the end of the story of Arthur.

Many years later, I learned the rest of the story of Arthur.  To my amazement, I learned that during the years of the war in Vietnam,the skinny little kid had chosen to attend and was accepted by the United States Military Academy – West Point.  Moreover, he had chosen to be an infantry officer!

What came as no surprise to me was the report that Arthur had been such an outstanding student, he was asked to remain at the academy as a member of the faculty, but he refused, saying that he would join his classmates in the battles we were fighting in Vietnam.

Arthur went to Vietnam.  Two weeks later, he was killed in action.

You will find Arthur’s name inscribed on the Vietnam War Memorial.  I’ve seen it many times.  Somehow, because of the great pride and privilege I have in once standing in the presence of that truly great person, I feel that his name is also inscribed in my heart.  Arthur: never to be forgotten.

WRONG ROOM, REVEREND!

Ordination: it’s almost a transformation.  The solemn service of ordination changes the status of a person from “lay” to clergy – a significant event in anyone’s life, to say the least. Describing one’s feelings in and after the process of ordination is not easy.  There is an element of relief and pride for the academic accomplishments, an element of gratitude for being accepted, “called,” or “chosen” to the ordained ministry, and an element of eager anticipation to begin the work.  However, I believe the most prominent feeling has to do with the marvelous change in status.  Because of ordination, one has a new title: “pastor” or “reverend.”*  In my denomination, ordination permits one to wear a clerical collar.  How this might affect a person is seen in the next true story.

WRONG ROOM, REVEREND!

Back in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, our Northwest Synod had its own seminary in Minneapolis.  Once a year, the synod had what we then called a convention (nowadays we call them assemblies) that brought together all the pastors and representatives from all the congregations in the synod.  Our practice in those days was to have the conventions in May and use them as the forum for ordaining en masse all the graduates of the seminary who had received calls to service.

In May of 1961, the convention was held in Richfield Lutheran Church, Minneapolis.  The evening service of ordination was impressive, producing for the Lord’s work about a dozen or so new pastors.

The next morning, during a break from the business or plenary sessions, several of us young pastors were standing in the hallway, drinking coffee and surrounding old Dr. Stoffel whose wisdom, wit, and charm were like a magnet to us.  Dr. Stoffel had been a pastor for many years.  His aged appearance suggested a kind of severity but the truth of the man was that he was full of fun.

Anyway, a couple of us noticed, walking down the hallway towards us, one of the men who had been ordained the previous evening.  (We’ll call him “Robert.”)  Being an ordained minister less than 24 hours, Robert was very conscious of his new status, his new black suit, and his new clerical collar.  In fact, he was so filled with self-consciousness that, as we watched, he walked right into the women’s restroom!

All of us found that most amusing, but not nearly so amusing as what we were about to experience.

Old Dr. Stoffel quieted our laughter by saying to us, “OK, boys, I’ll take care of this.”

Within seconds, of course, the new pastor emerged from the women’s restroom, his face red with embarrassment.  In a loud, gruff voice, Dr. Stoffel beckoned him: “Young man, come over here!”  The color of Pastor Robert’s face deepened with each step as he approached us.

With the new pastor almost trembling before him, Dr. Stoffel declared: “Young man, THAT privilege is NOT accorded to you in your ordination!”

Our laughter – Robert’s too – filled the church.

A DIVINE PERCEPTION

The previous story relates to the matter of a clergyman’s self-perception.  The next story moves on to the matter of how others see us, the clergy.  In this case, the “other” is a little boy.  Brace yourself!

A DIVINE PERCEPTION

There I was, the pastor of a peppy little mission congregation in Neenah, Wisconsin.  My first year of work as a clergyman had been spent starting a new congregation “from scratch” in a northern suburb of Detroit.  That being done, I was called as pastor of St. Mark’s Lutheran Church in 1961.

I suppose the early years of ministry bring many surprises to new pastors, but I was totally unprepared for a surprise from Scott Breaker, a delightful five-year-old.

Scott’s parents worshipped with the congregation regularly, always bringing little Scott to the services with them.  So he knew me essentially as he saw me on Sunday mornings.

It was the first day of our summer Vacation Bible School – Scott’s first occasion to be in the church apart from Sunday worship.  Now, I just happened to be in the “inner sanctum” of the men’s rest room when little Scott came into the room and paused for about 30 seconds to figure out the meaning of what he saw: the fronts of a pair of black shoes upon which black trousers had been pulled down.  Satisfied to have discovered the meaning of it all, he opened the restroom door and walked into the hallway where he announced with all the volume he could muster: “GOD’S IN THE TOILET!”

“nuff said!”

BUT I MEANT WELL!

Everybody knows we can do the right things for the wrong reasons and the wrong things for the right reasons.  The next story is an instance of the latter - a colossal blunder on my part.

BUT I MEANT WELL!

Mrs. B. held our little congregation in a quandary.  She was not a member.  Ordinarily, congregations are eager to welcome non-members to their worship services so, for that reason, she was welcome.  But there was a “hitch.”  You see, Mrs. B. was a very unusual person: six feet four inches tall, somewhere between 250 and 275 pounds in weight, and 80 years old!  None of this made her repulsive, of course, but add in the fact that she rarely bathed her body or washed her clothes and you soon understand why there were empty seats around her when she sat in our church.

I never knew anything about what had happened to her husband, if she ever had a husband or if she had been married repeatedly.  What I did know was that she was very poor and that she lived alone in a little house more accurately described as a shack.

Mrs. B. was proud to tell me that, in her younger days, she had been a lumberjack – a claim I readily believed.  I also believed her when she said that, only a few weeks earlier, she had thrown a medical doctor to the floor because she didn’t like what he had said to her; and that brings me to my story.

Mrs. B. had a son, George, who was in his forties.  George was a long-time patient at the nearby state mental hospital.  Because Mrs. B. had no car and there was no public means of transportation to get her to and from the hospital, whom, do you suppose, she prevailed upon to provide her transportation?  You guessed it: the young and naïve pastor of the church she occasionally attended.  Me!

Approximately every week to ten days, I would pick up Mrs. B. at her home, drive her to the hospital, wait for an hour or so, and then return her to her home.

This wasn’t one of my favorite activities, of course, but my parishioners indicated to me how pleased they were to have such a kind, generous, even sacrificial pastor.  Some even told their friends that, because of me, an unfortunate old mother was able to have personal time with her son who was in a mental hospital.  

The truth of the matter, however, slammed against me soon after Mrs. B. died suddenly and instantly from a heart attack.  Three weeks after the funeral, George was released from the hospital.  

In my later conversations with him, I came to the conclusion that the hospital was not so much a place to heal him as it was a place to protect him from his mother!

CLERGY “HITMAN”

Astrologers contend that alignments of stars or planets in the heavens influence the courses of events on the earth.  While I do not subscribe to this claim, I know for a fact that the sequence of chance occurrences and words can sometimes produce startling interpretations as we shall see in the next story.

CLERGY “HITMAN”

When I picked up the ringing telephone in my office, I was surprised to hear the voice of the assistant to the bishop.  (Let’s call him “Hank.”)  Hank was calling from the synod office in Milwaukee where he and the bishop had apparently selected a few parish pastors, such as myself, to do a special task.  They wanted the congregations to have a better understanding of the good things they, the congregations, were doing with what are called “benevolence” contributions – money received from the members of the congregations and then sent away to do God’s work through the synod or through what we then called the “church-at-large,” i.e., our church body.

I must admit to feeling honored to be asked to meet with the congregational councils of three other congregations.  Hank emphasized the fact that my mission was NOT to urge the congregations to give more money to benevolence but to help them appreciate the good things those benevolence dollars were doing already.  He promised to send a packet of materials that would assist me in my mission.

Whether it was by chance or by intent I cannot say, but my appointed meetings with the three congregations were on three successive Wednesday evenings.  I can say with certainty, however, that when the weather on three of those Wednesdays was cold, dark, and rainy, I wondered if this were an ominous omen.

On the first Wednesday evening, I had to drive only an hour and a half in the rain to the assigned church.  When I arrived, I saw no lights on either in the windows or on the outside of the church.  Was this an indication of the kind of welcome I would receive?

Whatever the welcome, I was determined to carry out my mission.  So, with the rain pouring on me, I got out of my car and, under the cover of a raincoat and umbrella, began to test the church doors to see if one of them was open.  After encountering two locked doors, I peered through the glass of a third and saw a light coming out of an open door at the top of a stairway.  That door was open, so I went in, ascended the stairs and stepped into a meeting room.

There were 8-10 men seated and apparently waiting to meet with me.  I introduced myself and stated my mission.  As I did so, I could see that all their faces were grim and their body language was even more inhospitable than the unlit exterior of the church.  To make matters even worse for me, one of the men insisted on challenging just about everything I said.

This continued for approximately ten minutes when another door opened.  Through it came the pastor of the congregation: an enormous figure, probably 200 pounds overweight, face of such a color as to suggest that he was no stranger to alcohol.  By his completely back attire, clerical collar and demeanor, however, he assured all whom he encountered that he was the pastor.
The very instant he entered the room, he took over the meeting.  I sensed that all the other men were accustomed to acquiescing to him.  “Pastor Warme,” he said, “you have made a sacrifice by coming out here in this frightful weather to talk to us about benevolence, but what you need to know is just this: for us at _________Church, benevolence begins at home.  Now, it’s probably best that you be on your way so you can return home as early as possible.”

I was shocked by such incredible behavior, but I got up and gathered my things together to leave when he again interrupted me: “Oh, before you leave, I want to show you something.”

I dutifully followed him down another stairway and then into a very dark area where I caught the smell of new cement and wood.  “Stop here!” he said in his normal commanding way.  He went a few feet farther and then reached up to twist a light bulb hanging on a wire.  When the light came on, he turned to me and proudly declared that this was his new church now under construction.  “Isn’t it beautiful?” he said.  “It’s costing us $200,000.00!”  (A huge sum back in the sixties.)  Choking back what I really wanted to say, I replied lamely, “Yes indeed; it seems to be a very nice church.  Well, I’d better be on my way.”

At 10:30 p.m. or so when I got back to my town, I decided to delay going home until I had first gone back to my church office to write out the report I was required to fill out for each meeting.

The report consisted of several questions for which I provided answers.  The only question I remember was the last question, and just as I will never forget the question, neither will I ever forget my answer.  The question was, “What does this congregation need?”  After pondering on it for several seconds, I typed with determination and a wee bit of fortitude: “A different pastor.”
The following Wednesday took me way out to Wisconsin Rapids where there were two congregations served by the same minister: Pastor Chell.  One was a large congregation in the city and the other was a small congregation of mostly farming folks.  It was to the latter I was assigned.  

When I arrived at the little white wooden church, I was impressed with its neatness.  I also noted that it was brightly lit – a possible sign of welcome for me.  Sure enough, when I got out of my car (in the rain!) someone who had been looking out for me beckoned me to hurry in.

The meeting with those 10 or so people was filled with delight.  Warmly accepting the report I brought to them, they impressed me as being wonderful people.  “Pastor Warme,” they said, “we’re so blessed out here that it’s not just a responsibility for us to share what we have with others, it is also a privilege!”

After the meeting, Pastor Chell told me he’d like to buy me a cup of coffee at a nearby restaurant to help me stay awake for the 2 ½ hour drive I had ahead of me.  So we went to the restaurant.

While we were seated in a booth, our conversation took an unexpected turn.  “Tom,” he said, “did you hear what happened to Pastor ________” (the huge pastor I had met the previous Wednesday – my first assignment)?  “No,” I answered indifferently.  Pastor Chell continued: “He died two days ago.”

Now I can’t say how much time passed before Pastor Chell spoke again, but I assure you it was a time during which my mind and feelings were as knotted and confused as they have never been.

“What’s the matter Tom?  Your face is as white as a sheet!  Was he a close friend of yours?”  I know my answer was spoken softly: “No, not exactly.”

The drive back to Neenah where I lived was doubly perilous for me for I had to contend not only with the rain but with my tortured feelings as well.

Again, as the week before, I elected to go to my office even though the time was way past midnight.  Filling out the required report form was simple enough, but to it I added a second page on which I typed a personal note to Hank in the synod office: “Honest to God, Hank, when I said what I did in the report I submitted last week, I had nothing like death in mind!”  

Two days later, Hank received the report and note.  He called me immediately.  “Tom, are you OK?  This must have been a terrible experience for you, but, believe me, you had no hand whatever in the death of that man.  As a matter of fact, he was responsible for his own death because he did not take care of himself.  He was horribly overweight.  He never got any exercise, and we suspect he drank too much.  So please be comforted by these facts.  You did nothing wrong, Tom.”

I confessed that the experience was heavy on me, but I also thanked him for being so understanding and helpful.

Many months later at an annual synod assembly, Hank approached me in a corridor during a coffee break.  “Tom,” he said, “did you ever get over the shock you experienced when Pastor _______ died?”  “Sure thing,” I replied with a laugh.  “It has not been a problem for me.”

“Good!” he said.  “I have three other pastors we need to get rid of!”

ROOMMATE NEVER SEEN

It’s common knowledge that we males can and do have sexual fantasies.  My guess is that the sources of those fantasies and their forms are probably as varied as the complex makeup of the men who harbor them.  

The next story is about a single, brief event in my life as a parish pastor.  In itself, there is nothing sexual or sexually stimulating about it.  In fact, when it happened and when I figured out the implications of what had happened, I was not so much stimulated as I was shocked.  Only by reflection on the possibilities of the occurrence does it become a source of fantasy…as you shall see.

ROOMMATE NEVER SEEN

It was sometime in May during the mid 1960’s.  The annual assembly of the synod was held at the Green Lake Conference Center in Wisconsin.  As usual, the assembly began on a Thursday afternoon.  Because I had more important parish obligations, I could not get to the conference center until late Thursday evening – past 11:00 p.m.  

The administration office was open, of course, and the clerk looked for and found my name as a registrant for the synod assembly.  I remember him saying that the conference center was particularly busy that week because it was hosting a Christian women’s conference at the same time our synod assembly was being held.  I gave it no thought.

In any case, he said I would have to share a room with another man – not unusual for assemblies.  So he gave me a room key and pointed out on a map where the building with my room was located.

I had no trouble locating the building, but I was well aware of the lateness of the hour and the fact that I seemed to be the only person moving about at that time of night.  For that reason, I was as quiet as possible in unlocking the door to my room, entering, and gently setting down my suitcase.  I didn’t even turn on the light – and the room was pitch black.

What was immediately obvious to me was the presence of another person sleeping soundly and also the furniture arrangement: twin beds.  So, making hardly a sound, I quickly undressed, pulled back the covers on the empty bed, and slid my body between them.  I went to sleep on a minute.

At a very early morning hour when the sky was just beginning to shed its blackness in favor of an ever- brightening gray, I awoke suddenly and immediately tried to shake the confusion of being in a strange place from my head.  Once oriented to reality, I turned to the other bed which, to my amazement, was empty!  Yes, the evidence was clear: someone had slept there during the night, but who?

I got up from my bed, turned on the light, and looked carefully about the room.  Whoever had slept there obviously woke up while I was asleep and then decided to dress, pack, and leave as silently as I had come into the room.  But why?

The only logical answer shocked me: the room clerk had apparently assigned me to a room occupied not by one of the men attending the synod assembly but by a woman attending the women’s conference!  

There’s one side of me – the public side – that speaks gratefully for the graceful manner in which that woman dealt with a very embarrassing occurrence.  At the same time, there’s that private side of me that speculates and fantasizes: “Was she old?  Was she young?  Was she beautiful?  Was she……..”

I’ll never know.

THE TEST

Congregations and denominations alike provide the clergy a sense of comfort and security.  Local and regional mores and customs have the same effect, providing to pastors and their parishioners cultural and maybe even ethnic bonds unrelated to creedal ties.  

Sometimes, when a clergyman ventures out of the relatively safe and familiar havens of denominations and geographical regions, he faces some surprises, as you shall see in the next story.

THE TEST

Parish life in Wisconsin during the early 1960’s was both pleasant and satisfying.  The young congregation was growing; it had left “mission” status and was now self-supporting.  An education wing had been added to the church to serve the growing number of children in the congregation.  Baptisms outnumbered funerals four to one.  The prosperity of the little congregation matched that of the Fox River valley where it was located.  By several standards, this ministry was idyllic; reason enough for a pastor to stay for many years.

What changed all that was what was happening thousands of miles away in a little known country called Vietnam.  America was at war.  Every day we received news of Americans being killed there.  To many of us it seemed that the commander of our forces there, General Westmoreland, asked for more forces and war equipment on a weekly basis.  At the same time, there was also an urgent call for clergymen to become military chaplains.

My parents were immigrants from Sweden.  I am their only son.  Dad had never served as a member of any military force, so I figured I had a specific patriotic responsibility.  The war in Vietnam was not supported by all Americans.  I was neither pro-war nor anti-war.  All I knew was that Americans were being killed and wounded there and that Vietnam was the new venue for me as a pastor.

After eight weeks’ instruction at the Army Chaplain Center and School and nine months of what I call “familiarization” to the Army at Fort Sheridan, I was ordered to Vietnam.

When I arrived at my unit, I sensed right away that something was wrong.  My predecessor, also a Protestant chaplain and a captain like myself, had been AWOL for two weeks, but nobody seemed to care.  In fact, his absence seemed to bring relief to some soldiers.  I soon found out why.

As I walked away from the helicopter that carried me to my assigned unit, two enlisted soldiers offered to carry my luggage for me.  As we walked to my “hootch,”* they were eager to brief me on the situation on that battalion.  It turned out that the battalion chaplain who preceded me decided that he had the moral responsibility to rid all “hootches” and lockers of the “girlie” pictures.  The truth of the matter is that these pictures seemed to be everywhere. 

The chaplain’s efforts to get the battalion commander to so something about it were futile.  And he had no better luck with the group chaplain, a priest.  The only thing he succeeded in doing was to alienate himself from just about everyone.

What became crystal clear to me immediately was an uneasy awareness that the soldiers would somehow and sometime soon “put me to the test” to see if I had the same attitude as my predecessor. 

Sure enough.  The following Sunday evening, having eaten supper, I had just started to walk from the mess hall to my “hootch” when four or five young lieutenants and warrant officers approached me as a group.  First, in a friendly manner, they welcomed me as the new chaplain, but that welcome, genuine though it may have been, was only a kind of prelude to their real business.

One of them extended to me a personal invitation to come over to their “hootch” at 1900 hrs (7:00 p.m.) for some “entertainment.”  When I noticed slight indications of snickering on the faces of the other men, I became suspicious.  So I said, “What kind of entertainment?”  “Movies,” they said.  I queried further: “Skin flicks?”  “You got it, chaplain,” they said with laughter.  Then came their serious question: “Well, are you coming?”***
Here was my dilemma: on the one hand, if I refused the invitation, I would identify myself with the alienated chaplain but, on the other hand, if I accepted the invitation I would be endorsing pornography in betrayal of my denomination, the Army Chaplaincy, and many, if not most, Americans.

Long before I faced that predicament I had learned the importance of “buying time.”  So here’s what I said: “Thanks, guys, for inviting me.  I accept your invitation but on the condition that you show your wildest, raunchiest flick first so that if I have to leave, you can never say to me that I missed the best part.”  They agreed.

Minutes later I was leaning over the little desk in my room, head in my hands as I asked God to show me a way out my dilemma.  Unbeknownst to me, part of the answer was on the wall in front of me when I lifted my head.  There, taped to the wall, was a long line of 50 cigars.  (I smoked in those days.)  Vietnam assignments lasted one year – 365 days exactly.  Every soldier I ever met had devised some way of keeping track of the days already spent “in country” and the days remaining.  Those cigars were my way of keeping track of my time in Vietnam.  My plan was to smoke one of those cigars every Sunday evening after supper.  (I had already spent one Sunday in Cam Ranh Bay, so the timing of Sundays and cigars would be close.)

I picked a cigar off the wall, unwrapped it, lit it and began the two-minute walk over to the “hootch” where the 8 millimeter films were to be shown.  Someone looked through the screen door, saw me coming, and opened the door for me.  A sheet had been hung at one end of the small room; a projector rested on a small table eight to ten feet away.  There were several men in the room – all young officers.  A chair had been placed “front and center” for me.  I sat on it; someone twisted the light bulb hanging from the ceiling; the projector light came on and the little machine began to whir.

In less than five seconds, I leaped to my feet, faced the light from the projector and immediately started to make a commotion.

In those days, Red Buttons was a very popular comedian on television.  One of his repeated routines was to face two guys and, pointing first at one and then the other while saying with an extremely heavy eastern accent, “YOU I like, but YOU, you lousy, dirty, low-down…….!”

My “commotion” was to mimic Red Buttons as I said to all the men in front of me: “You lousy, dirty, low-down, no good guys!”  Holding up my newly-lit cigar, I went on: “See this?  It’s a great cigar!  Got a whole box of them as a gift just before I came over here!  But now, because of that film, this fine cigar is ruined!  It tastes terrible!”  The sound of the men’s laughter could be heard half a mile away.  You see, the opening scene of that film was a woman performing fellatio on a man!

As I then walked out the door of that “hootch,” there wasn’t a man in it who didn’t understand what had happened and what it meant.  Their new chaplain was not going to “come down” on them for their pictures and movies, but neither was he going to participate.  The word spread throughout the battalion.

That I had gained their confidence was evidenced by attendance at our chapel services and the number of soldiers who sought my counsel.

“DON’T MOVE A MUSCLE, CHAPLAIN!”

As the Vietnam Memorial wall in Washington, D.C. testifies, thousands of Americans were killed in Vietnam.  Except for the sharp eyes of an infantry soldier, my name too would be on that wall.

“DON’T MOVE A MUSCLE, CHAPLAIN!”

The Division Chaplain would occasionally stop by our combat aviation battalion to chat with me and see what and how I was doing since I was relatively new to the Army.  One such visit happened five months or so after my tour of duty in Vietnam began.

I recall him asking me something about what I thought about my ministry in an aviation unit.  My reply was, “Well, sir, I like what I’m doing here but, to tell you the truth, I’m not suffering as much as I expected to suffer.”  His response was immediate: “We can fix that for you in a hurry.”  In less than a week, I had orders assigning me to an infantry battalion!

One of my main tasks in that infantry battalion was to “hitch-hike” on re-supply choppers that flew regularly out to our forces moving about out in the jungles.  Slung over my shoulder was the strap of my Communion kit that also contained a dozen or so worship/song books.  One of my hands gripped the handle of a beat-up old guitar case that held the old guitar a soldier gave to me just as he was about to DEROS.*
I knew a few chords so I could provide some accompaniment to singing.**  With the songs, we would have a Communion service and then just sit in a circle and chat.

On one such occasion, deep in a jungle, I was sitting on a bush talking with the soldiers when one of them, eight or ten feet directly in front of me raised his voice above everyone else’s and said to me sternly, “Don’t move a muscle, Chaplain!”

The first thing that came to my mind was that there was a poisonous snake curled in the bush on which I was sitting.  I was wrong.

I sat absolutely frozen as the soldier cautiously but quickly walked over to me and ever so delicately reached his hand into the bush.  What he pulled out of that bush was a hand grenade – pin removed!  It was a booby trap.  The enemy would pull the pin from a grenade and then jam the grenade into a bush in such a way that, if someone happened to walk by and disturb that bush, the grenade would be dislodged, its handle would fly off, and the grenade would explode.

Oh yes, more than one soldier jokingly said something about “family jewels” to me!

FIRST AND ONLY MASSAGE

Sometimes, to discover who you are and what are your values, you have to experience yourself in a setting or culture altogether different from your normal and familiar setting or culture.  The setting for the next story is Tokyo where I discovered in myself what is commonly called “Midwest morality.”

FIRST AND ONLY MASSAGE

My denomination sponsors spiritual retreats for its institutional and military chaplains every year: one for chaplains assigned to Europe, one for chaplains assigned to the Far East, one for chaplains in the western part of the United States, and one for the chaplains assigned to the eastern part of the United States.

In the spring of 1969 I was assigned to Vietnam so I was expected to attend the spiritual retreat held at the Sano Hotel in Tokyo.  The Sano Hotel was (and perhaps still is) a hotel leased and used by the government of the United States.  In the main, it serves military personnel and their dependents.  It was a convenient location for my denomination to bring together its chaplains assigned to the Far East and Southeast Asia for the purpose of “propping us up” spiritually.  In every instance, the person responsible for doing this was a prominent leader/theologian/educator of our denomination.  He would present to us three days of lectures.

A couple of my fellow chaplains asked me if I had made use of the massage services the hotel provided.  I had not.  I told them that I had never had a massage – one reason being that some massage services had unseemly reputations.  They assured me that the Sano Hotel, being leased by the government of the United States, would most assuredly be legitimate in every respect.  Besides, they insisted my “war-weary” body would appreciate a good massage.

So I took their advice in good faith and made an appointment for a massage late in the evening.

The rooms for massage services were in a lower level of the hotel.  When I arrived at the administration desk, an older Japanese lady welcomed me with a big smile, took my money, and introduced me to a young Japanese woman I remember as being barefoot and wearing “short” shorts and a white, loose-fitting blouse.  She led me to her room which I remember being all ceramic tile and very humid.

Once in the room and the door was closed, she shocked me by telling me to take off all my clothes.  Noticing my discomfort, she assured me: “Is OK, GI!”  So my clothes came off and were hung in a locker.

Then she directed me to get into the cabinet of a Turkish steam bath.  Wham!  I was sitting in that locker with its door slammed shut in an instant.  She wrapped a towel around my neck, my head protruding from the top of the cabinet.  Then she turned on the steam, pulled up a chair beside the cabinet, and sat on it to chat with me while I was “cooking” in the cabinet.

Our conversation was light as she asked about my family, which state I was from, and so on.  Every few minutes she would ask me if I was too hot in the cabinet.  Each time I assured her that I was quite comfortable.  When she figured out that I was very hot but comfortable only because the cabinet covered my nakedness, she turned off the steam and bade me to step out of the cabinet and walk over to a big tub of water at the end of the room.

After I had immersed myself in that tub of water, she took a washcloth and began to bathe me.

Now I’ve been hospitalized so I know what it is to be bathed in bed by a female nurse.  I know too, by experience, that the nurse would give me the washcloth, expecting me to wash my genital area myself.  Not so with that masseuse!   As she did so, I said to myself with anxiety, “Oh! Mother should see me now!”

Anyway, when the bathing was over, she dried me – thoroughly!  Then she led me to the massage table on which I quickly lay down – on my stomach by choice.  

I must admit she was skilled in massaging me.  Starting with my feet, she worked her way up to my neck. Once side completed, she instructed me to turn over.  Sensing my discomfort, she took a small towel and placed it over my crotch.  I felt much better.

When she completed my “top-side,” she sat on the edge of the table.  By this time, I was very relaxed and glad I had taken the advice of my buddies.  These feelings of repose and satisfaction vanished, however, when she placed her hand on the little towel and said, “Do you want me to massage this now too?”

Stunned by the situation in which I found myself, I managed to blurt out, “Lady, you don’t know what will happen if you do that!”

With a big smile on her face, she replied, “Sure I do. It will go wooosh!”

I agreed, quickly put on my clothes, thanked her, and went straight to my room in the hotel.

Reviewing what I had just experienced, I got out paper and a pen to tell my wife all about it.  “One thing,” I wrote, “is for certain: after what I’ve been through tonight, any sexual fantasies I might have from now on will be called ‘woooshfull thinking!”

At breakfast the next morning, the guys who advised the massage services had a big laugh at me, the Minnesotan who came face-to-face with his Midwest morality in a massage parlor.

DEFLATION OF A “GREAT” TEACHER

Perhaps the greatest separation in the world is the gap between what you think you have accomplished and what you have actually accomplished.

DEFLATION OF A “GREAT” TEACHER

Lieutenant Colonel Sinclair Melnor, commander of our infantry battalion, was upset, so he came to me.  “Chaplain,” he said, “the language of the soldiers in this headquarters is deplorable.  The profanity is appalling.  I want you to present a class for the headquarters company to clean up the language of our soldiers.  Participation will be mandatory.”

“Yes, Sir,” I said, my mind already busy to plan the content of such a class.  I knew from the start that a moral or religious approach would be ineffective for most of the soldiers, so I had to find another way to address the problem.

Two days later, by command directive, 35-40 enlisted soldiers of the headquarters company gathered around their chaplain for a morning class to clean up their language.  Compelled to attend, they were nevertheless polite and apparently receptive.  We had no classroom, of course, or training aids either, for that matter.  They simply sat before me in no particular order and listened to what I had to say.

I had memorized my lecture to keep eye contact with them.*  Laced with good humor, marvelous insights, clever anecdotes, and truly helpful and accurate information, my lecture filled me with personal pride.  You cannot imagine how pleased I was to see that the soldiers were paying attention, listening as though they were eager to hear my words!  I said to myself, “You really are a great teacher.”

The “F” word, of course, was probably the word of greatest concern, and I dealt with it masterfully, pointing out that its overuse has rendered to be almost meaningless.  “Think,” I said, “before you use the ‘F’ word because it is a word that says nothing.  You are not more manly because you use the ‘F’ word.  Be a good communicator.  If you have something worth saying, find the best words to say it.”  

The soldiers seemed to receive my every word so that, after the 45 minutes or so of class time, I was convinced I could confidently tell the commander the language of the soldiers in the headquarters would be much improved because of my class.

I carried that confidence with me until later in the afternoon when, upon boarding a helicopter after visiting troops in the field, I saw an M-16 automatic rifle with a tag on it.  When a soldier’s rifle would not function correctly, he would tie to it a tag on which he had written his name and the problem he was having with the rifle.  When I looked carefully at the tag, I recognized immediately the name of the soldier; he had been in my outstanding class on language that morning.  That fact and his written description of the problem he was having with the weapon deflated me completely as a teacher.  You see, his words describing the problem were: “ALL F _ _ _ _ _  UP!”

GENUINE AND BOGUS

The next story is actually two stories set in juxtaposition as the events actually occurred so as to demonstrate how the meaning, integrity, and virtue of a single title can be enhanced  by some people and denigrated by others.  In these two stories, that title is “conscientious objector.”

THE CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTOR HERO

I was with the second of the first infantry battalion the night when the Viet Cong attacked and over-ran our base.  Because they had gotten inside our perimeter, there was no orderly pattern to the gunfire.  The tracer bullets were going in all directions.  It was pure chaos.

The battalion medical doctor and I were huddled in a small hole covered by a half-shell of corrugated metal.  Between us we had no weapon; only a flashlight we wisely kept unlit.  Because nearby friendly artillery fired flares over the general area, no flashlight was needed; the sky was always lit by at least a half dozen extremely bright flares floating down on their little silk parachutes.  When we dared to lift our heads out of the hole, we could see the intense firefight.

We could also hear the screams of men when they were wounded – not a pleasant sound, I assure you. We could also smell the acrid odors of battle: odors of the white phosphorous flares, exploding ammunition, and of things burning.

Our medical aid station had at least a couple of medics besides the doctor.  One of them – a very young lad whose name I do not know – was a conscientious objector.  His personal moral code did not allow him to kill another person.  Whether the basis for his posture in this matter was religious or philosophical he did not say.  What his actions said, however, even before this battle, was that he was not using his conscientious objector status to protect himself.  He had been given a choice during his initial training to use his CO status to avoid military duty or he could use that same status to serve in a non-combatant role.  He chose the latter.

In the weeks preceding the battle, I had talked a couple of times with that young medic

and was impressed by the fact that he did not “wear” his CO claim as a kind of grand medal.  He said little about his religious beliefs, and there wasn’t a hint of boasting on his part.  Neither did he complain about having to be a soldier in Vietnam.

Whatever my opinion of that young medic before that awful night of battle, what he did in that battle lifted my opinion of him to such a degree that every time I think of him (to this very day!) I want to stand up and tearfully salute him.

Here’s what happened – as the doc and I saw it.  A soldier not far from us had been hit by gunfire and began to scream for help.  The young medic left his protected position, exposing himself to enemy fire, for the sake of providing medical assistance to a fellow soldier.  In doing so, the medic was himself struck down and killed by enemy gunfire.

We wept as we witnessed the tragedy.  The lad was a true hero but also a person who has given to the title, “conscientious objector,” a meaning of honor and respect.  In short, he was truly genuine!

BOGUS CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTORS

I completed my one-year Vietnam tour of duty in the late spring of 1969.  My next assignment: Fort Holabird in Baltimore, Maryland – at that time the “home” of the U.S. Army Intelligence Command and Intelligence School.  

In the previous year, Baltimore had experienced riots that destroyed much in the inner city.  Upon arriving in the city to begin my assignment I saw the devastations and said to myself, “God never intended that anyone should live under such conditions” and I determined that somehow, during the one year I expected to live in Baltimore, I would try to do something to help those poor people.

After settling my family and getting established in my job at Fort Holabird, I volunteered my services to the local office of President Johnson’s “Model Cities” program.  As it turned out, the folks in that office had been looking for someone to organize a basketball program for African American boys 11-14 years of age.  Because I had much experience playing and even some in coaching basketball, I was their man.

With the help of a “street savvy” young black man from the Model Cities office, I managed to procure a fine double gym in a local school several blocks from the Model Cities office.  We would have those contiguous gyms Wednesday afternoons from 3:30 to 5:00.  Money for uniforms, shoes, and equipment was readily available but I knew I would need the help of many other people: coaches, referees, even drivers to transport the boys between the Model Cities office and the gyms.  So I decided to be conservative and limit the number of participating boys to 48: six teams of eight players apiece.

I told the people in the Model Cities office I was confident I had many people at the Intelligence school who would be willing to help – and now we come to the essence of this story.

In those days of the Vietnam War, conscription was a reality: young men were being drafted into the Army every day.  Some of those young men were students in colleges or universities.  Many of these young men got the idea that they could avoid being drafted into the Infantry by volunteering for active duty thereby giving them the opportunity to choose for themselves the type of work they would have in the Army.  Being college and university students, they figured they were smart enough to get into Army Intelligence where they would be spared the rigors of strict military life.

What they discovered, however, when the came to the Army Intelligence School was that they were dead wrong!  They would not, as they had supposed, be allowed to wear civilian clothing as they “gathered intelligence” in the dark alleys of European cities or even on the campuses of some American universities.  They would have to be regular soldiers.

Well!  The shock of this discovery sent many of these men to the office of the “Society of Friends” (“Quakers”) just north of Baltimore.**  At that office, they could procure the correct and effective wording for an application they could submit to the Army claiming themselves to be “conscientious objectors.”

The Army’s policy at that time was to require every person who submitted such an application to be interviewed by a chaplain whose task was to determine if the applicant was sincere or not.

During the summer months of 1969, I interviewed approximately 20 such applicants, reading each of their applications.  And wouldn’t you know: their statements were almost identical, the last paragraph in every instance saying, “I sincerely believe that God wants me to help, not kill people.  I am a conscientious objector.”

Since the processing of the applications was lengthy and slow, I knew that with all these sincere young men – conscientious objectors – intent on helping people, I had a source for coaches, referees, and perhaps even drivers for the Wednesday afternoon inner city basketball program.  The unit commanders even promised me they would release these students on Wednesday afternoons to help with this program.

To my dismay (and anger) I soon discovered that NOT ONE of those “conscientious objectors” volunteered to help with the program.  NOT ONE!

In contrast to the conscientious medic who, by giving his life for the sake of others, brought honor and respect to the term, “conscientious objector,” those 20 students make the word synonymous with “cowardice” and “deceit.”

MEET THE “ME” I DO NOT LIKE

Sometimes there are stories within stories – “sub-plots” they’re called.  Such is the case with the next story in relation to the previous story.  If you sensed in that story my disgust and anger in reference to those intelligence school students whose bogus claims to be conscientious objectors were, in reality, deceitful acts of cowardice, you will have no trouble recognizing in the next story the even greater disgust in me when I discovered in myself one of the most loathsome faults of any society: prejudice!

MEET THE “ME” I DO NOT LIKE

What was unsaid in the previous story is that my contact with the Model Cities program in Baltimore was a matter of referral.  First I consulted with the Baltimore Council of Churches.  They were the people who referred me to the Model Cities program. 

What I learned, early on, was that a group of inner city retailers had put a significant amount of money in a fund to be used for a basketball program for black boys, ages 11 through 14.  I was also told that the men were discouraged because they could not find a person to voluntarily organize and run the program.

My offer to do so prompted them to arrange a luncheon meeting with me at a prominent restaurant.  It was, in fact, a kind of job interview.

These were my thoughts I brought to that luncheon meeting:  “I see clearly what’s going on here.  These guys are the inner city merchants I’ve heard about.  They rob the poor black folks in the inner city by charging them exorbitant prices for mediocre products.  This basketball program for boys is a kind of protective action because these merchants can place posters in their store windows saying they support this program.  The posters will dissuade potential robbers and looters from seeking booty here.”

The luncheon was enjoyable with two exceptions.  The first was my enormous sense of shame when my hosts told me they wanted to remain anonymous.  Under no circumstances, they said, was I to identify them as the providers of the money for this program.  Immediately, I hated myself because of what I had expected.

The second exception was the man who was their treasurer.  His name was Bob.  This man was thoroughly negative.  He had generated some doubts about this program and he was obviously not convinced that I, an Army chaplain, was suitable to organize and direct it.  Bob wanted to abandon the whole thing.

Here, then, were my thoughts concerning this man: “I have met a modern Judas Iscariot.  This man is obviously Jewish and probably the most greedy of all these merchants.  They tell me he is in the furniture and appliance business and that he has two stores, one in the inner city and one in a wealthy suburb.  Guess where he makes a greater profit!”

Fortunately, the merchants decided to go ahead with the program with me as its leader.  When I needed money, they said, I had to go to Bob because he wrote the checks.

Within a month, I sat on a chair in Bob’s inner city store to arrange for the purchase of uniforms, shoes, etc. for the program.  As Bob attended to some business paperwork, I asked him a monumentally biased question relating to the cost of the goods he sold to the poor inner city people.  I will never forget his reply because it turned out to be another mirror in which I recognized the “me” I will always despise:  “Chaplain, only one insurance company will insure my store here in the inner city.  Do you know who it is?”  I honestly professed ignorance.  He continued, “The only insurance company willing to insure me here is Lloyds of London.”  Aghast, I responded: “That must be an enormous cost!”

There was more to be said.  Bob went on: “The people who buy furniture and appliances at my store here in the inner city don’t have credit and they have very little cash, so they just make a down payment with a contract to pay so much each month or week on the balance.  Chaplain, those people are not going to come here to make their payments; I have to hire someone to go to their homes to collect the money, and that has to be done at night when the people are home.  Do you know how much I must pay someone to go out into this city at night to collect money?”

I was crushed by the reality of his business difficulties and by the reality of my own prejudice.  But there was an even greater shock in store for me.

“Chaplain,” he said, “what’s your denomination?”  I responded in a “smart-alecky” way of which I will forever be ashamed: “I’m Lutheran.  Have you ever heard of Lutherans?”

He calmly replied without even looking at me: “A little.  (pause)  I presently serve on the executive board of (my denomination – national level!) and was a close friend of Franklin Clark Fry (revered head of our denomination!) for many years.”

I was completely demolished by the chasm between the reality of Bob and my prejudices in regards to him.  I had met the “me” I do not like.  It is the “me” I despise.

When the basketball program for the boys was completed, the awards given out and the uniforms and equipment returned to be used the next year, the merchants had another luncheon for me – to thank me.  With tears in my eyes, I related to them what had happened to me in this program – especially in relation to Bob.  I offered my most sincere apology and then my words of gratitude.  To this day I am uncertain who gained the most from that basketball program, the 48 boys or their leader.

A GREAT AND HUMBLE GENERAL

Hollywood has a nasty habit of portraying senior military officers – especially generals and admirals – as “control freaks” arrogant, rude, domineering, and overwhelming.  After 26 years of service as an Army chaplain, I can confidently say that such persons do exist, but they are rare – the exception rather than the norm.

At the same time, I can say with equal confidence that it is not easy for a senior officer to avoid the addiction to senior officer status.  It is the status of always sitting in the place of highest honor, of being saluted first, of being treated with deference, and, yes, sometimes even of being surrounded by and fawned over by sycophants.

In the next brief story, I will tell of a senior officer who rose above all of that.  He is a person who, like Arthur, I am deeply privileged to have known.

A GREAT AND HUMBLE GENERAL

Following a brief break in service, I returned to active duty in the summer of 1972 and was assigned to one of the most desired Army posts at the time: Fort Carson, Colorado.  Now, it just so happened that the major general who was commander of the post and of the 4th Infantry Division that occupied the installation was a member of my denomination – a Lutheran.  Since I was the only Lutheran chaplain on the post, I received a phone call from the editor of one of our Lutheran publications asking if I would interview the commanding general and his wife.  I was honored to be asked.

Sitting in the living room of quarters one* with the general and his wife, I was gratified to receive the many open and generous replies to my many questions.  There was one conversation in particular, however, that I shall never forget:

CHAPLAIN:  “Sir, I am told that wherever you are assigned – stateside or overseas – you always join and attend the local civilian Lutheran congregation.  Would you please comment on that?”

GENERAL: “Certainly.  As you know, I give my full support to our chaplains and their programs.  At the same time, in a month of four Sundays, I will normally worship in our chapel only once.  The other three Sundays I will be in my civilian church – where I can be a sinner on the pew like everybody else.”

When the general spoke these words to me, he was wearing two stars – a major general.  Within only three or four years, he rose first to the rank of lieutenant general (three stars) and then to general (four stars.)  It was when he wore those four stars that President Reagan selected him to serve our country in the highest military position:  Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff – a position he held for two terms.

The person to whom I refer is General John Vessey – a great and humble general.

WHAT WAS IT LIKE?

For a teacher, a lesson plan is absolutely necessary.  Equally necessary, however, is humility on the part of the teacher – humility to recognize that the greater learning may occur quite apart from the lesson plan.  

In the next story, a most profound learning occurred in a way no one could have anticipated – learning that could never be written into a lesson plan.

Amazed as I was by this event, I was amazed again, nearly 20 years later when one of the “giants” of Christian spirituality, Henri J. M. Nouwen, interpreted the parable of the Prodigal Son with almost the exact same insight I had expressed in the learning event.

WHAT WAS IT LIKE?

During the late 1970s I was assigned to Fort Myer, the Army post contiguous to Arlington National Cemetery. I was also a member of Luther Place Memorial Church, located at Thomas Circle in downtown Washington, D.C.

The women of our church asked me to lead them in a weekend retreat at Mar Lu Ridge, a camp located not far from the President’s Camp David in the hills of Maryland.  I was honored to be asked and eager to plan a draft schedule or lesson plan for the retreat.  A committee of women was quick to approve my proposed theme – “Free To Be Me” – and the central Bible story for us: the parable of the Prodigal Son.

On Friday evening, 38 women and I rode in cars to Mar Lu Ridge where we spent the remainder of the evening socializing.

On Saturday morning, we got into the “substance” of the retreat, but what turned out to be more important was the women’s excited conversation about what they were going to do that evening – Saturday night – when we had scheduled “free time.”  Although the little town nearby offered almost nothing in terms of night life (a restaurant and beer joint), the women boasted that since their husbands were not around and there were no neighbors to watch or judge their behavior, they were going to “kick up their heels, “ “paint the town red,” and have a wild time together.

Saturday afternoon, we had a planned activity aimed at helping the participants “get into the heads” of the three persons in the parable of the Prodigal Son, trying to understand their thoughts and feelings.  The women sat in a large circle.  Within the circle, three women sat facing each other.  One was the father; one the older son, and the other the younger (prodigal) son.  Behind each chair stood another woman whose responsibility was to speak what she thought was the thoughts and feelings of the parable person sitting on the chair in front of her.

A narrator read the narrative lines of the story and each character spoke (read) the words of the person she represented as those words were to be appropriately spoken.  The interpreters (three women standing) could speak at any time but only in the first person of the character in front of her.

While all of this was going on, I was down in the lower level counseling a woman who was having a very difficult time in her real-life family.  We were coming to closure with the counseling when suddenly, one of the women in the group activity more or less barged into our presence saying, “Chaplain Warme, you must come upstairs; we’re having a problem.”

When I got upstairs, they explained that everything had gone along just fine up to a point: no one was able to “get into the mind” of the older son.  “We just don’t understand what was going on in his mind,’ they insisted.  “Tell us what you think, Tom.”

Before I took my position behind the chair of the woman depicting the older son, I said, “It’s likely that we have difficulty understanding the older son because we are so very much like him.  He always ‘played it safe’ and, frankly, don’t we do the same?  He behaved himself, and I’ll wager we’re no different.  We’re decent, church-going people who, like him, might find it very easy to criticize other people who get themselves into trouble.”  They listened politely.

Having said that, I took my place behind the chair and began to voice what I believed to be the thoughts of the older son: “I’m ashamed of my brother, running off as he did with half of dad’s money!  And what did he do with that money?  He wasted it, buying sex from painted women, eager to stir his sexual desire for their own financial gain!  Heaven knows how many women he slept with.  (long pause)   Hmmmmmm I wonder what it was like.  All I do is sit on the toilet seat and masturbate.”

The women were nearly unanimous in disagreeing with my interpretation.  None of them was willing to see the possibility that these thoughts were in the mind of the older son.  We had no argument or discussion about this.  I just explained that, as a man, this is how I saw that older son.

A short time later, we had our supper.  Then came the scheduled “free time” when the women could either venture to the little town or stay in the retreat center for our own social activities.  Even though nearly all the women had boasted earlier in the day about what they were going to do on Saturday night, I was surprised that only three women were willing to step out of the security of the retreat, get into a car, and drive to town.

Approximately thirty minutes later, we heard the sound of the returning women’s car.  Three car doors slammed shut and the group inside waited with anticipation for the door to the retreat center to open.  When it did, two things happened: the returning women were smiling coyly as though they had thoroughly enjoyed their venture into a miniature “sin city;” and the welcome they received from the group was a question heard by everyone:  “WHAT WAS IT LIKE?”

Immediately I shouted, “STOP!”  A nervous silence hung in the room.  From one of the women came this breathy admission: “My God; Tom was right.  We ARE like the older son!”

I don’t dare to expect any of those women to remember what was done at that retreat according to the lesson plan, but there’s a good chance many of them will remember the learning that took place when three “prodigal” women returned to their “older sisters.”

FOUR STORIES FROM ARLINGTON NATIONAL CEMETERY

Arlington National Cemetery – recognized by most Americans as the holy ground of our nation.  Because of its national sacrosanct status, the people who manage it and its activities maintain the highest standards of formality, dignity, and respect.  As seen in the next four stories, however, not everything that happens there reflects the best attributes of Americans.

1. “SOMEBODY STOLE MY SERMONS!”

In the summer of 1976, I completed the Advanced Course for chaplains at the Chaplain Center and School at Staten Island, New York City.  My follow-on assignment was Fort Myer, Virginia, a small Army post adjacent to Arlington National Cemetery.

Each of the services – Army, Navy, and Air Force – had a chaplain assigned directly to the cemetery for the purpose of conducting funerals there.  The offices of these three chaplains were in the cemetery administration building.  On many days, however, the number of funerals to be conducted required additional chaplain help, so those of us chaplains nearby were required to provide back-up support to the cemetery chaplains.

For the most part, there were three kinds of funerals.  One was a simple interment – no chapel service or military personnel besides the chaplain, bugler, and rifle team.  The second kind of funeral included an interment plus a religious funeral service in what is called the “post” chapel, a beautiful, small stone chapel only yards from a gate into the cemetery.  The third kind of funeral is called a “full honors” funeral.  It includes all of the above plus a horse-drawn caisson, a riderless horse (boots in the stirrups but facing backwards), a military band, and a marching unit.

When told that I was to conduct these funerals, I selected about a dozen of my “tried and true” funeral sermons I had written and preached over the years and placed them on the shelf beneath the desk of the pulpit in the post chapel.  

The procedure was uniform: meet with the surviving family members in the chapel’s family room for ten minutes or so before the service; excuse myself as I moved from there to the sacristy for a couple minutes of personal preparation; then step out into the chancel to the pulpit, reach under the desk and select what I thought to be an appropriate sermon for that occasion.

As I recall, this worked quite well for several weeks.  The day came, however, when I would have one of the biggest surprises of my life.  I reached down to the shelf to get a sermon but was stunned to discover they were gone!  Apparently one of the other clergymen (the chapel was used constantly for funerals conducted by military chaplains and civilian clergy alike) saw the sermons and decided to take them for his/her own use.

I was in a tight spot because I had to simultaneously start the liturgical service and also form a sermon in my head.  The conversation I had just had with the family members became extremely important.  I remembered the deceased to be an older man who had died of emphysema.  So I thought, “Emphysema – losing capacity to breathe.  Breathe, breathe – breath: God breathed into Adam the breath of life.  I know where that is in Genesis.  I’ll use that as one text for the sermon.”  Then I recalled the surviving daughter telling me that she traveled a lot but that her dad was 

always there waiting to welcome her home.  I thought, “Waiting father, waiting 

father…Aha!  The parable of the prodigal son!  I know where that is too.  Better be careful not to suggest that there is anything “prodigal” about the daughter.”

So, for the first time in my life, I preached a sermon, making it up as I spoke.  When the service and the interment were completed, the family asked if they could have a copy of the sermon, saying, “Chaplain, you spoke of him (father, husband) as though you knew him personally.”

That event, overwhelming for me as it happened, changed my manner of preaching forever.  From that time on, I always paid careful attention to what the family members said to me, fitting this information into appropriate scripture, and then putting it together in a brief sermon.*
The experience also freed me from the distraction of manuscripts and sermon notes.  

With gratitude, therefore, I can say that the thief who stole my sermons caused me some momentary distress but, in the long run, did me a great favor.  There was no way I would have had the courage to voluntarily do what I did that day, but, thanks to a sermon thief, I did it out of necessity.  Someone stole my sermons.  I don’t know who he/she is but I do know what he/she is – and for this I am grateful!

2. “AWRIGHT!  WHO’S PAYIN’ FOR ALL THIS?”

It was strictly a formal interment – no religious funeral in the chapel.  I do not recall where we – the Arlington National Cemetery representative, the Army personnel, and me, the Army chaplain – initially came together to proceed to the grave, but that is unimportant in regards to this story.  

Wherever we came together, we eventually arrived at the grave site: the cemetery representative’s car leading the way, a hearse bearing the coffin, my staff car, and a number of civilian vehicles bearing family and friends of the deceased. 

Picture this: all the cars parked in a row behind the cemetery staff car, the hearse, and my car, their occupants gathered around the hearse to follow the coffin to the grave; the rear door of the hearse open to release its honored cargo to the trained hands of Old Guard soldiers sharply honed to perform their duties to perfection; and me, the chaplain, standing at the curb and saluting the coffin as it is moved from the hearse to the dutiful hands of the soldiers.  Nowhere in America is there such a scene of solemnity, dignity, honor, and respect.

Just as the coffin was passed from the support of the hearse to the support of the soldiers, another car screeched to a stop close to the hearse.  Apparently, one of the relatives of the deceased was not able to arrive on time for the ceremony.

Whatever problems that relative had with time, however, we were totally unprepared for his behavior after he leaped from his car.  With blatant greed, the man interrupted the ceremony by pounding his fist on the hood of the hearse, shouting, “Awright! Who’s paying for all this?!”

Thanks to the immediate and knowledgeable action of the cemetery representative who took the intruder aside for much-needed counseling, the rest of us were able to maintain the decorum of solemnity, dignity, honor, and respect.

3. AT THE END OF THE MAT

Yes, Arlington National Cemetery is a kind of holy ground to Americans, but within the cemetery, there is a very special place that might even be said to be the core from which the holiness of the entire cemetery emanates: the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier.

If you have been there, you know the Tomb to contain more than one unknown person and that those persons are not all soldiers but could just as well be marines, sailors, or airmen.  You also know that the Tomb is never left unguarded.  During the night hours, a sentry from the Old Guard remains on guard in a tiny, shelter-like house to the side of the Tomb.  

During daylight hours, the Tomb Guard wears a perfectly fitted and polished “dress blues” uniform.  His shoes are shined to a high gloss and are specially fitted with large metal cleats attached to the inside of his shoes so as to make a sharp report when he clicks his heels together.  His hair is closely cropped. His M-1 rifle is immaculate.  If the sun blazes, he wears dark glasses.  

With perfect posture, he moves in an exact pattern on a rubber mat in front of the Tomb.  Everything he does is precise: the number of steps from one end of the mat to another,* the length of each step, the number of seconds for each pause in movement, and the exact manner of every movement.  All of this is done to honor and respect the fallen comrades.

Ordinarily, there are spectators present to see the Tomb and to watch the almost unbelievable precision and perfection of the Tomb Guard.  In the main, these people also bring respect and dignity to the scene as they observe with awe and a hushed reverence.  For example, one member of the Tomb Guard told me of the occasion when, as he came to the end of the mat and paused the correct number of seconds, his fixed eyes caught the image of an old man, presumably a World War II soldier, who struggled valiantly to lift himself from his wheelchair and to raise his arm to present a salute – an effort that made the old man himself a cause for respect and honor.

Unfortunately, there are a few people who bring to the Tomb intentions antithetical to respect and honor.  Such was the case, as reported to me by a member of the Tomb Guard, with a young woman who purposely tried to distract the guard from his precise duty by lifting her dress and parting her legs to expose herself.

Yes, he saw, but his eyes never moved.  Honor and respect prevailed.

4. “OPEN THE COFFIN!”

Once again, the scene is Arlington National Cemetery during the late 1970s.  We had just completed an interment – the coffin resting over an open grave on a sturdy structure of metal tubes.  Everyone had left the scene except the funeral director, the cemetery representative and I myself.  As we walked from the grave to our two staff cars and hearse, another car stopped in front of us.  A couple emerged from it and walked toward us with anxious looks on their faces.

“We’re friends of the deceased and are terribly sorry we were not able to get here in time for the funeral.”

“Unfortunately,” said the cemetery representative, “the ceremony is over and everyone has gone.  There is nothing more to be done here.”

I ventured a suggestion: “Of course, if you’d like to stay here for a brief time of meditation and prayer, that would certainly be OK.”

“No,” said the man assertively, “because I think we have the right to see our friend; so I want you to open the coffin for us.”

“That’s just not possible” said the cemetery representative.  “Cemetery policy prohibits any coffin to be open outside.”

“Well then,” replied the man, “you’ll just have to carry the coffin back to the hearse and open it for us in there!”

We looked at each other, turned around, walked to our cars and drove away.

EPILOGUE TO THE ARLINGTON NATIONAL CEMETERY STORIES

Forgive me, patient reader, if the nature of the four cemetery stories causes you to think this ministry was only a burdensome frustration for me.  It was not that at all.  Sure, there were these incidents – noteworthy, I believe, and deserving to be told as stories – but I will always consider my selection to assist in the ministry at Arlington National Cemetery to be a great privilege and honor for me.  I am grateful for it.

A RISKY TOAST

More than once I have discovered the best ministry I can provide to people in stressful situations is to do something to relieve the tension.  You will have to decide for yourself if my effort to do so in this story was reckless or daring, foolish or insightful.

A RISKY TOAST

At Fort Myer, the 3rd U.S. Infantry (The Old Guard) had many missions, to include providing ceremonial support to Arlington National Cemetery, ceremonial and defense support to the White House, ceremonial support to the Pentagon, and, if necessary, direct involvement in combat as an Infantry unit.  Besides all this, it provided the salute guns, the U.S. Army Drill Team, and the Fife and Drum Corps for both military and civilian activities.  The Old Guard is a busy organization.

On one occasion when we were especially burdened with many missions, the colonel – our commander – sat at the end of a long table conducting the weekly staff meeting with more than his usual fiery and often profane energy.  The young captains commanding the companies – A, B, C, D, E, and H (the Honor Guard) – sat tense and upright.  The same was true of the majors – the Operations Officer, the Adjutant, the Logistics Officer, and myself.  The Executive Officer – a lieutenant colonel – sensed the tension in the room but was helpless to do anything about it.  A deeply religious man, his personality was altogether different from that of our commander.

Briefly said, this was the situation: we had too much to do and not nearly enough personnel or time to do what absolutely had to be done.

Some commanders are naturally inclined and determined to elevate tension by increasing the pressure on their subordinates.  Such was the case in this situation.  The color of the colonel’s face indicated the relative degree of his feelings of frustration and “bulldog” determination as it changed from tan to red to almost crimson.  The tension in the room was so intense, I feared some kind of an explosion.

Suddenly, in a moment of reckless abandon, I stood straight up and lifted my right hand in which I pretended to hold a glass of something alcoholic.  “Gentlemen,” I said loudly with such firmness and sincerity that the room became silent immediately.  “I propose a toast!”  One of the company commanders started to rise and join me but he quickly backed off, some embarrassment revealed in his face.  All the others – commander included – looked at me with astonishment, wondering almost openly if I had lost my mind.  I continued:  “I propose a toast – a toast to the health of General Omar Bradley!”  Everyone – commander too – broke out in laughter so spontaneous we all knew immediately that the tension had been broken.

At that very time, you see, General Omar Bradley – our country’s last five-star general – was very old and frail.  He was not expected to live much longer.  Everyone at that table knew of the three-inch thick document that laid out the responsibilities of the Old Guard in the event of General Bradley’s death.  It was not something we looked forward to, but it could happen any time.  The very thought of it brought us relief from our present situation.

PURSUED!

Conventional wisdom says: “Just because you’re not paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not after you.”  No, I am not paranoid, but perhaps my naiveté may be considered the antithesis to paranoia.  In this story I hadn’t a clue to the fact that someone was indeed after me.  The day I discovered what was going on was, indeed, one of the most interesting days of my life.

PURSUED!

The initial and primary reason I was assigned to Fort Myer in 1976 was to participate in the experimental parish development program in the Memorial Chapel that was used for Protestant and Catholic services and other activities.  My office was in that chapel.

For the most part, the people who worshipped Sundays in the Memorial Chapel were older people – many already retired from military service but residing in the area.  Most of the other worshippers who were not yet retired were senior officers and enlisted people in their late forties or early fifties.

For this reason, the appearance of a young (maybe early thirties) enlisted Navy woman was almost a refreshment for us.  Dark-haired and trim, she was very attractive.  I could not help but be aware of this, of course, but what was of greater importance to me was her enthusiasm and talent.  She played the piano very well and had outstanding ability as an artist.  Her presence brought much to the Protestant congregation.

When she confided to me that she was divorced and Lutheran (my own denomination) I received the information without comment, not needing or wanting to pry into her personal life.

She was always at the Sunday morning Protestant worship service, but, more significant, two or three times a week around five o’clock in the afternoon - after she was done with her job - she would stop by the chapel and come into my office to chat with me.  I welcomed her, of course, totally unaware of what was going on.  For years, however, as a matter of unbending SOP* I would make certain the door to my office was always open when one person was in there with me.  All of this changed on one fateful day.

It was a Wednesday in Lent.  I know this because we had Wednesday evening Lenten services in the Post Chapel, and I was to lead in worship that particular evening.

As usual she came to my office around five o’clock.  However, the unusual things started to happen when she closed the door behind her.  I started to become anxious.

She was still in her Navy uniform, her hair in a “bun” as is the case with many service women.  She removed her cover** and then raised my anxiety by taking the pins out of her hair, then shaking her head to let her long hair fall down on her shoulders.  Not sure of what was going on, I was nervously silent.

But when she began to lift her skirt way up on her hose-covered legs almost exposing what I feared to see, I jumped up from my chair, blurted out to her that I had to leave and that perhaps we would talk about this sometime, and with that I was out the door and on my motorcycle to go home to my family.  But that wasn’t the end of the matter.

Two and a half hours later, the Chaplain Assistant had prepared the Post Chapel for the Protestant Lenten service.  All the lights were on; the organist was at the console; and the assistant was in the narthex to give worship bulletins to the worshippers as they came in.  I was in the sacristy, out of sight.

At the appointed hour I emerged from the sacristy to stand before the congregation and begin the service.  When I looked out at the congregation I was stunned!  There, in the second pew, sat my wife, and right beside her – the only other person in that pew – sat the woman from whom I had fled that very afternoon!  And who, do you suppose, sat in the pew right behind them?  The Army’s Chief of Chaplains and his wife!

Now, I have led worship services with babies crying.  No problem.  I have led worship services with parishioners sleeping or even snoring.  Again, no problem.  I have led worship services with children dropping books or agitating one another.  Once again, no problem.  But I shall never forget how difficult it was for me to conduct that one Wednesday evening Lenten service in the Post Chapel at Fort Myer.

So you’re wondering if I ever talked with that woman about what had happened in my office.  We never talked because I never saw her again.

CHILDREN’S SERMON

ABORTED
Art Linkletter said it: “Children can say the darndest things.”  How right he was, as you will see in this story from Fort Myer.

CHILDREN’S SERMON ABORTED

It was a beautiful Sunday morning, and the Memorial Chapel was almost filled with people for the 11:00 Protestant service.  Bill, the Installation Chaplain, was hospitalized so I, his deputy, had the responsibility and privilege of conducting the worship service.  

The choir numbered approximately 30 people who, under the masterful direction of Bob, organist and choir director, could – and did -- produce exquisite choral music.  Two of the choir members were Colonel and Mrs. Siebert – truly delightful people who were immensely proud of their twin daughters, aged perhaps seven or eight.

There was always a brief children’s sermon at the 11:00 service, and since this was a Communion Sunday, I had decided to talk to the children about Holy Communion.  Knowing the importance of “props” for these sermons, I had hidden a loaf of bread and a bottle of wine behind the pulpit, intending to show them to the children while pointing out that these were the items Jesus offered to his disciples at the Last Supper.  A simple and “sure fire” plan?  Yes, indeed, but here’s what happened.

When the time came for the children’s sermon, I invited the children to come forward and sit on the steps of the chancel facing the congregation (or, more accurately, facing some of the congregation because the design of that chapel has the pews in a semicircle around the chancel with the choir off to one side.)  I think there were 20 or so children who accepted the invitation and sat down in front of me.

When they were settled, I walked over to the pulpit and reached around it and picked up the bottle of wine resting on the floor there.  Walking over to the children and in plain view of everyone in the congregation, I lifted up the bottle and said to the children, “Do any of you know what this is?”

I don’t think anyone can fully appreciate how embarrassed I was when one of the Siebert girls answered loudly and boldly with innocent honesty: “That’s what my mother drinks all the time!”

My eyes moved quickly to her parents in the choir who, I am eternally grateful to say, were laughing uproariously with everyone else in the chapel.

I turned to the children: “Thanks, kids; I think that’s enough for today.  We’ll try again next week.”  I simply could not go on with the children’s sermon.

“STOP THE RAIN, CHAPLAIN!”

On the morning of December 8, 1944, there came a telephone call to the office of the Third Army Chaplain at the Army headquarters in The Caserne Molifor in Nancy, France: “This is General Patton; do you have a good prayer for weather?  We must do something about these rains if we are going to win the war.”*
That story apparently motivated many other commanders to appeal to their chaplains to influence the Almighty to provide favorable weather.  This story is about one such commander.

“STOP THE RAIN, CHAPLAIN!”

While serving as the Old Guard Chaplain at Fort Myer, my office was in the headquarters building at the opposite end of the corridor from the commander’s office.

On this particular morning, I knew the commander was deeply distressed by the fact that the organization’s many missions that afternoon simply could not be carried out with the constant rain falling on northern Virginia at that time.  What I was totally unprepared for, however, was his visit to my office.  Surprised by his appearance at my door, I immediately stood up from my desk chair and welcomed him.

The colonel slumped down in a cushioned chair and woefully laid out the facts for me.  The rain must stop.  So he closed the conversation by saying, “See what you can do about it, chaplain.”

When he left, my assistant, Steve, came in from his office with wonder in his eyes. “What did he want, Sir?” he asked.  I replied, “Steve, he wants me to stop the rain!”  “So, what are you going to do?” he inquired.  “Watch this,” I said.

Steve beckoned a fellow enlisted man to witness whatever I was going to do.  They followed me out the rear door of the building to a covered but otherwise open porch area.  

I stepped out to the edge of the porch, lifted my hands as though I were Charlton Heston about to part the waters of the sea, and I said, “STOP AT NOON!”

Call it hokey, freaky, or whatever you like.  I really didn’t believe I had any control over the weather but at least I had tried to do something.*  So we went back inside to our respective offices and desks.

Later, while seated at my desk and writing, I happened to look down at the carpet on the floor and I was astonished to see that the sun was shining on it brightly.  I looked at my watch: exactly 12 o’clock noon!

I rushed into Steve’s office and pointed out to him what had happened.  “Oh, my God!” he said in astonishment.

The following day, he and the other witness sent, unbeknownst to me, a DF** to the commander.  It read, “Sir, please do not ask our chaplain to do this again because the first time was very hard on him.”

THE AMAZING MISS KIM

She was good at what she did, but what she did was bad.

THE AMAZING MISS KIM

In the summer of 1979, my interesting work at Fort Myer came to an end after I received orders to a new duty assignment: Korea – Third Brigade, Second Infantry Division.  I was to be the Brigade Chaplain for the next year.

The very day I arrived was a big social event for the brigade headquarters.  Although I’m uncertain about the title for the event, I can say without a doubt that it was a local celebration of the friendship between the village governmental leaders and business people and the brigade headquarters staff.  Basically, it was a party, and we were hosting it.

At that party I met Miss Kim.  In reality, there was no way I would not meet Miss Kim at that party.  She made certain of that.

Visually, Miss Kim was a knockout: long and shiny black hair hanging down her back; a face so perfectly touched by makeup as to give her the appearance of a movie star; a brightly colored long silk dress that accentuated every curvature of her body; and thin strap high heels in which her tiny feet with painted toes moved daintily from one social cluster to another.

Apparently, she had been briefed on my arrival because I no sooner entered the party area and she was immediately walking toward me with a wide smile on her face.  

“Hello, Chaplain Warme, I welcome you to Korea.  I am Miss Kim, and I direct the children’s choir from the Orphanage.*  Every Sunday we sing in your chapel at the KATUSA,** Catholic, and Protestant services.”

All of this was true, of course, but my polite responses and manner may not have hid the gnawing uneasiness within me.  There was reason for this uneasiness because there was much more to this woman’s life and activities than directing an orphanage choir.  I soon found out that this woman (impossible to guess her age) claimed to be the widow of an American Air Force pilot killed in Vietnam.  If that was true to fact I cannot say, but all of our brigade headquarters people knew that, whatever Miss Kim did with children at the orphanage, her greater fame rested in the fact that she also owned and ran an “entertainment” club in the little village just outside our camp’s main gate.***
The allure of these “entertainment” clubs was intense to some of our soldiers.  For example, I recall at least a couple of instances of newly-arrived soldiers coming to me to introduce themselves, to get to know me, to show me pictures of their wives and children, and to tell me how deeply committed they were to their families and to Jesus.  I could count on these soldiers being at the chapel service the next Sunday and the Sunday after that.  They might have extended their participation in the worship services for six or eight Sundays.  Suddenly, they disappeared on Sundays – no longer coming to the chapel for worship, but I knew where to find them.

Every evening after supper, I “made my rounds:” USO club, NCO club, Enlisted club – all within the confines of our camp.  Then I would go out the gate – sometimes, but not always, with an MP – to see if any of our soldiers were getting into trouble in the village.  Until the weather turned cold, the doors of the “entertainment” clubs were always open – their customers in plain view of anyone who peeked past the open doors.  That’s where I saw the soldiers whose stated first intention to remain committed to their families and to God had somehow been replaced by more convenient local attractions.  

I began to suspect that Miss Kim’s extremely different roles – “entertainment “ business and orphanage choir director who spent every Sunday morning in our chapel – had a sinister connection.  My suspicion was confirmed – thrice over! – in a way I did not suspect.

First, there was the young private (we’ll call him “Jones”) who was vocal and pious about his Christian faith.  Jones didn’t rate me high as a chaplain or as a Christian because, in those days, I smoked cigars.  For this reason, I was both puzzled and concerned the day he appeared in my office area with his face wounded as if cats had fought on it.

“Jones,” I said, “What in the world happened to your face?”  (I was not prepared for his answer.)

“Miss Kim did it to me.”  

Stunned, I invited him into my office where he could speak privately to me.  He confessed that he and Miss Kim were lovers and that she was going to come to America with him.  When I asked about how this fit into his intense Christian faith, I had all I could do to stifle my laughter: “Oh we just pray, then we have intercourse, then we pray again, and so on.”

He accounted for his scratched face with a believable story.  Many American goods and foods were not available to the Koreans so, these items naturally became the sought after goods on the black market.  “Boom boxes” were on this list.  Miss Kim asked Jones if he could loan to her his “boom box.”  He didn’t have one himself, but his roommate did.  Promising to return it to his roommate, Jones “loaned” the “boom box” to Miss Kim.  Bad move, Jones!  When the roommate wanted it back, Jones naively asked Miss Kim whose response was predictable.  A fight ensued and Jones got the worst of it – hence the scratched face.

Having a better understanding of Miss Kim, I gently asked Jones if he had ever given money to her.  When he confessed that she had a thousand dollars of his, he showed some anxiety that maybe his money was gone and Miss Kim was not really going to be his lover after all.  I advised him to give no more money to Miss Kim.

Not long after this took place, and when our Catholic chaplain was on sick leave back in the United States, the second of the three confirmations of my initial suspicion of Miss Kim happened.  One of the most faithful and devout members of the Catholic congregation came to my office asking for our Catholic chaplain.  After explaining that the priest had not yet returned, I asked if I might be of help to him.  He asked if we could go into my office and talk with the door closed.

This man – a second lieutenant – was very worried.  He too claimed that he and Miss Kim were lovers.  Because of this relationship, she had “borrowed” two thousand dollars from him.  Because he had orders to return to America in two weeks, he was worried that he might not get the “borrowed” money back from Miss Kim.

At this point I was convinced that Miss Kim used her “cover” as orphanage choir director to “target” American soldiers who worshipped in the chapel.  Once “targeted,” each man was lured into a phony relationship she exploited for financial gain.

When the priest returned, I learned from him that an older officer – the father of several children – had also been seduced by Miss Kim to the “tune” of no less that five thousand dollars!  That was the third and final confirmation of my suspicion.

It was after the second confirmation, however, that I went to the brigade commander and disclosed the whole matter, asking with some hesitation, if Miss Kim had ever invited him to her place.  He said she had but he had never accepted the invitation.****
Before our conversation ended, he directed me to inform the Criminal Investigations people about this, which I did immediately.

Within a few days, a different Miss Kim appeared at my office.  Wearing no makeup and attired in a dress more appropriate to a peasant woman, she presented herself as a woeful woman upon whom, through no fault of her own, disaster had struck.

“Chaplain,” she said sadly, “I am so sorry I can no longer direct the orphanage choir at your chapel.  The reasons are very personal.”

Without saying so, I thought, “You may not know it, Miss Kim, but the person you are talking to right now is the reason you have been kicked out of our camp.”

Within weeks, we learned that she resumed her business at an air base near Seoul.

THE TURNING POINT

The next story is actually a story within a story.  The essential story is not mine but that of the world renown theologian and author, Dr. Jürgen Moltmann, professor of systematic theology on the Evangelical faculty, University of Tübingen, Germany.  My story tells how I was so fortunate to hear him tell his story.

THE TURNING POINT

Stuttgart, Germany, 1987.  Kelley Barracks was the headquarters of VII Corps.  I was the deputy staff chaplain of the corps and, as such, I was responsible for planning training events for the chaplains in the corps.

Tübingen was not far from Stuttgart, and I had known for years that the schools of theology at the University at Tübingen were preeminent in the academic world.  Hans Küng, a “very bright light” not only in the Catholic Church but also among all Christian scholars, taught in the Catholic school of theology at the university.*  Then, on the Evangelical (Protestant) side of the university, Jürgen Moltmann was the “leading light.”  Both scholars’ many books are widely read in most seminaries to this very day.

The Corps Chaplain gave me permission to try to set up a lecture for our chaplains by Jürgen Moltmann but, himself being a Catholic priest, he shied away from sponsoring as a guest speaker a person the Pope no longer recognized as a legitimate representative of the Roman Catholic Church and its teachings.

When I asked the civilian (Evangelical) pastors in the area if they would be interested in coming as our guests to hear a lecture by Dr. Moltmann, they readily agreed it would be wonderful, but they were quick to point out that because of his views on war, they were highly doubtful the professor would consent to speak to military chaplains.

I thanked them respectfully for their opinion but I telephoned Dr. Moltmann anyway.  To my delight he said he would be eager to present a lecture to American Army chaplains.  The date and time were determined for his lecture to be presented in the chapel on the military kasern at Augsburg.

On that day, I met him with staff car and driver at the train station in Augsburg.  He was dressed in a sporty blue blazer with subdued trousers, white shirt and tie.  I would not have recognized him, of course, but, since I was in my uniform, he had no trouble recognizing me.  As we shook hands, I could hardly believe my good fortune to be greeting the famous Jürgen Moltmann!

The chapel was rapidly filling with chaplains and some German pastors when our staff car drove up.  Since we had 20 minutes before the lecture was to begin, the professor asked if he could have a few minutes to himself to prepare, so he walked slowly by himself in the park-like area next to the chapel.

My boss, the Corps Chaplain, had a very good introduction for our guest speaker whom the audience of clergymen greeted with energetic applause.  I am certain I do not recall Dr. Moltmann’s words verbatim, but the gist of his opening words is unforgettable. 

He began by thanking me personally for inviting him as our guest speaker, adding that he has a special respect and reason for gratitude to American Army chaplains. Then he said he wanted to tell us a story before beginning his lecture.

He began his story by saying he was only a teenager when he was conscripted into Hitler’s army.  At that time, Germany had been devastated by the Allied forces and there was no doubt in anybody’s mind what the outcome of the war would be.  Having received almost no training, he was given a uniform and a rifle and told to go out and shoot the enemy.  

In practically no time at all, he was captured by the American forces and placed in a prisoner of war camp.  He testified that, along with all his fellow prisoners, he felt betrayed by Hitler, despondent, and stricken with an overwhelming sense of despair.  Most important, he also testified that, to that time in his life, he had no time or interest in religion or religious matters.   

He said that, one day, an American Army chaplain came into the camp carrying a large box.  He set the box down in the middle of the camp quadrangle, opened it, and began to distribute its contents to the prisoners: New Testaments printed in German.

Then Dr. Moltmann reached into the inner pocket of his blazer and said, “And here’s mine!  That was the turning point for me!”

The audience was stunned into total silence.  I’ll never know for certain, but my hunch is that every chaplain in that audience was thinking: “I wonder if that chaplain who distributed those New Testaments to the German prisoners of war ever realized the monumental significance of what he had done that day!”

Dr. Moltmann’s lecture was profound, insightful, enlightening; and it was well received by all who heard it.  Chances are, however, that what his listeners remember best is not the lecture but his wonderful story that preceded it!

“I AM SO VERY SORRY”

So we have finally come to the last story.  To end with a story so personally embarrassing to me may seem peculiar until you understand that when this happened, my feelings of embarrassment were eclipsed many times over by a feeling of overwhelming gratitude to the many people who forgave me.

“I AM SO VERY SORRY”

Williamsburg, Virginia, 1994.  I had achieved my highest rank (colonel) and my highest responsibility as a chaplain in the United States Army: Staff Chaplain, First U. S. Army.*  

My staff of seven people included a deputy, a sergeant major, a chaplain specializing in recruitment of chaplain candidates, a civilian secretary, and two additional enlisted personnel.  With this staff I was duty bound to provide leadership and training for 750 chaplains plus their chaplain assistants in the First Army area.  The main thrust of this training was an annual school, scheduled, traditionally, to begin on the day after the NFL Super Bowl.

The 400-500 attendees were scheduled to arrive at Williamsburg on Super Bowl Sunday, and most, but not all, of them did.  The actual business of training was to begin on Monday.

Bruce, my deputy, was the “master of ceremonies” of this school, announcing the activities and providing correct information about what was to happen and who should go where and when.  On Monday morning, Bruce announced that the Commanding General of the First Army, General Otgen, would be our guest speaker that evening at 1900 hrs. (7:00 p.m.)  He emphasized that everyone was to be seated, in class “A” uniform, in the auditorium no later than 1850 hrs. (6: 50 p.m.)

At 1855 hrs. Monday evening, the general, my sergeant major, and I were waiting in the foyer of the auditorium for the announcement that would bring everyone to attention as we escorted the general down the center aisle to the stage.  As we waited, I noticed about 15 chaplains and chaplain assistants from Minnesota casually sauntering towards us, chatting and joking with one another as if they had no obligation to be anywhere for anything special.  I became very angry at such a cavalier attitude and complete disregard for what Bruce had emphasized early that morning.  So I quickly walked over to them and, in a low tone of voice so as not to embarrass me or them in front of the commanding general, I gave them a “royal chewing out!”   They got the message and quickly moved to seats in the auditorium.

Moments later as I escorted General Otjen down the aisle, I recalled something that brought unbearable shame to me – shame that kept me awake most of that night.

The next morning at the breakfast, I asked Bruce if I might have five minutes at the microphone before the day’s activities began.  As I was his boss, he couldn’t refuse.

Standing before the microphone looking out at four to five hundred uniformed people, I said:

“Thank you, Bruce, for giving me five minutes to say what I think is very important.

Some people have the notion that the higher you rise in rank in the Army, the less likely are you prone to making mistakes.  They suppose that general officers and colonels, like myself, always do the right thing.  I’m before you now to tell you that that’s simply not true.  Allow me, please, to tell a short story.

A father took his five-year-old son for a walk in the forest.  Even as they started, the little guy tended to wander, so the father said in a kind way to the boy, ‘Son, please stay on the path.’

The boy seemed to pay no attention to the heeding of his dad, so the father said in a stronger tone, ‘Son, I told you to stay on the path!’  Again, the words had no effect whatever on the boy.  Therefore, the father entered a threat: ‘If you don’t stay on the path I’m going to give you a spanking!’  Observing no change in the boy’s behavior, the father angrily picked the kid up gruffly and gave three energetic whacks to the kid’s bottom.

Between sobs, the boy asked, ‘Daddy, what’s a path?’

Last evening just before the sergeant major and I were about to escort our commanding general into the auditorium, I spotted all the folks here from my home state of Minnesota just lollygagging their way down the hallway with no concern whatever.  So I angrily rushed over to them and gave them hell for not heeding Bruce’s admonition to all of us yesterday morning to be in class “A” uniforms and seated here by 1850 hrs.  They quickly got into place.

Then, just as the three of us were walking down that aisle, I was stunned with shame as I recalled that none of those people from Minnesota were here yesterday morning because of problems with their air transportation!

‘What’s a path, daddy?’

I am so very sorry, and I apologize first and foremost to the folks from Minnesota whom I wronged so severely, and I also apologize to all of you for showing that kind of leadership.”

The silence lasted for about two seconds and then, to my amazement, everybody stood up and applauded.  With tears in my eyes I raised my hands in protest, but they persisted!

CLOSING WORDS

If you, kind reader, have come to this last page by reading all the stories I have told here, you know that, to me, each of these is a story I will never forget.  There are many other stories that could be told, of course, but I have told you these stories so that you may know what I said in the beginning: the work of a clergyman is not dull and boring.

* In these days, the ratio is completely reversed.


* As he heard this, tears formed in his eyes.  Never had I seen my dad cry.  To this day, however, I do not know if those were tears of joy or tears of sorrow.  My dad, you understand, almost never went to church.


** Even so, why one other student (who was dismissed) purloined my systematic theology exam answers I’ll never know.


* As I reflect on Fred, my strong hunch is that he too was aware of the danger but was also too proud to be daunted by it.


* I had been advised earlier that his name was “Arthur,” not “Art.”


* Technically, “Reverend” is incorrect  “The Reverend” is proper.


* Living quarters


*** Years later when I taught ethics at the Chaplain Center and School, I would pose this situation to the students, asking them to figure out what they would do and why.  I did not tell them how I dealt with it.


* Return to the United States


** The favorite song of those miserable, wonderful soldiers (“grunts” they were called) was “Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen.”


* I shudder to this day when I recall the old “Character Guidance” classes conducted by chaplains who read prescribed lectures in movie theaters to soldiers whose sergeants constantly prodded them to keep them from sleeping.


** The “Quakers” are well known for their long and consistent history of pacifism.


* The on-post house designated for occupation by the commanding general and his family is called “quarters one.”


* Chapel services were not permitted to exceed 20 minutes – a fact that caused serious consternation for some civilian clergy whose custom was to drone on for hours.


* If I recall correctly, the number of steps is 21.


* Standing Operating Procedure


** Uniform cap


As reported by Chaplain James H. O’Neill who was the Third Army Chaplain at that time.





* My usual retort when anyone asks me, a clergyman, to affect the weather is, “I’m sorry but that’s a management concern; I work only in sales and maintenance.”


** Disposition Form – for written communications


* Orphanage at Munsan, generously supported by donations from our soldiers.


** Korean Auxiliary to US Army 


*** “Entertainment” clubs were cheap bars staffed by alluring young women whose purpose was to provide more to the American soldier customers than just liquids in glasses or bottles.


**** Let the reader understand that the commander may have had reason to lie about this to me – which would magnify even more the amazing duplicity and skill of allure of Miss Kim.  My strong opinion, however, is that he spoke the truth.


* Admittedly, the academic world’s admiration and respect for Küng was not shared by the Vatican where some of his writings were considered to be at variance with Roman Catholic doctrine.


* A Continental U. S Army (CONUSA) incorporating all the U. S. Army Reserve organizations and the National Guard organizations from Minnesota to the East coast and from Maine through Virginia.
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