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God’s Call to the Beat

Uwe Siemon-Netto

Let me begin with a report from my first day as a cub reporter at a small-town newspaper in Westphalia fifty years ago. On that day my city editor told me a little tale that pertains so much to our topic tonight – God’s call to the beat.

As the story went, a well-known string quartet had graced our town with its presence. The paper’s music critic was out sick. So the sports stringer volunteered his services. After the concert, he returned to the newsroom to file with a two-sentence critique. It read:

Two men and two women played against Mozart. Mozart lost.

-0-

This was a fictional yarn of course. But it illustrates the problem I would like to talk to you about this afternoon. I believe that like all others, we journalists have a divine calling to serve their neighbors. Like everybody else, we are often at risk of misreading our calling. 

Think of Dan Rather’s self-important farewell address before rolling cameras a few weeks ago. 

“Courage,” he advised is viewers, “take courage.” 

I couldn’t believe this guy. Who did he think he was? The President of the United States on his last day in the Oval Office?  

Evidently he had forgotten the first rule of good journalism: Reporters, must never be the story. They must never be the center of attention. Journalists are simply mediators. We are craftsmen trained and paid to report, analyze and perhaps, later in life, pen erudite commentaries. 

If you follow the interminable talk shows featuring journalists interviewing each other you realize that this canon seems to have fallen by the wayside – at least in electronic journalism.

Before I go on I should explain to those unfamiliar with Lutheran theology what is meant by calling in this context. If you ask a Catholic about the meaning of the term, “vocation,” which is just Latin for calling, he would tell you: “Yeah, well, that’s for priests.” 

Studying the apostle Paul, Luther rediscovered the theologically immensely important fact that clerics are by no means the only ones called to serve God. Lay people, too, have callings -- but they serve in a different locale than priests.  

Laymen are called so serve here in the Kingdom to the Left, as Lutherans say, in the secular realm where we live out our biological lives and where God acts in a hidden way through humans who are his masks In this world, God he conducts a masquerade, as Luther said.

We serve in a realm where not faith but natural reason is the guiding principle – reason, a gift from God to find our way around this world. We are called to serve each other to the best of our abilities. In so doing we render the highest service to the hidden God. We do this as bakers, doctors, farmers, politicians, soldiers, teachers, students, secretaries, mothers, fathers, grandparents, scientists, pilots, computer programmers, cops and soldiers.

By serving our neighbors, we make the secular realm function. If this weren’t so, our world would be in chaos and therefore quite literally hell.

Luther introduced the word, Beruf – calling – into the German language. To all German-speakers it has since become the technical term for profession. 

Luther created this word by translating the Greek vocable, klesis, from 1 Corinthians 7:20: “Let every man abide in the same calling wherein he was called.” This sentence is key to our understanding of our assignment in this world.

Paul tells us in this verse that we should not strive to be something that we are not. Applied to journalists, this means, at least from my perspective as an old-timer in this trade: “Don’t masquerade as a district attorney, a diplomat, a VIP, a clairvoyant, an intellectual a self-serving pundit. 

Be a reporter or an editor. That’s your calling. Period.

Luther said that God’s calling often involves the least glamorous work. A gleaming job, he said using the wonderful old German word, gleißen, is not necessarily the mark of divine assignment.

If you analyze the causes of today’s public resentment against the media you will find that it is due in part precisely because some members of our profession try to gleam. They are a minority, to be sure. But they do exist, and they always hog in the limelight -- pompous stars with an agenda they are, self-appointed prophets rather than thorough researchers.

They are the ones who in truth do not serve their viewers or readers but exclusively their own interests.  And this also often applies to media managers who are only concerned but with ratings, not with the wellbeing of their clients or society at large.

These executives invented the fib that “our viewers” or “our readers” are not interested in what goes on overseas unless it has an important American angle. They insult their viewers and readers, especially here in America, by claiming that they can’t take wholesome journalistic fare. Compare CNN in the United States with CNN International, and you’ll be stunned by the latter’s sophistication.

Does this mean Americans are a ditsy tribe compared with Europeans, Africans, Arabs or Asians? Evidently so – but only in the eyes of CNN’s program managers.

It can never be the calling of journalists to look down upon the people they are supposed to serve. I maintain that a rule of the thumb I learned from my superiors when I was a copy boy still holds: There are only two types of stories, good ones and bad ones. Geography is of secondary importance. Even if a story takes place in Timbuktu, if it is competently presented, people will want to hear it.

I also maintain that the media managers’ disregard for events beyond America’s shores is to a considerable degree responsible for the world’s indifference to far-away genocides. That the Rwandan Holocaust was not stopped in time proves to me that powerful people in the media have ignored their calling.

The work of mediocre minds in the news management especially in network television is terribly unfair to working journalists struggling with their daily grind, which can be as grueling as kneading dough in a bakery or calculating social security payments in some back office. 

Ask any local reporter what it is like to face prickly or intellectually dishonest interview partners every day. Ask them what it is like to be lied to constantly and yet refrain from punching the liars in their faces. Ask copy editors about the daily penitence of having to rework lousy manuscripts – in a hurry. Ask sportswriters about the soul-destroying task of jotting down the trivial utterances of athletes after their victories or defeats in a stadium.

Ask the correspondents in Iraq how it feels, smells and tastes being stuck in a Humvee for several days without a shower, without fresh clothing, without fresh fruit, just eating combat rations, drinking sanitized but foul-tasting water, expecting to be blown up any minute, -- and yet having to be alert enough to take notes and file stories under these awful conditions.

If you ever run into brave reporters such as CNN’s Nic Robertson or Jane Araf you should ask them how they have preserved their sanity in the face of dying people and mangled bodies. Either these people are nuts, or they must be truly consumed by love for their work and therefore their readers and viewers to do all this – they must be driven by an intense sense of calling. 

As one who has been in a similar situation 30-40 years ago in Vietnam, I have the greatest admiration for these brave colleagues. I know what it is like to hold the hand of a dying GI screaming for his mother and for God – and then to have to write a coherent report. It was tough enough then, but it must be worse now in Iraq, which offers little light relief to these colleagues.

What, then, is our calling as journalists in the Lutheran sense of the word? It is to feed our readers with information the way a baker feeds them with bread. As the baker’s bread nourishes his customers’ bodies, so a journalist’s information provides his readers with a basis on which to make decisions in their public or private lives.

This is essential for the functioning of a democracy. In a democracy the citizens are the collective sovereign. Thus, in a democracy it is the task of journalists to empower the sovereign to reign. This sounds like a simple formula. But it really is not because there is yet another side to this.

The other day I watched on German television interviews with teenagers who did not know the names of their president, their chancellor, foreign minister or their mayor. But they knew exactly how corrective surgery works -- on faces, breasts and buttocks.

One is easily tempted to blame the giddy media for this ludicrous situation because of their heavy emphasis on face and breast lifts at the expense of more relevant news.

But then Germany has no shortage of excellent newspapers, magazines and television programs. The names of the president, the chancellor or the foreign minister are definitely no state secret. All you have to do is to read the right publications or watch the right channels.

So what do we make of the fact that so many young people don’t bother with that? This question points us to an important and hitherto unexplored aspect of this business of calling, namely: Not only do media workers have a calling in a democracy, but media consumers do as well.

Furthermore, parents, teachers, ministers and others have an obligation – a calling -- to train the young generation in reading and watching the right stuff. In other words, contemporary journalism is, especially in the age of the Internet, a two-way street. To blame the media alone for the public’s lack of information would be as absurd as blaming exclusively the tobacco industry for the current lung cancer epidemic, while absolving the smokers. 

Is it actually the calling of journalists to make this a better world, then? That’s what the otherwise remarkable Christiane Amanpour keeps saying in a harebrained ad shown on CNN around the world? Those who wrote this commercial were wrong. They have fallen into the same trap as lots of first-year journalism students I teach at Christian colleges. At the beginning of each semester I ask them: “What is the calling of a journalist?” Every year an astonishing number reply, “Christians in journalism are called to report from God’s perspective.” This is baloney. 

The place to proclaim God’s perspective is the pulpit, which in Lutheran terminology is a property of the other Kingdom, the Kingdom to the Right, the realm of God revealed in Christ.

Here in this temporal world we are only called to prove our love to our neighbors by telling them fairly and conscientiously what goes on in this world. And this does not only mean politics. 

Nor does it mean that we have to be deadly earnest all the time. In fact, I regard the near-total absence of humor in such lofty publications as the New York Times as living proof that our profession is in trouble.

Four decades ago things were different.  Then the Times dared to run on its front-page gems such as the story about a grumpy Bavarian living near an airbase.  So furious was he about the constant noise of jet engines that he mounted a canon at the end of his yard firing dumplings at every Starfighter that came roaring down the runway.

In those days the editors of the New York Times possessed the humanity to realize that their readers had a need to laugh. Today’s elite press, with the exception of the Wall Street Journal, has ceased being a laughing matter, and that is indeed grave and sad.

In my five decades as a journalist I have covered the construction of the Berlin Wall and its coming down. I have reported on the Cuban missile crisis, the Civil Rights Movement, the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, the Vietnam War, the Six-Day War in the Middle East and many other important events.  I have often made page One and been proud of it.

But among all my stories there was one benign little item I relish the most. Back in 1958, I was slot editor at the Associated Press in Frankfurt. One afternoon a stringer phoned in an improbable bit of information, which upon research proved to be true, however. For many years a vintner’s draft horse had come trotting into a village pub in Franconia every afternoon at precisely 5:30 p.m. 

Dangling from the horse’s neck was a little leather purse containing 50 pfennigs – about 12 cents in those days. The innkeeper took the money and then poured a glass of frothing beer into the horse’s mouth. This done, the horse trotted home to its stable.

One day, though, for the first time the horse left huge steaming droppings on the pub’s floor – and this in a clean, German tavern. The innkeeper banished the horse from his bar for life. 

The whole world loved this story. Here in the United States, it made all the morning and afternoon papers and most radio stations. Do you want to know why I am still proud of this innocent little piece? It made millions upon millions of people smile for one brief moment at a time when many were expecting a nuclear holocaust.

You see, being called to the beat can mean many things. A sports reporter is faithful to his divine calling when he covers a baseball game well for the pleasure of sports fans. A fashion reporter, who introduces the latest styles competently, has as much of a calling as Christane Amanpour, who keeps us informed of the battlefields of this world.

Fun, entertainment, elegance, relaxation are significant in man’s life – even and especially from a Christian point of view. Those who think otherwise should consult Scripture. The Bible is full of evidence that we should delight in the pleasures of this life. “Go eat your food with gladness and drink your wine with a joyful heart,” we read in the Book of Ecclesiastes.

 Thus a Washington correspondent’s analysis of the current Social Security debate is no more important than the restaurant critic. I am speaking for myself here because I owe my girth to the fact that in-between being a managing editor and a middle-aged Lutheran seminarian I earned my keep by writing feature articles about food and wine – in France.

Yes, this was fun but it was also tough. Often after trying some 30 wines in a famous château my liver ached so much that I became almost nostalgic for the days when I trudged through the rice paddies in Vietnam.

Yet by reporting well on wine I believe I served my neighbor. For one thing, wine gladdens man’s heart, as we read in Psalm 104, so why not enhance this gladness by writing a good feature story? For another, wine is a topic around which a reporter can spin the most wonderful tales about the human condition.

From covering this beat, I learned enchanting details about the greatest accomplishment in Western Europe since the end of World War II – the reconciliation between Germany and France. There was, for example, the story of a skinny German soldier rescued from a POW camp by a French vintner in 1945. When the vintner lay dying a few months later, he entrusted to this German – technically still a prisoner --  his wife, his children and his vineyard. After the vintner’s death the German took in his bosses’  widow, raised their children and, though a barber  by training, turned the vineyard into one of the finest in the entire Loire valley.

Or there was the story of another German P.O.W. working in the cellar of the Château Ducru-Beaucaillou, in the Médoc. In December 1945, members of the local branch of the French veterans association, themselves until very recently prisoners in Germany, picked him up and took him to their Christmas party. The German ended up as the cellar master of this château, where he lived out his life, proud to have been in the vanguard of those who brought 300 years of Franco-German enmity to an end. 

I am happy to report that because of stories like these the vintners of the Médoc and Graves region outside Bordeaux elevated me to the rank of honorary commander of their association, which is called Commanderie de Bontemps, or Good Times Command.
Now I am entitled to enter every one of their wine cellars at daytime or during the night and be saluted with 12 mallet bangs against wooden casks. That iswhat it says on my certificate, which I cherish as much as others do their Pulitzers.

In every generation and every trade old-timers have said, “Things were better when we were young.” Where the media elite is concerned I firmly believe this to be true. When I became a journalist in the major media nearly five decades ago, we were different from our counterparts in places like New York, London or Paris today. We did not see ourselves as an elite. We were completely part of the community. 

Our drinking pals were our readers, in other words our neighbors. They were cops and carpenters, cabbies, sometimes whores, pimps and bums, but also teachers, doctors, priests and pastors. We saw ourselves as craftsmen then, not as intellectuals, not as pundits, not as wise guys, not, God forbid, as wannabe prosecutors. 

We had a different sense of calling than the media elite that emerged from the 1960s. When there was dirt to unearth, we certainly did not fail to do so. But our trademark was not the accusing finger. We weren’t forever on the lookout for culprits. And because of this we approached our stories differently.

After last winter’s Tsunami disaster a media critic made a telling remark on television: He said, “Reporters at first didn’t like the Tsunami story because they didn’t know whom to blame.” That is post-1960s stuff, that’s post-Watergate rhetoric. It reflects an approach to a journalist’s calling to his beat that is alien to my generation – alien and objectionable. 

Pointing the finger can bring quick fame, Watergate taught us that. But in so doing you don’t necessarily serve the public. You serve yourself. You move up the ladder. You will be called to opine on television. Your face will become known nationwide. Your speaking fees will reach astronomical heights, far exceeding your salary, which poses another problem. If you receive $50,000 for a lecture several times a month, how much energy and passion do you have left for your regular job? However, the public is definitely not stupid. Readers and viewers sniff you out if you are more interested in yourself than in serving them. And they despise you for that.

I believe the pivotal moment in this dramatic shift in journalism occurred during the Vietnam War. And here again I must stress the difference between the wannabe stars and working stiffs. Like today in Iraq, there were dedicated and courageous reporters out in Vietnam. Unlike Iraq, Vietnam produced some lovely little stories in addition to all the gruesome stuff. I remember Peter Kann of the Wall Street Journal – today he is C.E.O of Dow Jones – writing a hilarious piece about the invasion of Dalat by elephants fleeing from combat in 1967.

As for myself, I still fondly recall a piece I did about a demented white goose during the Têt Offensive in 1968, one of the most dramatic episodes of the war. The bird had fled from the house-to-house combat into the American military compound in Hué. In search of warmth and company it sneaked under the blankets covering journalists and officers sleeping on the compound’s concrete floor, as mortar rounds detonated outside. The blankets, by the way, were body bags.

In a sense, the Têt offensive can serve as an example for the chasm between regular war correspondents who spent their time in combat and saw what really happened, and the stars who winged in from New York.

We lived with the American forces and shared their hardship. When the Marines set out to recapture the old city of Hué from the North Vietnamese, I attached myself to a platoon of 53 men. We left the compound at 3 o’clock in the morning. Twelve hours later, after intense house-to-house fighting, only ten of these 53 were left.

Like my friends and colleagues, I observed that this sacrifice had its rewards. From our perspective, the Communists had lost the Têt Offensive. Throughout South Vietnam the North Vietnamese and Vietcong infrastructure was destroyed. They lost 40,000 men is this vast operation. Worse still for them, they lost the support of the civilian population.

Before Têt, Hué, the old imperial capital, was fiercely nationalistic and anti-American. After Têt, it was fiercely anti-Communist. And for us who were in Hué at the time it was easy to figure out why. We saw a mass grave containing more than 3,000 bodies, mainly of women and children and old men, all festively dressed for the highest holiday in the year.

As the Marine battalion I had joined fought its way into the city the streets were littered with the corpses of murdered civilians in their Sunday best. Clearly, the Communists had used this offensive for a secondary purpose, which was to liquidate the nobility and the bourgeoisie who dominated this city.

From a military point of war – and from the perspective of combat correspondents – the Têt offensive turned out to be a victory for the United States and its allies. Walter Cronkite, who flew in for a brief moment and spent little time in the field, came to a different conclusion. He proclaimed before 22 million CBS viewers:

“It is increasingly clear that the only rational way out will be to negotiate, not as victors, but as an honorable people who lived up to their pledge to defend democracy, and did the best they could.”

In other words, for Cronkite the war, which we had seen won at this point, appeared unwinnable. That said, it was indeed lost – at the home front because Cronkite had more credibility with the American voters than President Lyndon Johnson.

Thus like his successor Dan Rather nearly 40 years later, Cronkite had usurped the demeanor of a statesman. From my point of view, he had betrayed his calling as a journalist.

I confess that I have never forgiven Cronkite for that, even though I am not an American and at that time was far from being the cultural conservative I am today. I have a very personal reason for my anger. In 1987, nearly 20 years after Têt, I worked as a chaplain intern with Vietnam Veterans in Minnesota. Together with Veterans Administration psychologists I ran therapy groups for scores of these former soldiers. 

I found out that every one of these men had been called a baby killer in his face within 24 hours of his homecoming. These men were called murders, Nazis, sadists. Their wives and girlfriends had left them. Some were kicked out of their churches during Sunday services. Almost all believed God had already damned them.

And they blamed the media. They blamed Cronkite along with others 1960s luminaries, such as Jane Fonda, whom they accused of having turned Têt 1968 into a Communist victory. 

By to some – admittedly controversial -- accounts, more Vietnam veterans committed suicide or died of other unnatural circumstances after the war than American soldiers fell in Vietnam. Obviously, the media cannot be blamed for their fate exclusively, and certainly not all the media, not even a majority of the media representatives. I also believe that the readers and viewers of that period have to be held responsible for what they chose to see and read and how they reacted to it. 

The Vietnam experience has taught us journalists how much all of us are in danger of losing our standards if our egos get in the way. Walter Cronkite is a sad case in point. In World War II he was the model of a dedicated combat correspondent, a journalist with a sense of calling. In Vietnam, I believe, hubris got the better of him. And according to theologian Paul Tillich, hubris is one of the elements of original Sin. 

Which is why people in the media do well to reflect on their calling from a theological perspective. It will take them far beyond the cold ethics they have learned in journalism 101.

