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ABSTRACT

BISHOP A. A, LEISKE AND THE AMERICAN RELIGIOUS
TOWN HALL MEETING, INCORPORATED: A CASE STUDY
IN DISCUSSION AND DISCUSSION LEADERSHIP

by Otto J. Ritz

Body of Abstract

The primary purpose of this study is to describe, analyze, and
evaluate Bishop A. A. Leiske's philosophy and practice of discussion
and discussion leadership as it is reflected in his functions as
Moderator of the American Religious Town Hall Meeting, Incorporated.
This study attempts to conceptualize a Leiske discussion-philosophy
by examining a series of phenomena related to, 1) biographical and
personal factors inherent in his life; 2) organization, purpose, and
format of the American Religious Town Hall Meeting, Incorporated;

3) discussion-in-progress of the American Religious Town Hall panel in
session; 4) group interaction; and 5) a set of criteria developed in
an interview with Bishop Leiske as a systematic expression of his
discﬁssion philosophy and his discussion-leadership philosophy.

Bishop Leiske was found to be distinctly a product of his time--
an era of religious controversies and severe social problems--and, in
consequence, demonstrated an inclination to public discussion by calling
for free speech and freedom of discussion. The American Religious Town

Hall Meeting was foﬁnd to be an institution unique in being the first
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Otto J. Ritz
and still the only television panel discussion group of its kind in
Americaj; in addition, it was found to be unique as an interfaith panel
with a legal obligation to "public discussion and free speech."

This investigation disclosed that Bishop Leiske holds a number
of clear and specific conceptions concerning discussion in general and
discussion in terms of methodology. He not only considers discussion
as an "acid test" of democracy but believes it to be a major method of
"ventilating'" human problems, thus helping to break down hostile social
barriers, vitalize public opinion, expose truth, strengthen intellectual
development, and generate and germinate new concepts. With respect to
discussion methodology, he believes that there should be a high level
of moderator-panel cohesiveness, that the leader has responsibilities
to the participants in relieving pre-program psychological tensions,
that the leader has equally important responsibilities in the management
of discussion in terms of introducing the participants and the subject,
of guiding the discussion in terms of time, panelists' desires, and
probable viewer responses.

As enunciated in some two hundred pages of interview material,
Bishop Leiske's views concerning preparation, participation, and leader-
ship may be summarized as follows: 1) both the participants and the
leader have extensive preparation responsibilities, and the leader
should encourage and provide for means of preparation; 2) the leader
has explicit responsibilities in introducing the discussion to both the
listening audience and the panelists; 3) the leader has important re-
sponsibilities in attempting to achieve clear, frank, and relevant con-

tributions from all members of the panel; 4) he has equally important
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Otto J. Ritz
responsibilities in providing clarification of contributions, as well
as transitions and summaries; and 5) he must be aware of the need of
bringing the discussion to a conclusion in a clear and orderly form.

An analysis of six programs, together with an evaluation in
terms of specific criteria enunciated by Bishop Leiske, disclosed that,
over-all, these programs meet the general and the specific requirements
regarded as essential for a panel discussion which employs television
as its medium.

It appears from this investigation that the purpose of the
American Religious Town Hall Meeting--'""to discuss freely the issues of
the day'--is fulfilled in its present programming; and that in continu-
ing this method of communication, this panel contributes essentially
to the betterment of the American people. While ignorance, prejudice,
ugly passions, and vested interests tend to obstruct the stream of
public discussion, the American Religious Town Hall program, on an
interfaith level, asserts a high degree of freedom in America's ideal,

"freedom for all, regardless of race, creed, or political affiliations."
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Statement of Purpose

With Alfred Lord Tennyson, "I embrace the purpose of God, and
the doom assigned,'" this researcher has set out to describe, analyze,
and evaluate Bishop A. A. Leiske's philosophy of discussion and discus-
sion leadership as it is reflected in his functions as Moderator of the
American Religious Town Hall Meeting, Incorporated. This study attempts
to conceptualize a Leiske discussion philosophy by examining a series
of phenomena related to: 1) biographical and personal factors inherent
in his life; 2) organization, purpose, and format of the American
Religious Town Hall Meeting, Incorporated; 3) discussion-in-progress of
The American Religious Town Hall panel in session; 4) group interaction;
and 5) a set of criteria developed in an interview with Leiske as a
systematic expression of his discussion philosophy and his discussion-

leadership philosophy.
Limitations Imposed on the Study

No attempt is made in this study to describe, analyze, or
evaluate the ministry of Bishop Leiske aside from his role as Moderator.
Nor is any attempt made in this study to describe, analyze, or evaluate

the role of the panel members as clergymen, aside from their participa-

tion as panel members.
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Rather, this study will emphasize: 1) the historical develop-
ment of The American Religious Town Hall Meeting, Incorporated, from
its founding in 1952 to its current year, 1967; 2) six programs selected
from a film library of some 151 video tapes, dealing respectively with
religio-political issues, socio-religious issues, and theological-

doctrinal problems.
Intrinsic Merit of the Study

The United States is peculiarly enriched by its numerous and
varied types of religious broadcasting. The United States stands
almost singularly apart in denominational separatism, and in denomina-
tional broadcasting. While most of the broadcasting of a religious
type is intended for inter-denominational viewing and listening, it
stems nevertheles§ basically from sectarian interests, for sectarian
purpose, and by sectarian speakers.

The American Religious Town Hall Meeting, Incorporated is,
however, uniquely and distinctively different. It is an ecumenical
endeavor aimed to a large degree to activate interfaith discussions on
religious topics. In fact, The American Religious Town Hall Meeting,
Incorporated seeks through free, frank discussion to establish new
frontiers of freedom and equality. The Honorable Hubert H. Humphrey,
former United States Senator from Minnesota, recognized the distinctive
facets of The American Religious Town Hall and its purpose, and incor-

porated in a speech, and into the Congressional Record a resume of the

Town Hall's unique interfaith venture.
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New Frontier of Freedom and Equality

EXTENS ION OF REMARKS
of
HON. HUBERT H. HUMPHREY
of Minnesota
IN THE SENATE OF THE UNITED STATES
Tuesday, April 18, 1961

Mr. HUMPHREY. Mr. President, I ask unanimous consent that
a declaration by the American Religious Town Hall Meeting, Inc.,
calling on the President of the United States to proclaim a 'new
national frontier of freedom and equality,'" be printed in the
Appendix of the RECORD,

There being no objection, the declaration was ordered to
be printed in the RECORD, as follows:

A Declaration by the American Religious Town Hall Meeting,
Inc., Calling on the President of the United States to
Proclaim a '"New Frontier of Freedom,”" a National Jubilee
Commemorating the Inalienable Rights of All Men During
the 100th Anniversary of President Lincoln’s Emancipation
Proclamation.

At this time when our liberal-democratic society is con-
fronted by dangerous enemies abroad whose intention is to des-
troy our way of life and to dominate the course of human
history, it well behooves America to look closely to the
springs of her culture, to the sources of her liberty. Every
society expresses its highest aspirations, its conception of
civilized man and his destiny, and its hopes for the future,
in the idealism of its founders. These goals, aspirations,
hopes and ideals can be called the mystique of the society;
ours has been boldly expressed in great documents, stirring
orations and beautiful poetry that has warmed the hearts of
millions. We all know only too well that it is difficult to
realize all these social goals in actual practice; nonetheless,
a society is judged by the gap that exists between the ideals
of constitutional government it proclaims, and the political
reality of everyday life. It is on this level that our enemies
attack us in the forum of the world; they compare our lofty
idealism with some of the sordid problems that mar our every-
day life. It is to be noted also that they compare our problems,
particularly the questions of civil equality and economic
opportunity, with the idealism, that is, the mystiques of
communism: They carefully avoid comparing the realities of
social life in the United States of America with that of the
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.

Our liberal-democratic political idealism has been pro-
claimed for the world to hear by Franklin, Paine, Jefferson,
Hamilton, Adams, Jackson, and a host of other statesmen and
philosophers who assisted in the founding of the Republic.

That mystique was reaffirmed 100 years ago during the great

crisis that threatened to destroy the Nation. On September 22,
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4

1862, President Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation
freeing the slaves from the bondage that had long been a
glaring gap between the lofty idealism of America as the land
of the free and the actual reality of everyday life in the
young Republic. It is small wonder that in the great world
beyond our shores Abraham Lincoln is the best known President
of the 19th Century; he was the man who reaffirmed our basic
American belief in the equality of mankind and man's natural
right to freedom.

In our own days, 100 years after Lincoln's stirring proc-
lamation, there still exists a glaring gap between the politi-
cal idealism we profess and the reality of American society.
In defiance of clear and precise orders from the highest court
in the land, a large segment of our population is still denied
basic civil liberties and rights, thereby creating a scandal
in the world and giving our enemies ammunition to use against
us. Anyone who has traveled beyond our frontiers, well knows
that the first question a foreigner asks about the United
States of America deals with the problem of discrimination.
And we do not need to travel abroad to know that we have a
desperate need to strengthen our heritage and to bolster our
self-respect as a nation by closing the gap between our lofty
aspirations and the political reality that so humiliates us.
Our national mystique is as lofty and noble as any ever con-
ceived by any people, but we must live up to these ideals if
we are to be true to our destiny.

The American Religious Town Hall of the Alr represents a
program of action committed to the proposition that Americans
can best be educated to fulfill their responsibilities if
they can have and hear free and frank discussions of the
issues before the Nation. As an interreligious institution,
including within its scope all facets of religious life in
our land, the Religious Town Hall of the Air has brought to
the radio and television audiences discussions of all sorts
of religious, political, social, and economic issues, with
emphasis upon the moral problems that are involved, and with
ample opportunity for all points of view to ventilate opin-
ions. We believe that in this program we are helping to
strengthen the determination of our fellow citizens to defend
and protect the ideals of civil and religious freedoms of our
Nation. With this in mind we would like to suggest that it
would be fitting for the Nation to pause for a review of the
problems of equal rights for all citizens during the 100th
anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation.

Therefore, we of the Religious Town Hall of the Air urge
other Americans interested in maintaining the moral tone of
our Nation to join us in an appeal to the President of the
United States for the proclamation of a new national frontier
of freedom and equality during the centenary of the Emanci-
pation Proclamation. Let us join together to expel the rem-
nants of intolerance, tyranny and oppression, and let us
renew our faith in our national mystique that honors liberty,
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5

equality, and opportunity for all by declaring the period from
July 4 to September 22, 1962 as a national jubilee commemora-
ting the liberation of the inalienable rights of all men.

Bishop A. A. Leiske of the Seventh-day Adventist Church

and President of the American Religious Town Hall

Meeting, Inc.; Bishop T. Otto Nall, Minnesota Metho-

dist Conference and Vice President of the American
Religious Town Hall Meeting, Inc.; Donald G. Paterson,
Secretary; Martin E. Kriesel, Treasurer; Jane P. Power;
Violet G. Culbertson; James J. Dalglish; Doreen Wendland.l

The American Religious Town Hall is an ecumenical interaction,
involving Protestant, Jewish, and Roman Catholic religionists who
appear at regular intervals on the panel to discuss issues pertinent
to America's social, political, and religious thought.

Second, the Town Hall television panel program is distinctive
in that it avoids the dissemination of religious truths through preach-
ments, but stresses, rather, discussion. Each panel member has been
selected upon the premise that discussion is an effective method of
communicating religious truth and is an effective methodology in airing
religious and denominational differences.

Third, the remarkable growth of the Town Hall from a one station
television broadcast in 1952 to some 100 stations at its peak perfor-
mance on the ABC Network is indicative of the wide appeal and acceptance
of this discussion-panel approach.

Fourth, contributions have ranged from ten cents to a gift of
seventy thousand dollars, with a one million dollar gift in the form of
a fully equipped private hospital in present negotiations. The flow of

monies to the Town Hall has, to a degree, shown the national interest

and concern for the project.

1U.S., Congressional Record, 87th Cong., lst Sess., 1961,
CVII, Part 19, A2571.
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Fifth, the American Religious Town Hall, which began televising
operations only fourteen years ago on a '"shoe string' budget, today
lists its assets at some $5,000,000.00. Three first class nursing homes
for senior citizens, each showing a substantial margin of profit, aid
in stabilizing the Town Hall budget.

In addition to his work as a Moderator, Bishop Leiske is a
much sought after speaker both in denominational circles as well as in
secular groups. He is held in high esteem in religious circles, and
has the confidence of many national leaders throughout the United States.

In view of the foregoing report of Bishop A. A. Leiske, and the
American Religious Town Hall panel discussion program, with a signifi-
cant viewing audience in the United States, it is believed that Bishop
Leiske's work as a Moderator, and the American Religious Town Hall
panel discussion groups, provide a valid field of investigation for the

student of discussion and discussion leadership.
Distinctiveness of the Study

So far as can be determined, no previous study of any kind has
been made of Bishop A. A. Leiske’s role as Moderator of the American
Religious Town Hall Meeting, Incorporated. Furthermore, as far as can
be determined, no previous study of any kind has been made of the
American Religious Town Hall Meeting, Incorporated, as an interfaith
discussion panel program.

The American Religious Town Hall panel discussion program is

distinctive in that {it,

Represents a program of action committed to the proposi-
tion that Americans can best be educated to fulfill their
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responsibilities if they can have and hear free and frank
discussions of the issues before the Nation. As an inter-
religious institution, including within its scope all facets
of religious life in our land, the Religious Town Hall of the
Air has brought to the radio and television audiences dis-
cussions of all sorts of religious, political, social, and
economic issues, with emphasis upon the moral problems that
are involved, and with ample opportunity for all points of
view to ventilate opinions. We believe that in this program
we are helping to strengthen the determination of our fellow
citizens to defend and protect the ideals of civil and re-
ligious freedoms of our Nation.

This study, because of these distinctive factors, seems justi-

fied on the above grounds.
Material and Sources

The biographical materials to describe the life and career of
Bishop A. A. Leiske were extracted from the following sources: Per-
sonal interviews with Bishop Leiske over a period of two years which
amounted to approximately 200 pages of materials, in thirteen separate
interviews; Bishop Leiske's personal Diary kept daily for forty years,
commencing with the year 1926; Interviews with members of his family,
his wife Mae, and son Robert; Correspondence with officials from
community, state, and national levels, including former Governor Elmer
L. Anderson of Minnesota, former Governor Karl A. Rolvaag of Minnesota,
former Governor Edwin C. Johnson of Colorado, religious and civic
leaders of the Twin Cities of Minneapolis and Saint Paul, Minnesota;
and Interviews and correspondence with members of the American Relig-
ious Town Hall staff and panel.

Some of the materials which proved valuable as a backdrop to

lrbid.
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the times of Leiske’s early childhood were: Donald Day, Will Rogers ;

Isabel Leighton, The Aspirin Age; Thomas Huston Macbride, In Cabins and

Sod-Houses; John Gresham Machen, Christianity and Liberalism; Pie-

Raymond Regamey, Poverty, An Essential Element in the Christian Life;

Arthur E. Towne, Old Prairie Days; and Ernest J. Wrage and Barnett

Baskerville, "American Speeches on Twentieth Century Issues,' Contem-
porary Forum.

Interesting accounts of Bishop Leiske’s early years of free-
lance evangelism as an itinerant evangelist appear in such records as:

The Advent Review and Sabbath Herald, Washington, D. C.; Bible Temple

Special, Boulder, Colorado; The Denver Post, Denver, Colorado; The

Detroit News, Detroit, Michigan; Good Will Messenger, Valley City,

North Dakota; Greeley Tribune, Greeley, Colorado; The Monitor News,

Denver, Colorado; The Palisade Tribune, Palisade, Colorado; and The

Rocky Mountain News, Rocky Mountain, Colorado.

The history of the American Religious Town Hall Meeting was
investigated through such sources as: Files, records, correspondence,
committee meeting minutes, constituency meeting records, and legal
documents. Extensive accounts of the Town Hall's growth and development

appear in such sources as: The Anoka Herald, Anoka, Minnesota; The

Arth Magazine, St. Paul, Minnesota; Christian Advocate, Nashville,
Tennessee; The Herald Tribune, Minneapolis, Minnesota; Liberty Maga-

zine, Washington, D. C.; The Ministry Magazine, Washington, D. C.;

The Minneapolis Daily Star, Minneapolis, Minnesota; The Northern Union

OQutlook, Nevada, Iowa; Post-Bulletin, Rochester, Minnesota; St. Paul

Dispatch, St. Paul, Minnesota; St. Paul Pioneer Press, St. Paul,
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