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Abstract 

In adaptive leadership theory leaders learn along with followers to find a new solution. 

However, there is a gap linking adaptive leadership with crisis leadership theory. The 

current study addressed this gap by identifying key connections between adaptive and 

crisis leadership theory then analyzed a historical case study to test those connections. 

Findings of the study both challenge tenets of current adaptive theory as well as provide a 

fourfold prescription for adaptive leaders in crisis. In particular the study found that in a 

crisis the leader may be required to choose which followers she/he will lead. This choice 

is particularly likely when the crisis occurs within an institution and the followers are a 

minority group within the community. In so doing the study challenges a core tenet of 

adaptive theory, that an adaptive leader should avoid being removed from their position, 

and argues that a leader can lead adaptively and be removed. What matters is how the 

leader is removed and how they operate within the fourfold framework. This framework 

could provide the basis for further study of adaptive leadership in crisis to deepen the 

literature connecting these two theories. 
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Introduction 

 

 

 Adaptive leadership as a concept and theory has become widely recognized in 

leadership literature in the past two decades.
1
 The theory is built upon the seminal work 

of Ronald Heifetz in his 1994 text Leadership Without Easy Answers. This style of 

leadership, as defined by Heifetz, begins with the acknowledgment by the leader that a 

problem or situation has no obvious solution within the existing framework of the status 

quo. The leader then must draw together individuals (followers) to find a new pathway to 

a solution. This sort of leadership requires experimentation, risk of failure, and new 

learning on the part of leader and follower.
2
 In organizations or institutions a crisis often 

creates the situation or opportunity where adaptive leadership is required.  

 Such a crisis occurred in the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod (LCMS) and at 

Concordia Seminary in Saint Louis, Missouri between the years 1969-1975. In this time 

period, long simmering tensions erupted into a conflict that consumed not just the 

seminary but the entire denomination. This crisis tested the leadership abilities of many 

individuals and particularly the leadership of the seminary president, Dr. John Tietjen.  

                                                           

 1.  William J. Cojocar, "Adaptive Leadership: Leadership Theory or Theoretical 

Derivative?" (PhD diss., Capella University, 2008), 4-6, accessed October 1, 2014, 

ProQuest Dissertations and Theses.  

 

2. Ronald A. Heifetz, Leadership without Easy Answers (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1994), 100; Ronald Heifetz, Al Grashow, and Marty Linsky, 

The Practice of Adaptive Leadership (Boston: Harvard Business Press, 2009), 14-17.  
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 Tietjen initially attempted to work within the system and find technical solutions 

to the crisis. This effort was unsuccessful. Ultimately, he and his followers were forced to 

find an adaptive solution to the crisis. They chose to leave the seminary and the 

denomination and seek refuge in ecumenical partners. In so doing they created a new 

“seminary-in-exile” (Seminex). Initially they worked within the LCMS system and hoped 

for reformation. However, when reconciliation became impossible they helped form a 

new American Lutheran denomination, the American Evangelical Lutheran Church 

(AELC). This denomination, although no longer existing, was pivotal in the formation of 

the current Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA), currently the largest 

Lutheran church body in North America.
3
  

 The crisis in the LCMS between the years 1969-1975 was an unprecedented, 

pivotal, and dramatic shift in American protestant church history. Nothing of this nature, 

75 percent of the students and over 90 percent of the faculty walking out of a seminary in 

protest, had ever taken place before.
4
 In addition, these events took place within the 

context of the energy and dramatic cultural shifts of the early 1970s as America moved 

fully from modernity to postmodernity. Previous assumptions and metanarratives about 

                                                           

3. Mark Granquist, Lutherans in America (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015), 

317-319; Edgar Trexler, Anatomy of a Merger: People, Dynamics and Decisions that 

Shaped the ELCA (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1990), 4-5, 7-8, 52, 222, 259. The 

AELC existed from 1976-1987. It was formed when reconciliation with the LCMS 

became impossible. By 1987 the AELC consisted of 267 congregations, 687 pastors, and 

100,496 members. Despite being significantly smaller it was noted for its role in 

encouraging and catalyzing the merger between itself and the much larger Lutheran 

Church in America (LCA), which had over 2.8 million members, and the American 

Lutheran Church (ALC), with 2.3 million members. This merger took several years to 

accomplish and finally occurred on Jan. 1, 1988 with the official formation of the ELCA.  

  

4. Dean F. Lueking, Grace under Pressure (Richmond, VA: Skipworth Press, 

1979), 100. 
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leadership and authority were being rejected, and new theological and political 

movements were taking shape.
5
   

 Tietjen and his followers both confronted and rejected the positional authority of 

the hierarchy of their church body. Yet they and their organization did not descend into 

chaos. The current study will show how through the use of techniques now understood as 

adaptive leadership in crisis, Tietjen was able to organize and create something new in 

the midst of a dramatic crisis event.
6
 

 The history of this event has been told many different ways by both sides of the 

crisis and conflict. The current study will not focus on the biblical, theological, or 

ecclesial issues at stake. Those have been and continue to be exhaustively debated. 

Instead of focusing on this debate, the current study will focus on the leadership of 

Tietjen in the crisis. The current study will argue that in this crisis John Tietjen 

demonstrated what today would be recognized as adaptive leadership in crisis. He 

exercised this adaptive leadership in relationship to faculty, staff, and lay leaders during 

the crisis.  

 It will then be argued that as a result of this adaptive leadership Tietjen was able 

to lead by providing hope, meaning, and a new opportunity for his followers in the midst 

of a situation that could have been hopeless. Tietjen will be shown to have led in such a 

way as to develop a new, learned, solution along with his followers. This leadership case 

study will add to the growing body of literature regarding adaptive leadership, 

                                                           

 5. Daniel Aleshire, “Watching Hope Grow: Distant Reflections on Seminex June 

2009,” Currents in Theology and Mission 38, no. 2 (April 2011): 87, accessed March, 14, 

2014, EBSCO; Stanley J. Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Eerdmans, 1996), 2.  
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particularly adaptive leadership in crisis. Finally, the current study will provide another 

example and ultimately a prescriptive guide for students and practitioners of leadership in 

the future. An example and guide for how they can lead effectively when they are 

recognize they are facing an adaptive challenge in crisis. 

  

                                                                                                                                                                             

6. William E. Lesher, “John Tietjen-Seminary Builder,” Currents in Theology and 

Mission 38, no. 2 (April 2011): 81, accessed September 2, 2015, EBSCO. 
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Chapter One 

 

Historical Background 

 

 In 1969 two events occurred that would dramatically change the course of one of 

the major protestant denominations in the United States, the Lutheran Church-Missouri 

Synod (LCMS). In May of that year, the Rev. Dr. John Teitjen was elected President of 

Concordia Seminary in St. Louis, MO. Tietjen, a native of New York City, was himself a 

graduate of Concordia Seminary and a well-respected scholar and pastoral leader.   

 Tietjen’s credentials also raised red flags with certain interests within the LCMS. 

He was a Concordia graduate but had received his doctorate at Union Theological 

Seminary in New York and served the majority of his years as a pastor on the East Coast. 

Concordia in St. Louis was the flagship institution of the LCMS which was, and remains 

to this day, a heavily Midwestern-dominated denomination.
1
  

 The election of a new presidential leader for this flagship seminary from the East 

Coast with ecumenical connections and academic interests was a surprise. This election 

was especially interesting to those concerned with and involved in developments and 

debates within biblical scholarship throughout the middle of the twentieth century. 

                                                           

1. Virginia Berry, “Portrait of Tietjen,” Christian Century 91, no. 12 (March 27, 

1974): 350, accessed April 13, 2015, EBSCO; “Tietjen, John H, 1928-2004," Christian 

Century 121, no. 5 (March 9, 2004): 18-19, accessed April 13, 2015, EBSCO. 
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Tietjen’s election was certainly noted. It was welcomed by some factions within the 

discussions while deeply concerning to many others.
2
  

 Just a little over a month after Tietjen’s election another significant change 

occurred in the LCMS. The LCMS convention gathered in June of 1969 in the city of 

Denver, Colorado. At this convention the incumbent President of the LCMS, the Rev. 

Oliver Harms, stood for reelection but was defeated by a relative new comer to the 

denomination, the Rev. Dr. J. A. O. Preus.
3
  

 The election of Preus, much like the election of Tietjen at the seminary, came as a 

surprise to many in the LCMS and observers of church politics. In the coming years, it 

would become clear this election signaled a conservative reaction to Harms and by 

                                                           

 2. Board of Control, Exodus from Concordia: A Report on the 1974 Walkout (St. 

Louis, Concordia Seminary, 1977), 2-5, 13-15; Edgar Krentz, The Historical-Critical 

Method (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975), 6-32. Of particular interest and debate was 

the historical-critical method of biblical interpretation. This method is one way of 

interpreting the scriptural texts. The goal of the historical-critical method is to discover 

the “primitive” or original meaning of the text in its historical context. The history of this 

method dates back to Erasmus of Rotterdam. However, it gained popularity primarily in 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries especially through the “Tubingen” school in 

Germany and the work of D. F. Strauss and Ludwig Feuerbach. These scholars sought 

independent verification of biblical events in order to establish the veracity of the biblical 

narrative. It was opposed as being a challenge to the concept of inerrancy of scripture. 

Throughout the 1960s the LCMS conventions passed several resolutions reaffirming their 

commitment to inerrancy. These resolutions were championed by those who were 

participating with other Christian denominations in writing the “Chicago Statement on 

Biblical Inerrancy” in 1978. The Chicago Statement was released after the crisis at 

Concordia had occurred and the crisis played a role in its formation. One of the authors of 

the Chicago Statement was Dr. Robert Preus, brother of J. A. O. Preus, a faculty member 

at Concordia, and later President of Concordia.  

 

3. Board of Control, Exodus, 18. 
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association Tiejten, as well as a growing concern in the LCMS about the teaching taking 

place at Concordia Seminary.
4
  

 In addition, Preus’ election also demonstrated a change in strategy at church 

conventions. Supporters of Preus were accused of openly politicking for their candidate. 

They had, for the first time in a LCMS general election, utilized direct mail and other 

methods of communication to form coalitions of supporters.
5
 These sorts of activities, 

common in United States party politics at the time, had until then been considered 

inappropriate in church elections. 

 Both elections revealed inherent tensions within the LCMS and created added 

pressure.
6
 Tietjen had been Harms’ choice for President of Concordia Seminary. The 

                                                           

4. Ibid., 5; Proceedings of the Forty-Seventh Regular Convention of the Lutheran 

Church—Missouri Synod, Cleveland, OH, July, 1962 (St Louis, MO: LCMS, 1962), 107. 

Throughout the 1960s the LCMS conventions reaffirmed their commitment to biblical 

inerrancy in reaction to concerns about teaching at Concordia. These concerns centered 

on debates about the veracity of the biblical narrative as well as the doctrinal positions of 

professors. Dr. Martin Scharleman, who later would become president of Concordia after 

Tietjen’s removal, was the subject of some of this debate when he “publically expressed 

teachings contrary to the clear doctrine of Scripture.” At the 1962 convention Scharleman 

retracted his statements, expressing regret that he had contributed to “the present unrest in 

the Synod.” Scharleman later became a member of the faculty minority who opposed 

Tietjen.   

  

5. John Tietjen, Memoirs in Exile: Confessional Hope and Institutional Conflict 

(Minneapolis:  Augsburg Fortress Press, 1990), 3.  

  

 6. James S. Adams, “In the Eye of Theological Hurricane,” St. Louis Post-

Dispatch  (June 20, 1971), J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. 

Louis, MO.; Board of Control, Exodus, 15-16; James C. Burkee, Power, Politics, and the 

Missouri Synod: A Conflict that Changed American Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress 

Press, 2011), 119-121; Tietjen, Memoirs, 4, 19, 30; Mary Todd, Authority Vested: A Story 

of Identity and Change in The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod (Grand Rapids, MI: 

William B. Eerdmans, 2000), 226-227; Paul A. Zimmerman, A Seminary in Crisis: The 

Inside Story of the Preus Fact Finding Committee (St. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing 

House, 2007), 31, 43. 
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failure of Harms to be reelected was a signal of a rejection of not only him as President of 

the Synod but also of his choice of Tietjen for Concordia.
7
 This tension would grow in 

the coming years, resulting in broad investigations and accusations against faculty as well 

as dramatic scenes at synod conventions; eventually the tension would explode into a 

major crisis within the seminary and the LCMS. 

 This crisis would culminate dramatically in January of 1974. Years of tense 

negotiations, political maneuvers, and impassioned appeals to unity would result in the 

majority of the students, and all but five of the fifty faculty members (the “faculty 

majority” over and against the “faculty minority”), walking out from Concordia 

Seminary. These students and faculty, under the leadership of Tietjen, would create a new 

institution, “Concordia Seminary in Exile,” which would become known by the 

shorthand “Seminex.”
 8

 This new institution would also become the catalyst for the 

development of a new Lutheran denomination as well.  

 This is a multifaceted and complicated story that stretches back long before the 

crisis moments of 1969-1975. In order to understand the context for this crisis that led to 

the leadership controversy, it is important to have an awareness of the history of the 

LCMS, Concordia Seminary, and ultimately the history of the crisis moment. To 

facilitate this awareness, a brief review of the relevant history of both the crisis at 

Concordia and the LCMS follows. 

                                                           

7. Tietjen, Memoirs, 5. 

 

8. Frederick W. Danker, No Room in the Brotherhood: The Preus-Otten Purge of 

Missouri (Saint Louis: Clayton Publishing House, 1977), 314-321; Board of Control, 

Exodus, 139. The name Seminex was shorthand for Concordia Seminary in Exile which 

was the new institution’s legally incorporated name. Eventually the institution dropped 

the Concordia name after threats of legal action by Concordia Seminary.  
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The Crisis at Concordia 

 

 President Preus was elected in the summer of 1969. Within a year, in May 1970, 

he announced his intention to investigate the faculty of the Concordia Seminary.
9
 He did 

so on the grounds that he was convinced, by accusations made by students and others, 

that the majority of the faculty were teaching in ways that were at odds with scripture, the 

historical traditions of the church, and the confessions of the Lutheran Church. An 

investigation of this magnitude was unprecedented in the history of the LCMS. However, 

Tietjen stated that the faculty welcomed the investigation. He said they would be happy 

to demonstrate not only their educational background and commitments but also how 

their teaching was in fidelity to the scriptures and the historic confessions of the Lutheran 

Church. 

 In September of 1970, Preus announced the formation of the Fact Finding 

Committee (FFC) that would, over the course of the next four months, interview each 

faculty member. This work was done with the support of the Concordia Board of Control 

(BOC) and the cooperation of Tietjen and the faculty.
10

 These interviews were kept 

confidential and professors were identified by letters rather than by name; however, 

transcripts were prepared and shared with Preus and others. During this time, five of the 

faculty identified themselves to be in opposition to Tietjen and the majority of the 

                                                           

9. Board of Control, Exodus, 23. 

 

10. Board of Control Executive Team Minutes, January 18, 1971, J. A. O. Preus 

Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO.  
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faculty.
11

 In July of 1971 the FFC finished its report and turned over its findings to the 

BOC for their deliberation. 

 The BOC began to review the FFC report in September, 1971. This review would 

take them through the next calendar year. The BOC was the board of governance for the 

institution. Its members were elected by the general conventions of the LCMS. Control 

over who was elected to this board, and to whom those elected were loyal, would become 

a key part of the crisis story.
12

 However, during the time of the review process there was 

relative calm and quiet at the seminary. Neither the BOC nor other LCMS organizations 

made official moves in relation to the discipline of faculty. 

 This lack of movement had one exception: the refusal to reappoint Professor Arlis 

Ehlen. Ehlen was one of the faculty members who had been accused of false teaching. 

Ehlen’s contract was not renewed in1971. Tietjen fought this decision to the church’s 

Board for Higher Education only to ultimately lose when Ehlen was not reappointed. This 

refusal to reappoint was the first exercise of power by those on the board loyal to Preus 

and a sign of things to come.
 13

 In June of 1972, the BOC turned over its report to  

                                                           

11. “Data on Theological Differences Within the Faculty of Concordia Seminary, 

St. Louis,” Board of Control Executive Team Minutes, February 15, 1971, J. A. O. Preus 

Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. The group of five who would 

become known as the faculty minority were Ralph Bohlmann, Richard Klann, Robert 

Preus, Martin Scharlemann, Lorenz Wunderlich.  

 

12. James E. Adams, Preus of Missouri and the Great Lutheran Civil War (New 

York: Harper and Row, 1977), 195. Preus worked very hard to build a voting majority (7 

out of 12 members) who would be loyal to his desires. He did not have this prior to the 

1973 LCMS convention in New Orleans. However, elections of BOC members in New 

Orleans gave him that majority.  

 

13. “The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod Board For Higher Education to Dr. 

John Tietjen, May 17, 1972,” J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. 

Louis, MO.  
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Preus. In their report, they claimed their initial findings found no charges of false doctrine  

were to be made at that time.  

 Preus was not pleased by the results. In response, he published his own analysis of 

the report in September of 1972. In what would become known as the “Blue Book” (for 

the color of its cover) Preus went into great detail and accused the faculty of false 

teaching but refused to name those professors he believed guilty.
14

 In response, Tietjen 

published a book later to be known as the “Brown Book” (again, for its cover) in which 

he asserted that the FFC was in fact no more than a ruse to find fault with the faculty.
15

 

 In January of 1973, the BOC officially cleared all the faculty of the charges of 

false teaching. This officially marked the end of the FFC’s work. However, rather than 

resolving the crisis, it set up the stage for significant political maneuvering and drama at  

the 1973 New Orleans Convention of the LCMS. This Convention, meeting in July,  

would become known as the “Battle of New Orleans” because of the intense partisan 

actions and votes taken.  

 Preus and his supporters, despite the BOC having cleared the faculty of false 

teaching, now brought charges against the faculty to the general convention floor. Having 

lost with the BOC, Preus was now successful in convincing the convention to condemn 

the faculty majority and Tietjen for false teaching. Additionally, the convention elected 

new BOC members picked by Preus to be more sympathetic to his position. After the 

result of the election was announced, Tietjen took to the floor of the convention hall and 

                                                           

14. A copy of the “Blue Book” can be found in Zimmerman, 200. 

 

15. John H. Tietjen, Fact Finding or Fault Finding: An Analysis of President J. A. 

O. Preus Investigation of Concordia Seminary (St. Louis: Concordia Seminary, 1972). 
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gave an emotional and dramatic speech.
16

 While the speech played well with his 

supporters, it had no effect on the outcome of the convention and set the stage for the 

crisis to come over the next twelve months. 

 The new BOC wasted little time in taking action. In August, just a month after the 

New Orleans convention, they suspended Tietjen from his role as president for allowing 

false teaching to occur during his presidency. However, the BOC again equivocated and 

delayed implementation of the suspension. In September it “vacated” the decision, 

leaving Tietjen in his position throughout the fall of 1973.
17

 

 The fall of 1973 was a time of intense debate, political maneuvering, and 

organizing by all sides in the controversy. The student body of the seminary, led by 

senior student Gerald Miller, organized several days of conversation and consultation to 

discuss among themselves the ramifications of these rulings on their future in the 

ministry. These students had to weigh their immediate educational plans as well as their 

future within the church. If they stood with the faculty majority and Tietjen it was very 

likely they would not be approved for ordination and therefore unable to secure calls in 

LCMS congregations.   

 The students and faculty majority also recognized that Preus and his supporters 

were utilizing mass communication tools to share their side of the story to the lay 

members of the synod during this crisis. To facilitate this communication they organized 

a movement called “Operation Outreach.” Operation Outreach was an intentional effort 

                                                           

16. ELCA Archives, “Tietjen at New Orleans,” accessed March 13, 2015, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6w-ssRJSU6M. 

17. Board of Control, Exodus, 68. 
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to communicate what the students were discussing to the congregations of the LCMS as 

well as to students on their “vicarage” year.
18

 These efforts included significant travel and 

long-distance phone conversations to allow for local input and to keep students not on 

campus appraised of the situation unfolding at the seminary.
19

 This effort by the students 

would, in January and February of 1974, become part of a larger movement within the 

LCMS to reach lay people and pastors. This movement was led by two pastors, Bernard 

Frey and Dean Lueking.  

 The “Frey-Lueking” team had been in the process of being organized for several 

years, going back to the election of Preus as President of the LCMS.
20

 They formed a 

coalition of more moderate congregations and pastors who were in favor of the position 

of the faculty majority and in opposition to the efforts by Preus to remove Tietjen. The 

work of the Frey-Lueking team and the seminary students demonstrate how this crisis  

                                                           

18. Board of Control, Exodus, 105-108; Tietjen, Memoirs, 200. The third year of 

seminary education was typically reserved for a “vicarage” year. During this year the 

student worked and lived in a congregation and community away from the seminary. In 

many ways this year is similar to an internship (a term used by other denominations) in 

which the seminarian learns by watching and also practicing the practical aspects of 

ministry.  

19. Board of Control, Exodus, 106. Due to the vicarage year almost 25% of the 

student body was not physically present or close to the campus at this time. Some were in 

congregations sympathetic to Tietjen and others were not. Without the ease of 21st 

century email and social media, considerable expense was undertaken to keep these 

individuals connected through what became known as “Operation Outreach.”  

 

20. Jim Robison, “Synod Split Risk High, Lutheran Inquiry Told,” St. Louis 

Globe-Democrat (January 29, 1971), J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical 

Institute, St. Louis, MO. 
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became more than a simple issue of internal academic debate within a seminary.
21

 

Instead, the crisis at Concordia was symptomatic of larger issues within the LCMS. 

These crises related to both the history of the LCMS as well as cultural shifts and 

expectations about authority taking place in the United States. Recognizing these 

changing realities and the need to learn within those changing realities will be a 

significant part of the argument in the current study about how Tietjen led adaptively.   

 Efforts for reconciliation throughout the fall failed and the BOC was scheduled to 

meet again in December of 1973.
22

 At this meeting it was expected that they would 

officially suspend or fire Tietjen as President of Concordia. However, the day prior to the 

meeting Arthur K. Piepkorn, a long serving and well respected professor at Concordia, 

died suddenly of a massive heart attack. The BOC suspended their meeting out of respect 

and to allow time for members to attend the funeral and other observances.
23

 As a result 

they chose to wait until their meeting on January 20, 1974, to suspend Tietjen officially.
24

 

 After three years of investigations, political maneuvering, and accusations, Preus’ 

goal to remove Tietjen from office had been achieved. The students then chose to act. 

                                                           

21. Board of Control, Exodus, 68-69, 75. The supporters of Tietjen and the faculty 

met in July of 1973 to protest the actions of the New Orleans convention. The group 

chose to establish itself as a “confession movement” within the LCMS and eventually 

formed an organization, “Evangelical Lutherans in Mission” (ELIM). ELIM would go on 

to publish a regular paper “Missouri in Perspective,” which would serve as a 

communication arm of ELIM in contrast to the official LCMS paper “The Lutheran 

Witness.”  

 

22. Board of Control, Exodus, 86-87. 

 

23. Ibid., 90. 

 

24. Board of Control, Exodus, 90-92; Tietjen, Memoirs, 184. 
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The next day they voted overwhelmingly to call for a moratorium on classes.
25

 At the 

same time, the faculty majority also voted to consider themselves “suspended” along with 

Tietjen.
26

 The students justified their moratorium on the grounds that while the President 

and the convention had declared that Tietjen had allowed false teaching, those false 

teachers were not identified by name. As a result, the students reasoned, they could not be 

expected to continue their education if they were potentially being taught by false 

teachers.
27

 

 On February 17, 1974, the BOC met and demanded the faculty majority resume 

classes or be found to be in breach of their contract and therefore forfeit their rights to 

housing and other benefits. The BOC made the same demand of the student body. The 

students were instructed to resume attending classes or face potential academic penalties. 

The faculty majority unanimously refused to relent to this challenge. The next day, 

Monday February 18, the BOC made good on their threat and officially fired the faculty. 

The BOC’s decision resulted not only in the loss of teaching positions and income for 

                                                           

25. Board of Control, Exodus, 85, 94-98. 

 

26. Ibid., 108. It is important to note that not all the students or faculty 

participated in or supported the moratorium. A small number of students and the five 

members of the faculty who had earlier identified themselves as opposed to Tietjen and 

the faculty majority chose not to participate in the moratorium and remained at the 

seminary after the walkout. After Tietjen’s suspension Scharlemann was named President 

of Concordia.  

 

27. Ibid., 108. Letter from Martin Scharlemann to Gerald A. Miller (student body 

president), Feb. 5, 1974, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, 

MO. As previously noted a minority of five faculty members continued to teach and 

some students chose to continue to attend classes. This resulted in the challenge of 

including all students in conversations when some, even if a small number, chose to 

attend class rather than student meetings.  
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faculty but also they ordered anyone living in seminary housing to vacate their homes 

within a week.
28

 

 The students throughout this time were meeting as a group to discuss their course 

of action. They had to decide whether or not they would return to class. A key part of that 

conversation included the question of who would teach them if they did continue to 

attend classes. As the FFC had not named particular faculty they could not know which 

of their professors was found to be in error. The students future in the ministry was in the 

balance. This was a key moment in the crisis and its importance certainly was not lost on 

the student leaders.  

 On the morning of February 19, 1974, the student body met to take a final vote on 

what their response would be to the BOC’s actions. A large majority of the student body  

voted to leave the seminary in a symbolic protest and begin classes off-site at a “seminary 

in exile.”
29

 This potentiality had been prepared for by Tietjen through Concordia’s 

Academic Dean, John Damm.
30

 Arrangements had been made for the faculty and students 

to leave the Concordia campus and process up DeMunn Avenue to the campus of Eden 

                                                           

28. Danker, 156, 268; Lueking, 205; Board of Control, Exodus, 129-130. The 

BOC made the point that they did not have any obligation to provide housing for faculty. 

However, they ultimately resolved to allow faculty to remain in their housing through the 

end of March. Despite this extension of six weeks, the need to vacate the homes many of 

the faculty had lived in for decades created significant hardship. This challenge created 

another opportunity for Tietjen to deepen pastoral relationships in the crisis. Additionally, 

this hardship would soon be extended to faculty of the colleges of the synod who were 

forced to choose where they maintained their church memberships.  

 

29. Board of Control, Exodus, 111. The final vote by the student body present that 

day was 274 in favor (72%) to 107 (28%) to leave the seminary. Some students who had 

voted for the moratorium did not vote to leave the seminary but stayed to continue their 

education at Concordia under the guidance of the faculty minority.  

 

30. Tietjen, Memoirs, 212, 218. 
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Seminary, a seminary of the United Church of Christ (UCC). There the 274 (out of 381) 

students and 45 faculty were greeted by Dr. Walter Brueggeman, President of Eden 

Seminary. Eden Seminary had agreed to give those who had left Concordia space to 

begin classes under the leadership of the faculty majority and provide an avenue for 

conferring accredited degrees to graduating seniors.
31

 

 However, this was not the end of the crisis. Over the course of the spring of 1974, 

a great deal of political wrangling and legal work were undertaken to determine the fate 

of those who would be graduating from this “seminary in exile.” This was an issue of 

great concern for the students, especially those completing their senior year. Would they 

be certified for ministry in the LCMS? Would they be allowed to be ordained? What 

exactly was the status of this seminary, its official name, and would it remain in existence 

after the spring of 1974? Was reconciliation with Concordia and the LCMS possible? 

Finally, and most importantly to the current study, who was the leader of the movement 

and how should such leadership be approached?  

 These questions were complicated further by the reality that while Tietjen was the 

de facto leader of the faculty and students making up this seminary in exile he was also 

still officially the suspended President of Concordia Seminary. He was still drawing a 

paycheck from, living in housing provided by, and had legal responsibilities to Concordia 

Seminary and also to the faculty who had not supported him. He was challenged to do 

this while he was also engaged in the work of developing the new seminary. It would not 

be until October of 1974 that the BOC was officially able to remove him as President and 

                                                           
31. Board of Control, Exodus, 111. 
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faculty member and in so doing relieve him of all his official responsibilities to 

Concordia.
 32

 

 Throughout this process and despite these complications, Tietjen maintained his 

role as leader both of the majority of the faculty as well as the students. His positional 

power had been challenged and ultimately lost when he was officially removed. Yet he 

was able to maintain influence, lead the community through the crisis, and ultimately was 

named President of the new Seminary in Exile. Additionally, Tietjen would play a 

significant role in the creation of both the AELC as well as, more than a decade later, the 

ELCA. His ability to do this was both a product of his leadership as well as the context in 

which he led. It is this leadership, and what can be learned from it, that is the subject of 

the current study. 

 The leadership decisions made in this crisis were not made in a vacuum. 

Leadership always occurs in the midst of historical and cultural context. Doctrinal and 

political crises have been a regular part of the history of the LCMS and even played a 

large role in the founding of the denomination. Stepping back from this particular event it 

becomes clear this history of conflict and the culture it created was pivotal in creating the 

climate for the crisis at Concordia. Understanding the conflict and the context for 

leadership that occurred in the years 1969-1975 therefore requires an understanding of 

the history of the LCMS as a whole.  

 
                                                           

32. Board of Control, Exodus, 117; Tietjen, Memoirs, 250. Because he was 

suspended and not fired Tietjen still had to legally be paid by Concordia and his family 

could technically stay in their home. Tietjen chose in this moment to move from the 

Concordia campus as well as have his paychecks deposited into a special account to 

provide financial aid for fellow faculty in need. 
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Brief History of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod 

  

 The roots of the LCMS are deeply embedded in their identity as an immigrant 

denomination.
33

 The denomination was begun by German Saxons who came to the 

United States in the middle of the nineteenth century.
34

 These individuals brought with 

them a history of persecution and doctrinal distinctiveness, particularly for their stance 

against the increasing rationalism and ecumenism of the churches in Germany after the 

Prussian Union in 1817.
 35

 They had come together as a community under the influence 

and leadership of a dynamic pastor named Martin Stephan. This group and its leadership 

had experienced harassment from governmental officials and threats of imprisonment. It 

had become clear that they would not be able to continue to practice their version of 

Lutheran Christianity in Saxony. 

 Stephan and approximately 800 others left Saxony in 1838 bound for the United 

States aboard five ships. Upon arrival in New Orleans, Stephan was elected the bishop of 

the new community. This office granted him control of the community’s communal purse 

                                                           

33. Walter O. Forster, Zion on the Mississippi: The Settlement of the Saxon 

Lutherans in Missouri, 1839-1841 (St. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1953); 

Carl S. Meyer, ed., Moving Frontiers: Readings in the History of the Lutheran Church-

Missouri Synod (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1964); Todd, Authority, 51-63. 

The deep influence Missouri’s history and the challenges the initial small group of 

immigrants faced has been demonstrated in several texts. Leadership issues with the 

founding congregations have been shown to result in a congregational focus, insular 

culture, and deep suspicion and desire for doctrinal purity.   

34. Granquist, Lutherans, 146-147. The region was known at that time as the 

Kingdom of Saxony. It is known today as the Free State of Saxony (a federal state in 

southeast Germany). The capital of Saxony is Dresden and its largest city is Leipzig.  

 

 35. Forster, 99-104; Granquist, Lutherans, 29, 146-147, 161-161; Todd, 

Authority, 32-33.   
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as well as the key leader in their spiritual life. He led them up the Mississippi to a 

homestead in Perry County, Missouri.
36

   

 However, not long after settling in their new home in Missouri, Stephan was 

accused of and confessed to long rumored accusations of sexual misconduct. He was 

ultimately exiled from the settlement for this misconduct as well as for embezzlement of 

the communally held funds.
37

 In his absence a leadership vacuum developed and 

questions about the viability of the community were raised. 

 The Saxons had traveled far from their homeland. In so doing they left behind 

ecclesial structure and authority in Germany and now had deposed their spiritual leader. 

Despite their rejection of the German church they wondered if they could be considered a 

valid Lutheran church without a leader who had been given proper authority from the 

church. How would they govern themselves and how and to whom was authority to be 

given? Into this vacuum stepped a new charismatic leader, C. F. W. Walther. 

 Walther partook in the vital “Altenberg Debates” held with a lay attorney and 

leader in the settlement. These debates covered the nature of the church, authority, and 

many topics of community leadership. Ultimately Walther prevailed, arguing the 

Lutheran church did not require the trappings of state authority or authorization but was a 

                                                           

 36. Granquist, Lutherans, 146,161; Todd, Authority, 34, 37, 40. The immigrants 

arrived in New Orleans in January, 1839. They had lost one vessel at sea. Approximately 

600 of the original group sailed up the Mississippi from New Orleans to a site 60 miles 

south of the city of St. Louis.  

 37. Forster, 376, 508-509; Todd, Authority, 45-49. 
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valid church based on right belief and ecclesial practice as defined by scripture and the 

Lutheran confessions.
 38

  

 This understanding of the church, one formed not by tradition or hierarchy but by 

right belief and confession, provided the basis for the establishment in 1847 of the 

“German Evangelical Lutheran Synod of Missouri, Ohio and Other States.” The small 

group of delegates gathered at that convention elected Walther as the first Synodical 

President. Walther’s strong leadership and influence in the next years would prove 

pivotal as the LCMS quickly grew.
39

 

 This founding history profoundly shaped the LCMS’ experience with leadership, 

an experience marked by a charismatic leader and trust and betrayal by that same leader. 

This leadership failure was followed by restored trust in a new charismatic leader who 

emphasized right belief and practice.
40

 The result of these experiences led to a relatively 

insular community that exhibited a unique tension between a desire for strong (male) 

leadership, operating within a “brotherhood” of clergy, and a highly developed sense of 

community ownership and distinctness.
41

 Throughout the history of the LCMS, strong 

charismatic leaders have played vital roles in the community’s life. However, the 

individual congregations have been thoroughly democratic in their organization.
 42

 

                                                           

 38. Todd, Authority, 59-60. 

 

 39. Granquist, Lutherans, 161-162; Todd, Authority, 77. In 1947, on the occasion 

of the 100th Anniversary of its founding, the name of the church was officially changed 

to Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod.  

 

40. Granquist, Lutherans, 162, 189-190; Todd, Authority, 53. 

 

41. Danker, 24. 

 

 42. Todd, Authority, 78. 
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 This insular immigrant history became a part of the DNA of the LCMS as an 

institution. It resulted in a sense of self and place that impacted the way in which the 

political and theological systems in the LCMS operated.
43

 The LCMS theology of the 

church was and continues to be strongly concerned with doctrinal purity, a high view of 

the authority of scripture, and right practice.
44

  

 To preserve this distinct culture, the LCMS instituted a system of parochial 

education that provided guidance for young people, and especially young men, from birth 

through college. This system of schooling helped prevent outside influences from 

infiltrating the tight-knit community. Young men who had been identified as future 

clergy were especially a part of and indoctrinated into this insular culture. These young 

men, identified early on by pastors or family members, mostly attended parochial grade 

school education, LCMS colleges, and ultimately seminaries. There were few 

opportunities and very little institutional desire for outside influences to impact or change 

what, over the course of the first 100 years of the institution, came to be known as “Old 

Missouri.”
45

 

                                                           

43. Jack H. Greising, The Status of Confessional Conservatism: Background and 

Issues in The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod (Saint Louis: St. Louis University, 1972), 

50; Todd, Authority, 60; Wayne W. Wilke, "Changing Understanding of the Church-State 

Relationship: The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1914-1969" (PhD diss., University 

of Michigan, 1990), accessed April 1, 2014, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses; Kathryn 

F. Wood, “Reluctantly American: The Schism in the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 

1969-1976” (PhD diss., University of Virginia, 2004), accessed March 11, 2014, 

ProQuest Dissertations and Theses. 

44. Shaud, James H. “A Study in Idolatry: An Evaluation of the Doctrine of the 

Word in the Recent Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod Controversy, Based on Owen 

Barfield’s Theory of  the Idolatry of a Literal Consciousness” (PhD diss. Syracuse 

Univesity, 1981), 15, accessed October 25, 2014, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses. 

 

 45. Greising, 50; Todd, Authority, 60. 
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 “Old Missouri” was an entity that carried with it a kind of “family atmosphere” of  

traditions and cultures after more than a century history and practice.
46

 This history 

involved deep suspicion of other Lutheran traditions that did not share its history and 

cultural rootedness. It was and is a conservative ideal that remains powerful to this day.
47

 

The LCMS desired to be a culture apart from mainstream America and largely tried to 

stay out of political controversy, especially in its early years. Yet on occasion they were 

still were drawn into issues, including slavery.
48

 Additionally, the LCMS came into 

conflict with American culture and other Lutheran denominations over the eighteenth 

amendment to the Constitution of the United States of America.
49

  

                                                           

 46. James A. Adams, "Seed of schism: A Seminary in Exile," Christian Century 

91, no. 9 (March 6, 1974): 253, accessed April 13, 2015, EBSCO; Gilbert Meilaender, 

"How Churches Crack Up: The Case of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod," First 

Things, no. 14 (June 1, 1991): 41, accessed April 13, 2015, EBSCO. 

 

47. Tim Townsend, “Conservative Surge Upends Missouri Synod President,” 

Christian Century 127, no 16 (August 10, 2010): 16, accessed April 13, 2015, EBSCO. 

This conservative edge to Missouri came out again in 2010 when the sitting LCMS 

president, the Rev. Gerald Kieschnick, was not reelected to office after nine years in 

office. One of the main accusations was that he embraced too many new trends in 

evangelical Christianity at the expense of the Missouri tradition. He was defeated by the 

Rev. Matthew Harrison, a more traditional Missouri candidate.  

 48. Granquist, Lutherans, 175. While many northern Lutheran synods were 

against slavery Walther and the LCMS did not condemn slavery as being sinful or 

unbiblical. Instead they argued it was a punishment for sin and as such a part of the 

human condition. Therefore to work to abolish slavery would be to go against God’s 

punishment.  

 

 49. Mark A. Granquist, "The Augustana Synod and the Missouri Synod," 

Lutheran Quarterly 24, no. 1 (March 1, 2010): 46-47, accessed April 13, 2015, EBSCO; 

Arland Hultgren, "Augustana and Lutheran Identity in America." Augustana Heritage, 8, 

19, accessed August 25, 2015. http://augustanaheritage.org/Augustana-and-Lutheran-

Identity-in-America.pdf. For example, the Swedish Lutheran Augustana Synod was 

largely in favor of the temperance movement. However, this was a large stumbling block 

culturally for the LCMS and their German heritage. These sorts of cultural tensions only 

exacerbated other theological discussions.  
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 As a result of their insular nature and isolation from other Lutheran traditions, 

internal conflicts in the LCMS took on a heated tone more reminiscent of a family quarrel 

than detached academic debate. Understanding this history is vital to the context of the 

crisis from 1969-1975. Outsiders might view the differences between the sides in the 

conflict as small and potentially inconsequential. However, in this context conflict 

quickly became personal and ultimately destructive. To ignore the political framework of 

the crisis and the impact this unique denominational history had on the events of the late 

1960s and early 1970s would be to miss a critical part of the story. 

 

Cultural Context 

 

 

 The Post-World War II world brought with it new ideas a cultural mixing on a 

scale not seen in America before. The structured world of modernity was giving way to 

postmodernity and the foundations of modern thought were being regularly challenged. 

New ideas in theology and biblical studies that had been percolating throughout the late 

nineteenth century and early twentieth century in Europe were making inroads into 

protestant academies in America.  “Historical-Critical” methods of study, smacking of 

the rationalism the Saxons left Europe a hundred years before to escape, began to be 

taught even in the LCMS’ seminaries.
50

  

 As a result, it was almost inevitable that a system so tightly controlled and insular 

would come into conflict with these ideas that challenged notions of biblical authority.  

As the world around the leaders of the LCMS began to change, there was a belief that 

                                                           
50. “Data on Theological Differences,” J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia 

Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO; Board of Control, Exodus, 24. 
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they only had two options. These options were either to change, submitting to the world, 

or to respond with intensity and pushback.
51

 Concordia Seminary, as the largest and most 

influential LCMS seminary, became a flashpoint for this controversy.
52

  

 During the decades of the 1960s, the President of the LCMS, Oliver Harms, made 

several moves that angered conservatives. They saw him as being too open and willing to 

compromise on ecumenical issues and especially on the belief in biblical infallibility. The 

appointment of John Tietjen, a graduate of Concordia Seminary but also of Union 

Seminary in New York, became a lightning rod for controversy and united the 

conservatives.
53

  

 Tietjen, although educated the majority of his life in the Missouri Synod, 

geographically came from the outside and threatened the structures upon which Old 

Missouri had come to rely. Political organizing immediately commenced focused on the 

next LCMS convention in Denver. The goal of this organization was to defeat Harms, 

elect J. A. O. Preus to the presidency of the Synod, and ultimately to remove Tietjen from 

the presidency of Concordia Seminary. 

 Interestingly, in seeming opposition to the LCMS history of insular culture, Preus 

did not come from the LCMS system or share German heritage, and this did not go 

                                                           

51. Lueking, 85; Todd, Authority, 213-216. 

 

 52. Board of Control, 7, 13, 25; Zimmerman, 27, 33. Concerns within the LCMS 

leadership about the teachings of the seminary had begun in the early 1960s and 

continued to grow. There was significant turnover in the staff at Concordia between 

1964-1969 resulting in new leadership and teaching methods.  

 

53.Board of Control, Exodus, 15-20; “Tietjen, John H, 1928-2004," Christian 

Century; Zimmerman, 20. 
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without notice.
54

 He was of Norwegian descent and had graduated from Luther 

Theological Seminary, a seminary of the American Lutheran Church (ALC), in St. Paul, 

Minnesota. Despite this heritage, Preus had become disaffected with his historical 

denomination, and he left to become part of a small splinter denomination from the ALC 

and then finally the LCMS.  

 Once joining the LCMS, Preus advanced quickly becoming president of the 

LCMS’ seminary in Springfield, IL. Although his heritage did not align with the 

expectation of Old Missouri, his theological and political commitments did. He quickly 

aligned with the interests of those desiring to preserve the family atmosphere of Old 

Missouri and its theological and political commitments. As a result, Missouri 

conservatives found in him a valuable asset, and they advanced his candidacy along with 

those he favored.  

 This history of the LCMS and the cultural and theological conversations taking 

place in the nation and the church at the time as well as the timing of their elections set 

up Preus and Tietjen to come into conflict.
 55

 These conversations and conflicts within the 

national denomination needed individuals to embody them, and these two leaders quickly 

came to represent for many, lay and clergy alike, the face of the conflict. Technological 

                                                           

54. Unsigned Memo, June 28, 1971, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical 

Institute, St. Louis, MO. Even after election, Preus’ family and educational heritage was 

questioned. This questioning lead to a memo prepared to respond to criticism “that he 

(Preus) spent quite a number of years of his life outside the Missouri Synod, was not 

educated in the Missouri Synod, and comes from a family which was not associated with 

the Missouri Synod.” This memo emphasized his commitment to the LCMS despite this 

lack of family history.  

 

 55. Board of Control, Exodus, 15-16; Burkee, Power, Politics, 119-121; Tietjen, 

Memoirs, 4, 19, 30; Todd, Authority, 226-227; Zimmerman, 31, 43. 
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advances and media had made the world more interconnected, and ideas and news were 

being spread more rapidly and in new ways.
 
 

 These new ideas, especially in the areas of biblical scholarship and study, 

threatened the stability of Old Missouri and were bound to come into dramatic conflict in 

a denomination so dependent on and committed to right belief and practice. More than a 

hundred years after the Altenberg debates shaped the LCMS, a new debate about what it 

meant to be a Lutheran broke out and would provoke a confrontation. It is in this 

confrontation that the opportunity presents itself to study and add to the canon of adaptive 

leadership theory.   

 

Construction of the Argument 

 

 

 The history of what has come to be known anecdotally as the Seminex crisis is 

well documented. Arguments about the nature of the conflict, the various players and 

their roles, as well as its resolution continue to be made to this day. Often these 

arguments continue to rehash old debates about scriptural interpretation or, connecting 

with the very personal nature of the arguments, focus on who was to blame for the crisis. 

For many, even forty years later, the wounds are deep and the emotions raw.
 56

 Some of 

these resources focus on the political and historical nature of the conflict and the impact 

of wider culture. Others focus more on the theological/biblical nature of the conflict and 

the issues at stake there.
 
The literature review will cover these resources in detail to give 

depth to the current study. 

                                                           
56. Burkee, Power, Politics, 5. Burkee notes that when he began to interview 

people about this crisis thirty years later there were still significant feelings of loss, fear, 

and anxiety about sharing their experiences.  
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 Despite this significant research, none have addressed, utilizing contemporary 

leadership theories, the role of John Tietjen as leader in this crisis. This crisis involved 

the entire Missouri Synod church in general and Concordia Seminary in particular. 

However, as previously mentioned, Concordia president Tietjen and LCMS president 

Preus became the two main individual leaders in the conflict.
57

 The current study will 

address both the role Tietjen played as a source of controversy as well as the leader of 

those in the midst of this controversy throughout this crisis. It will be demonstrated that 

he led in ways that align with the tenets of what today is known as adaptive leadership. 

 One of the results Preus worked towards immediately after election was the 

removal of John Tietjen from office as President of Concordia Seminary.
58

 These 

attempts and the ultimate successful removal of Tietjen from this office are the crucial 

moments for this leadership case study in adaptive leadership. These events created the 

crisis opportunity for Tietjen to demonstrate adaptive leadership. He could not rely on 

official authority or position to demand the loyalty of the students and faculty. The 

technical solutions, it will be demonstrated, would not enable him to serve his followers. 

As leader, he had to engage his followers and keep their loyalty in a new way. Adaptive 

solutions were required for the problems they faced together. 

                                                           

57. Melody R. Barnhart, “Heresy vs. Orthodoxy: The Preus/Tietjen Controversy” 

(PhD Diss., University of North Texas, 1991), 39-46, accessed March 13, 2014, ProQuest 

Dissertations and Theses; Burkee, Power, Politics, 121; Todd, Authority, 227; 

Zimmerman, 32. Certainly others were involved heavily in the issues and the decisions 

around this crisis moment. However, these two men were the focal points of the debate. 

A fact made clear in most of the significant texts surrounding this crisis.   

58. Burkee, Power, Politics, 97, 119; Todd, Authority, 227; Zimmerman, 101. 
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 It is possible that a comparison study of the leadership of Tietjen and Preus could 

yield interesting insights. Certainly they both exercised leadership and made crucial 

decisions that affected the future of their respective institutions. However, the literature 

will demonstrate that Preus’ leadership in this crisis was largely technical as defined by 

the theory of adaptive leadership.
59

 Holding the office of President of the LCMS gave 

him political power to set the agenda for synod meetings and conventions and therefore 

have great influence over their results.
60

 This enabled Preus to utilize the official political 

processes and significant resources of the LCMS to create the change.  

 Preus had the ability to communicate officially with the lay members of the 

LCMS and achieve the results he desired through the existing systems in place. His 

leadership did not require new learning or the creation of alternative institutions. Preus 

was an interesting, dynamic, and controversial figure key to the crisis situation. His 

ability to maintain power within the existing system would provide another interesting 

case study in transactional leadership. However, for the purposes of this analysis, his 

leadership in this crisis does not fit the adaptive paradigm. 

 The literature review will demonstrate how adaptive leadership is required when 

the technical solutions to a problem are not available to the leader or unsuited for the 

                                                           

59. Heifetz, Leadership, 100; Ronald A. Heifetz and Marty Linsky, Leadership on 

the Line: Staying Alive Through the Dangers of Leading (Boston: Harvard Business 

School Press, 2002), 14. A core trait of adaptive leadership is the focus on the difference 

between adaptive and technical challenges. In technical challenges the current know-how 

and structures can be utilized by authorities to find the solution. Adaptive challenges 

require new learning and the people with the issue must be the ones to find the solution.  

 

60. Adams, Preus of Missouri, 230; Burkee, Power, Politics, 102; Todd, 

Authority, 222, 228; Zimmerman, 201-203. 
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work required of the leader.
61

 An adaptive leader takes on crisis as an opportunity to learn 

new ways of leading and engaging followers. This challenge of leading in crisis with 

threatened and ultimately removed positional authority provides an interesting case study. 

It will add to the growing number of examples supporting and challenging the theory and 

its applicability to various leadership situations. 

 It will be shown that Tietjen had to grow into the process of adaptive leadership. 

The current study will address this growth from seeking technical solutions to adaptive 

learning. As the crisis began, he initially addressed the leadership problem by working 

within the synod structures. Per his training and loyalties he was looking for a technical 

solution to the problem.
62

 However, it soon became clear that these traditional structures 

would not bend to his influence and were even being manipulated against him. Due to 

decisions made by authorities as well as by Tietjen and his followers, it was not possible 

to make changes by working through the existing structures and authorities.
63

  

 Teitjen came to understand more critically at this time there were forces at work 

trying to separate him from his followers. These forces were not operating within the 

previouslyhe assumed understandings of leadership in this system.
64

 New political and 
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cultural realities were taking shape and previously held understandings of authority and 

deference were being challenged. Recognizing these challenges to authority in this crisis, 

it would have been easy to adapt a siege mentality and fight to maintain whatever 

vestiges of technical leadership authority could be maintained.
65

 Instead, the current 

study will show that Tietjen learned new ways to lead and in so doing he engaged in the 

process of leadership along with followers that has come to define adaptive leadership. 

 To understand these new learnings, the current study will then analyze Tietjen’s 

relationship with various constituencies of followers and how the crisis provided the 

opportunity for adaptive leadership within the crisis. These moments are of particular 

interest to the current study. He did not lead alone but engaged constituencies including 

the seminary board, staff, students, pastors, and lay leadership in the LCMS.
66

 With each 

of these constituencies, he was required to learn how to lead them in new ways as his 

vested authority was removed by the official authorities. He had to learn his own loyalties 

and discern wisely who was loyal to him and the goals he had outlined for his leadership. 

This is a key trait of the adaptive leader.
67
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 Each of these groups and constituencies required Tietjen to relate to them in a 

distinct way. As such, his relationship with each constituency will be investigated 

individually. These relationships are a great contribution of the study. Examples of his 

leadership in these contexts will be connected with facets of adaptive leadership to show 

how Tietjen enabled followers and maintained and even gained authority through these 

relationships.
68

 This focus on individual relationships is a key adaptive trait and sits in 

direct opposition to the leadership of Preus and his domination of the technical political 

process.
69

  

 This contrast with Preus also demonstrates how Tietjen utilized another key trait 

of adaptive leadership. The leader, it is argued, can and should assert authority but 

without the need for dominance over followers.
70

 Leadership does often come with 

positional authority which grants the leader the ability to exercise power.
71

 However, 

leadership should not require official positional power or the ability to utilize coercion to 

be relevant and create significant change amongst followers.  

 Tietjen utilized adaptive techniques to keep his community cohesive in the midst 

of crisis and manage their anxiety, directing it in ways towards the creation of new 

                                                           

68. Burkee, Power, Politics, 126; Danker, 193, 262. 

 

69. Zimmerman, 112. 

 

70. Begaye, 176; Heifetz, Leadership, 58; Bryan D. Sims, "Complexity, Adaptive 

Leadership, Phase Transitions, and New Emergent Order: A Case Study of the Northwest 

Texas Conference of the United Methodist Church" (PhD Diss., Regent University, 

2009), 52, accessed April 14, 2015, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses. 

 

71. Heifetz, Leadership, 70. 

 



33 
 

 
 

things.
 72

 He was even able to encourage and support them to create a new church body 

out of the crisis that had a significant impact on American Lutheranism over the next four 

decades.
73

 

 Certainly Tietjen’s leadership in this crisis does not go without justifiable 

criticism. These critiques were made both during the course of the crisis as well as in 

retrospect. Any honest analysis of his leadership should take seriously these criticisms 

and objectively evaluate their concerns. Additional discussion will also be undertaken 

about how Tietjen could have, in retrospect, led more effectively had he been aware of 

the tenets of adaptive leadership. In this work both official publications as well as 

primary source material will deepen the understanding of his leadership and the 

challenges he faced.  

 Finally, this analysis of Tietjen’s work with his followers will be examined to see 

what can be learned from this crisis situation. What new leadership lessons and potential 

additions to the theory of adaptive leadership can be gained by studying this case? This 

learning includes emerging scholarship on the way leaders engage followers and how  
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followers impact and change leaders. Analyzing his leadership in this crisis through the 

lens of adaptive leadership will add to the body of scholarship relating to the concept of 

adaptive leadership as well as conversations about how leaders engage followers, what 

future areas of study are available, and what might be concluded about adaptive 

leadership in crisis from this case study. 

 The Seminex crisis was a pivotal event in American protestant church history. 

The history and theology of the event have been discussed at length. However, little study 

has been done on this event and its players utilizing modern leadership theories. Tietjen 

utilized techniques of leadership that today would be labeled as adaptive leadership. In 

the subsequent chapters more extensive analysis will add to the emerging body of 

research on adaptive leadership by exploring crucial leadership moments in more detail, 

particularly in relationship to Tietjen’s various constituencies. This knowledge will give 

leaders today yet another example of how they can lead successfully in difficult situations 

with or without official authority. 
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Chapter Two 

 

 Leadership Literature Review 

 

 

 In order to begin an investigation into the leadership of John Tietjen in this crisis, 

it is vital to be aware of the scholarship surrounding the fields of adaptive leadership, 

crisis leadership, and the literature related to John Tietjen and the Concordia crisis. This 

chapter will take each of these fields in turn. The chapter begins with a review of 

adaptive leadership theory and the literature surrounding this theory. It then connects this 

theory with the theories of leadership in crisis and the literature surrounding that field. 

Finally, the chapter concludes with an engagement of the historical, theological, and 

primary source documents that give depth to the study of this particular case study.  

 Leadership theories are attempts to explain and categorize, among other things, 

the attributes, styles, behaviors, and actions of leaders. Leadership studies attempt to 

organize these theories by consolidating experiences, case studies, quantitative, 

qualitative, and cognitive research in ways that demonstrate, correlate, and provide 

guides to explain, evaluate, and potentially replicate these leaders’ actions. In so doing 

this current study will be useful for teaching or explaining how and why leaders, and 

increasingly followers, behave in certain ways given the contextual realities of the 

leadership situation.
1
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 Various types of leadership theory have been posited informally throughout 

history. In recent years, the study and teaching of leadership has become a recognized 

academic field and a major focus not only of corporate mission statements but also of 

university departments.
2
 These theories have been developed along with accompanying 

taxonomies by many leadership scholars and texts from multiple disciplines.
3
 Leaders 

have been described in physical and psychological means.
4
 Many have focused on 

specific leadership attributes or situations, leader/follower interactions, styles, traits, 

skills, or contexts.
5
 There have even been attempts to bring together scholars to create a 

general theory of leadership that could be applicable across contexts.
6
 However, these 

attempts at a grand theory have been futile.
7
 

 Despite the lack of development of a grand theory of leadership, the study of 

leadership and the various theories that have developed from it do share significant 

commonality. This commonality is particularly noted in their desire to understand more 
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clearly the roots of authority and its application—their quest to understand where 

influence over groups of individuals comes from and what sustains this influence over 

time.
8
 This question of influence is the operative leadership question. How does an 

individual move others onto a new agenda, get things done in organizations, and 

potentially transform culture?
9
 

 Leadership is about the exercise of influence/power over another person or group 

of persons onto a particular agenda. Leadership studies are about how that influence is 

achieved, managed, expanded, and practiced for the sake of both leader and follower. 

This influence/power can only happen with the leader having some measure of authority 

that has been conferred to the leader by the followers.
10

 However, the source of this 

authority to exercise influence/power has its origin in a variety of places. Influence may 

come with or without positional authority, charisma, leadership traits, skills, or style. The 

reality is that leaders gain the authority to accomplish their tasks through a variety of 

means and the respect for institutional authority has declined.
11

  

 Increasingly, particularly in the latter part of the twentieth century, questions of 

corporate and institutional leadership effectiveness and the nature of authority within 

culture have grown. Institutional and assumed authority has been questioned as a given. 

Multiple ways to understand leadership and authority have been suggested and tested. 
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One of the key contributions to this conversation has been the understanding of 

leadership as a social construction. In this context and understanding, of leadership as 

social construct, individuals are understood to interact with one another and social norms 

are developed.  

 The leader is then understood to be working within those social interactions and is 

able to gain authority by her or his awareness of and ability to work within these contexts 

and constructions. This is a different understanding than leadership as a trait or style or 

even a God given charism. In this understanding of leadership as construction leadership 

is not embodied in or possessed by an individual but is a part of their relationships with 

their followers in the context of culture.
12

  

 This move of leadership studies shifting focus from leaders to culture and 

followers means new questions must be asked: What kind of culture is dominating the 

organization? Who are the leader’s primary and secondary followers? What are the goals 

that these followers are seeking? The conception that followers have expectations of 

leaders is well established in the leadership literature, In particular it is especially being 

explored and expanded on in the growing field of followership studies.
13
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 When organizational culture and the needs of followers become a large part of the 

conversation new theories of leadership, including adaptive leadership, are empowered to 

be included into the leadership conversation. Leadership is no longer the possession of 

the leader but something provided or imputed onto the leader by the community. This 

understanding allows the question to be asked about whether the leadership style is 

adaptive or non-adaptive to changing contexts.
14

  

 Does the work of leadership change based on the context and the followers’ 

needs? There have been many and various attempts throughout history to apply these 

theories and these sorts of categorizations.
15

 Adaptive leadership is one of those attempts, 

a key part of the discussion, and of particular interest to the current study.  

 

Adaptive Leadership Review 

 

 Adaptive leadership theory is based on the foundational work of Ronald Heifetz. 

In numerous publications Heifetz and his various collaborators have identified and 

defined the theory of “adaptive” leadership over and against what they describe as 

“technical” leadership.
16

 Technical leadership is required when solutions to the problem 

are evident and the challenge is simply providing tools or technology or motivating 

individuals to achieve that solution.
17

 Technical leadership assumes that the leader will 

have the answer and can provide the path to the solution. However, these technical 
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solutions often wind up presenting their own series of challenges. Technical solutions can 

solve the presenting problem or address the symptoms but often fail to address the root 

cause of the issue—the adaptive challenge. 

 This leadership theory identifies the challenge and the need for adaptive 

leadership when the solution to the problem is less than obvious and requires new 

learning. No simple technical solution presents itself readily. A new technology or 

resource will not solve the problem. Instead, new learning and new negotiation of 

authority and leadership will be required. Leaders and individual followers will have to 

be drawn together in a cohesive team to find and learn a pathway to a solution.
18

  

 Regardless of how the leader’s authority is obtained, it is essential to examine the 

exercise of that authority to understand the leadership process.
19

 Leadership does not 

occur in a vacuum but is a relationship that leader and followers negotiate over time to 

accomplish specific goals. These negotiations happen in a variety of ways and Heifetz 

identifies multiple social functions of the leader as they negotiate with followers the 

amount of power being given or taken by the leader and follower. 

 In the realm of technical versus adaptive leadership, the situation type dictates 

different actions based on the social function of the leader in relationship to the followers. 

The clear differences can be seen in how the leader in technical situations is clearly in 

control and is even dominant over the followers. The power remains with the leader. In 
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adaptive situations this leadership is much more of a negotiation or conversation in which 

the leader works with the follower ceding authority as appropriate. 

Table One. Leadership with Authority in Adaptive Situation 

Social Function Situational Type 

 Technical Adaptive 

Direction Authority provides problem 

definition and solution 

Authority identifies the 

adaptive challenge, 

provides diagnosis of 

condition, and produces 

questions about problem 

definitions and solutions 

Protection Authority protects from 

external threat 

Authority discloses external 

threat 

Role Orientation Authority orients Authority disorients current 

roles, or resists pressure to 

orient people in new roles 

too quickly. 

Controlling Conflict Authority restores order Authority exposes conflict, 

or lets it emerge 

Norm Maintenance Authority maintains norms Authority challenges norms, 

or allows them to be 

challenged 

Source: Heifetz, Leadership, 127. 

 Table One shows how in adaptive leadership the leader recognizes that although 

their social function might be to direct, protect, or control the followers, the leader’s job 

is not to provide direction, comfort, security, control conflict, or to maintain the status 

quo. Social norms must be challenged and the disorientation this challenge will provide 

enables the community to engage in the new learning required. The adaptive leader, as a 

result, must be willing to disorient the followers, disclose and not mask threats to the 

organization, and challenge norms.  This work often will result in exposing conflict and 

expose the leader to dissent by refusing to mask the potential issues within a 

community’s current way of life. As a result, this is leadership that can be dangerous, a 

theme that will be discussed later in more detail. 



42 
 

 
 

 Leaders engaging in the work of leadership are encouraged by Heifetz to 

acknowledge these different situation types and warrant different responses and types of 

work. To demonstrate this theory Heifetz uses several case studies that range from very 

personal medical decisions to large public leadership roles. Each case illustrates how an 

adaptive leader goes though the multiple steps of adaptive leadership to help a 

community, family system, or individual move to take on a new role or challenge.
20

  

 The situational type examples presented by Heifetz also demonstrate how 

adaptive leadership is not limited by organization size or context. The need for, and 

opportunity to, exercise adaptive leadership abounds both in large scale organizations as 

well as in individual situations and promotes “innovation, risk taking, open 

communications, teamwork, and enthusiasm.”
21

  

 The adaptive question for leaders is diagnosing the situation type they are 

engaging. From these case studies Heifetz outlines three types of contextual situations 

requiring leadership. Each of these situations requires the leader to engage in a series of 

actions unique to the situation. The leader must first diagnosis the problem definition and 

whether it is clear or not. Secondly, the solution to the problem must be analyzed and the 

need for new learning assessed.  
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 Finally, the primary locus of responsibility for doing the work must be identified. 

This is where adaptive leadership brings in the awareness of the needs and agency of the 

follower. In technical leadership the primary locus of responsibility is always with the 

leader. This locus shifts to the follower when the situation makes the move to problems 

and solutions that are not clear and require learning.  

 Working through these three steps then communicates what kind of work is 

required. Table two develops out of Heifetz’s example of working through a challenging 

diagnosis with a patient and physician. When there is no technical cure to the situation 

the physician is left with the challenge of leading the patient and family through a process 

of determining what is an acceptable outcome to the medical crisis. This table outlines 

three situations: the problem, the solution, and the primary locus of work responsibility. 

Drawing on the situation types from Table One, beginning with Type I and proceeding to 

Type III, this table demonstrates the conditions that generate the need to make a shift 

from technical leadership into the kind of work required for adaptive leadership. 

Table Two. Three types of situations 

Situation Problem 

definition 

Solution and 

implementation 

Primary locus of 

responsibility 

for the work 

Kind of work 

Type I Clear Clear Physician Technical 

Type II Clear Requires 

learning 

Physician and 

patient 

Technical and 

adaptive 

Type III Requires 

learning 

Requires 

learning 

Patient > 

physician 

Adaptive 

Source: Heifetz, Leadership, 76. 

 Heifetz identifies multiple challenges of adaptive leadership. The primary 

challenge is that this sort of leadership requires experimentation and learning. 

Experimentation, he admits, will lead to failures and new discoveries. The learning will 

require the adjustment of attitudes for individuals and groups and also lead to anxiety. 
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Unfortunately, he acknowledges failure may not be acceptable to individuals or large 

groups of people, and the leader may face significant opposition or even attempts at 

assassination.
22

 

 Additionally, the leadership required for adaptive work demands that the leader to 

be able to step back and both assess the situation and challenge followers. This is 

leadership in relationship, a constructivist attribute of leadership, focused less on the 

leader’s personal qualities as on their actions in relationship to their followers. The leader 

must be willing to give the work back to the group and trust them to do their part in the 

leadership enterprise. The leader then allows followers to think critically and discern the 

proper direction for the organization.
23

 Heifetz argues this sort of learning leadership can 

and will produce better results.
24

 However, in a less transparent or mature situation, the 

followers may rebel against the leader for failing to provide expected comfort, especially 

through the experimentation process.  

 This literature review has shown how leadership theory demonstrates how 

followers have expectations of leaders that leaders are expected to meet. Some of these 

are explicitly stated and others are assumed. Regardless, leaders must work in relation to 

these followers. Heifetz recognizes this and while his work is clearly focused on the 
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leader and their actions he does offer key themes that leaders engaged in adaptive work 

must be attuned to in regard to their followers in five strategic principles for leaders.
25

  

1. Identify the adaptive challenge: The leader must “diagnose the situation in light of 

the values at stake, and unbundle the issues that come with it.”  

2. “Keep the level of stress within a tolerable range for doing adaptive work:” The 

leader needs to control the temperature by keeping the heat up on the situation yet 

also work to prevent overheating.  

3. “Focus attention on ripening issues not on stress reducing distractions:” The 

leader identifies issues that require attention and then directs attention to those 

issues. In so doing the leader must also be aware of and actively “counteract work 

avoidance mechanisms.” These mechanisms include “denial, scapegoating, 

externalizing the enemy, pretending the problem is technical, or attacking 

individuals rather than issues.” 

4. “Give the work back to the people:” The leader must develop responsibility 

within followers that requires and creates accountability within the people with 

the problem to “do the work at an appropriate rate.” 

5. “Protect voices without authority:” The leader must protect those who “raise hard 

questions, create distress, and point to the internal contradictions of the 

organization.”  These voices are vital to provoke rethinking of issues. 

 These five principles demonstrate the importance of the relationship of leader and 

follower in adaptive leadership theory. Leaders are not actually the central figures in the 

adaptive leadership process. Instead they are participants along with their followers in the 
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process of learning and developing leadership capacity within the group as a whole. Their 

role is to guide the conversation, keep the emotional distress regulated, and allow for 

many voices to be heard so that the best answers, not the most expedient, are found.
26

 

 Adaptive leadership is leadership performed in partnership with followers, and the 

development and learning of followers is a vitally important goal of this leadership style. 

Leading adaptively comes with a significant number of challenges and requires learning, 

but the ideas of adaptive leadership are taking hold. Since Heifetz’s initial work in the 

field, the themes of adaptive leadership have been explored in more depth by his work 

and also those done in collaboration with others.
27

 These works have contributed to the 

growing acceptance of adaptive leadership as an important part of the academic 

leadership conversation. In particular, this importance is shown in the many ways it has 

been utilized in multiple leadership contexts, especially those that regularly respond to 

crisis or unpredictable situations.  
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 For example, the United States Military has accepted and utilized adaptive 

techniques extensively in its training protocols.
28

 In these challenging leadership 

conditions, they define adaptive leaders as those who can utilize learning from previous 

situations while creating new and often innovative approaches that match the need in the 

current situation.
29

 The leaders required in these situations must be attuned to and 

adaptive in dealing with a variety of situations both political and physical.
30

  

 These leaders are not expected or desired to be lone actors or top down givers of 

orders. Instead they are, following the tenets of adaptive leadership, expected to utilize 

and work in teams for communal learning and discernment. These leaders are 

conditioned to operate as the conveners of “teams of teams” to structure leadership 

decisions and movement communally rather than a command structure based on a top 

down approach.
31

 

 Military leadership is only one of the areas that have drawn on adaptive 

leadership theory. Education, healthcare, and political leadership conversations have also 

engaged adaptive thinking towards leadership. In these fields adaptive leadership has 

particularly found traction in tackling the challenges of contexts and crises that do not fit 
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the prototypical norm or when leadership is required in situations that require change or 

reform of the institution is needed. Higher education leadership in the twenty first century 

has proven to be a good context for adaptive leadership.   

 Educational leadership continues to go through dramatic shifts. Expectations of 

teachers and administrators have changed in a climate of increased diversity and 

decreased funding. Increasingly, technical solutions to problems have been found to be 

lacking, and traditional models of tenure and professorial compensation are being 

challenged.
32

 In the medical field, which was one of the first realms Heifetz explored, 

doctors and nurses are often presented with unclear solutions.
33

 This is a great example of 

the challenges of leadership when there is no blueprint or technical solution to the 

problem available.  

 Political climates of decaying trust in hierarchical and institutional authority have 

also changed the expectations of political leaders over the past several decades. Leaders 

are now required and expected to do their work with and through the public and exercise 

leadership and authority with less and less authority given from holding the office. One 

of the goals of such political leadership should be in developing the people’s ability to 
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problem solve.
34

 This is all leadership learned in context, along with followers, and 

requires making sure the right people are doing the right work.
35

 

 Finally, there has been some discussion about whether adaptive leadership is its 

own theory or simply a derivative, a subcategory of other leadership theories. William 

Cojocar has argued effectively that, indeed, adaptive leadership is its own theory of 

leadership.
36

 However, there are others that have and continue to argue that it is simply a 

derivative of other theories of leadership.  Critiques of adaptive leadership theory will be 

explored in detail in the next section and examine the possibility that adaptive theory is 

overly reliant on a great leader or, on the other extreme, has expectations for followers 

that are too high to be fulfilled. The reasons for these arguments come in the critiques of 

adaptive leadership theory, explored below.  

 

Critiques of Adaptive Leadership Theory 

 

 Adaptive leadership theory, as with any theory of leadership, has its critics. These 

critiques come in two major areas. The first argues that adaptive leadership is overly 

reliant on followers who most likely cannot be expected to do the sort of learning and 

self-examination necessitated by the theory. The second major critique claims that 

although adaptive leadership theory claims to be about a learning follower and leader 

interaction, it is actually simply another version of great man leadership. The leader, in 

this thought process, encourages followers to believe they have a role in the leadership 
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decision making but the main focus remains on the leader. Both of these criticisms will 

be explored below in detail.   

 Adaptive leadership has a clear and intense focus on learning leadership with and 

through followers. This follower focus has led some to critique it as having an 

overreliance on followers and their abilities.
37

 These critics claim that adaptive leadership 

assumes more of followers than they are capable of accomplishing. Followers either 

cannot be trusted to achieve such learning or such learning is simply beyond their 

capacity. As such, followers need strong leaders who are able to encourage and challenge 

them towards solutions.
38

 

 Crisis contexts are particularly problematic in this critique. Situations arise in 

which the technical solution, not adaptive learning, is indeed the proper solution to the 

problem. This has been especially noted in the military sphere where many, if not the 

majority, of tasks expected to be performed by personnel have been found to require 

technical responses. There is a way to train individuals to react to a multitude of 

situations well that do not require learning. Instead they require a willingness to adhere to 

the standard operating procedures of the situation at hand.
39

 This critique agrees that 

                                                           

37. John McCrae, “Military Adaptive Leadership: Overcome or 

Overcompensate?” Cicero Magazine (Oct. 8, 2014), accessed May 13, 2015, 

http://ciceromagazine.com/features/military-adaptive-leadership-overcome-or-

overcompensate/. 

  

38. Burns, Leadership, 210. Burns discusses this importance in the context of 

military or other actions. Leaders must be confident and move others onto an agenda. 

There are times when learning together does not work.  

 

 39. McCrae, “Military Adaptive Leadership.” 1-2. “The bulk of the military—

medical personnel, logisticians, mechanics, technology professionals, and construction 

engineers—is therefore frequently engaged in decisions requiring technical rather than 

adaptive solutions.”  



51 
 

 
 

adaptive leadership is in fact a leadership theory and applicable in certain situations. 

However, the critique finds adaptive leadership to be overly optimistic about the role and 

ability of followers. 

 Interestingly, the second critique of adaptive leadership comes from the 

followership side of the leadership conversation. It argues the opposite point. Followers 

are in fact capable of more than leaders give them credit. This critique argues that while 

adaptive leadership claims to empower and expect followers to lead with the leader it is 

actually yet another adaptation of the “great man/woman” theories of the past. The leader 

is seen as the singular savior who can be taught to lead and having been taught will be 

able to take charge in the situation and lead the community to a positive outcome.
40

 The 

pedagogies of leadership in adaptive theory are not unique but instead are variations on a 

similar theme, encouraging a leader-centric status quo to the detriment of followers.
41

 

 Both of these critiques are worthy of consideration. However, neither sufficiently 

negates the important contribution to leadership theory brought about by the adaptive 

framework. This is especially true in crisis situations. Adaptive leadership answers the 

first critique with its categorization of leadership types. In a crisis the leader might need 

to indeed operate in a command-control manner, a technical manner, in the type I 

situation. This is the type of situation where a standard operating procedure is the proper 

solution to the problem. In these moments the leader may very well operate out of the 

“great man/woman” ideal.  

                                                           

 40. Kellerman, End of Leadership, 181. 

 

 41. Ibid., 183-185, 191. Kellerman has an overall critique of the leadership 

“industry” as a whole. Arguing that it needs to be critically examined and challenged for 
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 However, in situations where there is no standard procedure or the positive 

outcome is less than clear, adaptive leadership sees the role of the leader move to 

empowerment and challenge of the followers. The leader and her actions with followers 

is the key component for a successful outcome in the leadership context. The goal, 

however, is not for the leader to provide the solution and prove her greatness but to help 

the community come to a workable solution to the problem together. The job of 

leadership is to give the work back to the followers and help create an environment in 

which the followers are responsible for, and take an active role in, the group’s success or 

failure. This is hardly “great woman/man” leadership.  

 It is important to keep these critiques in mind when discussing adaptive leadership 

and to recognize situations in which this theory is not the appropriate response. Heifetz 

acknowledges this reality and as such builds in the importance of recognizing which of 

the three types of situations face the leader and follower. Adaptive leadership is not a 

“one-size fits all” theory of leadership or a general theory of leadership. However, it is a 

type of leadership theory that can be appropriate in certain circumstances. Leading in 

crisis, when there are no easy answers to the challenges, is one such circumstance.  

 In the broader context of discussions around leadership, the current study will 

demonstrate that the crisis events within the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod (LCMS) in 

the years 1969-1975 created an environment for adaptive leadership in crisis to occur. 

Particularly relevant to this case study was the adaptive leadership work of John Tietjen 

in relation to his followers, faculty, staff, students, and lay members of the LCMS, 

throughout the course of the crisis events. Studying this crisis through the lens of 

adaptive leadership as intentional follower engagement is important. It furthers 
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conversations in the areas of leadership in change as well as also engaging questions of 

how leaders can lead with and through their followers to positive outcomes in the midst 

of a crisis situation.
42

  

 Leaders in the current era must be in touch with and connected to their followers 

and attuned to their needs. Technical solutions to problems are often not the answer and a 

crisis can create the opportunity for adaptive leadership to flourish.
43

 The learning 

required to be effective leaders will happen over a significant period of time in 

relationship to a community. It cannot be taught in a week-long seminar or even a two-

year MBA.
44

 Managing and leading change is challenging, and without adequate 

understandings of the leadership challenges, consequences, and choices leaders are 

making, they will often choose inappropriate solutions for the problems they and their 

communities are facing.  

 Adaptive problems require solutions that are not simply a reorganization of the 

existing structure, hiring of new staff, or juggling job assignments. These are problems 

that require solutions that often reinvent reality and create a new reality. They require 

new learning and to gain that learning, experimentation is also required. As a result, 

adaptive leadership often comes in a time of crisis when it becomes clear the status quo 

cannot hold. As a result, a review of current scholarship in area of crisis leadership 

studies is in order. 
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Crisis Leadership 

 

 The need for leadership in crisis has been one of the basic functions of leadership 

for centuries.
45

 However, crisis leadership as a field of leadership and management 

studies is a fairly recent phenomenon and remains under development. As a discipline it 

focuses on preparation for, and management of, crisis situations.
46

 Unlike adaptive 

leadership there is no agreed upon seminal author or group of authors who have come to 

define leadership in crisis.  

 Despite this lack of a seminal author, crisis leadership is a vitally important topic 

in business, political, and church leadership conversations. As a result, the number of 

texts on crisis leadership is immense both in academic and popular leadership literature. 
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Out of the large number of monographs dedicated to crises leadership some do stand 

currently at the forefront for their contributions to the field. Of particular interest to the 

current study, these stand out for moving the conversation about crisis leadership from a 

technical/management focus to a more adaptive political/learning frame.
47

 In addition to 

these texts, others stand out in the form of articles or chapters within texts that highlight 

specific aspects of crisis leadership.
48

 These texts and a few selected others that 

particularly relate crisis leadership to adaptive leadership will make up the bulk of this 

literature review. 

 Crises come in a multitude of areas of focus and as a result require a number of 

response categories. Even within this selected list of crisis leadership literature there is 

recognition of the wide range of genres of crises. In crisis literature, natural disasters, 
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violent or terrorist events, internal crisis, moral failures, and financial challenges often 

play a large role.
49

 Some crises are quick or sudden and others build over time in what is 

referred to as “crisis creep.” This “creep” occurs slowly as issue after issue builds 

ultimately resulting in a major crisis event that cannot be contained easily.
50

 An example 

of such a crisis was the 2008 financial crisis. This crisis demonstrated that in a globalized 

world a crisis in one nation can quickly build and become a global crisis.
51

  

 Crises come in a variety of ways and the focus and response will change based on 

whether the crisis is brought on by external or internal events. The nature of the crisis 

creates the context and need for leadership. As a result, the first task of writing about 

crisis leadership is defining what exactly constitutes an organizational crisis. In the 

literature there is no singular definition of crisis.  However, consistent themes develop. A 

good example of a definition of an organizational crisis has been authored by Pearson and 

Clair. “An organizational crisis is a low probability, high impact event that threatens the 

viability of the organization and is characterized by ambiguity of cause, effect, and means 

of resolution, as well as by a belief that decisions must be made swiftly.”
52
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 This definition focuses on the uniqueness of a crisis in the life of the organization. 

Uniqueness is defined both by its low probability as well as its projected significant 

impact. Additionally, this definition highlights a key challenge of crisis. The cause of the 

crisis is often ambiguous, and the means of resolution is not immediately apparent. 

Despite this challenge, what is clear in this definition is the need for decisions to be made 

quickly in these crises. As a result, effective means of gathering information, making 

decisions, and transparent communication become key elements to leadership in crisis.
53

 

 Building on these foundations, a crisis will be defined, for the sake of the current 

study, as an event or series of events that bring about significant change and/or cause 

trauma within a community and can challenge its long term viability. This change and/or 

trauma can be both experienced as an event/action from within the community or an 

event or natural disaster that comes from outside the community. The source of the crisis 

is less important to the current study as the response of the leaders and their actions in 

both preparing for and responding to the crisis. 

 The literature around crisis leadership incorporates a number of leadership 

theories yet overwhelmingly focuses on two main themes of conversation. These themes 

are the general responses to crisis, the technical or managerial challenge, and the 

relationship of the leader to the followers in such a crisis situation. This second theme is 

the political or potentially adaptive challenge. Because the main interest of the current 

study is in relating crisis to adaptive leadership, these two areas of crisis—general 
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response frameworks and the leader-follower interaction—are particularly relevant and as 

such are explored in more detail below 

 

General Crisis Response Frameworks 

 

 A variety of suggested general frameworks exist for leading a community in a 

time of crisis or trauma. In the language of adaptive leadership theory, these are technical 

solutions that outline general steps leaders can take both to manage crises as well as 

survive them politically as leaders.
54

 The major differences between the various 

approaches tend to be the number of steps and/or style for these conversations. 

Additionally, and of particular interest to the current study, is whether the leader and 

followers are expected, or not expected, to learn in the process. 

 The most basic of the crisis response frameworks build themselves around 

managing a crisis in three stages. These stages are the preparation for the event, reaction 

to the crisis event, and action after the event.
55

 This three-stage model presents and 

advocates for a fairly simple structure dealing in sequence with the crisis situation: before 

the crisis, during the crisis, and after the crisis.
56

 The leadership challenge in crisis is how 

the leader acts within these three stages to manage the crisis, and each of the theories 

apply appropriate actions for the three stages. Before the crisis the leader is expected to 
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prepare for, to precipitate, the inevitability of the coming crisis situation that is incubating 

in their organization.
57

  

 This task requires the leader to be honest in assessing his or her organization and 

attune to its potential weaknesses, vulnerabilities, and the potential sources of internal 

and external crisis. Unfortunately this first stage is also the time that management 

failures, including the failure to prepare, often lead to a situation in which a simple 

trigger event can create the crisis. Failures to be aware of these realities, to prepare 

adequately, or potentially to prepare inappropriately, are what Janis has labeled “errors of 

omission” and “errors of commission.”
58

  

 The second stage is to gain a handle on the reality of what to do when the crisis 

comes to mitigate its impact on the organization. The lack of preparedness experienced in 

the pre-crisis phase means that often this period results in leadership simply trying to 

hang on and weather the storm. The leader does whatever is necessary to communicate 

through a specific spokesperson and maintain or regain the status quo as best possible.
59

 

Ideally, the leader will react in an appropriate way, and the stakeholders and others 

affected by the crisis will be comforted by the apparent structure that is focused on the 

management of the process. Examples of how leaders can act in this way effectively and 

ineffectively will be discussed later in this review. 
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 The post-crisis period is the most vital and opportune time for movement beyond 

management into leadership and potential change. The status quo has been disturbed, and 

as a result the overall identity of the organization can be called into question.
60

 If 

executed well this post-crisis legitimization phase can be a time of learning and building 

stakeholder confidence in the organization. That is what the Johnson and Johnson 

Company was able to do in the wake of the Tylenol cyanide poisoning crisis.
61

 

Unfortunately, under media scrutiny and waves of rumors and poor communication, this 

post-crisis learning time often degenerates into finding a scapegoat and who or what is to 

blame for the crisis.
62

 

 The three-stage process offers simplicity and a clear delineation of the stages of 

crisis. However, criticism has been raised that the three-stage process is too simple and 

fails to incorporate potential sub stages that might provide additional insight to the leader. 

As such, to this threefold arrangement others have gone on to add additional stages 

advocating for intentional leadership and processing in the crisis.  
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 For example, Myers adds what he calls the “interim processing” stage in which 

the leader takes time to think through or “process” the situation in which the leadership 

task is required.
63

 This interim stage, between crisis and resolution, is defined by Fink as 

the “Chronic Crisis Stage.”
64

 Crises, these scholars argue, have become less unexpected 

and more a part of the leadership reality. This is in contrast to the definition of crisis as a 

unique and unexpected event that could potentially be prevented. 

 A shift has been made in the understanding of crisis events. This shift is from 

crises as unique and unexpected events to the reality of crisis as a regular part of the life 

of institutions. As a result of this research the current study does not include the unique or 

unexpected nature of crisis in its definition. The adept leader recognizes these crises are a 

continual part of the landscape of the organization and provide opportunity for learning 

and growth for both leader and follower. Crises, in this construction, are seen to be 

inevitable and perpetual. The status quo will, and potentially should, always be 

challenged and threatened.
65

 

 Understanding crisis as a continual part of the leadership challenge is essential for 

the move from technical to adaptive leadership. Crisis is, in this construction, not 

something to be avoided but provides the opportunity for learning and even profiting. In 

response to this new construction, a strong argument for developing a more dynamic 

framework has emerged and moved from a managerial focus to a learning leadership 

focus. Two models of such frameworks are presented below.   
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 Pearson and Mitroff argue for such learning in a five-stage framework which 

builds upon the foundation of the three- and four-stage frameworks.
66

 The two new stages 

give opportunity for awareness and intentionality in leadership in the previously 

underwhelming area of pre-crisis leadership. The first stage they add is a pre-crisis stage 

called “signal detection” in which adept leaders will notice the warning signs of crisis 

even before preparing for it. These are leaders who are attuned to the needs, 

vulnerabilities, and potential threats and weaknesses of their organizations.  

 Emphasizing the importance of leadership that is learning, Pearson and Mitroff 

also include a fifth stage after the recovery of the organization. This stage is intended to 

provide space and time that is intentionally about learning after the crisis.
67

 Adding these 

two stages creates a framework that provides even more nuance to the conversation of 

leadership in crisis and is certainly interesting and relevant to the context of adaptive or 

learning leadership. 

 Crandall, Parnell, and Spillan also reflect this recognition of a chronic argument 

for crisis as well as the importance of organizational learning within a four-stage 

framework for preparing for and managing crisis.
68

 This learning, they argue, focuses on 

two themes. The first concerns what can be done to increase the prevention of a similar 

crisis both currently and in the future. The second addresses the reality that if, despite 
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prevention efforts, such a crisis does occur what potentially can be learned by the 

organization and leadership now to “soften its impact?”
69

  

 The number of stages is really something of a semantic argument. What is 

significant here is the recognition and application of a learning leadership model of crisis 

management. The opportunity and the focus on technical responses to crisis pivot from 

reaction to a proactive stance of preparation and education for the future post crisis. The 

leadership and followers are challenged to be about a political and potentially adaptive 

response. The organization, in this model, can and will change because of the crisis. 

Given the assumed continual reality of change, this four-stage model, along with the five-

stage version, provides an adaptive response for leaders and followers. Learning in and 

from crisis is assumed. The focus of the current study now shifts from frameworks for 

managing crisis to the relationship between leader and community. 

 

Focus on the Leader and Community 

 

 The leader has a particular and vitally important role to play in crisis through her 

relationship to the community experiencing the crisis. As referenced in the introduction 

of this review, crisis studies have begun to make a move from technical/managerial 

solutions to crises toward focusing on the leader in relationship to the community and the 

potential learning that can take place. This move has changed the focus of interest from 

technical solutions to “fix” the events to understanding the political nature of crisis 

                                                           

69. Boin et al., Politics of Crisis, 14-15; Crandall, Parnell, and Spillan, Crisis 

Management, 14, 225-230; Mitroff, “Crisis learning,” 18. 

 



64 
 

 
 

leadership and the leader’s role in helping the community to learn and grow through this 

experience.  

 These texts aim to answer a very specific question about how a leader can both 

lead, not manage, people and situations to mitigate negative consequences as well as 

learn from the situation. Here the leader and her ability to communicate effectively are of 

key importance.
70

 This learning focuses on the leader helping the organization and 

community learn and grow in a way so as to create a positive outcome from the crisis for 

as many stakeholders as possible.  

 Learning leadership is political leadership that understands the various 

stakeholder interests and needs. These are needs that arise in a crisis both inside and 

outside of the organization.
71

 The work of Irving Janis is of particular note in this field of 

understanding the political interrelationship of leader to follower and the impact of 

collective thinking that can and does occur in a crisis.
72

 

 Janis argues for recognizing the political nature of the crisis and its effect on 

leader and follower. The crisis creates an opportunity for meaning making experiences 

                                                           

 70. Norman R. Augustine, “Managing the Crisis You Tried to Prevent,” in 

Harvard Business Review on Crisis Management (Harvard Business School Press: 

Boston, MA, 2000), 31; Barton, Crisis in Organizations, 33-37, 174; Fink, Crisis 

Management, 67; Seymour and Moore, Effective Crisis Management, 109. 

 

71. Barton, Crisis in Organizations, 103-112; Seymour and Moore, Effective 

Crisis Management, 99. 

 

 72. Janis, Crucial Decisions, 45, 255; Irving L. Janis, Groupthink, 2nd ed, 

(Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin, 1982), 37, 256; Irving L. Janis, Victims of Groupthink 

(Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin, 1972), 5-9, 191-192, 197-199. 



65 
 

 
 

and growth by the community in response to the threat.
73

 The leader helps the community 

to discern together what lessons and meaning that community can take away from the 

event through several actions.  

 The leader can decrease the anxiety of a potential scapegoat mentality, as 

previously referenced, by opening the conversation to the meaning of a crisis and 

encouraging transparent open evaluation. This opening to evaluation can lead to positive 

groupthink and counteract a desire of subordinates to withhold information for fear of 

reprisal or overreliance on a single leader to take responsibility for all decisions.
74

 

However, in a situation in which the leader has narcissistic tendencies, or the group has 

agreed (implicitly or explicitly) there are only a few options, this groupthink can lead to 

overly optimistic and unrealistic assessments of the situation.
75

  

 This “meaning making” is an attempt by the community and their leaders to put 

the crisis into the context of a narrative for the community. This concept is certainly not 

limited to Janis; it was a key focus of Maimonides almost a millennia ago. A multitude of 

scholars have recognized how vital it is for the leader to help the community give the 
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trauma a purpose and facilitate learning and development from this experience.
76

 By 

giving the experience meaning, it becomes less of an imposition, or even danger, to the 

community as a blame inducing experience but can be transformed into an opportunity to 

grow and prepare for the future.  

 Crisis learning also provides an opportunity for the community to build resilience 

through social mechanisms and strength. Edward Powley, studying the response of an 

educational community in response to a shooting incident on campus, describes three 

such social mechanisms. These mechanisms are identified as: Liminal Suspension, 

Compassionate Witnessing, and Relational Redundancy.
77

 These three social processes or 

mechanisms enable organizations not only to survive but thrive through crisis.  

 Social structures and patterns are disrupted as a result of the crisis. However, this 

disruption in the status quo creates opportunity for new relationships, connections, and 

possibilities for leadership to form.
78

 The community comes together in ways that 

previously would not have been possible as social boundaries break down and the crisis, 

if adequately responded to, bonds leaders and followers.
79

 This is adaptive type learning 

and leadership. 
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 This review has noted that crisis leadership is often demonstrated in the wake of a 

natural disaster, terror attack, or other crisis not of the leader’s making. An example of 

such a case was the leadership required in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. This was a 

pivotal crisis event in relatively recent United States political history and the subject of 

much research and inquiry both in successful leadership outcomes as well as very public 

failures.
80

 This study gives a good example of the political nature and the symbolic 

importance of leadership in crisis.  

 How the leader responds to the crisis and his or her willingness both to be present 

and get the followers the right assistance is critical. For example, in responding to the 

massive devastation of Hurricane Katrina, President George W. Bush was perceived by 

many to initially refuse greater assistance or recognize the magnitude of the crisis 

brought on by the hurricane. This led to significant critique of his leadership and had 

consequences for his overall popularity.
81

  

                                                           

 80. Ali Farazmand. "Hurricane Katrina, the Crisis of Leadership, and Chaos 

Management: Time for Trying the ‘Surprise Management Theory in Action’," Public 

Organization Review 9, no. 4 (December 2009): 399-412, accessed April 24, 2014, 

EBSCO; James L. Garnett and Alexander Kouzmin, “Communicating throughout 

Katrina: Competing and Complementary Conceptual Lenses on Crisis Communication,” 

Public Administration Review 67 (December 2007): 171-188, accessed February 7, 2015, 

EBSCO;  Robert S. Littlefield and Andrea M. Quenette, "Crisis Leadership and 

Hurricane Katrina: The Portrayal of Authority by the Media in Natural Disasters," 

Journal of Applied Communication Research 35, no. 1 (February 2007): 26- 

47, accessed April 4, 2014, EBSCO. President George W. Bush, and particularly FEMA 

director Michael Brown, became focal points for criticism of the government’s handling 

of the Katrina disaster. Bush’s initial support for Brown and Brown’s subsequent 

resignation just a few weeks after the Hurricane on Sept. 12, 2005 became a part of the 

narrative of the crisis. The failure of a quick and strong response in the wake of such a 

dramatic natural disaster became the narrative rather than giving comfort and meaning to 

those who had suffered.  

 
 



68 
 

 
 

 The Katrina case is especially interesting in contrast to Bush’s response to the 

9/11 terror attacks. In response to these terror attacks, a time of national crisis with a 

seemingly clear enemy, Bush garnered significant political support for his strong 

leadership presence and swift response.
82

 When the community is threatened, even if the 

threat is not caused by a clear leadership decision, the leader must respond clearly and 

transparently providing comfort and presence for the followers. If the leader does not, as 

Bush did not in Katrina, negative group think can result in the community placing blame 

on the leader.
83

 

 Social crises such as mass murders or campus shootings also create opportunities 

for leadership to develop. In these moments leaders can demonstrate empathy and care 

for their community through “mindfulness” of the change that has happened in the 

community.
 84

 However, they must be adept at managing their own stress levels and 

recognizing the stress in their followers as well as avoiding overreliance on individual 
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“heroic” leadership.
85

 Realities that were “taken-for-granted,” and structures that were 

assumed, have now been replaced by new information and categories of awareness.
86

 

Leader learning and awareness of the dangers and vulnerabilities of the institution is 

essential.  

 The importance placed upon the leader in crisis can also lead to danger for the 

leader as well. Crisis leadership can result in negative outcomes, some of which are 

beyond the control of the leader. Yet the leader’s presence matters. As noted by Heifetz, 

the leader is a symbol for the followers and can easily become a scapegoat and even risk 

“assassination.”
87

 Leaders can exacerbate this outcome especially if they make 

themselves the focal point of the crisis.
88

 However, leadership in crisis also provides the 

opportunity for leaders to make positive, even sacrificial decisions, for the sake of their 

followers.
89

 In these crisis moments leaders have the opportunity to lead followers 

courageously in creating a new future together.
90

  

 Ideally a crisis situation can create the environment where clarity of leadership 

structure and organizational procedure can be achieved.
91

 To accomplish this learning, 
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leadership must take place where leaders utilize crisis in a way that leads to healing, 

rehabilitation, and learning for both individuals and the community as a whole.
92

 New 

organizational priorities and structures can be developed. Creativity can and should 

develop from this leadership especially if it is encouraged and healthy questioning and 

debate is allowed or even encouraged among followers.
93

  

 Crisis leadership, when carried out in this way, can be seen to reflect the concepts 

of transformational leadership championed by James Burns, Bernard Bass, and Ronald 

Riggio.
94

 This is leadership that not only moves followers in a certain direction but onto a 

morally higher plane. Followers are encouraged to develop their own answers to the 

situation and provided with meaning and purpose. This review demonstrates that crisis 

leadership can result in organizational learning and follower advancement. As a result, 

themes of adaptive leadership are relevant.  

 

Connection to Adaptive Leadership 

 

 The focus on learning produces the opportunity to connect the fields of crisis 

leadership and adaptive leadership. This review has shown that a good crisis leader will 

be prepared for crisis with a management plan in place. The plan may come with three, 
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four, five, or even more steps. However, regardless of the number of steps taken, there is 

a growing consensus that one of these steps should be a reflective/learning step.  

 This new move is towards a step in which learning by the leader and organization 

is of paramount value. Crandell, Parnell, and Spillan build much of their argument here 

on the work of Peter Senge in learning organizations and systems.
95

 Augustine argues 

that this post-crisis stage is an opportunity to rebuild trust and “repair the dislocations” 

that the crisis created.
96

 This is adaptive style work in negotiation and relationship with 

followers.  

 Despite the focus on learning and adaptation there is little stated connection 

between crisis leadership/management and the work of Ronald Heifetz and other adaptive 

leadership scholars. Adaptive themes would seem to be relevant given the focus on 

learning leadership and building corporate culture to respond to crisis. Despite this 

paucity of connections in the literature, it is apparent that the themes of adaptive 

leadership are quite synergistic with these models of crisis leadership. This is especially 

the case in the discussion of the leader and the community in crisis.  

 Crisis situations create the opportunity for adaptive leadership to occur. The status 

quo is disrupted, a new reality has come into being, and the leader must respond. Crisis 

management plans break down or come in unexpected ways. These crises can come upon 

the leader, or the leader can be an active participant in the creation of the crisis. In the 

case of the crisis at Concordia Seminary and in the LCMS in the years 1969-1975, both 

of these situations occurred. 
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 In the conflict at Concordia Seminary the crisis was precipitated by outside 

action, the election of J. A. O. Preus as president of the LCMS. However, it was also a 

crisis in which John Tietjen as Concordia’s leader played an active part in creating and 

ultimately resolving. This role gave him the opportunity to exercise leadership in new and 

creative ways, learning and failing along the way. Therefore it is important now to look 

into the sources of literature that give evidence to analyze the leadership of John Tietjen 

in the crisis. 

 

John Tietjen and the Missouri Crisis 

 

 The history, conflicts, and individual perspectives of the crisis in the Lutheran 

Church-Missouri Synod and at Concordia Seminary  in the years 1969-1975 have been 

well documented from a variety of sources. These sources largely fall into key categories: 

primary source documents and first-person accounts of the events, official publications of 

the LCMS, Seminex, and AELC communities, and historical reflection and research 

documents by individuals involved and not directly involved in the crisis.  The following 

literature review will utilize these categories for the purpose of organization in 

summarizing the major sources, events, and highlighting especially those sources utilized 

in the current study. 

 

Primary Source Documents 

 

 The crisis in the LCMS and Concordia Seminary during the period of 1969-1975 

has a unique role in the history of church conflicts and schisms due to its relatively recent 

occurrence and the way in which information about the crisis was communicated.  Due to 
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advances in communication technology the crisis was very public. It was televised, 

written up in mainstream newspapers, and communicated to various constituencies 

utilizing relatively new mass media publication methods. These communications in the 

early 1970s were still relatively primitive and limited compared to the twenty first 

century. The social media age of Twitter and Facebook had certainly not yet arrived. 

However, the grassroots mass communication efforts, exhibited in this crisis, were 

substantial and much more pervasive than in previous generations. As a result, there is a 

great deal of primary source material exists related to the events themselves from both 

sides of the conflict.  

 Individuals who were participating in the controversy itself published accounts 

and kept records, often in the midst of the events themselves. Records and reflections 

provide a strong primary catalogue of the events and their significance from the 

perspective of the author. The Rev. Dr. John Tietjen published his memoirs in 1990, 

providing his own accounting of the crisis and his role within it.
97

 This very personal 

account of the crisis and his responses give the reader a clear insight into his version of 

the events. The memoir, acting as personal account and interpretation, serves as a key 

primary text and lens for interpreting his understanding of leadership and his leadership 

actions.  

 The other major protagonist in the conflict, the Rev. Dr. J. A. O. Preus, did not 

publish an official memoir recounting his version of the events. However, the Concordia 

Historical Institute has made available his considerable volume of personal papers from 

his time not only as President of the LCMS but also prior to that, providing insight into 
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both his professional and personal life.
98

 This voluminous collection of primary source 

material provides insight into Preus’ personal experience with and participation in the 

crisis. His correspondence with members of the synod, pastors, and other leaders provide 

access into his leadership strategies. 

 Although this was a crisis within a particular branch of the Lutheran tradition in 

the United States, the Missouri Synod, these events touched other Lutheran 

denominations as well. For example, during the 1970s the Rev. Dr. David Preus was both 

the President of the American Lutheran Church (ALC) and the cousin of the LCMS 

President, J. A. O. Preus.
99

 Although they were not personally close they were well 

acquainted with one another and their denominations had significant contact during the 

period. 

 During the 1970s the LCMS and ALC engaged in dialogue about merging and 

even shared pulpit and altar fellowship.
100

 However, as the LCMS controversies drove 

them away from union with other Lutherans and the ALC moved towards ordination of 

women, this relationship was strained. In part this strain was a result of increased 
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relationships between the ALC and the Lutheran Church in America (LCA) during the 

latter part of the 1970s. The Rev. Dr. Herbert Chilstrom, a Bishop in the LCA and later 

the first Presiding Bishop of the ELCA, provides a personal insight into this relationship 

in his memoir.
101

 

 Eventually, fellowship between the ALC and LCMS was officially ended by the 

1981 LCMS convention presided over by J. A. O. Preus. Due to these complex 

relationships, David Preus’ memoirs and reflections also provide an important 

perspective into the mind of an outside but certainly interested observer. His ambivalence 

about continued fellowship with the LCMS as well as moving forward with the potential 

of the LCA and AELC show how complex denominational relationships were and how 

difficult it was to maintain unity during this time period.
102

 

 In addition to those personal accounts, the amount of local and national media 

coverage of the crisis is strikingly valuable. Concordia Seminary in St. Louis in the 1960s 

was the largest Lutheran seminary in the world. It had an enrollment of almost 600 
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students and was a major cultural and religious institution within the city of St. Louis. 

The community was interested in what was happening on the campus and in the 

“ecclesiastical civil war.”
103

 Responding to this interest, both of the main protagonists 

took an interest in responding to this media coverage. Preus initially engaged the media 

and gave extensive interviews especially to James S. Adams of the St. Louis Post-

Dispatch.
104

 However, over time it became clear that Preus did not relish this role and 

came to distrust the “secular media.”
105

 During these years he clearly moved away from 

direct engagement of the public press.
106
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 Tietjen was certainly not averse to utilizing such media and resources. He 

produced a significant amount of published material throughout the course of the events. 

These publications include many leading up to the events of 1969-1975. 
107

 In addition, 

he was interviewed in many media publications both locally and nationally as well as 

appearing extensively on television.
108

  

 During the crisis Tietjen utilized his office and published extensively using the 

official Concordia seminary publication as well as other academic and ecclesial outlets.
109

 

Even after the resolution of the crisis of the current study Tietjen continued to tackle 

tough topics publicly. During his extensive ministry in the AELC and later the ELCA he 

continued to contribute to conversations about ecumenism, theological education, and the 
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doctrine of the ministry.
110

 These texts, in addition to his memoir and personal 

correspondence, give insight into Tietjen’s thoughts and opinions about the crisis and his 

methods of leadership within the crisis. It also led to criticism that he was using the 

media in ways that were not in the interest of building up the church.
111

 

 The advent of social media has also provided access to material and personal 

reflections on the events. Social media was not available during the course of the crisis. 

However, particularly due to the interest and attention brought by the 40th anniversary of 

the seminary walkout in 2014, it has become a vehicle for personal and primary source 

material. Individuals have chosen to tell their own personal stories in ways that would not 

have been available in previous church conflicts.
112

 This primary material can provide 
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insight into evaluation of the leadership of the key individuals in the crisis and give depth 

to the conversation about their relationship to followers.  

 Beyond the immediate historical context of St. Louis, the events taking place at 

the seminary ultimately became the focus of national interest. As a result there are 

numerous newspaper articles and TV news stories detailing the crisis.
113

 Interviews with 

individuals involved have been made public through the internet and in documentaries. 

Additionally, online communication and forums have increased the number of personal 

retrospectives that are available from a variety of individuals who were impacted and 

involved in the events. These later retrospectives include interviews with, and first person 

accounts from, many including Tietjen and several faculty, interviewed many years after 

the events.
114

 

 

Official Publications of the Churches and Leaders 

 

 The proceedings of the national assembly gatherings of the LCMS during this era 

are a matter of public record. At these meetings, delegates from around the country gather 

to discuss and set policy for the denomination at large and their actions result in 

                                                           

113. Meyer, “Addressing the Critical Social Situation,” 39; Tim O’Neil, “A Look 

Back: Doctrinal Split led to Schism at Concordia Seminary,” St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 

January 23, 2011, accessed March 10, 2014,http://www.stltoday.com/news/local/metro/a-

look-back-doctrinal-split-led-to-schism-at-concordia/article_d536cb2b-3cf5-5e50-a5bf-

1dd8d5544db1.html. 

 

114. Seminex: Memories of a Church Divided, DVD, directed by Tim Frakes 

(Glen Ellyn, IL: Tim Frakes Productions, 2014); “John H. Tietjen on Lutheran Identity,” 

interview by Tim Frakes (2002), accessed March 13, 2013, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kwSADj5ZZfA. 
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significant consequences for individual congregations and institutions of the church.
115

 

Additionally, the minutes of the official meetings of the Concordia Seminary Board of 

Control, the governing body of the seminary, are also a matter of record. As official 

accounts of the legislative bodies of the church, these sources provide one view into the 

workings of the church and its organizations. However, care must be taken as these 

official accounts present only the official account of actions. Political pressure can be 

utilized to impact what is or is not officially reported. 

 An example of political pressures and how they affected official documents 

occurred after the 1971 LCMS general assembly approved the investigation of the 

faculty. The Concordia Seminary and LCMS officials kept fastidious notes about their 

official proceedings and investigations into seminary teachers and especially into the 

functions and teaching of the president of Concordia Seminary, the Rev. Dr. John 

Tietjen.
116

 Many of these interviews and proceedings were officially anonymous in 

nature. However, this claim of fairness and anonymity was appropriately disputed.  

                                                           

 115. Proceedings of the Forty-Seventh Regular Convention of the Lutheran 

Church-Missouri Synod, Cleveland, OH, July, 1962 (St. Louis, MO: LCMS, 1962); 

Proceedings of the Forty-Eighth Regular Convention of the Lutheran Church-Missouri 

Synod, Denver, CO, July 11-18, 1969 (St. Louis, MO: LCMS, 1969); Proceedings of the 

Forty-Ninth Regular Convention of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, Milwaukee, 

WI, July 9-16, 1971 (St. Louis, MO: LCMS, 1971); Proceedings of the Fiftieth Regular 

Convention of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, New Orleans, Louisiana, July 6-13, 

1973 (St. Louis, MO: LCMS, 1973). 

 

116. Adams, Preus of Missouri, 195; Board of Control, Exodus, 91-94; 

Proceedings of the Forty-Eighth Regular Convention of The Lutheran Church—Missouri 

Synod, Denver, CO, July 11-18, 1969 (St Louis: LCMS, 1969); Proceedings of the Forty-

Ninth Regular Convention of The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, Milwaukee, WI, 

July 9-16, 1971 (St Louis: LCMS, 1971); Proceedings of the Fiftieth Regular Convention 

of The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, New Orleans, Louisiana, July 6-13, 1973 (St 

Louis: LCMS, 1973). 
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 Within the transcripts there were enough identifying marks that would allow 

individual professors to be identified by their responses. Also, official accounts of the 

proceedings were the only documents made public.
117

 The correspondence of the board 

and transcripts of their meetings were kept under seal. Thankfully, for the sake of 

research, in recent years the documents that were not officially published have been 

opened and only on rare occasions are those resources still restricted.
118

  

 The controversy at Concordia Seminary and the LCMS was purported to stem 

largely from a debate about the interpretation of scripture.
119

 As a result a great deal of 

literature has been written about the nature of this debate as it relates to the crises. The 

tenets of that debate have been well documented and they remain a point of controversy 

to this day within many Christian denominations. It is not the purpose or goal of the 

current study to enter into that biblical and theological debate. However, because of the 

centrality of the debate as context for the leadership issues and challenges addressed in 

                                                           

 117.  Zimmerman, 200. An excellent example of this sort of “official account” of 

the investigation was the “Blue Book” released by Preus. It contained transcripts of 

interviews and other material which, although officially anonymous, carried 

distinguishing remarks that could be used to identify faculty by those aware of the 

situation. An entire copy of the “Blue Book” is contained in the work of Paul 

Zimmerman.  

 

118. Concordia Historical Institute, “Oral History Collection, 1976-1995,” 

accessed April 20, 2014, http://www.lutheranhistory.org/collections/fa/m-0014.htm.The 

Concordia Historical Institute-Saint Louis is the official archive of The Lutheran 

Church—Missouri Synod. In their collection they hold records, minutes, and personal 

papers related to the history of the church. In these collections are at least two “related to 

the Tietjen case” listed as restricted although others have had their restrictions lifted 

recently.  

 

 119. Todd, Authority, 224-225. 
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the current study, it is helpful to review the major texts and arguments made on both 

sides of the issue.  

 The LCMS crisis in the late 1960s and early 1970s was the result of a confluence 

of several significant events in the life of the American protestant church and of 

Lutheranism in particular. It centered largely on the belief of biblical inerrancy that 

manifested itself in tests of belief revolving around a few central issues.
 120

 The use of 

this term “inerrant” and what it meant was one of the central issues.  The Lutheran 

Confessional writings—particularly the Augsburg Confession—to which all Lutheran 

denominations claim to ascribe, contain a very high view of the inspired nature of 

scripture. However, the term inerrant does not appear in these writings. This term, 

inerrant, only came into usage in the LCMS church as well as most protestant churches in 

America during the early part of the twentieth century. A fight, over the nature of 

scripture, was on in American churches. During this time strong arguments were made 

within Lutheran circles regarding the applicability and meaning of this term.
121

  

                                                           

120. Norman L. Geisler & William C. Roach, Defending Inerrancy: Affirming the 

Accuracy of Scripture for a New Generation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2012), 

Appendix A. The term inerrancy has been used in multiple contexts historically. In this 

case it refers to the belief that the biblical text is without error or fault in its teaching. It 

was part of an ongoing controversy in the church throughout the middle part of the 

twentieth century without explicit definition. In the context of the Concordia and LCMS 

debates it was a term utilized for attack of the faculty. Ultimately it found its clearest 

definition in the “Chicago Statement” in 1978. However, by this time the LCMS crisis 

had reached and passed its critical juncture. 

 
 121. Greising, 23-40; John W. Montgomery, Crisis in Lutheran Theology: The 

Validity and Relevance of Historic Lutheranism vs. Its Contemporary Rivals, vol. 1, 2nd 

ed. (Minneapolis: Bethany Fellowship, 1973); David Preus, 68-70; Robert D. Preus, 

“Luther and Biblical Infallibility” in Inerrancy and the Church, ed. John D. Hannah 

(Chicago: Moody Press, 1984), 109-115. 
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 The debate over inerrancy in the LCMS was not limited to Lutheranism but rather 

was part of a larger conversation taking place at that time within protestant communities 

throughout America. This conversation was focused on how individuals and 

organizations were to go about reading the Bible.
122

 During this time many books, journal 

articles, and other resources were published in numbers far too numerous to detail 

completely here. However, some publications and individuals stand out from this larger 

body of work and relate specifically to the crisis at Concordia Seminary. Particularly 

noteworthy was Edward Krentz and his work with the “Historical-Critical” method of 

biblical interpretation.
123

 A professor on the faculty of Concordia, Krentz and his 

publications became a lightning rod for the controversy and were a crucial part of the 

conversation involved in the proceedings.
124

 

 Finally, there are publications of various constituencies during the crisis itself. 

The controversy created the opportunity for political constituencies. These constituencies 

created publications that were also sent out to alert members of the community regarding 

what was occurring within the church and the seminary. The students and those who were 

                                                           

122. Geisler & Roach, 10; Harold Lindsell, The Battle for the Bible (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1976), 100; Harold Lindsell, The Bible in the Balance (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1979). 

123. Board of Control, Exodus, 13-15; Krentz, Historical-Critical, 7, 245. As 

previously noted, the historical-critical method of biblical criticism has a long history and 

was, in this case, opposed by the leadership of the LCMS at the time of this crisis.  

  

124. Anatomy of an Explosion: A Theological Analysis of the Missouri Synod 

Conflict (Fort Wayne, Indiana: Concordia Theological Seminary Press, 1977), 100. 
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a part of the Frey-Lueking organization prepared several different publications, especially 

in the months before the 1973 LCMS convention in New Orleans.
125

  

 From the other side of the crisis the writings and editorial work of Herman Otten 

in the Christian News are particularly relevant to this study because they show how 

leadership was being utilized and interpreted within the conflict.
126

 The Christian News 

publication, which promoted a decidedly pro-conservative and anti-Concordia faculty 

perspective, was mailed to a large list of pastors and members of LCMS congregations on 

a regular basis throughout the course of the 1960s and 1970s. These mailings had a 

significant impact. Otten’s mailings are given great credit by both sides for spreading the 

word to the lay members of the LCMS during the pivotal years of the crisis.
127

   

 
                                                           

125. Tietjen, Memoirs, 143, 190. Beginning in September 1972 a publication 

named “INFO” was being published in St. Louis to advocate for the “moderate” cause. 

Additionally, in January 1973 students formed an organization named “Seminarians 

Concerned for Reconciliation under the Gospel” which in the two months prior to the 

New Orleans convention sent biweekly mailings to the 1,100 delegates. They also gave 

students packets of materials to share with their home congregations.  

 

 126. Burkee, Power, Politics, 170-172, 181; Danker, 112; “About Us,” Christian 

News, accessed November 8, 2014, http://www.christiannewsmo.com/Articles.asp? 

ID=242. The Lutheran News, which changed its name to Christian News in 1968, is a 

publication first produced by the Rev. Herman Otten in 1962. Otten studied at Concordia 

Seminary and had been denied ordination in The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod. 

Despite this he was called as pastor of Trinity Lutheran-New Haven, Missouri and served 

there from 1963-2013. This publication, that he authored and edited, was created with the 

intent of encouraging and sharing news from the conservative wing of the Missouri 

synod. Additionally, it is credited with serving a significant role in inciting public opinion 

against Tietjen and the faculty majority. J. A. O. Preus both utilized Otten’s publication 

as well as repudiated its content. Otten remains the editor of the publication which states 

as its purpose as “defending the inerrancy of Holy Scripture and opposing the destructive 

higher critical notions of the Bible promoted by liberal scholars.” 

 

127. Danker, 103; Mary Todd, “The Curious Case of the Missouri Synod,” in 

Lutherans Today: American Lutheran Identity in the 21st Century, ed. Richard Cimino 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 32-33.  
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Historical Reflections 

 

 Primary source material and official church documents give a particular and 

important perspective. However, these events are now more than four decades in the past. 

Historical, scholarly, and retrospective inquiries that discuss various facets of the crisis 

from 1969-1975 provide yet another lens. These focus on the history of the LCMS, the 

controversy, and its repercussions through the Lutheran and American church in general. 

These studies range widely in topic and present various perspectives on the issues.  

 Of these studies, some are focused most specifically on the theological debates in 

question and how those issues were, or were not, resolved.
128

 Other studies evaluate the 

history of the events themselves and the theological and political debates that spurred 

such intense reactions.
129

 The leadership of the LCMS leading up to the crisis, including 

the pivotal decade of the 1960s, has also been studied in detail. These studies focus on the 

transitions and challenges faced by the LCMS leadership during this decade and how 

they did, and did not, respond to those challenges.
130

  

                                                           

128. Marquart, 130; Larry W. Neeb, “Historical and Theological Dimension of a 

Confessional Movement within The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod” (PhD diss. Eden 

Theological Seminary, 1975) accessed March 8, 2014, ProQuest Dissertations and 

Theses. 

 

129. Danker, 5; Oscar A. Gerken, The Case of the Charges Against Dr. John 

Tietjen (St. Louis: The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1975); Lueking, 4;  

  

 130. Laurie A. S. Hayes, “The Rhetoric of Controversy in The Lutheran Church-

Missouri Synod with Particular Emphasis on the Years 1969-1976” (PhD diss., 

University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1980), accessed March 3, 2014, ProQuest 

Dissertations and Theses; Richard D. LaBore, “Traditions and Transitions: A Study of the 

Leadership of The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod during a Decade of Theological 

Change, 1960-1969” (PhD diss., Saint Louis University, 1980) accessed March 4, 2014, 

ProQuest Dissertations and Theses; Todd,  Authority Vested, 23; Wilke, 30. 
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 As should be expected, some of these histories and reflections are politically 

charged and largely biased. Some are more favorable to the leadership of the LCMS 

church and the “Minority 5” Concordia Seminary faculty who stayed after the walkout as 

well as to those who continue to serve there today.
131

 Other histories argue for the 

rightness of the Seminex position and give very personal narratives of the crisis’ impact, 

and the leadership decisions made, on their lives.
132

  

 The historical dimensions of the movement and its impact on the theology and 

politics of the crisis situation and its ramifications have been studied extensively in 

addition to the theological debates.
133

 Chapter One outlined the history of the LCMS and 

its cultural roots. To ignore the political framework of the crisis and the impact that 

history had on the events of the late 1960s and early 1970s would be to miss a critical 

part of the story. Stepping back from the politically charged nature of the conversation 

around the crisis event, others have chosen to focus on the historical structures and 

                                                           

131. Board of Control, Exodus, 14; Zimmerman, 133. 

 

132. Mark Bangert, “How My Mind has Changed,” Currents in Theology and 

Mission 38, no. 2 (April 2011): 90, accessed March 13,2014. EBSCO; Paul Buermeister, 

“Seminex: A Spiritual Journey,” Currents in Theology and Mission 38, no.  2 (April 

2011): 128-132, accessed March 13, 2014, EBSCO; Danker, 197; Kurt K. Hendel, “How 

My Mind has Changed,” Currents in Theology and Mission, 38, no. 2 (April 2011): 117-

119, accessed March 14, 2014, EBSCO; Ralph W. Klein, “How My Mind has Changed,” 

Currents in Theology and Mission 38, no. 2 (April 2011): 126-127, accessed March 14, 

2014, EBSCO; Edgar Krentz, “Building on the One Foundation--Bible: Book of Faith: 

Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago Seminex reunion, June 24, 2009,” Currents in 

Theology and Mission 38, no. 2 (April 2011): 103, accessed April 24, 2014, EBSCO. 
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systems within the LCMS that led to this conflict. These studies recognize the unique 

history of the LCMS as an immigrant denomination that began with fits and starts.
134

  

 Taking this context into account, James Burkee’s 2011 book reignited debate 

about the nature of the crisis in the LCMS and the political and cultural realities that led 

to the walkout and creation of Seminex.
135

 Burkee asks a pivotal question. Was the crisi 

primarily a politically motivated event, a power struggle between competing factions in 

the LCMS, or was it truly grounded in theological and biblical scholarly debate. Burkee 

persuasively argues for the former, that the Seminex events were the result more of 

politics than of theological conviction.   

 Burkee, who serves on the faculty of an LCMS college, repeatedly claims he is 

writing from a historical distance.
136

 This distance gives him the opportunity to be critical 

of leaders of his own denomination in a way that might not have been permitted in 

previous years. Yet the vigorous reignited debate about the events and their impact on the 

church in response to his book shows the continued raw nature of the discussion of this 

                                                           

134. As Chapter One discussed, Missouri’s history is deeply influenced by its 

founding history and the challenges the initial small group of immigrants faced. 

Leadership issues with the founding congregations have been shown to result in a 

congregational focus, insular culture, and deep suspicion and desire for doctrinal purity. 

135. Burkee, Power, Politics. Built upon the work that Burkee did for his doctoral 

dissertation. James Burkee, “Pastors and Politics: The Conservative Movement in The 

Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod, 1956-1981” (PhD diss., Northwestern University, 

2003) accessed March 16, 2014, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses. 

136. James Burkee, “Fortress Interview with James C. Burkee,” interviewed by 

Fortress Press Staff, accessed March 15, 2014, http://store.fortresspress.com/media/ 
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history. Further, this debate has largely fallen along partisan lines, demonstrating how 

clearly emotional and powerful these events continue to be for those involved.
137

  

 In addition to these histories of the events surrounding the crisis at Concordia and 

in the LCMS others incorporate the history of the new organizations that came to exist in 

part as a result of these events. This crisis created a challenge for both pastors and lay 

people in the LCMS as well as the wider American Lutheran community. Ultimately 

from these events a new Lutheran denomination, the AELC, was formed which played a 

role in a dramatic shift in the protestant world.  

 The formation of the currently largest Lutheran denomination in the United 

States, the ELCA, was significantly influenced by these events and many of the leaders 

who developed in the crucible of these experiences.
138

 Additionally, this crisis had ripple 

effects throughout the entire church beyond Concordia Seminary. The choices pastors 

and lay leaders in local congregations were forced to make about their membership and 

loyalty to the Missouri Synod and its leadership changed the landscape of the LCMS for 

a generation.
139
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Conclusion 

 

 The scholarship around adaptive leadership theory continues to grow as it is found 

to be applicable to a variety of situations and contexts. This review has demonstrated the 

concepts of the theory, its history and development, as well as its current applications. 

Additionally, the review has linked adaptive leadership to the growing body of literature 

around leadership in crisis. It is clear that although these two fields have not been linked 

explicitly in the current literature there are significant areas of overlap. These connections 

are seen most explicitly in the relationship of leader and follower and the ideal that 

communities could learn together from crisis situations.  

 Reviewing the literature in the case of the leadership of John Tietjen during the 

crisis at Concordia Seminary and in the LCMS in the years 1969-1975 reveals the 

complex and deep historical context for the leadership challenges that both he and his 

followers faced. The historical, theological, and cultural issues at stake created the 

opportunity and need for adaptive leadership in crisis. The status quo had been disturbed, 

technical solutions were not appropriate, and new learning was going to be required for 

both leader and follower. 

 Having established the literature that underlies this study, the ensuing chapters 

will continue to develop the issues and specific cases in the crisis that show the need for 

adaptive leadership. Tietjen’s leadership in relationship with faculty and staff, students, 

church members, and the leadership of the LCMS will be examined. A selection of case 

studies will be chosen from these relationships to identify interesting leadership 

examples. Analysis of these cases will show how Tietjen and his followers worked in 

ways that today would be seen as adaptive leadership. In addition there will be critique of 
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his leadership and ways that he might have been more effective in leading in an adaptive 

manner. These case studies and their analysis will ultimately add to the study of adaptive 

leadership, provide new areas of learning in adaptive leadership, and this leadership 

theory’s applications.  
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Chapter Three 

 

 

Analysis of Tietjen’s Leadership 

 

 

 Chapter One outlined how the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod (LCMS) and 

Concordia Seminary, St Louis went through a dramatic crisis between the years 1969–

1975. The events of that crisis challenged the key players not only to lead through 

established and familiar ways, but also to learn new ways of organizing and leadership. 

This was exemplified by the subject of this case study, the Rev. Dr. John Tietjen. 

 This chapter will outline key examples of Tietjen’s leadership and relate them to 

the theory of adaptive leadership as well as emerging theories of crisis leadership. The 

analysis will focus on the five strategic traits of adaptive leadership identified in Chapter 

Two:  identify the adaptive challenge, keep the level of distress within a tolerable range, 

focus attention on ripening issues not on stress reducing distractions, give the work back 

to the people, and protect voices without authority
1
 This analysis will demonstrate that 

during the crisis situation Tietjen utilized leadership principles that today would be 

understood as key traits of adaptive leadership. 

 To accomplish this task the chapter will be constructed in four sections. The first 

section will show how Tietjen worked to identify the adaptive challenge before himself 

and his followers. This is the first and most important aspect of adaptive leadership. The 
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leader must recognize that the context has changed and that technical responses will not 

be sufficient to lead in the current environment. 

  The second section will give examples of how Tietjen worked with each of the 

stakeholders in the crisis period in ways that would today be identified as adaptive 

leadership. The third section will focus specifically on his leadership during the key 

moment in the crisis in early 1974. This section will include the time of the “walkout” 

and the initial creation of a seminary in exile. For ease of reference all of these leadership 

examples will be summarized in Table 3 found in the Appendix of the current study.  

 Finally, the fourth section will identify critiques of Tietjen’s leadership from the 

perspective of adaptive leadership and offer examples of ways he might have led more 

effectively. These critiques enable deeper thinking into how leadership functions in 

communities in crisis. Additionally, the critique will lead into a conversation in Chapter 

Four as to what this study adds to the understanding of adaptive leadership as a theory. 

 

Initial Confrontations with Synod: Identifying the Adaptive Challenge 

 

 The previous chapters demonstrated that John Tietjen’s election to the office of 

President of Concordia Seminary came as a surprise to many in the synod. In addition, 

the almost simultaneous election of J. A. O. Preus as President of the LCMS signaled a 

significant change in the tenor of church politics and theological debate.
2
 Despite these 

ominous signs, Tietjen initially attempted to work within the system of the church. In 

doing so he sought technical solutions to the problem. 
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 Meeting in convention in 1971, the LCMS responded to a request by the pastor 

and people of Mt. Hope Lutheran Church in Casper, Wyoming. This overture requested 

that the Board of Control (BOC) of the seminary investigate potential false teaching at 

Concordia.
3
 To carry out this investigation the BOC would be working with the “Fact 

Finding Commission” (FFC) that Preus had already established. This FFC was to 

interview, evaluate, and ultimately supply the BOC information to render a vote on each 

member of the faculty.  

 Tietjen publicly stated that he welcomed the investigation. This welcome came 

despite clear signs that the FFC’s work was a pretext to accomplish Preus’ goal of 

removing faculty and, ultimately, Tietjen from office.
4
 At this point in the crisis, he was 

still operating in a technical framework and believed that by working through the proper 

synodical procedures the faculty could be cleared and the crisis managed. 

 Tietjen’s March, 1971 report to the FFC demonstrates his belief in proper 

procedure and due process.
5
 Tietjen was trusting that the systems in place within the 

LCMS would operate as they were intended and that by working within that system he 

and the faculty would be cleared of any wrongdoing.  

                                                           

 3. Overture 2-102 resulting in Resolution 2-43 to the 1971 LCMS Convention in 

Milwaukee. J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. 

 

 4. Burkee, Power, Politics, 110.   

 

 5. Report of the Seminary President to the Fact Finding Commission, March 27, 

1971, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. In his March 

report to the BOC Teitjen outlined the procedures that would be taken in response to the 

FFC’s work; John H. Tietjen to J. A. O. Preus, June 25, 1971, J. A. O. Preus Papers, 

Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. Later, in writing to Preus in response to the 

Minority 5 professors’ complaints Tietjen defends himself on the grounds of procedure 

and reiterates his commitment to process stating “I will now once again attempt to deal 

with the situation on the basis of the procedures previously announced.”  
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 This was technical leadership being utilized adeptly and within the prescribed 

organizational structures. However, as Chapter One demonstrated, Tietjen was soon to 

learn that despite this technical work new political systems were at work around him that 

would make technical solutions to the problem impossible. 

 The context in which Tietjen was operating was changing rapidly both within the 

LCMS and the entire country. The LCMS was an institution dominated by its clergy at 

the national level.
6
 Doctrinal concerns about the teaching at Concordia dated back more 

than a decade prior to his arrival.
7
 The election of J. A. O. Preus as President of the 

LCMS in 1969 signaled another change and reaction to “liberalizing” movements at 

Concordia and elsewhere in the nation. While Tietjen might have been slow to recognize 

these realities, others were aware and were utilizing them to their advantage.
8
 

 Tietjen worked diligently in a technical way from 1969-1973. During this time he 

had the benefit of a BOC that was made up of both supporters of the seminary faculty as 

well as supporters of Preus. At the 1971 Convention he and others were able, through 

political maneuvers, to keep a balance on the BOC between those in Preus’ camp and 

those open to the faculty’s position.
9
  

 He invited the investigation and was able initially to get the faculty cleared of 

charges. He addressed opponents in a cordial and conversational style, inviting dialogue 
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 7. Board of Control, Exodus, 9. 

 

 8. J. A. O. Preus to Roland P. Wiedereanders, January 4, 1973, J. A. O. Preus 

Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO.  

 

 9. Tietjen, Memoirs, 70-71. 
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in which he believed they would be able to come to reconciliation.
10

 Supporters of 

Teitjen, including former LCMS President Oliver Harms, also worked to communicate to 

delegates to the 1973 convention why he was chosen to be president and his credentials 

for such an office.
11

 

 However, this was too little too late to salvage a political solution. The moderates 

had missed the communication window to combat the apparatus of the LCMS and 

increasingly the work of Hermann Otten.
 12

 These technical leadership responses would 

prove to be ineffective in the context of the LCMS convention in 1973. His opponents 

were determined to achieve their goal.
13

 The system was moving against him and 

working in ways that would be found foreign in “Old Missouri.”  
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 11. Oliver R. Harms letter To the Delegates of the 50th Regular Convention of 

The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, June 26, 1973, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia 
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Tietjen and included that Tietjen was offered a teaching post at Concordia “some years 

before” which called for an examination of his doctrinal fitness to teach. Harms states 

that he was present at the interview and that “approval was unanimous” although Tietjen 

declined the position.   

 

 12. Burkee, Pastors, Politics, 101-103, 157; Herman Otten to J. A. O. Preus, 

December, 12, 1974, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. 

Preus sought to utilize the network and influence of Herman Otten. However, it became 

quite clear that Otten would not be controlled by anyone. Although a self-described 

conservative, Otten rejected the positional authority of the Office of Synod President. In 

so doing he reflected the spirit of the times that he proposed to be actively working 

against.  

 

 13. Minority Report rejecting the Board of Control’s progress Report, authored by 

E.C. Weber and Walter C. Dissen, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, 

St. Louis, MO; Tietjen, Memoirs, 109. 
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 Tietjen came to a growing awareness that within the leadership climate he found 

himself, procedure and due process, the technical solutions to this crisis, would be 

inadequate.
14

 The BOC as well felt that they were being “demeaned” by Preus ordering 

them to do particular things which the LCMS convention had specifically given them the 

authority to do.
15

 In fact, the procedures and processes had become so rigged by the work 

of the 1973 convention that Tietjen claimed that they “offer no possibility of a fair and 

impartial judgment.”
16

  

 1973 was the year when it became glaringly apparent that technical leadership 

within the system would no longer be effective. However, the evidence suggests that by 

September 1971, and certainly by early 1972, Tietjen was increasingly aware that he was 

going to need to lead in a new way. Proper procedure and due process were not going to 

be adequate in this new leadership context to achieve his goals.
17

 The work of the BOC 

                                                           

 14. John Tietjen to LCMS Pastors, September 8, 1972, J. A. O. Preus Papers, 

Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. Evidence of this growing awareness of the 

changing times comes in a letter Tietjen authored to all LCMS pastors in September 

1972. In it he outlines the steps that have been taken in the FFC as well as the growing 

sentiment he is sensing against them from the LCMS President’s office. He is coming to 

understand that regardless of the procedural outcomes, Preus will find a way to have him 

removed. In it he states “we have been faulted for our insistence on following proper 

procedure.”  

 15. Tietjen, Memoirs, 77. 

 

 16. Evidence Presented by John H. Tietjen, President, Concordia Seminary in 

Support of the Assertion . . ., January, 1974, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical 

Institute, St. Louis, MO. 

 

 17. Tietjen, Memoirs, 75-79. The September 1971 BOC meeting included Preus’ 

reading of a “twelve page single-spaced typewritten letter in which he told the BOC what 

it had to do about the report.” Tietjen later reports in detail a conversation with Preus 

over lunch in January 1972. In this conversation Preus encouraged him to be “practical” 

and moderate the faculty. Tietjen responded that he was frustrated that the work of the 

FFC had effectively prevented his ability to lead the faculty in any conventional way.  
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was being bogged down by the FFC’s work investigating the faculty and attempting to 

fulfill Preus’ goals.
18

   

 This awareness was bolstered by the insistence with which the Preus supporters 

went after Professor Arles Ehlen. Their dogged determination to see Ehlen fired 

demonstrated that the leadership climate had changed.
19

 In addition, as Chapter Two 

demonstrated, the role of outside media was becoming more pronounced. This role was 

particularly noted in the strength of the Lutheran News, which later became the Christian 

News, to form lay opinion.
20

 

 Leadership in this increasingly polarized context required willingness from the 

leader to face reality, name the presenting issues, identify the challenge, and recognize 

that the traditional authority of the office and ultimately the institution had been 

challenged. In this new reality the office of President of Concordia did not carry the 

                                                           

 18. “Immobilization of the Board’s Work,” Report of President John H. Tietjen to 

the BOC, January 17, 1972, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. 

Louis, MO. 

  

 19. John Tietjen’s Statement to Seminary Community re: Arlis Ehlen, March 6, 

1972, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO; Tietjen, 

Memoirs, 81-82. 

 20. Burkee, Power, Politics, 163-164; Herman Otten to J. A. O. Preus, January 1, 

1979, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO; Christian 

News 1/24/1979, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. 

Correspondence between J. A. O. Preus and Herman Otten as well as articles in the 

Christian News from the late 1970s clearly demonstrates how Otten worked to help 

achieve the goal of the removal of Tietjen and the faculty majority. This work was 

ultimately disappointing to Otten as it did not achieve the closeness to Preus he desired or 

a favorable outcome in his quest for legitimation in the LCMS.  



98 
 

 
 

weight or demand the respect it once did. The fraternal bonds of the clergy had been 

broken and distinct and partisan lines were drawn.
21

  

 Tietjen was going to need to expose hidden conflicts and challenge “Old 

Missouri” and a culture of brotherhood that had become angry, divisive, and full of 

secrets. None of this was new to the synod. What was new was the openness with which 

it was being shared and the organizational structure opposed to him. To lead in this 

context he was taking on a new organization utilizing grassroots political organizing 

techniques that his predecessors had never faced.
22

  

 Tietjen was at a leadership crossroads. The ways of leadership that he had been 

raised in were not going to be effective going forward. A shift in his work and focus 

would be required to learn how to lead along with and identify the various stakeholders 

                                                           

 21. Richard Klann to John H. Tietjen, January 19, 1973, J. A. O. Preus Papers, 

Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. A vivid example of these sides being 

drawn was a letter Tietjen received in January, 1973 from Richard Klann about a student 

editorial in the Concordia Paper “The Spectrum.” The letter details a dispute about the 

use of quotations from another letter Klann had written to Tietjen. Klann’s second letter 

is comprised of four single spaced pages which detail seventeen points of conflict with 

the editorial and Tietjen’s use of his words from the first letter. It ends with a reference to 

the “spiritual rebellion in our midst” and was cc’d to Preus.  

  

 22. Burkee, Power, Politics, 117-118. This new attitude and political organizing is 

demonstrated well by the work of Henry Hilst. Hilst consulted with Preus regularly 

throughout the early 1970s to help develop guides for delegates at the conventions. 

Walter A. Maier to J. A. O. Preus, February 27, 1973, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia 

Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO; Walter A. Maier to J. A. O. Preus, March 29, 1973, J. 

A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO; Walter A. Maier to J. 

A. O. Preus, April 6, 1973, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. 

Louis, MO. Another example were the regular reports Preus was receiving from Walter 

Maier of Concordia Seminary, Springfield in the spring of 1973 before the New Orleans 

Convention. Maier was sending mailings out to weigh support for Preus’ “A Statement” 

and providing him a “boxscore” of the responses. This included not only the names of 

pastors but also the number of congregation members those pastors represented.  
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and followers in his midst. Positional authority and structure was no longer adequate for 

the task of leadership in this crisis. Procedure and due process were being manipulated in 

new ways. It was unlikely that the LCMS was going to be able to hold together through 

this conflict. 

 Adaptive leadership would be required if he was to continue to lead, if not in the 

institutional church, those followers and stakeholders who had looked to him for 

leadership. He was not quick to recognize this shift. However, this was the adaptive 

leadership challenge that he ultimately identified. The goal of the next section of this 

chapter is to identify the various stakeholders and demonstrate how Tietjen led in 

adaptive ways with each of those communities of followers 

 

Leading Before and After Dismissal (Pre-Walkout) 

 

 Chapter Two discussed how adaptive leadership requires identification of the 

various stakeholders in the leadership context. This is leadership with and through 

followers. Tietjen had a variety of stakeholders involved in his work with Concordia 

Seminary in between his appointment and the final walkout in February 1974.  

 The institution, despite the challenges to its faculty, still had a great deal of 

influence not only within the pastors of the LCMS but also with the wider protestant 

church in the United States and beyond. As a result he had to manage relationships with 

those stakeholders at the same time his own authority was being continuously challenged 

and changed.  

 For the sake of this section four main stakeholder communities have been 

identified: the BOC, faculty and staff, student body and student body leadership, and 
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pastors and lay people of the LCMS as well as the wider Christian community. Each of 

these groups required leadership that was confident, agile, and continually changing. 

How he accomplished managing those relationships demonstrates how his leadership 

followed the adaptive paradigm. 

 

Leading with the Board of Control 

 

 The BOC was the governing body of Concordia Seminary. It had the authority to 

hire and fire staff and faculty as well as set institutional policy. It also was the tool 

initially utilized by those wishing to remove Tietjen and the faculty. Preus’ decision to 

establish the FFC created a naturally adversarial relationship between Tietjen and the 

BOC.
23

 Tietjen was both expected to lead this group of leaders while at the same time 

being investigated by an outside body which would ultimately be judged by the BOC.  

 The 1971 LCMS convention only increased this tension when it affirmed the 

constitutionality of the FFC. Additionally, it instructed the BOC to both report on the 

progress of the FFC and “take appropriate action” based on the report.
24

 Once again 

Tietjen’s leadership was being challenged and his positional authority questioned. 

However, despite these tensions, prior to the 1973 LCMS convention Tietjen had enough 

                                                           

 23. Burkee, Power, Politics, 110. This adversarial relationship was a direct result 

of Preus’ fear in 1970 that “there were too many members of the Board of Control who 

could not be controlled.”  

 24. Board of Control, Exodus, 29. 
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support within the board to work within the procedural techniques to protect him and the 

faculty.
25

 

 Before the LCMS convention of 1973, the BOC was strongly divided between 

those who were hoping for the removal of Tietjen and those who, while perhaps not 

supporting him fully, wanted to ensure that due process and proper procedure were 

followed. This board frustrated those in opposition to Tietjen for its failure to condemn 

the faculty.
26

 The BOC, while a political entity, also worked together with and focused on 

the many issues related to governing the inner workings of a large seminary. However, as 

previously referenced, that work was becoming increasingly frustrated and derailed by 

the impact of the investigation and changing political climate at the seminary and in the 

LCMS as a whole.
27

  

                                                           

 25. Board of Control, Exodus, 39. Ultimately, the BOC, by majority vote, cleared 

the faculty of any false teaching. Tietjen had won the technical leadership challenge. 

However, BOC members Edwin Weber and Walter Dissen both expressed and published 

their significant opposition to the decision. Additionally, in the final vote on the faculty 

many of them received only a slim majority to commend rather than correct. As a result it 

would take only a few changes in BOC membership to change the outcome. These board 

member changes would occur at the 1973 convention.  

 

 26. Herman Otten to Board of Control, September 3, 1973, J. A. O. Preus Papers, 

Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. In a September, 1973 letter Herman Otten 

registered his frustration with the “majority of the Board of Control prior to the New 

Orleans convention” who had “said that charges of false doctrine had not been made 

against seminary professors.” His letter makes it clear he expects this new BOC to be 

more receptive.  

 

 27. “Immobilization of the Board’s Work” Report of President John H. Tietjen to 

the BOC, January 17, 1972, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. 

Louis, MO. The BOC had a wide range of responsibility. However, by 1972 the BOC’s 

work was increasingly becoming dominated by the FFC and Preus’ desire to have that 

situation resolved.  
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 The BOC meetings were long and intense sessions of strict parliamentary 

procedure. However, during the years before 1973 they also took time for fellowship 

opportunities and enjoyed fraternal relationships.
28

 While there was strong dissent, 

Tietjen was still able to lead this board as seminary president in a largely technical 

fashion and with the authority given by his office. Procedure and protocol, technical 

leadership solutions, were still effective tools. 

 This is not to say that Tietjen did not lead in adaptive ways with the pre-1973 

BOC. While he was still in office the mandate for the FFC put him in a position that was 

new and tenuous. He could have fought the FFC on the grounds that it exceeded the 

authority of the LCMS convention. However, this would have been a technical response 

and only delayed the work that Preus and others had made a primary goal.
29

 Instead, 

Tietjen led adaptively with the BOC. This leadership manifested itself in two major 

decisions prior to the walkout.  

                                                           

 28. John H. Tietjen Memo to BOC regarding June 16-17 BOC meeting agenda, 

June 9, 1972, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. 

Extracurricular activities were a regular part of the board’s routine and they often met for 

fellowship after meetings. Yet those also had to be modified as the work of the FFC came 

to dominate. For example, the planned attending of a St. Louis Cardinal’s baseball game 

had to be modified to accommodate hearings related to the FFC.   

 29. Board of Control, Exodus, 35. It is interesting to note that Preus himself later 

reflected that he thought Tietjen made a mistake in allowing the investigation to be 

undertaken. Yet without this investigation and the later clearing of the faculty by the 

BOC Tietjen and the faculty majority would not have had a crucial piece of political 

standing. Preus’ response to the FFC report, the “Blue Book” made it clear that finding 

the faculty without fault was not an acceptable result.; J. A. O. Preus letter to the 

members of the LCMS, March 3, 1972, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical 

Institute, St. Louis, MO. Preus also, in 1972, argued that the time was done for 

“procedural matters” and indicated that “it is obvious some things must change.” These 

responses show technical leadership based on positional authority would not be 

successful. 
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  The first adaptive move was to give the work back to the faculty and those 

wishing to have them removed. Instead of fighting the intrusion of the fact finding 

committee he welcomed the inquiry as an opportunity. He did not take the responsibility 

of doing the leadership work from either constituency. He required the BOC to do their 

work to prepare for and evaluate the faculty and gave the faculty the opportunity to 

defend their theological positions. 

 By allowing the faculty to stand for itself, Tietjen did not shield them from the 

reality that they were being investigated. He also forced the FFC to lay bare its case and 

goals before the community. That the faculty ultimately was cleared by the BOC as a 

result of the work of the FFC also gave credibility to later arguments that their removal 

had less to do with doctrine and more to do with political expedience. This was adaptive 

leadership and led to his victory in 1972. 

 Tietjen won a victory using the BOC as his tool to defend the faculty. However, 

the fight was far from over. The LCMS convention of 1973 elected new members to the 

BOC creating a clear majority in favor of Preus’ positions. Tietjen’s already adversarial 

relationship with the BOC became one of open hostility. Additionally, the LCMS 

convention had instructed the BOC to remove Tietjen.
30

 This vote, although it did not 

actually remove Tietjen from office, meant that during the second half of 1973 his 

positional authority was quite limited. His ability to get the BOC to act on any motions he 

                                                           

 30. Request of the Faculty Majority to the Concordia Board of Control, BOC 

Board Materials, August 10, 1973, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, 

St. Louis, MO. 
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might desire became nonexistent.
 31

 Technical leadership solutions were now in the hands 

of those opposed to Tietjen. While he could attempt to work within the system, 

procedural delays would only prolong and ultimately not put off the inevitable. 

  Having already recognized the adaptive challenge, Tietjen now moved to lead as 

he could in preparing for the inevitability of his dismissal. As he had at the LCMS 

convention, Tietjen did not hide from the conflict. His welcoming of the work of the FFC 

had cleared the faculty of false teaching. However, the will of the convention, and as such 

the will of Preus, was to have them and him removed. In this context he made a second 

adaptive leadership move: Tietjen named the issues, controlled the temperature of the 

conversation, and again put the work back on the BOC.  

 Tietjen showed considerable adaptive skill in naming the issues with the BOC and 

giving them the work time and again.
32

 He increased the temperature of the conversation 

in appropriate adaptive ways by forcing the BOC to address the work of the FFC.
33

 He 

did not hide from the conflict or accept deals to lessen the tension. Instead he made the 

BOC go through the procedural task of removing him from office. This was an adaptive 

move. He would not simply resign and allow them victory. These adaptive leadership 

                                                           

 31. Minutes of the Concordia Board of Control, January 7, 1974, J. A. O. Preus 

Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. A clear case of this adversarial 

relationship is the minutes of the January 7, 1974 board meeting. The minutes reflect the 

way in which the new board majority used its procedural power to overwhelm those who 

opposed their agenda. Tietjen and his minority of supporters were unable to accomplish 

any tasks. Even a simple request that a motion be tabled to allow Tietjen to discuss a 

matter with the board in more detail was denied.  

 32. John Tietjen memo to the Concordia Board of Control, August 10, 1973, J. A. 

O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. 

 

 33. Board of Control Minutes, November 12, 1973, J. A. O. Preus Papers, 

Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. 
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moves show Tietjen’s resolve as a leader to continue in the face of opposition. He did not 

try to save the situation by heroic leadership or by becoming a martyr but instead worked 

with followers—even those hostile to his leadership. In so doing he set the groundwork 

for the development of the new institution that would come about after the walkout. 

 Ultimately Tietjen’s leadership with the BOC was unsuccessful when viewed 

from the standard of maintaining the status quo. He was not able to retain his position or 

that of the faculty. However, when viewed from the lens of adaptive leadership in crisis, 

it is clear Tietjen was laying important groundwork in his leadership with the BOC. In 

particular, his work on behalf of the faculty and staff of Concordia would reap significant 

leadership benefits leading up to and following the walkout. Tietjen led the board, despite 

their opposition and often hostility, by requiring them to do the work they had to do to 

accomplish the task of removing him.  

 

Leading with the Staff/Faculty 

 

 The BOC met quarterly. As a result Tietjen had less regular direct contact with 

them than he did with the staff and faculty of Concordia seminary. In contrast to the 

BOC, these were individuals Tietjen interacted with on a daily or at least weekly basis. 

Additionally, while the majority of the faculty supported Tietjen, there was a numerically 

small but significant and politically connected group of faculty allied against him who 

had defined their position.
34

 As such Tietjen had to be aware, as leaders do in crisis, that 

he was leading a group with many different agendas and needs. 

                                                           
 34. Statement of Theological Differences, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia 

Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. 
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 Proximity to these individuals was an advantage for his leadership. It increased 

his ability to lead both formally and informally in the years leading up to the walkout. In 

addition, the faculty overall were largely supportive of Tietjen and felt attacked by the 

Preus administration. They understood they were the primary target of the Preus 

movement.
35

 This gave him opportunities to lead more proactively than in the inevitable 

adversarial relationship of the BOC.  This proximity created the environment for his 

interactions with these followers to demonstrate some of his most dynamic adaptive 

leadership. In particular, Tietjen adaptively led these leaders in four key ways. He worked 

to control the level of distress/anxiety, focused the work on ripening issues away from 

distractions, gave the work back to the faculty, and ultimately showed loyalty to the staff 

by protecting voices without authority. Additionally, he communicated clearly and 

regularly with his followers helping to create positive groupthink. These actions exhibit 

the hallmarks of crisis leadership as defined in Chapter Two. 

 An adaptive leader must be aware of and manage the anxiety of followers. 

Anxiety is a powerful instrument to motivate change. The majority of the faculty and 

staff were very aware of the threat that Preus and the BOC presented.
36

 They were 

supportive of Tietjen but suffering under both personal and corporate anxiety about the 

challenges ahead. Tietjen had to name the threat and identify the real crisis. He had to be 

transparent about the challenges ahead. Failure to do so would result in him losing 

credibility with those whom he was called to lead. However, while naming the threat and 

                                                           

 35. Burkee, Power, Politics, 140. 

 36. Concordia Faculty and Staff letter to J. A. O. Preus, January 22, 1974, J. A. O. 

Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. 
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its seriousness, he also needed to keep the faculty and staff productive and working 

towards future solutions to the challenge. Anxiety can create action and produce change. 

Too much anxiety, however, leads to a loss of productivity as fear overtakes fruitful 

work. An overly anxious system cannot function adequately. 

 Tietjen needed to help the faculty and staff by creating a holding environment in 

which they could operate in the full reality of the crisis while also knowing their leader 

was working with and for them. He focused their work and did not allow distractions to 

overcome them. He did this by utilizing communication and demonstrating strong loyalty 

and solidarity with his followers, two key leadership traits in crisis. 

 In a crisis, communication is an essential tool of the leader. Tietjen communicated 

with faculty and staff regularly through personal contacts, chapel sermons, and both 

official and unofficial communications. In these communications he was transparent 

about the coming conflict, named the actors involved, and encouraged and challenged the 

faculty and staff to stay the course.  

 Tietjen additionally utilized these communications to assist them in formulating 

arguments.
37

 These communications enabled him to help the staff and faculty deal with 

the reality of their situation with open eyes. They also assisted the staff and faculty, as 

will be seen with the student body, to remain centered on themes of hope, resilience, and 

                                                           

 37. Statement of President John H. Tietjen to the Seminary Community, March 6, 

1972, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. A good 

example of this sort of detailed and precise communication came during the Ehlen 

controversy. Tietjen used his positional authority to send a statement to the Concordia 

community. In this five page statement he quotes directly from correspondence with 

Preus. He addresses the controversy, named those most connected to it, and gave his six 

point rebuttal to Preus’ position, particularly how Preus was attempting to circumvent the 

authority of the BOC.   
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trust that God would provide them a hopeful future. Tietjen served as an example as well 

as a symbol to rally around. 

 Tietjen also demonstrated strong loyalty to the staff in defending Professor Arlis 

Ehlen from the attempts of the BOC to have him removed in 1971–72. While one could 

argue it was foolish to expend so much energy on behalf of one out of over 60 staff and 

faculty members, this defense showed the faculty his loyalty and earned their trust.
38

 His 

actions around the FFC also demonstrated that loyalty.  

 Tietjen stood by the faculty in the crisis and also made sure that he provided them 

information about the process as best he could within the constrictions of his position and 

responsibilities. He gained leadership credibility through personal decisions that resonate 

with both strong adaptive and crisis leadership theory.  

 In the midst of the crisis he showed solidarity and a willingness to suffer with his 

followers. When faculty was removed from their positions, they were required to give up 

their seminary housing in addition to losing their income. Tietjen, although suspended, 

was still technically employed as the BOC had not yet been able to fire him legally. As 

such he received a regular paycheck and could not be evicted from seminary housing. In 

that situation Tietjen made it public that he would donate his pay to the common fund 

established to help support all the faculty and staff who had been terminated.
39

 This show 

of solidarity helped to encourage the faculty to continue the work of outreach. 

                                                           

 38. The Faculty of Concordia Seminary to the Board of Control, March 8, 1972, J. 

A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. In a letter to the BOC 

after Ehlen was reinstated, the faculty expressed their “sincere gratitude” and 

appreciation as well as encouraged the BOC to focus on the FFC’s work.  

 

 39 Lueking, 205; Tietjen, Memoirs, 221. 
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 At the LCMS convention in New Orleans in 1973 Tietjen once more stood in 

solidarity with the faculty and staff. As the convention was taking up the business of 

Concordia Seminary, Tietjen took to the floor and gave an impassioned speech defending 

the faculty’s innocence from the charges and restating their confession of faith.
40

 In this 

moment he made it clear that his fate was tied directly to theirs.
41

 This bond of loyalty 

and solidarity in the midst of the crisis demonstrated his leadership and garnered greater 

support; a formal protest from the faculty to the BOC was sent immediately following the 

convention.
42

 

 Tietjen also used his positional authority in an adaptive manner. He utilized his 

role as president, as long as he was able to maintain such authority, to protect individuals 

and voices without authority or legitimation. This included the initial faculty to be 

accused, such as Ehlen, as well as later other faculty who quickly came under scrutiny 

and official accusation.  

                                                           

 40. ELCA Archives, “Tietjen at New Orleans,” accessed March 13, 2015, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6w-ssRJSU6M. It is important to note that in his 

speech Tietjen stated “the faith that I have just confessed is shared by all my colleagues at 

Concordia seminary.” He did not exclude or seek to distance himself from the faculty 

minority that had spoken against him or accuse them of false teaching. Instead he 

repeatedly used the word “we” in referring to all the faculty of the institution.  

 

 41. Board of Control, Exodus, 98-99. This bond became even stronger when 

rumors of a “deal” became public. It was reported that Tietjen was offered a call in an 

LCMS church in exchange for his resignation. That would have enabled him to remain in 

the church in good standing and offer his family financial security. That a deal was 

offered is a point of some debate; what is undeniable was the impact the rumors had on 

the faculty and staff’s loyalty to their leader.  

 

 42. Members of the Faculty and Staff letter of Protest to the Concordia Seminary 

Board of Control, July 24, 1973, January 17, 1972, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia 

Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. 
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 This work however, was not only with the tenured faculty but also included the 

staff members. These individuals needed even greater protection because they did not 

have as much protection as the tenure system. Professors with tenure had a measure of 

protection and could not be fired at will. As a result only the most radical of seminary 

opponents seriously thought proposals such as closing the seminary so as to void faculty 

contracts were serious and could possibly come to fruition. Seminary staff, however, 

worked without such protections and could be fired at any time. Tietjen, operating as an 

adaptive leader in the crisis, stood with his followers and protected them as best he 

could.
43

 

 Finally, Tietjen was able to get the faculty and staff to do work on their own. 

They became responsible for outreach efforts and communication and Tietjen’s work 

with them encouraged them to do so.
44

 Tietjen was not the only one talking—he 

encouraged faculty and staff to speak as well. Within a week after the 1973 convention 

the faculty majority issued their own independent statement of protest that outlined their 

position and challenged the convention’s proceedings and its use of power.
45

  

                                                           

 43. Clerical, Secretarial, and Professional Staff of Concordia Seminary to John H. 

Tietjen, January 23, 1974, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, 

MO. Tietjen’s actions on behalf of the staff did not go unnoticed. In a letter to Tietjen 

which was copied to the BOC, Preus, and Scharlemann, they wrote that they “applaud 

your Christian witness and your actions and your actions against injustices.”  

 

 44. Danker, 253. Danker includes a series of correspondence between himself and 

Preus. The flippant way in which Preus addresses Danker exemplifies the way in which 

the LCMS power structure held the faculty and those in opposition in disregard.  

 

 45. Board of Control, Exodus, 61-62. The faculty majority’s “A Declaration of 

Protest and Confession” was not only a strong statement but it also utilized modern 

public relations efforts by arranging ahead of time to have news media present and a 

mass mailing to the entire LCMS. The faculty was, like their leader, seeking 

opportunities to communicate effectively.  
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 This empowerment of faculty and staff continued to grow in the months following 

the convention. Given the ability to speak, they acted to challenge what they saw was 

unfair treatment of themselves and their leaders. When the crisis came to a head in 

January of 1974, the faculty and executive staff addressed the situation directly. They 

made a bold statement revealing much of the history about how Acting President Martin 

Scharlemann actively sought to undermine Tietjen from the beginning.
46

 They then 

turned to Preus directly in a telling series of correspondence. In the opening letter the 

faculty and staff demanded that he take a stand either with the BOC and dismiss them all 

or work for a resolution.
47

  

 Preus chose to respond by not answering their request but instead insisting that if 

they considered themselves employees of Concordia they should return to work. He 

informed them that their requests were unreasonable as “neither you nor I have the 

authority to annul a resolution of the synodical convention.”
48

 The faculty and staff 

responded that they were in fact teaching their students by standing in protest.
49

 The 

followers were taking leadership. 

 Tietjen gave the work back, a key adaptive trait. Because of his groundwork with 

this set of followers they responded positively to this challenge and took proactive steps 
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to further the cause and make the case that they and Tietjen were being treated unfairly. 

Tietjen made the movement about more than just himself or even the faculty by 

extending the movement to staff and their families. By expanding the network of those 

impacted and invested in the event he provided the opportunity for expanding the number 

of stakeholders and his own followers.
50

 

 His relationship with Academic Dean John Damm exemplified how he gave work 

back and empowered faculty. Damm was a close confident and friend of Tietjen. As 

Easterners they were both outsiders in the Midwestern-centric LCMS and had been 

college roommates. This closeness and shared history influenced their shared vision for 

Concordia and fostered the same concerns about the movements of Preus.
51

   

 Damm became another voice as well as set of ears for Tietjen amongst the faculty 

as well as student body. Damm also was empowered by Tietjen to begin explorations of 

other options for housing of classes and institutions that might be willing to provide the 

authority to give accredited degrees.
52

 This work and Tietjen’s role in both encouraging 

and giving credit to Damm will be especially important during the review of Tietjen’s 

leadership in the walkout and immediately afterwards. 

 These keys of Tietjen’s leadership among faculty and staff leading up to the 

walkout exemplify strong adaptive and crisis leadership traits. His communication with 
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 51. Tietjen, Memoirs, 213. 

   

 52. Danker, 267; Board of Control, Exodus, 111; Tietjen, Memoirs, 213-218. 



113 
 

 
 

the faculty and staff during the crisis shows that he was working to create positive 

groupthink. They could have confidence that their leader was working on their behalf and 

formulating plans and options for the future. This groupthink would enable the creation 

of group cohesion in the midst of a crisis. In crises it is understandable for individuals to 

focus more on themselves than their community. However, Tietjen’s rhetorical work and 

the personal relationships and loyalty he earned kept the community focused on 

supporting one another. 

 His work with these first two groups demonstrates how Tietjen was functioning in 

the years leading up to the walkout in adaptive ways. However, it was his work with the 

third group to be considered, the student body, which showed Tietjen’s real skill in 

working within the traits known today as adaptive leadership. In particular this leadership 

occurred most critically in the midst of the major crisis in the fall of 1973 and winter of 

1974. This group of stakeholders had the most to lose in the process and the least to gain 

from supporting the seminary faculty against Preus. Yet overwhelmingly they came to 

stand with their faculty, staff, and ultimately Tietjen as their president and leader. 

Therefore it is appropriate to take time to consider how he was able to achieve this task. 

 

Leading with the Student Body 

 

 

 The risks the student body of Concordia Seminary was taking in this crisis can 

hardly be overstated. The students were risking personal, spiritual, and economic 

livelihoods. The young men enrolled in the seminary (and they were all young men and 

many with families) had spent much of their lives and their educational career preparing 

to be ordained and serve as pastors in their denomination. Their call to ministry was not 
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simply a matter of their own spiritual commitment but also involved family, 

congregations, and friends who had supported their decision to enter seminary. These 

individuals were stakeholders in their progress and had invested time, financial resources, 

and support that were risked by the possibility of being unable to graduate. Even with the 

possibility of graduation, without the denomination’s blessing for ordination there was 

little hope that these students would be able to find congregational calls and therefore 

employment after graduation. 

 These risks created an environment of anxiety but also energy among the student 

body. As the official leader of the seminary Tietjen was able to both regulate and harness 

that energy in ways that reflect adaptive leadership. He managed the anxiety of his 

student followers through communication and relationships as he had with both the BOC 

and the Faculty/Staff, gave the work back to the student body, protected voices without 

authority, and showed strong crisis leadership by promoting positive groupthink. 

 Chapter One set the context for this leadership moment. However, it is worth 

mentioning again that at this time Concordia was the largest Lutheran seminary in the 

world with enrollment numbers equal to that of a small college. It was a peculiar graduate 

institution in that it served a group of mostly mid-20s white male students of similar 

ethnic backgrounds pursuing the same degree and career path in a singular Christian 

denomination. As a result, the student body was largely homogenous and operated much 

like a small college with various functions of intramural athletics, publications, activity 

groups, and student government.  

 Tietjen taught some classes each year, had an advisor group, and preached 

regularly in chapel. However, it was unlikely in such a large school that he could have a 
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personal relationship with all the individual students on a regular basis. He had to work 

through the bureaucracy of the student body just as he had to work through that of the 

BOC and the LCMS hierarchy.  

 Returning to an adaptive trait he utilized with the BOC and faculty, Tietjen again 

gave the work back to his followers. However, what is unique with the students was the 

way in which he, even more so than with other groups, allowed them space to form their 

own solutions. While he did not hide the risks and conflict from them he protected these 

voices without authority. He gave them permission to challenge authority and gave them 

space to be led. 

 Tietjen’s relationship with the Concordia Student Body President, Gerald Miller, 

would prove vital to his leadership. Miller had been on his vicarage (internship) year 

during the initial tumult in 1972–1973. As a result, although he would have been aware, 

he was not on campus when much of the activity and anxiety around the faculty and the 

BOC developed. Returning to the campus in late summer of 1973 he restarted his studies 

at a school that had a much different climate than the one he had left just twelve months 

before. 

 Miller was, by his own account, a conservative student who was not inclined to 

dramatic change.
53

 He had been raised in the LCMS system and taught to respect the 

history and tradition of the church. However, that respect worked both ways. It inclined 

him to give the benefit of the doubt to elected church leaders and trust their positional 

authority. It also led him to be greatly disturbed when established policy and procedure 
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were not followed. He was not about to let the students be described as simply pawns of 

the faculty.
54

  

 When Miller returned to campus one of the first meetings he had was with 

Tietjen.
55

 This was a pivotal invitation by Tietjen to bring Miller in for conversation. By 

inviting this conversation, Tietjen demonstrated to Miller that he desired to have an 

intentional relationship with him. This was to be a relationship built on respect and 

acknowledgement of Miller’s key role in the student body. It also signified that Tietjen 

valued this relationship and therefore the information that Miller had about the 

experience of the student body.  

 This attitude of respect toward the students was quite different from the 

dismissive attitude they received from the BOC and President Preus.
 56

 Tietjen’s approach 

was in stark contrast to an antagonistic and patriarchal attitude which after his dismissal 

would become blatantly apparent in contrast to that of acting President Scharlemann and 
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his administration.
57

 Preus, along with Scharlemann and his administration, responded to 

the crisis with little regard for the emotional state of the student body. Communications 

were official, bullet pointed, formal, and often contained thinly veiled threats related to 

the future of the student body.
58

 These communications, although honest, failed to 

address the students’ concerns and legitimate complaints. Rather than reinforce positional 

authority, they failed to draw many supporters, driving the students back to Tietjen.   

 In contrast, Tietjen was demonstrating to these individuals that he valued them. 

To maintain connection to the student body he needed to show that he valued the 

experience, wisdom, and needs of the student body as a whole. Their future vocations 

were on the line and he needed to show he was invested in their future. In doing so he 

helped manage their anxiety by assuring them they had an advocate whose future was 

connected to theirs. 

 Adaptive leadership however is not just about comforting followers—it also 

pushes the followers. Beyond caring for the students Tietjen also encouraged them to do 

the work of preparation and organization to resist Preus. Tietjen communicated with the 
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students directly about the threats they and the faculty faced. However, he did so in the 

context of Christian faith and hope with full connection to the contextual realities.  

 Tietjen’s best connection to the entire student body was his regular preaching in 

chapel. In these sermons he set a rhetorical tone of expectancy, resilience, and prophetic 

guidance for the students. Stan Meyer, a Concordia and later Seminex student, detailed 

Tietjen’s rhetorical style in his unpublished Master’s Thesis.  

 In the pulpit, classroom, auditorium, conference, convention, and student body 

 gathering, he was asked to speak to the issues. He understood his rhetorical task 

 on these occasions to be a twofold one: to fulfill his calling as a pastor by 

 proclaiming the Gospel of Jesus Christ and to fulfill his calling as a president by 

 articulating the events and issues involved.
59

 

 

 Tietjen encouraged the students but again did not do the work they needed to do 

for them. Instead he protected voices without authority by providing space for their work 

and gave the work back to the student body leadership, particularly the leadership of 

Miller. This space included not only physical gathering space but also emotional space by 

allowing days of reflection to take place in which the students abstained from class work 

and instead engaged in discussion around the issues facing them. 

 While still holding the positional authority, Tietjen protected the ability of the 

students to meet. In addition he agreed to and appeared at student gatherings to discuss 

the issues at hand.
60

 He was clearly supportive yet did not dictate to them what outcomes 

were expected. While he hoped for and desired their support he could not coerce them 

into compliance.  
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 This leadership reaped benefits. The students increasingly came to see the Preus 

administration and the LCMS as manipulating the situation to use them as a pawn.
61

 

Certainly not every student supported the faculty’s theological positions. Many 

conservative students remained on campus and were hoping for a resolution. The student 

body even went so far as to submit a plan to the LCMS for faculty to be sent into the 

districts of the church to hold forums to discuss the seminary issues one on one.
62

 This 

proposal was not acted upon. 

 However, the growing realization of the political nature of the attacks moved 

more students, even those who stated their support for the LCMS and the New Orleans 

convention, towards supporting Tietjen and the faculty.
63

 One student, who stated that he 

was “in full support of conservatism as opposed to the moderate,” wrote to Preus that he 
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had come to the place that he could not support Preus’ actions and the “breach of 

Christian ethics and conduct which is present in our midst.”
 64

 

 In the growing crisis Tietjen became a positive symbol and an encourager of 

positive group think. As Chapter Two demonstrated, these are the traits and actions of a 

strong crisis leader: telling the story and framing the narrative of the community in such a 

way as to inspire hope and give meaning to the community’s suffering. This work paid 

dividends even after his removal from formal office. Despite his loss of official power he 

was given a great deal of informal authority, and students chose to follow him into an 

uncertain future. This authority came from the deep respect he achieved through the 

personal relationships he had developed. The students took advantage of the environment 

he had created and responded positively to his leadership, taking ownership of their role 

in the conflict. They called the BOC and others in the LCMS hierarchy to account for 

their actions and asked for clarification.
65

 When they did not receive adequate responses 

(in their eyes), they chose to take radical action.  

 Tietjen did not hide the conflict or provide unnecessary protection for the 

students. Instead he provided an environment of stability as much as was possible given 

the realities of the situation. He gave encouragement and provided real relationships 
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 65. The Student Body of Concordia Seminary to The Board of Control of 
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based on mutual respect. Thus he disoriented previous roles in which students were not 

allowed to challenge the authority of the faculty. These adaptive moves encouraged the 

members of the student body to claim their own leadership roles and ultimately to vote as 

a majority to leave the seminary community and continue to follow Tietjen as their leader 

into exile.  

 

Leading with the Lay People 

 

 One of the dangers of leadership within an institution of an organization is that it 

is quite easy to become isolated within that institution. As the President of Concordia 

Seminary, Tietjen had a clear constituency of board, faculty/staff, and students that he 

worked with regularly. These were the individuals he interacted with on a regular basis. 

However, the lay people and pastors of the LCMS also had a strong investment in 

Concordia and the outcome of the crisis there. Many of the pastors were graduates of the 

seminary and gravely concerned about the situation. Could Tietjen lead these individuals 

to provide support for himself and the seminary community? 

 This analysis will show that he in fact did lead the pastors and lay people through 

the crisis in key ways that reflected both crisis leadership as well as adaptive leadership. 

He utilized communication and grass roots organization with lay people and pastors 

within the synod. However, in the critique of his leadership it will be shown this was one 

of the major areas in which he and his partners failed.  

 Communication in the 1970s was neither as quick nor as widespread as it is 

currently. Social media, electronic mail, internet blogs, all forms of communication that 

are now taken for granted did not exist. As a result, communication between St. Louis 
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and the wider church could be slow and often distorted significantly by the time it 

reached lay people and pastors. In addition, Tietjen and those in favor of the faculty were 

challenged by the official publications of the LCMS as well as Otten’s Christian News. 

 Bertwin Frey and Dean Lueking had begun a movement within the LCMS that 

dated back to well before Tietjen’s presidency. Frey was the president of the English 

District, a non-geographically defined district of the LCMS that had a reputation as being 

the most progressive. Tietjen invited Frey to officially install him as President of 

Concordia in 1969.
66

 In this way Tietjen wittingly or unwittingly aligned himself with 

what would become known at the Frey-Lueking organization.  

 Chapter Two outlines the growth of that movement. In 1973 this movement 

within the LCMS became an actual organization called Evangelical Lutherans in Mission 

(ELIM). ELIM would become a pivotal part of the way in which Tietjen and his 

community communicated with the wider church community and ultimately helped form 

a new church. Initially this movement was intended to be a reforming effort within the 

LCMS.
67

 Yet by the 1973 convention their reform efforts would have proven futile. 

 ELIM, and others, attempted to draft Dr. Oswald Hoffman to run for President of 

the LCMS in 1973.
68

 Hoffman initially indicated he would be willing but later pulled 

back. Regardless, these efforts and others were too little too late to have actual impact 

within the LCMS and at the convention in 1973. Ultimately ELIM’s greatest 
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accomplishment would be to provide the structure and connections that would assist in 

the creation of the AELC. 

 Tietjen was initially on the periphery of the Frey-Lueking organization. Given his 

official position as President of Concordia it was difficult for him to be too public with 

his efforts. As seminary President he kept a respectful distance from the organization in 

most public conversations. However, he was intimately involved in the conversations and 

also the process of preparing for the inevitability of a separation from Concordia and, 

years later, the LCMS as a whole. He attended key meetings and played a crucial 

symbolic role in the organization’s fundraising. 

 However, in the pre-walkout years his contact with lay people was largely limited 

to the St. Louis area and, after the 1973 convention, those involved in the work of ELIM. 

This severely limited his connection with and the impact of his leadership amongst rank 

and file lay people and clergy in the LCMS. While he did make an impression upon some 

lay people and clergy, his ability to communicate as widely as the LCMS publications 

was limited.
69
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 The main technique used by the Frey-Lueking organization and later ELIM to 

reach lay people can be considered a technical solution. They created new publications, 

notably Info, Inc., and Concordia Students created an organization “Seminarians 

Concerned for Reconciliation under the Gospel (SCRUG).”
70

 These publications were 

sent to sympathetic pastors and lay people around the country on a regular basis. 

 The goal of these efforts was to battle the official publications of the LCMS, 

Otten’s Christian News, and Robert Preus’ organization Balance, Inc. which published 

the journal Affirm. This publication strategy was limited in its effectiveness. The reach of 

the organization depended on sympathetic clergy and demonstrates one of the 

weaknesses of the ELIM organization. Despite their own passion they were unable to 

effectively get the word out on the massive scale that would be required to move change 

in an organization as large as the LCMS. 

 The Frey-Lueking organization and later ELIM failed to lead effectively in an 

adaptive manner. As a result they never became a significant force in the elections and 

assemblies of the LCMS—especially in the 1973 convention.
71

 While these organizations 

as a whole failed to recognize the changing situation in their midst, Tietjen exhibited 

signs that he was aware. Tietjen, wisely, did not simply depend on this movement.  

 Rather than rely on them to reach the lay people during his presidency he utilized 

the local and national media as well as the same adaptive tactics he had used before with 

the student body. Tietjen was regularly quoted in the local St. Louis papers and television 
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news as well as in national publications.
72

 He encouraged the student body and faculty as 

well to appear in public and in media.
73

 All of these were attempts to tell the story about 

the seminary and its students and faculty, and they were successful. By and large the 

secular media was sympathetic to Tietjen and he utilized them effectively. This use of the 

media became a point of frustration for his opponents.
74

 

 He also decided to give work back to the student body and utilize personal 

relationships to share the message. He encouraged the students to reach out to fellow 

seminarians, particularly those in the vicarage year. In the time before the internet, 

students were the best social media that Tietjen and his supporters could find—and they 

were effective. In addition, students regularly called their classmates to update them and 

created a well-informed network of supporters. This work was especially vital during the 

1972–1973 school year. Keeping the student body informed was important when so many 

of the senior seminarians who would be leaders in 1974 were away on vicarage. This 

work bore its most significant fruit during February of 1974. Nicknaming their work 
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Operation Outreach, they traveled home to congregations across the LCMS and brought 

news, information, and literature about what was happening at Concordia.
75

 

 Despite these successes, leadership with the pastors and lay people of the LCMS 

was one of the weak points of Tietjen’s work. He was significantly limited by technology 

and access to the people. As a result his opponents had a significant edge. Otten had, by 

the early 1970s, developed a significant network of support. Preus, by virtue of his office, 

had access to the mass communication apparatus of the LCMS organization. Tietjen 

could not match these technical leadership options. However, despite these limitations he 

did operate in ways that indicated learning and adaptive solutions.  

 

Leading Through the “Walkout” and Creation of Seminex 

 

 On the morning of February 19, 1974 the vast majority of the students, faculty, 

and staff dramatically exited the Concordia campus. For the students this was a decision 

based on the discernment that they could no longer remain at Concordia without their 

faculty and president. In the weeks leading up to the walkout and immediately after, 

Tietjen acted in significant adaptive ways with his followers. Most notably he identified 

the new adaptive challenge, gave the work back, controlled the anxiety of the system, 

communicated clearly, and finally he told the story of the students to the LCMS as a 

whole. 

 Tietjen’s first adaptive move was to clearly give the work to the student body 

relating to any decision to call for a class moratorium or a walkout. He again put the work 
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back onto Gerald Miller, the student body president, to guide the process of the students. 

In this process Miller drew upon the structure of the seminary student government and 

crafted agendas for conversation, worship, presentations by Dean John Damm, and 

conversations together in small groups.
76

 

 In this way he gave them space to meet and ensured they had proper support. 

However, he nor the faculty gave them the answers or provided easy comfort. The 

students were well aware of the seriousness of their task.
77

 In his teaching and preaching 

Tietjen both contained their anxiety as well as reminded them of the seriousness of the 

situation. 

 After the drama of the walkout concluded, Tietjen was left with his most difficult 

leadership task. He needed to create a new institution and learning community The 

students returned to their dorms and facilities at Concordia.
78

 However, the faculty 

required new lodging, teaching facilities, and ultimately a focus to keep the movement 
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student body in two letters to President Preus. On January 30th he wrote to President 

Preus “to set the record straight…at no time did the faculty counsel us to take the action 

of declaring a moratorium…at no time did the faculty have anything to do with our 

decision.”  

 

 78. Board of Control, Exodus, 127, 130. One of the great ironies of the leadership 

situation was that the students still had a right to live in and utilize the facilities at 

Concordia. While they had left the campus in grand fashion most returned that very day 

to eat in the refectory and stay in the dorms. This reality both provided PR fuel for those 

opposed to the Seminex movement as well as demonstrated the financial realities of the 

seminary and their existing commitments. The seminary needed the financial benefit of 

having their dorms full with paying students and meals eaten while the students had a 

legal right to remain. As such an uneasy truce was formed to allow Seminex students and 

even some faculty to remain in housing for a time.  
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going. This created Tietjen’s most significant adaptive challenge. His followers had been 

raised in the culture of “Old Missouri” and as such had expectations about how 

organizations operated. Now they needed to learn new things, cooperate with different 

partners, and continue to negotiate their position within the LCMS. 

 Following these dramatic events there was a definite sense of “what now?” Who 

would lead the students and what would their instruction look like? Tietjen had planned 

for this eventuality. He had learned a lesson from the failures of the moderates after the 

1969 convention. In those years the moderates had failed to prepare themselves and 

organize to fight what was an inevitable move against the seminary. They were not well 

organized nor had a communication apparatus in place. This was a hard lesson to learn as 

it resulted in the numerous 55–45 losses they suffered in the 1973 convention.
79

 

 Tietjen apparently learned his lesson and did not make this mistake of being un 

prepared again.  Instead, he went to work in the time leading up to his inevitable 

suspension and dismissal. This would prove to be one of the key moves he made as an 

adaptive leader in a crisis situation. He did not remain passive and hope for a technical 

solution that might move in his favor but actively began planning for a different future. 

He was learning as a leader. 

 In the fall of 1973 he authorized then dean of students John Damm to explore 

options for facilities that might be open to them to conduct classes off site should the 

need exist. Damm reached out to Eden Seminary and the Divinity School of St. Louis 

                                                           

 79. Tietjen, Memoirs, 143. A Concordia student, Amandus J. Derr, was tasked 

with assessing the loyalty of the various delegates. His assessment was that 45% were 

“conservative,” 45% “moderate,” and 10% were unknown. This assessment would prove 

to be overly optimistic.  
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University and found them to be receptive. As a result he began serious conversations 

with them about registering students from Concordia and providing space for classes.
80

 

  By preparing for the inevitable, yet encouraging faculty to do the work, Tietjen 

not only put the work back on the faculty but also helped control the level of anxiety. No 

doubt word spread of these conversations among the faculty and students. They could 

trust that plans were being made. This is a new aspect of adaptive leadership being 

explored in this case study—the importance of the leader communicating that there is a 

plan and that while followers are responsible for doing the work, the leaders are invested 

and preparing a plan. 

 Empowering Damm to make plans for space needs after exile was an important 

adaptive leadership move and enabled the community to have hope for their future. His 

functional capabilities as seminary president were significantly limited during this time 

by the investigation and eventually his suspension. It would not be until February of 1974 

that he had an official position of authority again.
81

 Yet, he showed deep solidarity with 

the student body and the faculty during this time which generated hope and positive 

                                                           

 80. Ibid., 216-218. This work resulted in what was called the “Joint Project for 

Theological Education” and involved creating an institution in which the “faculty 

majority” could serve “in behalf” of the two St. Louis schools to help complete the 

degrees of Concordia students. This work also included involving the Lutheran School of 

Theology in Chicago (LSTC) so that students would have the credibility of having 

received their degrees from a Lutheran institution. Part of the reason Tietjen was able to 

do this was his relationship with the current President of LSTC.  Walter F. Wolbrecht had 

been hired to that post after having been dismissed from the LCMS by Preus in 1971 and 

subsequently hired by LSTC. As a result, by February 18, 1974, a full plan was in place 

for the students who might choose to leave Concordia—a plan which Teitjen had put into 

vision but had not actively negotiated.  

  

 81. John S Damm re: Installation of John Tietjen as President of Concordia 

Seminary in Exile, February 5, 1975, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical 

Institute, St. Louis, MO. 
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groupthink. Tietjen’s most important role during the time leading up to the walkout and 

immediately after was to serve as a symbol and a provider of hope and to shape the 

narrative for the community—a core crisis leadership competency.  

 Additionally, Tietjen continued to fight for the right of the students to be certified 

for ordination in the LCMS. He utilized the connections he had with sympathetic district 

presidents to find places that might call Seminex graduates in the spring and summer of 

1974.
82

 Because of his relationships and the credibility he had developed over the years 

with them he was successful in getting many students placed in the face of Preus’ 

vigorous opposition.
 83

 He demonstrated strong leadership in crisis. He did not sit on the 

sidelines but got involved in the challenge and advocated for the members of the student 

body who had followed him. 

 Tietjen consistently framed the narrative for the students that they were a part of a 

bigger movemen. He related to them and included them. Unlike the command and control 

style of Scharlemann, this leadership was noticeable in its care and approachability to the 

students. By allowing them to speak and debate he encouraged his followers to be full 

participants in the decisions and to have ownership of those decisions. He demonstrated 

                                                           

 82. Tietjen, Memoirs, 226-227. 

 

 83. Roger D. Nuerge to J. A. O. Preus, June 24, 1975, J. A. O. Preus Papers, 

Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO; J. A. O. Preus to all District Presidents, 

June 7, 1974, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO; 

Handwritten notes re: Congregation and Ordinand names and addresses, July 24,1974, J. 

A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO; Seminex Graduates 

Memo, August 26, 1974, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, 

MO. Preus kept detailed records of graduates in 1974–1975 including which District 

President presided over ordinations of candidates not certified by Concordia faculty. 

Tietjen’s informal authority as a leader and relationships with these District Presidents as 

well as students created this possibility.  
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that he was ready to be a part of their work and that he also would suffer consequences 

for the decisions they were making. This is leadership with and through followers. 

 In addition to this work through supporters, Tietjen traveled extensively after the 

walkout.
84

 He did this for two major reasons. The first was a technical solution to the 

need for money. The fledging seminary and ELIM needed financial support to survive 

and Tietjen needed to tell the story of the ministry and its vision. Tietjen also had high 

hopes for the number of congregations that would follow the new movement into, 

potentially, a new denomination. Unfortunately for him these hopes were largely 

unfounded. Regardless, Tietjen worked diligently as a crisis leader to be present and 

available to lay supporters. Without his travel and work it is likely the movement would 

have garnered even less support that it did. 

 Tietjen worked in significant adaptive ways to create the space and opportunity 

for Seminex to occur. However, his leadership was not without mistakes and failures. 

Much of the critique of Tietjen has largely fallen on sectarian and doctrinal lines made by 

individuals who had prejudged the outcome before doing investigation. However, 

stepping back from the emotion of the event, there are valid appreciations as well as 

critiques of his leadership—particularly when viewed from an adaptive frame. 

 

Critique of Tietjen’s Leadership 

 

 The name of John Tietjen and the events surrounding the LCMS crisis evoke 

strong emotions still today. The wounds of this event just forty years ago are still fresh—

as Burkee found when he interviewed individuals for his landmark study on the LCMS 

                                                           
 84. Board of Control, Exodus, 140; Teitjen, Memoirs, 221. 
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crisis.
85

 As a result, evaluating Tietjen’s leadership requires acknowledging his strengths 

as well as a fair critique. Adaptive leadership is not easy. Given the complexity of the 

crisis and the number of players involved there is much to critique from this perspective.  

 Adaptive leadership at its core is learning leadership. It requires a willingness to 

learn how the goal of a successful outcome might change based on new learning and 

circumstance. The leaders must be willing to accept that an outcome desired initially 

might not be achievable and alter the goal to reflect this new reality.  

 The preceding sections have shown that Tietjen demonstrated strong adaptive 

leadership in many aspects of the crisis. However, it is also clear that his commitment to 

the cause clouded his vision and ability to adapt to the crisis in ways that might have 

modified that provocation. He was deeply embedded in the leadership context and 

ideologically committed to a particular outcome. This created the opportunity for 

leadership missteps and failures. 

  The first major adaptive misstep that Tietjen and his group of supporters took 

was participating in the publication of A Call to Openness and Trust. This publication 

was both a PR and leadership “disaster.”
86

 It did not connect with the lay people in the 

synod who might have been receptive to Tietjen’s message at the time. Instead it turned 

many against the movement and added fuel to the growing fire. 

 A Call to Openness and Trust, although intended by Tietjen to be a revealing and 

truth-telling document, instead provided Otten with a plethora of quotations and 

information to utilize in his opposition to everything for which the faculty of Concordia 

                                                           
 85. Burkee, Power, Politics, 3. 

  

 86. Burkee, Power, Politics, 111. 
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was standing. Rather than lower the anxiety of the LCMS, it raised it and encouraged the 

preconditioned beliefs of pastors in the LCMS unsympathetic to Tietjen and the faculty. 

Writing a theological response in a political debate was a technical solution to an 

adaptive problem. Publishing theses for conversation and debate was an outdated strategy 

that would not be successful in the new media age of the 1970s.  

 Tietjen also failed to rally the faculty soon enough. His work with the faculty after 

the initial FFC report was laudable. However, his failure to assess the gravity and the 

adaptive challenge of the situation set up the initial confrontation and allowed the faculty 

to be interviewed. He believed that these interviews would prove their innocence and that 

would settle the discussion. He was wrong. 

  The faculty was cleared by the initial FFC work. This seemed to be a significant 

win for Tietjen. However, as in the publishing of A Call to Openness and Trust, they 

again took a step back in victory by providing a great deal of interview data that Preus 

and others were able to utilize against them. Tietjen did not recognize or adequately 

prepare the faculty on how vital their testimony would be not only in the interviews but 

as evidence and potential soundbites afterwards.
87

  

 The faculty was cleared but they simply added to the growing mountain of 

evidence that would be used against them throughout the following years. There are times 

when the adaptive situation requires setting aside ideology for the sake of discretion. The 

missteps that Tietjen made highlight the challenges of applying adaptive leadership fully 

in highly partisan and ideological contexts, particularly in times of schism in faith 
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communities. Adaptive leadership requires compromise and recognizing when ideology 

might have to be set aside for the sake of the community being led.  

 The 1973 New Orleans LCMS convention demonstrated how adaptive leadership 

requires being willing to compromise for the sake of the community being led. This 

convention would become known as the “Battle of New Orleans.” As previously 

discussed, Preus and his organization had done a fine job of engineering the delegate 

selection and committee assignments for this convention. Otten had prepped those 

delegates with his voter guides, and Preus had utilized his power as President to control 

the membership of the committees dealing with the issues he cared most deeply about.
88

  

 The Bertrand-Frey organization apparently had not learned from the 1969 and 

1971 conventions and came to New Orleans unprepared to overcome Preus’ “machine.”
89

 

                                                           

 88. Tietjen, Memoirs, 144-145. Tietjen acknowledged that Preus utilized his 

technical leadership power in strategic ways leading into the convention. While previous 

tradition had dictated that appointments to committees represented various viewpoints, 

Preus appointed those who agreed with his goals. The Frey-Lueking organization and 

Tietjen saw this in 1971 but did not find a way to adequately combat it in 1973. Instead 

they relied on the convention floor debate to turn the tide, despite the reality that a 

majority of the delegates had been preconditioned and preselected to be unsympathetic to 

their position.  

 

 89. Luther P. J. Steiner to J. A. O. Preus, November 8, 1972, J. A. O. Preus 

Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO; J. A. O. Preus to Luther P. J. 

Steiner, November 13, 1972, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. 

Louis, MO. The Preus archives demonstrate how connected Preus was to the situation 

and how much information he was being fed by lay people and clergy. Letters sent to 

Tietjen were also sent to Preus but without indicating such in the letter. A great example 

is a handwritten note on church stationary from a Pastor Steiner to Preus which enclosed 

a letter he had sent to Tietjen and also to Info, Inc. In his note, addressed “Dear ‘Chief’” 

Steiner informs Preus that he is enclosing a copy of the letter but Tietjen “doesn’t know 

about this.” Preus later replied, addressing the letter “Dear Stony,” and expressing his 

appreciation and interest and encouraging him to continue “the good work.” These notes 

and enclosed letters are hardly unique in the files as Preus regularly received newspaper 

clippings, church announcements, and other letters with handwritten notes from 

supporters informing him and encouraging him to act against Tietjen and the faculty. 
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Tietjen and his supporters seemed unaware of how connected Preus was to the situation 

both in the national church as well as within congregations. They failed to recognize how 

the office of President of the LCMS gave Preus institutional loyalty and ultimately access 

to information both officially and on the ground.  

 This information and connectedness through loyalty enabled him to manipulate 

and have significant influence on the outcome of church conventions. While they decried 

Preus’ “political games,” a more honest assessment is that they themselves had failed to 

organize effectively to combat those realities.
90

 They had missed the adaptive challenge, 

misread the stakeholders and their level of support, and failed to prepare to win the 

political fight at the convention. 

 Tietjen and his supporters underestimated the preference of the clergy for the 

status quo. While they worked diligently they consistently lost by similar margins, a sign 

that they had been unable at the grassroots district level to elect moderate delegates to the 

national convention. This failure to learn the crucial nature of political preparation and 

essential techniques cost them dearly. They were too ideological and convinced of the 

rightness of their cause. They failed to learn and went into the 1973 convention 

unprepared to do battle in this new politicized and polarized culture. 

 As a result, Tietjen himself became the presenting issue and ultimately his 

position a matter of floor debate. While the nature of the process with which he became 

the issue is debatable, Preus and his team managed the parliamentary procedure 

                                                           

 90. Danker, 125; Tietjen, Memoirs, 144. 
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magnificently and ultimately convinced the convention to condemn Tietjen himself.
 91

 

Obviously upset over this Tietjen failed to contain his emotion and further brought the 

spotlight onto him by making a dramatic speech before the convention.  

 This speech both condemned the convention’s actions as well as forgave them as 

he believed they did not fully understand what they were doing. This speech played well 

with Tietjen’s supporters as a bold example of prophetic speech. However, it again was a 

technical leadership move. He and his supporters had failed to rally significant support 

for their cause. They had fallen into the trap of groupthink and did not adequately 

recognize the situation in which they found themselves. As a result, their movement 

failed to generate significant support on the national convention level and in a majority of 

districts. 

 The results of the 1973 convention were unsurprising to those who analyzed them 

with unbiased eyes. The faculty of Concordia was attacked and their supporters, having 

failed to organize effectively at local levels, were unable to respond in sufficient 

numbers. Vote after vote was decided by a 55% to 45% majority in favor of the positions 

of Preus and his initiatives.
92

 The Bertrand-Frey organization, upon which Tietjen had 

come to depend, was unable to mount a significant challenge.  

                                                           

 91. Danker, 129-131, 144. The moderates had completely failed in any way to 

prevent the convention from condemning not only the faculty but also Teitjen himself. 

However, the final vote on Tietjen after several days of intense debate was only 513-394. 

Hardly an overwhelming statement of the will of the entire LCMS.  

 

 92. Tietjen, Memoirs, 154. The vote to condemn the CS Faculty at the convention 

in 1973 was 574 to 451 (almost exactly 55% to 45%). Tietjen states “On the eve of the 

convention I had told myself that ‘people in the middle’ would put forth major efforts to 

avoid a split and bring a compromise. At New Orleans there was no middle.”  
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 Tietjen in particular fell into this trap of total belief in the rightness of his cause. 

He was, as Preus later stated, “easy prey” because he was utterly predictable politically.
93

 

While he worked in adaptive ways with the faculty/staff, students, and even the lay 

people, he was not able, or was unwilling, to learn what needed to be done to work with 

those in opposition to him. The relationship between him and the minority five professors 

emphasizes this. He was unable, or unwilling, to reach out to them and find even partially 

acceptable solutions to the problems they faced before the situation became untenable. 

Adaptive leadership requires acceptance of grey and proactive leadership, but Tietjen and 

his opponents lived only in black and white.  

 Tietjen’s goal was different from most adaptive situations. His plan was not to 

survive this event with his career and potentially his position intact but to make a stand. If 

the institution did not choose to go forward with him he would suffer the consequences. 

Personal relationships became a problem, and he held animosity towards those who he 

believed had politicked their way and betrayed their call. He often could be “arrogant and 

stubborn” and in his rhetoric to inspire the support of his followers could become as 

accusatorial as his opponents.
94

 In particular, his relationship with Scharlemann 

exemplified his unwillingness to waver and even bordered on petty rivalry.
95

 

                                                           

 93. Burkee, Power, Politics, 146. 

  

 94. Board of Control, Exodus, 67-68, 135; Burkee, Power, Politics, 146-147. 

 

 95. Tietjen, Memoirs, 196. Tietjen recounted his last days in his office at 

Concordia. When Scharlemann came to take over his office Tietjen had a brief closed 

door time with him. As he reports he stated to Scharlemann, “Congratulations Martin! 

You finally made it!...And the second thing is this: you have your reward.” and then he 

walked out the door. While Tietjen had many reasons to be upset and angry with 

Scharlemann and how he had been treated, this attitude of disdain exemplifies the 
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 These leadership failures could be excusable due to the very personal nature of 

the conflict. As Chapter Two indicated, the LCMS was a brotherhood and, as such, 

internal conflicts often took on the nature of family arguments or civil wars. This was not 

intellectual sparring but deep conflict with repercussions for families and communities. 

The conflict was deeply personal and Tietjen’s impassioned responses were a product of 

this personal nature. However, there is a valid critique of Tietjen’s leadership and the 

leadership of the entire ELIM and moderate movement for its naiveté, failure to 

effectively organize, and most importantly, its overestimation of its support and 

underestimation of its opponent.  

 The LCMS was, and remains to this day, a conservative denomination with strong 

clerical leadership. Yet despite this it is also a church filled with highly independent 

individuals. Burkee makes a compelling case that large numbers of the letters received by 

Preus from lay people in support of his work against the faculty at Concordia were ghost 

written by clergy.
96

 However, while they individually may have been sympathetic to the 

moderate position , lay people were personally loyal to their individual congregations and 

their own pastors, much the same way that Americans tend to dislike Congress but love 

their own congressperson. 

 The LCMS in the 1970s was a denomination of congregations who were largely 

loyal to their pastors and to the synod. Tietjen, despite the efforts of local St. Louis 

media, ELIM, and Operation Outreach, did not have the communications apparatus to 

                                                                                                                                                                             

unflinching character of Tietjen that prevented him from finding alternative solutions to 

the crisis if they required him crossing the lines he had set.  

 

 96. Burkee, Power, Politics, 179-180. 
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effectively combat the synodical publications or the passion of Otten’s Christian News.
97

 

He was deeply skilled at public relations and communicating with secular media, but 

given the results it is fair to say these sources were not those listened to by the people 

attending convention.  

 Tietjen unfortunately lived in something of an echo chamber in the St. Louis and 

moderate communities. Positive groupthink took over these communities, and they 

honestly believed that if they presented their positions well enough they would convince 

hundreds, if not thousands, of LCMS congregations to join their ranks.
98

 Unfortunately, 

the opposite occurred. Faced with their own problems, the laity largely tuned out from the 

conversation. This was, in their minds, a problem of the clergy and the clergy could solve 

it.
 99

 This was a significant problem for the moderate position given the structure of the 

LCMS conventions and the weight given to clergy votes and influence.  

 Tietjen also underestimated his opponent’s knowledge of the situation and 

willingness to shift his positions to fit the needs of the situation.
100

 Preus was an adept 

                                                           

 97. Board of Control, Exodus, 120-123; Burkee, Power, Politics, 112. 

 

 98. Robert Teuscher, “Tietjen vs. Preus,” St. Louis Globe-Democrat, May 26-27, 

1973, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, St. Louis, MO. Tietjen and 

others estimated that at least 1,000 congregations would leave with them prior to the 

1973 convention if the conservatives won. The number that actually joined the AELC 

was considerably smaller.  

 99. Burkee, Power, Politics, 141, 152; The laity did register complaints years to 

come. They did not register their dissatisfaction with the direction of the LCMS at the 

conventions but did so at voter meetings in congregations around the country in the form 

of dramatically decreasing benevolence dollars from local congregations to the LCMS 

central office. Giving to local LCMS congregations increased significantly throughout 

the decade of the 1970s and into the 1980s while gifts passed on to the LCMS offices in 

St. Louis declined by almost half. 

 

 100. Burkee, Power, Politics, 177.  
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situational leader who had strong connections with the grassroots of the synod. In this 

knowledge he was aided significantly by Otten whom, as it has been shown, he both 

publicly disavowed and privately consulted. Preus was singularly focused on his 

ideological objective and Tietjen, like Harms before him, underestimated the power of 

this shift in the political landscape of the LCMS. 

 Ultimately Tietjen became a tragic figure. The image of him as a martyr has 

largely persisted throughout the decades. It is this image that those who supported him 

cling to and remember fondly. Tietjen himself recalled these days as seminal and full of 

energy and the spirit of relying solely on Christ for guidance and comfort.
101

 Yet viewed 

from a more dispassionate position and the distance of history, it is clear he was both a 

strong leader and also the captain of a sinking ship.  

 Tietjen was noble in being willing to sacrifice himself in solidarity with the 

suffering for those for whom he cared. Yet for a multitude of reasons outlined here he 

was not able to broker a solution or find middle ground. Tietjen did not avoid 

“assassination.” As a result he is, by a rigorous definition, a failed adaptive leader. Rather 

than find or broker a solution to the problem that could have allowed him and his 

followers to stay within the organization, he chose exile. While his followers were a part 

of the conversation, he was the leader and took hundreds of faculty, staff, and 

seminarians with him into an uncertain future.  

 Teitjen and his community were largely able to thrive in this uncertain future. 

Because of strong leadership decisions early on he had created options and a safe landing 

for his followers. Ultimately, he and his community were able to create something new 
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from these ashes. Yet the question remains when asked from the perspective of adaptive 

leadership: Had he recognized the situation earlier could he have avoided the complete 

severing of the relationship? This complicated reality of adaptive leadership in deeply 

ideological and political climates is the new lesson that can be learned from this case 

study and added to the canon of adaptive leadership. Chapter Four will explore this 

lesson more fully. 

 Tietjen and the entire LCMS faced a new situation in the early 1970s. This was a 

leadership challenge unlike that faced by their predecessors. The political structure of the 

United States was changing. The assumptions of “Old Missouri” and of the American 

Protestant world would not hold into the future. A new political and organizational 

structure had emerged that would make his presence and leadership impossible given his 

and the community’s prevailing assumptions. However, he was far from the only victim 

of this new way of being LCMS. Other leaders as well fell victim to this change. The 

system that was being put into place and its inevitable conclusions would claim more 

leaders along the way.  

 Ultimately the LCMS turned on J. A. O. Preus and by 1981 he was advised not to 

seek another term in office.
102

 The machine Preus had taken a large part in creating 

turned on him and finally exposed his deals with multiple sides. Otten, who had not 

received what he believed was rightfully his, turned his pen against Preus with the same 

                                                           

 102. Burkee, Power, Politics, 175, 177. Preus was informed by those in “control,” 

including his old lay friend Henry Hilst, that they would not be supporting his candidacy 

for another term. As a result he stepped down in order to have some influence on his 

successor.  
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power to sway public opinion.
103

 In the pinch of an election Preus was forced to choose 

between candidates to succeed him and once again he made multiple promises.
104

 This 

strategy had worked for him in the past. He had been able to juggle competing 

commitments. However, at this point the number of promises he was making outweighed 

his ability to deliver and he was left to retire. 

 Tietjen and the Concordia faculty suffered the losses they did within the 

institutional church because they failed to recognize the adaptive challenge early enough. 

It is unlikely that Tietjen could have survived in institutional authority throughout the 

years between 1975 and 1981 given the challenges and forces aligned against the faculty 

and particularly against Tietjen himself. Yet the possibility of a conciliatory alternative 

begs the question and examination. By giving some measure of consolation, learning 

from the context and situation, recognizing the adaptive challenge, could Tiejten have 

been able to retain his voice within the synod and impacted its future from within the 

institution?  This is a question whose answer is an intriguing thought experiment but can 

never be adequately answered.  

 
                                                           

 103. Editorial Column, “Preus Questions Editor’s Doctrine of Justification,” 

Christian News, January 24, 1979, J. A. O. Preus Papers, Concordia Historical Institute, 

St. Louis, MO; Editorial Column, “The LCMS President Should Document or Withdraw 
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 104. Burkee, Power, Politics, 177. This choice actually ended in even more 

controversy. Preus encouraged both of the leading candidates by indicating his support. 

However, at the last minute it became clear that only one would win. This resulted in the 

wives of the two candidates arguing over who Preus had promised the ministry to making 

a scene in the back stages of the convention. Finally they decided that they could work 

together with one as president and the other as vice-president. However, this controversy 

presaged future leadership challenges within the LCMS.  
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Conclusion 

 

 This chapter has demonstrated through numerous specific examples how Tietjen 

exhibited traits of an adaptive leader in crisis as defined by Chapter Two. The theory of 

adaptive leadership would not be identified by Ronald Heifetz for another twenty years 

after these events. However, this analysis demonstrates with specific examples that 

Tietjen acted in ways that would be today identified as adaptive leadership.  

 The crisis at Concordia Seminary was an adaptive challenge. It did not offer a 

clear technical solution. The adaptive situation had to be identified and Tietjen did this, 

although not as quickly as perhaps he should have.  After his initial willingness to engage 

the FFC he came to recognize that the situation had moved beyond traditional means of 

reconciliation.  

 Coming to this realization was challenging and required new learning. Tietjen had 

grown up in a system in which positional authority and structure were honored. However, 

it became clear after Preus’ election in 1969 that the structure was changing. Ultimately, 

over the years between 1969–1975, the situation continued to change so that 

reconciliation was going to become impossible. During this time, Tietjen had to learn and 

find adaptive solutions to the problems facing his community of faculty, staff, and 

students if he desired to move forward as their leader.  

 Most particularly, this chapter shows that Tietjen was adept at giving the work 

back, controlling the anxiety of the system, and communicating clearly with his 

followers. He responded contextually to the leadership situation and did not over function 

on behalf of staff, faculty, or students. He utilized and maintained their anxiety at helpful 

levels to achieve outcomes. Tietjen worked with his followers in the midst of this 
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adaptive crisis situation to create a new possibility. His use of both positional and non-

positional authority and power reflect leadership with and through followers. In so doing 

Tietjen learned new ways of leading, forged new partnerships, and ultimately created a 

new institution that had a lasting legacy on the church.  

 However, his leadership was not without flaws. Valid critiques have been 

identified through this chapter of how he could have led better or been more proactive in 

recognizing the adaptive situation. However, had he not led adaptively his legacy would 

have been much diminished and it is unlikely he would be much remembered.  

 The question now is what new is learned from this case study? Chapter Four will 

discuss what new learning about adaptive leadership can be drawn from this leadership 

story. In particular, the question of how adaptive leadership theory must be modified 

when dealing with deeply polarized political climates will be addressed as well as 

implications for adaptive leadership in voluntary and religious settings. 
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Chapter Four 

 

 

Adaptive Leadership in Crisis 

 

 The previous chapter demonstrated how John Tietjen utilized leadership traits that 

today would be identified as exhibiting the theory of adaptive leadership in the crisis in 

the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod (LCMS) and Concordia Seminary between 1969-

1975. These strategic traits included identifying the adaptive situation, keeping the level 

of distress within a tolerable range, focusing attention on ripening issues rather than on 

stress reducing distractions, giving the work back to the people, and protecting voices 

without authority. In addition, his work demonstrated traits of crisis leadership by being a 

positive symbol in the crisis, communicating regularly and clearly, and promoting 

positive groupthink. 

 Tietjen accomplished these adaptive and crisis leadership tasks primarily through 

his relationships with students and faculty and his communication in worship and 

preaching. He was present and engaged with his followers, demonstrating solidarity with 

them in the midst of anxiety and fear. The current study argues that the effective practice 

of these leadership traits enabled him to position himself to retain leadership authority 

even after his positional authority was forcibly removed.   

 These leadership traits enabled him to continue to have a key role in leading the 

student body and faculty even after his removal. By retaining a relationship and 

leadership authority, he was enabled to be part of leading the walkout from the seminary 
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as well as in forming the emerging organization, the new seminary known as “Seminex,” 

that developed after the walkout. Critiques of his leadership from the perspective of 

adaptive and crisis theory were also explored, adding to the depth of the current study. 

Overall, Chapter Three demonstrated that Tietjen could be described as exhibiting strong 

adaptive leadership traits in a crisis situation. 

 The question to be examined now is: what new knowledge can be learned from 

his leadership and the current study about adaptive leadership? In particular, what new 

can be learned from the current study about adaptive leadership in times of crisis? What 

is added to the theory, enhanced, exposed for further study, or should be changed about 

theories of adaptive leadership in crisis based on the current study?  

 The current chapter will argue that Tietjen’s example demonstrates how adaptive 

leadership traits are effective and valuable in a crisis, particularly when a leader 

represents a minority group within an institution. His example will provide a template for 

future leaders in similar contextual challenges. Adaptive leadership provides a framework 

for approaching a crisis situation and for protecting voices without authority. The 

adaptive leader finds new solutions to the presenting issues by learning along with 

followers.  

 The adaptive leader protects followers as best they can and gives voice to those 

who otherwise would be rendered voiceless. It is also argued that the current study shows 

that adaptive theory brings significant opportunity and possibility for leadership in crisis 

situations. However, based on the experiences of the leader and follower in this crisis, the 

theory will be shown to need further development to address adequately adaptive 

leadership in crisis situations. 
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 Initially, an early stage crisis requires technical leadership solutions.
1
 These crises 

are previously experienced challenges that have created systematic learning and planned 

responses. In these early stages, the crisis response frameworks developed by the 

institution should be followed as these have been bears these  are shown to be effective.
2
 

However, as the current study demonstrates, unexpected and therefore unplanned 

situations often arise during a crisis.  

 These unexpected and often crisis situations require the leader to learn quickly, 

work with followers, and create new solutions. Crises create the space and context for 

adaptive leadership to thrive. Learning can and must take place. Adaptive leadership 

theory’s emphasis on learning with followers to determine a new and adaptive solution to 

these unexpected situations creates a path for leaders to follow in crisis.  

 The current study adds to the conversation by taking into consideration the 

additional challenge posed to adaptive leadership theory in situations and contexts in 

which deep emotional and spiritual commitments are at stake. These emotional and 

spiritual commitments are shown by the current study to create an atmosphere in which 

compromise is difficult if not impossible to reach. Hard lines and uncompromising 

positions are created that result in presenting difficult choices to leaders about which 

                                                           

 1. See Table One: Leadership with Authority in Adaptive Situations. This table 

identified the difference between Technical and Adaptive leadership situation types. 

These are leadership situations with clear outcomes and established solutions. Learning is 

not required in these situations to achieve a positive outcome.  

 

 2. See Chapter Two: General Crisis Response Frameworks. Crisis response 

frameworks outline technical solutions that a leader can follow through the crisis to 

achieve a positive outcome. The challenge, identified later in the chapter, occurs when 

the situation does not conform to the previously identified framework and new learning is 

required.  
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followers they are committed to leading and what they are willing to sacrifice in order to 

maintain their leadership. 

 The crisis in the LCMS and at Concordia Seminary bears these marks of an 

adaptive leadership challenge in an ideological community in crisis. Chapter Two 

demonstrated how the spiritual commitments, political history, and religious confessional 

ideology within the LCMS created those hard lines. Hard lines that, once drawn and 

codified into institutional practice, made any potential compromise difficult and, in this 

context, ultimately impossible. The current study demonstrates there are significant 

challenges to leadership situations in the context of religious or other deeply ideological 

communities and institutions. The attributes of these particular systems create an 

environment that is different from other adaptive solutions.   

 Leaders within institutions often find themselves embedded within a layer of 

institutional authority and hierarchy. They are not “free agents” but are required by 

circumstance to make choices. The current study demonstrates that in these situations, 

leaders will be required to make choices throughout the crisis as to which followers they 

will protect, which they choose to let go, and ultimately who to lead and how to lead. 

Leaders will have to decide which constituency is their core and what positional authority 

they are willing to sacrifice to protect and lead this core. This again is particularly the 

case in communities in which ideology or religious commitment comes into the 

conversation. 

 The current chapter will make the argument for an expansion of the adaptive 

leadership paradigm. This expansion of the paradigm is particularly needed when 

leadership occurs in acute crises situations where a leader is forced to choose a 
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constituency within an institution that she or he will support. Three key areas will be 

identified that set these crises situations apart as leadership opportunities. First, they are 

open-ended in time frame and outcome. There is no hard end to a crisis situation and 

often there is no agreed upon outcome. This uncertainty adds a significant leadership 

challenge. 

 Second, it must be acknowledged that executing all the traits of adaptive 

leadership is especially difficult, if not impossible, during a crisis. The leader within an 

institution often does not have the institutional authority to move the entire system to his 

or her will. This is especially the case when the leader is actively being undermined by 

other political movements within the larger institution and when crises occur in existing 

institutions with deep ideological or religious commitments. Compromise becomes 

difficult in these situations and leaders with varying levels of institutional authority are 

required to choose sides. This hinders but does not preclude adaptive learning and new 

solutions for leaders throughout the institutional hierarchy. 

 Third, institutions with significant hierarchical structures and slow moving 

bureaucracy will resist the agile leadership required to be effective in crisis. As a result, 

adaptive leadership in crisis will be stunted and even actively resisted by many if not all 

the parties involved. The adaptive leader will struggle to help such organizations adapt or 

learn quickly particularly when hierarchical command-control systems have come under 

the grip of a dominant ideology. The limits on positional authority and ability to move the 

institution will require a new level of adaptive leadership that relies on other sources of 

authority.  
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 The current study demonstrates that these situations require adaptive leaders to 

learn quickly but also decide on and commit to a set of principles for guiding their work. 

Additionally, the leader must also make a decision about which community within the 

institution she or he is willing to invest their time, leadership capital, and possible future 

leadership possibilities. Without the ability to move the entire institution, the leader must 

decide what costs she or he is willing to suffer for the sake of the community. The current 

study affirms the value of adaptive leadership traits for a leader with a group of followers 

in a crisis situation. 

 However, the current study also shows how the theory needs to add a component 

that recognizes the limited scope of the leader’s authority, particularly when leading 

minority groups, in religious or strongly ideological contexts. In these contexts, where 

tensions and personal commitments run high, it can become impossible to keep a leader’s 

opponents close and dispassionate.
3
 Adaptive theory needs to be expanded to include the 

potentiality that the leader might be forced to choose which followers she or he ultimately 

will lead. In addition, they must decide whether they are willing to lose position and 

privilege for the sake of those followers.  

 The chapter will close by arguing for such an addition to adaptive theory. The 

current study demonstrates the possibility that in a crisis a leader might utilize adaptive 

leadership principles but in ways that deviate from the adaptive leadership paradigm. 

Currently adaptive theory encourages a leader to avoid being forcibly removed from 

                                                           

 3. Heiefetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line, 85-90. Heifetz and Linsky argue 

keeping opponents close is a key attribute of surviving leadership challenges. However, 

in this case working closely with his opponents was impossible to execute. This is just 

one of the complications of adaptive leadership in crisis that, as will be explored in the 

current chapter, make executing all the attributes of adaptive leadership difficult.  
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institutional position.  In contrast, the current study will argue that possibly the forcible 

removal, or the “assassination,”
 
as Heifetz refers to it of the leader from authority can in 

fact be an adaptive outcome.
 4

   

 Adaptive leadership theory argues against a leader making choices that lead them 

to be removed from leadership. This removal can occur when a leader either fails to 

prevent being forcibly removed or when that leader willingly sacrifices his or her position 

for the sake of others. Regardless, the leader makes decisions, as Teitjen did throughout 

his tenure that cost him or her position and authority for the sake of their followers. 

Making these sorts of choices is currently explicitly argued against in the leadership 

literature around adaptive leadership.
5
 Leaders are going to suffer at times and feel 

betrayed, but Heifetz and Linsky make it clear that “you can lead and stay alive.”
6
 

                                                           

 4. Heifetz, Leadership, 158.The term assassination is used by Heifetz to describe 

this removal. He uses it largely in a figurative and not literal sense. A leader who is 

assassinated loses their positional authority and is removed from their role. This is 

something that Heifetz encourages adaptive leaders to avoid. The use of this term is in no 

means an effort to diminish the significant risks of those who have literally given their 

lives for their followers. The loss of a person’s life obviously takes on a much more 

serious tone than that of a job or a political position. Heifetz does not intend to diminish 

that physical assassination does also take place. Instead it is recognition that there are 

significant costs in making leadership choices. These costs can include literal death for 

themselves and those who follow them. However, in most cases assassination refers to 

being removed from their role in the system. As such, the current study will utilize the 

term “forcibly removed” in the place of assassination.  

 

 5. Chapter Two outlined the multiple opportunities that Tietjen had to lessen the 

impact of the crisis on his personal career. It outlined how options were presented to him 

as well as how he chose, particularly at the New Orleans convention, to choose to stand 

with the faculty and students. While Preus certainly desired his removal, Tietjen made a 

particular decision to stand with the faculty and students which put him in jeopardy of 

forcible removal from his postion. 

  

 6. Heifetz & Linsky, Leadership on the Line, 230.The authors acknowledge that 

leaders will suffer and feel betrayed but “leadership should not mean that you must 

sacrifice yourself in order to do good in the world.”  
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However, the idea that the community might splinter or divide over the leader’s decisions 

and the followers be put into jeopardy is not currently a significant part of the adaptive 

leadership literature.  

 The current study demonstrates that the adaptive goal of keeping the leader from 

being the central figure in the crisis is not always attainable. In certain crisis situations the 

leader will, despite his or her best efforts to deflect attention, become the central figure 

and the focal point in the crisis situation. The leader, by virtue of making the choice or 

series of choices to stand with a particular community in the crisis, becomes the 

identified problem in the system by the status quo. As a result, a leader making choices 

that leads to removal can become essential to her or his future leadership of the group she 

or he has committed to protect.  

 The proposition the current study makes, that making choices that lead to being 

forcibly removed from office might be an adaptive solution, is a key addition to the 

conversation about adaptive leadership. The current study argues that adaptive theory 

should include the possibility that in certain crisis contexts, the forcible removal of a 

leader may in fact be the adaptive solution and not a leadership failure. This is 

particularly the case when the crisis occurs within an institution with hard ideological 

boundaries. The leader may very well recognize the adaptive solution is to make a choice 

to stand with a particular group and be removed from their position so that he or she can 

continue to lead a group within the institution.  

 The current study argues this is not a failure of leadership. In fact this choice is 

adaptive leadership that enables the leader to maintain credibility and informal authority. 

In so doing the leader can guide followers toward new learning and potentially new life 



153 
 

 
 

as a community. In so doing she or he is helping the community find the adaptive 

solution. The focus shifts the goal of adaptive leadership from keeping the leader in an 

official position of authority to the wellbeing and ultimately the future of the followers 

 The goals of leadership are not centered on the preservation of privilege or 

authority for the leader. Adaptive leadership theory, focusing on learning leadership, 

reinforces this reality. Leadership, in this theory, is measured on how the community 

learns with the leader to find the best solution for the contextual realities they face 

together. This learning together is that which matters most deeply. The current study 

demonstrates this adaptive goal.  

 Achieving power within the institution is not necessarily a faithful exercise of 

leadership. Instead, leadership is most particularly found in how the leader encourages 

the institution and individuals to learn together and whom the leader chooses to support. 

This choice does have consequences for both leader and follower. Adaptive theory needs 

to be modified to include the possibility that the leader might be faced with choices that 

will result in she or he being forcibly removed. In this way the leader will “die” from the 

position of leadership in the institution. Often this will happen in favor of choosing 

leadership for the sake of followers. This death comes, however, with the potentiality of 

new life. By making this choice the leader might “rise” to create a new thing with 

followers. 

 

Acute Crisis Adaptive Leadership Is Different 

 

 The current study demonstrates that adaptive leadership in an acute crisis is 

particularly and uniquely difficult to execute. This difficulty is shown in this case through 
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three key areas explored in this section. The first area recognizes that crisis leadership 

situations are typically open-ended in time frame and unclear as to the expected or ideal 

result. In a significant crisis there is significant uncertainty and rarely an agreed upon 

ideal outcome or conclusion. Additionally, the leader must recognize that she or he is not 

an independent actor but enmeshed in the system. As a result the leader’s perceived ideal 

outcome is impacted by her involvement in the system. 

 The second key area is a recognition that it is difficult, if not impossible, to 

execute all the attributes of adaptive leadership in such a crisis. This is particularly 

relevant when the leader is identified with a political minority within the institution. Once 

more the leader must recognize inherent involvement in the system and as such must 

often make a choice between the survival of the leader or the followers. The third key 

area recognizes it is very difficult to lead adaptively when a leader is working within a 

hierarchical, command-control system. This is so particularly when a system in which the 

leader does not have ultimate decision making authority. The following sections will 

address each of these key areas in turn. 

 

Crisis Situations Are Open-Ended 

 

 The open-ended nature of crisis leadership is a challenge to leaders because there 

are no universally agreed upon end goals/outcomes and/or dates for completion. The 

crisis has created a completely new status quo, a full return to the previous status quo is 

impossible, and the timetable for achieving a new normal is uncertain. As such, a 

universal goal is not identified or accepted and an acceptable solution must be negotiated 
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throughout the leadership conversation. Oftentimes this negotiation is accompanied by 

dissent or outright hostility from at least a portion of the community.  

 Chapter Two demonstrated how crisis situations can occur from a variety of 

causes. As a result they require responses based on the contextual realities of each 

particular event. Much of the crisis literature focuses on natural disasters that occur to 

organizations or people. In these situations it is easy to believe initially that no one was 

responsible for the occurrence of the crisis. However, the literature review demonstrated 

that in the aftermath of these disasters complex political crises were often soon apparent. 

These events happened within the context of systematic decisions prior to the crisis that 

had great impact on the ability of the leadership to respond. Leaders do not work within a 

vacuum. They exist within systems that have influenced them and also have been 

influenced by them.  

 The leader in a crisis is often enmeshed in the system that is undergoing the crisis. 

In the current study for example, Tietjen was raised within the LCMS educational, 

ecclesiastical, and hierarchical system. He had deep loyalty to this church body and 

initially little desire to leave the organization but instead desired to help reform it. As a 

result, he was far from a dispassionate participant in the institution and its processes and 

as president he had, even for that short time, been part of creating the system at 

Concordia and contributing to the crisis situation. His involvement and influence on the 

system in which the crisis occurred, as with any leader in crisis, should not be 

underestimated.  

 The decisions leaders make before, during, and after crises have significant 

consequences for individuals and families. This was especially the case in the crisis at 
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Concordia. Tietjen could not escape the reality that he made leadership decisions that led, 

in part, to the creation of the crisis.  He was also, by his own admission, keenly aware 

that he was leading faculty, staff, and students into an uncertain future. Those who 

followed him were bonded by a shared ideological commitment and affection for him as 

leader.  

 The initial goal of the community, like many reforming movements, was to move 

change within the institution. This goal would soon be proven unachievable as hard lines 

were drawn against change within the existing institution. Tietjen, who had become the 

central figure in this crisis, was left to learn together with his followers how he would 

lead this group on their next move. A new system was going to have to be created and the 

creation of that system, because of the deep emotional and ideological commitments, 

would come at a high personal and professional cost. 

 The challenge faced by Teitjen in this crisis was open-ended. Because of his 

decision to support the faculty, staff, and students, there was a termination date in which 

his positional authority to lead the community would be removed. However, this date did 

not end the conflict but was merely another step within the crisis. Additionally, there 

were other key events that were “mini-crisis” moments along the way. These mini-crises, 

such as the 1973 New Orleans convention, built upon each other and required Tietjen to 

choose whom he would lead.  

 These challenges combined to create what was to become the ultimate crisis—

Teitjen’s removal. His removal from office did not diminish his leadership but in fact 

created a new opportunity in the crisis. How does a leader establish a new institution? 

While some may have thought Teitjen’s removal from the seminary would end the issue, 
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the emergence of Seminex and its impact on the Lutheran church in North America, as 

Chapter Two outlined, demonstrates this was hardly true. The current study shows that 

crises build upon each other and a leader should recognize her or his role in the crisis, and 

that in an organization crisis is not so much an isolated incident as it is a continual state 

of being.  

 Leaders are rarely completely innocent victims in a crisis situation within an 

institution or organization. Crises in organizations are in fact more an ongoing reality 

than a unique event to be resolved; leaders play a role in both the creation of and 

response to crisis. This is one of the important lessons from the current study. Ardent 

supporters of Tietjen might claim to this day that he was purely the victim of a political 

plot to remove him and others.
7
 However, Chapter Three demonstrated how Tietjen made 

choices that played a significant role in creating and fueling the charges against him. 

Although he was clearly targeted, he made calculated leadership choices that helped 

accelerate the crisis. In examining his leadership, it is important to take into account his 

part in the crisis and how his calculated choices contributed to his ultimate removal from 

office as well as the walkout and creation of “Seminex.”  

 Leaders cannot honestly assess the situation and believe they can separate 

themselves from the system in place. Good leaders must have a high enough level of self-

awareness to recognize their enmeshment in the systems they work in and often have 

                                                           

 7. Burkee, Power, Politics, 110. These supporters would have their case amplified 

by Burkee’s work demonstrating the political nature of the crisis. However, Burkee is 

appropriately critical, as is the current study, of Tietjen’s decisions and choices against 

finding ways to better work within the system to achieve potentially more modest yet less 

costly ends. Tietjen made leadership decisions that helped to bring upon the outcome of 

his removal. 
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helped create. They will also recognize that the goal cannot be to solve the crisis through 

technical solutions and move back into a state of equilibrium. Instead, the goal must be to 

manage the current crisis effectively, learn from it, and ultimately create adaptive 

solutions to lead more effectively within the next crisis.
8
 

 

Crisis Situations Make It Difficult To Execute All Attributes 

 

 Chapter Two detailed the five key strategic principles outlined by Heifetz. These 

have then been expanded upon by others in the field. These principles are to identify the 

adaptive challenge, keep the level of distress within a tolerable range for adaptive work, 

focus attention on ripening issues not on stress reducing distractions, give the work back 

to the people, and protect voices without authority. Building on this knowledge, Chapter 

Three outlined how Tietjen utilized these principles to lead in an adaptive manner.  

 The current study shows that in a crisis situation the leader of a minority group 

will be challenged to decide which of the strategic principles of adaptive leadership they 

will emphasize. For example, if protecting voices without authority takes priority, then it 

may be difficult for the leader to keep distress within tolerable levels. If the leader is not 

willing to accept solutions to the problem that eliminate or silence those voices, they will 

have to give the work back but be unable to control the level of stress within the system. 

                                                           

 8. Heifetz, Leadership, 71-73. A good example of how this also is a reality in 

adaptive leadership is the role doctors play in the care of patients. Doctors cannot 

honestly believe they are not influencing the decisions of families about care of a loved 

one. The best doctors recognize this and help guide the families to solutions that might 

not lead to extending the life of the patient but given the circumstances might be the most 

healthy option for the family as a whole. There are, as he outlines, both appropriate and 

inappropriate dependency relationships.  
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 This was the case for Tietjen in relating to the student body. As Chapter Three 

demonstrated, he worked adaptively to protect their voices, right to assemble, and discuss 

the issues they were facing despite their lack of institutional authority or voice. However, 

he could not both protect their right to speak and also control the level of distress in the 

system. The crisis, brought on by Preus’ insistent mission after the 1973 convention to 

remove him and the faculty, took away Tietjen’s ability to control the distress level. The 

student body was faced with a difficult decision and no leader could keep that distress 

from bubbling over. 

 An additional challenge to regulating the level of distress is the reality that in a 

crisis the leader often, despite best efforts, becomes the central figure in the crisis. The 

leader does not have to be a particularly charismatic or controversial figure and does not 

need to seek attention for this to happen. The leader’s position and portfolio of 

responsibility creates the context for this identification to occur. This is especially the 

case when a leader has significant institutional authority and especially when they have a 

measure of control over their follower’s future livelihood.  

 Adaptive leadership theory would encourage the leader not to become the central 

figure and to give the work back to the people. However, in a crisis situation, inevitably 

the impetus is placed back on the leader.
9
 The leader often cannot avoid this role and 

must both speak for the followers as well as help the followers create meaning out of the 

crisis to give purpose and meaning to their struggles.  

 This is what happened to Tietjen at the New Orleans convention. At LCMS 

conventions, like most structured organizations, not everyone in the room is given a 

                                                           
 9. Chapter Two demonstrated the importance of the leader as a symbol in crisis. 
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voice; the Concordia students and faculty members were among the voiceless. Tietjen, 

however, was able to speak. In that moment, he became the central figure in the narrative 

and could not give the work back.
10

  

 Tietjen alone had to do that work. This is one of the key places where the current 

study demonstrates that an adaptive theory of leadership in crisis needs to be developed 

further. The centrality of the leader in crisis moments makes adaptive leadership more 

difficult. It also makes avoiding being forcibly removed, one of Heifetz’s defined goals 

for an adaptive leader, potentially impossible—especially for leaders of a minority group. 

The defense of those without authority may require the adaptive solution to the crisis to 

result in the loss of the leader’s position, authority, and in an extreme situation the 

leader’s life. 

 The current study shows that traits of adaptive leadership theory can be identified 

in leaders in crisis moments. However, adaptive theory is very prescriptive about the role 

of the leader and what defines “good” adaptive leadership. To expand the theory to 

embrace fully the complications of crisis situations, the theory needs to grow in its 

understanding of leadership in movements. In particular the theory needs to address 

leadership in minority movements within institutions and the unique political and 

leadership crises they undergo. In so doing, the theory will be expanded to include the 

                                                           

 10. Chapter Three did critique Tietjen in this moment. It is possible he could have 

been more effective in deflecting the attention from himself onto the entirety of the 

students and faculty. While the resolution in discussion was about him, utilizing adaptive 

techniques he could have chosen to deflect the attention from himself and onto what the 

convention was doing to the student body and faculty. Instead, he chose to use this 

moment to solidify the loyalty of the dissenters of the convention to himself. This was a 

calculated leadership move which, in the end, most likely enabled him to continue to lead 

effectively without authority. He became the symbol of the crisis, a crisis leadership trait.  
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possibility that the leader’s loss of authority and ultimate removal from the organization, 

the leader’s symbolic death, might be the truly adaptive solution .This is particularly true 

in the cases of systems that actively resist adaptive learning. 

 

Hierarchical, Command-Control Systems Resist Adaptive Learning 

 

 The current study adds to the evidence that systems tend to desire to retain stasis 

and will resist the adaptive leader. This is particularly shown in the case of the 

hierarchical/command-control systems that dominated Concordia and the LCMS in the 

early 1970s. These systems continue to this day to control the decision making of many 

of those in the LCMS as well as those of other denominations and religious, political, and 

educational institutions.  

 In these systems, the individuals with final decision making power are typically at 

least one, if not more, layers of structure removed from the reality and needs of followers. 

As a result, they will often actively resist the adaptive leader—particularly when 

representing a minority voice. The current study demonstrates that this resistance occurs 

in three main ways, through the structure of the institution, by preventing learning, and 

by ignoring or actively suppressing communal discernment.  

 The first and most effective way that these systems resist adaptive learning and 

work on behalf of individuals within the institution is through their very structure. This is 

particularly true in educational institutions as the case of Concordia demonstrates. The 

governing bodies of these institutions are typically made up of individuals who are not 

currently enrolled in the institution. They might be alumni, business people, or 

community leaders. These bodies hold their meetings at prescribed intervals and make 
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decisions by majority vote. In these meetings both voice and vote are limited. This 

structure immediately limits input and resists dissenting views. 

 In the LCMS of the early 1970s, the seminaries were not simply, or even 

primarily, concerned with the education of the student body. The seminary faculty was to 

teach but also to be responsible for judging the doctrinal correctness of synod activities 

and statements. This placed a significant burden on the institution and political pressure 

on its faculty. Concordia, by far the larger of the two LCMS seminaries, Concordia-Fort 

Wayne being the other, was the alma mater for the vast majority of LCMS pastors at the 

time. These pastors had a vested interest in the seminary maintaining its academic quality 

as well as retaining the traditions of the LCMS in which they had been indoctrinated and 

resisting any change or challenge to those traditions.  

 While the students are the most numerous individuals on a campus at any one 

time, in leadership their voice is often that of a distinct and disempowered minority. They 

are merely one voice, and harly the most powerful or represented voice, out of all the 

numerous and noisy constituencies the president and board must seek to appease within 

the variety of priorities for the institution. In the case of Concordia, the students’ 

collective voice was outnumbered by the interests of others who spent little or no time on 

the campus.  

 These structures that disenfranchise minority voices as well as produce conflicts 

of loyalty and priorities are present in other organizations as well. The variety of 

constituencies governmental and educational institutions must answer to force them to 

make choices about whose desires and needs will be served. School boards, including the 

Concordia BOC, are responsible to the students whose education is their responsibility. 
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However, they are also responsible to their community of alumni as well as 

congregations and donors who help pay for the education provided. Additionally, the 

members of the board are elected by the LCMS convention. As a result, they answer to 

the entire church body as well as these other constituents.  

 This conflict of obligation is hardly unique to the LCMS. It can occur in both 

public and private schools where elections and donations are key factors to providing the 

resources for the institution. Beyond the governance of schools, governmental regulatory 

agencies both need to protect the general public and also provide avenues for innovation 

and product development. Significant change might be needed to move innovation 

forward or to protect a vulnerable population. However, as the current study shows, the 

political system is more likely to move towards maintaining and preserving the status 

quo. 

 Secondly, the current study shows how this resistance can actually be detrimental 

to the political goals of the majority who control the board by preventing them from 

learning or acting adaptively. Board decisions are made at meetings that occur only 

occasionally throughout the course of a year and are often set long in advance with 

notification requirements. They cannot, or will not, act quickly in the midst of crisis even 

when it might help the majority achieve its ends and prevent greater political struggle. 

 An example from the current study of how this institutional structure can impede 

the desires of those in control of the institution was the delay of the BOC’s meeting in 

response to the death of Professor Piepkorn. In this situation, the adaptive leadership 

move to achieve the goals of Preus and Scharlemann would have been to reschedule the 
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meeting as soon as possible and while the student body was on break.
11

 Instead, they 

were unable or unwilling to do so and stuck to their prescribed meeting dates which 

allowed time for the opposition to organize. The system did not allow the BOC 

leadership to manage the situation in an adaptive fashion that would have helped meet 

their objectives with less resistance. 

 Finally, these structures not only favor the status quo but can work to ignore the 

voices of follower communities. Leaders who are one or more layers away from the 

followers, as were the BOC, Preus, and the LCMS conventions, will be reticent to spend 

the time necessary to hear the concerns of followers. Competing commitments and 

loyalties will overwhelm their capacity for listening to followers and taking them 

seriously. This is particularly true of the voices of those within a minority group.  

 The time and investment required to listen to their voices and truly understand 

their positions and reason together is not built into systems of control. Instead, decision 

makers will receive only filtered material or brief updates processed through their 

structures. The ability to be moved, to learn, takes significant time and energy and 

involves building trust and accountability—particularly when engaging a minority voice. 

Unfortunately, this often results in dualistic binary thinking in which there can be only 

winners and losers. There is no room for compromise or learning together. 

                                                           

 11. What would have happened cannot be proven. However, Chapter Three 

discussed how the delay of the meeting is believed to have resulted in a much more 

significant response from the student body and faculty. Had Tietjen been fired when the 

students were on Christmas break the students would have had more time to digest the 

news and the administration more time to prepare. Instead, the firing of Tietjen came 

during class session which enabled the student government, faculty majority, and other 

supporters to organize a response. This gave time for students to develop a response that 

culminated with the drama of the walkout.  
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 The current study demonstrates this binary thinking and separation from followers 

clearly in the example of the relationship of Scharlemann and Preus to the student body. 

Both men had many responsibilities and commitments that drew them away from relating 

to the daily life and concerns of the student body of the seminary. This led them to have 

fewer opportunities to let those students feel that they cared about their concerns and that 

those concerns had been heard and were taken seriously. Additionally, the current study 

shows another point of difficulty for such institutions to listen to followers. Communal 

conversation, discussion, and finding compromise in institutions in which voting is 

required for decisions are hampered when those votes can only take place at defined 

intervals. 

  In contrast, the students were not restricted by the hierarchical decision making 

and calendar process. They could be flexible in responding to the crisis and meet 

regularly and vote over and over again on how to proceed. This flexibility is in direct 

contrast to the ability of Preus, the BOC, and the LCMS to make decisions. 

Organizational structures that made decisions by vote at regularly scheduled board 

meetings or biannual conventions hampered the hierarchy’s authority in the crisis. The 

students’ evolving response was happening quickly. The BOC was unable to react in a 

timely fashion and provide for a solution to the crisis rather than a walkout. Instead, they 

relied on the expectation that the students would acquiesce to their positional authority.  

This positional authority was significant. As President of the LCMS, Preus set the 

agenda for LCMS conventions and as a result largely controlled committee elections and 

the results of the LCMS conventions. This ability gave him great influence also over the 

composition of the BOC. His positional authority gave him control over the structure of 
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the institution. However, he and his supporters were not available nor had developed the 

trust necessary for influencing the everyday work of the student majority. Because of 

this, ultimately Preus and the board found their positional authority insufficient in 

compelling compliance. 

  The current study, involving events occurring in the first half of the 1970s, adds 

another early example of the changing response to authority over the past forty years. 

Leaders today need to learn how to work with, listen to, and engage in learning with their 

constituencies. This style of leadership is made more difficult in organizations with 

deeply held ideological or theological positions. However, the evidence of the current 

study shows that if they do not learn with and take into consideration the needs of the 

followers those followers will, as the students of Concordia did, leave.
12

  

 These three ways in which the hierarchical, command-control systems of the 

organization undermined adaptive learning and collaborative leadership with minority 

voices in the institution are significant and remain problematic for many institutions, 

including the LCMS, to this day. However, the ability of individuals in positional 

authority to dictate to any one group, particularly in voluntary associations such as church 

or school groups, has become increasingly lessened in recent years.
13

 Individuals, even 

those with deep historical and family commitments, have chosen to walk away from 

those communities. 

                                                           

 12. This point was argued in Chapter Two.  

 

 13. Burkee, Power, Politics, 200. As an anecdotal example of this reality Burkee 

relates a conversation with Herman Otten in which Otten laments none of his children 

became pastors. He acknowledges that perhaps his strident views, ideological intensity, 

and controversial political actions might have turned his children off to leadership in the 

church.  
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Adding to the Theory 

 

 These three key areas—the open-ended nature of crisis situations, the recognition 

that crisis situations make fulfilling all the attributes of adaptive leadership difficult, and 

the reality that hierarchical structures impede adaptive work—demonstrate how the 

current study expands and amplifies understanding of the praxis of adaptive leadership in 

crisis. In addition, this expansion of the theory by the current study moves beyond a strict 

focus on the adaptive leader to recognition of the importance of the leader/follower 

relationship. 

 The current study has shown that these challenges of adaptive leadership in crisis 

apply to the other leaders in the system as well. This applies even to those who retain 

positional power and are able to act in technical ways. In the case of the LCMS and 

Concordia, Preus, Scharlemann, and others could also have acted and applied adaptive 

leadership traits in their own work. Had they done so, the current study demonstrates they 

might have been able to lessen the impact of the crisis not only on their primary 

constituents but also those in the minority.  

 These three areas provide a critique of the theory and demonstrate places where 

the theory can be improved. Adaptive leadership theory was first proposed over two 

decades ago. Since that time it has been added to and expanded yet has often remained 

focused on the influence and actions of an individual. This individual then works with 

followers to achieve an agreed upon outcome. In complex institutions, this sort of 

agreement on outcome as well as the ability to assume shared values is highly unlikely to 

exist. The leadership landscape continues to become increasingly diverse and challenging 

to manage. These three key areas are a significant contribution to the continued 
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conversation around adaptive theory, particularly in crisis. Adaptive theory needs to take 

on and include these realities to make it applicable, particularly in crisis, in the present 

day.  

However, the current study has more to offer to adaptive theory. It provides the 

opportunity to make a significant challenge to a core assumption of the theory. Studying 

this crisis critiques the assertion that the expectation of avoiding being forcibly removed 

should not be a requirement of adaptive leadership. In fact, the current study argues 

exactly the opposite. Avoiding being forcibly removed may get in the way of true 

adaptive leadership. The current study makes the case that leading in an adaptive way 

may in fact require that the leader, especially of a minority group, be willing to be 

sacrificed for the community.  

 The adaptive leader in a crisis must take seriously the possibility that they are 

called to reject their privileged leadership position and lay aside their positional authority 

for the sake of their followers. Leaders do not lead simply for the expansion of their own 

authority. The current study argues that in a crisis, the adaptive solution may be to realize 

and accept the inevitability of personal removal from authority. This occurs when 

remaining in the institution as it is configured will prevent adaptive work and/or require 

the sacrifice of others in the service of maintaining the authority of the leader.  

 When these circumstances arise, the leader then has the choice to lead in new and 

adaptive ways those followers with little or no political or positional authority. These are 

followers who are most likely to be sacrificed or removed from the system. The current 

study adds to the theory of adaptive leadership by arguing that the learning leader may 

come to recognize that the leader’s institutional “death” in the form of forcible removal 



169 
 

 
 

must come to support these followers. The leader makes a choice and recognizes that 

rather than avoiding this “death” by forced removal, it is how the leader “dies” and the 

steps they take in the process leading up to that “death,” that matters.  

 

Death Is Often Inevitable, How You Die Matters 

 

 Ronald Heifetz, as it has been noted, makes a point in his seminal work on 

adaptive leadership that a good adaptive leader should work to avoid being “assassinated” 

or forcibly removed. Leadership, he argues, does not have to end up with the leader’s 

institutional assassination. This point is well taken. The leader, in this model, should be 

careful not to make voluntary decisions creating situations in which the leader loses 

ability to lead their followers by being eliminated. In many cases, this would be a selfish 

or self-righteous or self-justifying choice.   

 Leaders must always be aware that they might potentially become enamored with 

a messianic complex. While claiming to be working for the sake of their communities, 

the leader can actually choose her own personal prerogative and self-importance over the 

needs of the community. In this situation, the leader’s own personal sense of justice 

becomes more important than the care and welfare of those whom they have been called 

to lead. The leader becomes more important than followers.
14

 

 However, this sense of self-importance is not the only reason a leader might be 

willing to make choices that ultimately result in them having to sacrifice themselves. The 

                                                           

 14. Heifetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line, 76-84, The authors give 

numerous examples of leaders who “go it alone” and wind up losing their positions as a 

result. This was not the case with Tietjen. He chose partners, as they recommend. 

However, his partners were in a minority group that resulted in him getting moved out of 

the institution.  
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challenge the current study has brought to the theories of adaptive leadership and crisis 

leadership is how the leader’s role changes when the crisis comes within an institution 

and when the leader represents a minority group within that institution. How does an 

adaptive leader embody and learn within these realities? In particular, how does this 

leader guide a small group within the institution towards a hopeful future? 

 The current study demonstrates that within an institution, particularly when 

leading a minority group, the adaptive leader might actually be required to choose being 

forcibly removed from their role of authority. The leader, observing and diagnosing the 

system, discerns that she or he must make this choice for the sake of their followers. This 

is particularly the case in crisis situations when decisions must be made quickly. This 

decision, although going against one tenet of adaptive leadership, might be required to 

fulfill other goals of adaptive leadership in crisis as the current study has identified.   

 Protecting voices without authority is a key attribute of adaptive leadership. 

Chapter Two demonstrated how in a crisis one of the roles of the leader is to embody the 

needs, goals, and desires of the community. The leader is called to be a visible symbol 

and reminder to the community of their history, existence, priorities, and goals. The 

leader, as has been noted previously in the current chapter, may not have an option to 

avoid becoming the center of the controversy.  

 Chapter Two also described and examined the various sources of crises in 

institutions, recognizing that crises come in a variety of forms. Some crises are external 

in nature. They come from a natural disaster or political force from outside the institution. 

However, some crises come from internal forces. These crises change the adaptive 

leadership in crisis paradigm. The nature of the crisis paradigm changes when the threat 
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is not an external danger or natural disaster but an ideological movement from within the 

institution itself. In that case the leader, particularly of a minority faction, may in fact 

only be able to symbolize and encourage a certain portion of the community. The leader 

will be forced to choose sides, sometimes the losing side. 

 Heifetz’s adaptive leadership model, based largely in the healthcare and secular 

political or business realms, does not robustly include this sort of crisis paradigm. The 

current study then argues that the theory can and should be expanded to include the key 

areas of leadership in crisis lifted up in the first portion of the current chapter. Adaptive 

leadership theory also needs to be expanded to be relevant and provide guidance for 

adaptive leaders dealing with a crisis within communities with deeply held ideological 

positions.  

 The current study has shown that the crisis at Concordia Seminary and the LCMS 

in the early 1970s is a prime example of such an institutional crisis. The realities of 

ideological divisions within the community led to the potentiality of schism and as time 

progressed ultimately to that very schism. In such a community a leader is often forced to 

choose sides and compromise becomes difficulty if not impossible. In situations such as 

these accomplishing key adaptive and crisis leadership traits such as being able to stay in 

position, keep opponents close, and defend voices without authority will not all be 

options. 

 Tietjen, as the new president of the seminary, was forced early on in his tenure to 

choose whom he would defend. Concordia Seminary faculty and students came under 

attack primarily for their perceived positions on the interpretation of scripture and desire 
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to move beyond what was perceived as the tradition of “Old Missouri.”
15

 He had to 

choose whether to align or at least cooperate with the new Preus administration or stand 

with the faculty and ultimately protect voices without authority. Chapter Three 

demonstrated that this decision, to stand in solidarity with the faculty, staff, and students, 

immediately made him the symbol for the crisis and also a target. 

 Tietjen, particularly early on in the crisis, could have chosen to sacrifice a few of 

the faculty of the institution to placate the political powers. Chapter One outlined many 

of these early choices and Chapter Three offered critiques of his leadership decisions as 

relating to adaptive theory. In particular Tietjen made a choice to welcome the 

investigation of the FFC and come to the defense of Professor Arlis Ehlen. It is possible 

he could have potentially avoided the institution of the FFC or chosen to less vigorously 

defend accused faculty. Instead of protecting his position along the way he consistently 

sided with the faculty and increasingly the student body over and against the Preus and 

Otten movements.  

  These choices created the environment leading to Preus making Tietjen’s 

removal a priority. This priority became very public at the 1973 LCMS convention in 

New Orleans. Even then however, Tietjen could have attempted to deflect the attention 

from him or seek conciliation. He could have chosen voluntarily to resign from 

Concordia in order to ensure he could remain a pastor in the LCMS. However, instead he 

chose to lead the minority movement and fight back in the convention by making an 

                                                           

 15. The previous chapters have made it clear that this crisis was about more than 

interpretation of scripture. However, in this crisis biblical interpretation became the 

presenting factor. 
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emotional plea for support.
16

 He was able, through a series of events outlined earlier and 

including the death of Professor Piepkorn, to put off his final removal. However, in 

retrospect, the loss of his position of authority, his “death” or forcible removal within the 

institution, became inevitable because of his leadership choices on behalf of the followers 

he chose to prioritize.  

 Tietjen did not avoid being forcibly removed but in fact made choices that led to 

that removal. This was active leadership decision making. Preus ultimately had him 

removed from his position as President of Concordia. However, this removal was a 

function of the decisions Tietjen had made. He was not able to “stay alive” in his official 

position within the institution he had been called to lead through the crisis.  

 His removal from positional authority could disqualify Tietjen from being an 

example of an adaptive leader. However, the current study demonstrates that, once his 

decision to stand with the faculty and students made his removal inevitable, how the 

leader is removed, or “dies,” matters. In fact, the current study argues that how this death 

happens, the choices the leader makes leading to this event, is more important than 

avoiding it. This argument is not an endorsement of martyrdom or misplaced self-

righteousness on the part of the leader. It is, however, a recognition that standing with a 

                                                           

 16. Chapter Three outlined how Tietjen and the Bertran-Frey organization did not 

come to New Orleans prepared to compromise or find a solution. They chose that 

moment to “make a stand” and underestimated how pan repared Preus was. This is a 

valid critique of Tietjen and his team from the perspective of adaptive theory as it is 

currently constructed. However, this is one of the ways that the current chapter is arguing 

how adaptive leadership in an ideologically charged setting is different and requires 

recognition that if a leader believes they are to lead a minority movement that choice may 

make not being forcibly removed impossible.  
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minority group in an ideologically motivated organization may result in being removed 

and as such institutional “death.”
17

  

 The current study describes a situation in which the adaptive solution for a leader 

was to make choices to be willing to be removed from a position of authority within an 

institution. The leader, having diagnosed the leadership situation, does this so that she or 

he can protect voices without authority and help a community rise from this loss into a 

new paradigm. Given this new paradigm the question then becomes what constitutes 

adaptive leadership in this situation. How is this sort of adaptive leadership described and 

qualified? 

 

Adaptive Leadership in Crisis: A Fourfold Framework 

 

 Certain criteria and steps can be drawn from the current study outlining a process 

the leader must follow in order to make this adaptive response effective. These 

criteria/steps are a new addition to adaptive leadership theory and apply particularly in 

situations of crisis within institutions. They are also the most significant addition to 

adaptive leadership of the current study. These steps work within the adaptive framework 

and priorities but add a new outcome that can potentially help produce a new opportunity 

out of what could otherwise be the scattering of the minority. They do this by utilizing 

the theory’s structure and priorities while adding elements that could assist a leader faced 

with a similar challenge. 

                                                           

 17. Heifetz, Leadership, 246-249. Martyrdom and its purposes and motivations 

have been debated within theological circles for millennia. In the current climate of 

religious and ethnic violence around the world it is important to note the argument is not 

promoting martyrdom for martyrdom’s sake. Heifetz particularly argues against this by 

taking on concepts of charismatic leadership that breed dependency on the leader.  
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 The first step is that the leader must assess that the current organization cannot 

continue as is; status quo must be challenged. This builds on the very first step of 

adaptive leadership as outlined by Heifetz and discussed in Chapter One: Identifying the 

Adaptive Challenge. The leader assesses that technical solutions, working within the 

system, will not be successful. Technical leadership in these situations will not bring 

about the change needed or protect the interests of the followers. The system must be 

altered and new learning must take place. Tietjen came to this awareness over time but by 

the early 1970s and certainly by 1973, it was clear to him that the existing structure 

would not be able to hold and he would have to make a choice of who to lead. 

 Second, the leader must make an accurate assessment of the support she or he has 

within the institution. The leader must understand and evaluate who is on their team and 

who they can count on in the crisis. This is also essentially a task of awareness. Leaders 

cannot go it alone but must accurately and honestly assess the support they have from 

followers. If they are going to be removed, who will they bring with them in support? 

This is also a tenet of adaptive leadership.
18

  Tietjen’s work in this area was most 

significant within the institution of Concordia, the faculty, staff, and students. A valid 

critique of his leadership, which was explored previously in this study, adds credibility to 

the vital nature of this step. Tietjen, while aware of the support he had from students and 

faculty, clearly overestimated the amount of support he had from the lay people of the 

LCMS and their willingness to stand with him against the institution. 

 Third, the leader must allow those supporters to make the decision to follow on 

their own. The leader can and should protect and allow for them as much as possible to 

                                                           
 18. Ibid., 251. 
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have voice and space for deliberation. To protect voices without authority, regulate the 

distress or anxiety of the situation, direct action to the issues, and give the work back are 

all tenets of adaptive leadership. However, it needs to be clearly stated that ultimately the 

decision in a democratic system must belong to the followers. The leader can encourage 

and protect dialogue but ultimately the leader must step back and require the followers to 

own their decision. * 

 Tietjen did this by working with the student body leadership. He enabled and 

protected their right to gather while he had the technical ability to do so. He also allowed 

the student body freely to make the decision to walk out. He did not campaign for this 

decision or attempt to intimidate students into following him. He made clear his personal 

priorities and convictions and encouraged the students to do the same. In doing so, he 

required that they be fully accountable for the decision they were making. 

 Finally, the leader cannot be passive while waiting for the followers to decide. 

Instead, the leader must be ready to move swiftly and decisively into an uncertain future 

once a decision is made. This could involve moving alone into that future or with a large 

group of followers. Regardless the leader must be preparing for the next and most 

important move in the leadership process. This preparation and awareness is the final step 

and vital to practicing adaptive leadership in crisis. Prior planning and preparation are 

essential despite and because the leader does not know exactly what will come of the 

institutional crisis. This uncertainty of outcome does not excuse the leader from 

preparation. 

 Tietjen engaged in this preparation in a multitude of ways but with a clear focus 

on being able to assist the students to continue their education. Early on in his tenure he 
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took a stand with the faculty majority. This stand resulted in many of the problems he 

would come to face with the Preus administration. However, it gave him credibility and 

outlined his priorities for faculty, students, and other lay supporters. As the crisis began 

to come to a head, Teitjen then took the bold step of encouraging Dean John Damm to 

begin to make arrangements for students and faculty to utilize classrooms at neighboring 

seminaries.  

 Additionally, those Teitjen had empowered to make connections made overtures 

to another Lutheran seminary to begin the process of seeking an institution to grant 

students degrees. This preparation created an environment in which Tietjen could, with 

confidence, move quickly and decisively when the students voted to leave the seminary. 

Tiejten had an opportunity to capitalize on the energy and excitement as well as the buy 

in of the students, faculty, and staff.  Taking these steps before the ultimate crisis 

prepared both Tietjen and the community to continue the momentum and ensure the 

sacrifices of the followers produced tangible outcomes.  

 The table in Appendix C outlines in summary specific examples of how Tietjen 

followed these four steps in his leadership with the students and faculty. These examples 

demonstrate how he was able, as a learning adaptive leader, to lead the community 

through a significant crisis. By leading adaptively he was able to provide hope and a new 

opportunity for the minority within the institution as a whole who followed him. In 

addition, the community, aided by his leadership, would ultimately create a new 

institution.  

 These steps, as enumerated in the current study, are descriptive not prescriptive. 

They are built on the experience of Tietjen’s leadership through the crisis. This leadership 
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is not without flaws. Chapter Three demonstrated clearly how he did not do this work of 

leadership perfectly. Certainly this is the case with many leaders. In particular, Tietjen 

made missteps in overestimating the level of support he had in the lay community. This 

would cause the community grief in the future. However, overall the current study 

demonstrates that he worked in an adaptive way in the crisis. This work also has a 

discernable pattern that can be utilized for future leaders. Thus the current study gives a 

clear example of adaptive leadership in crisis to add to our understanding of the theory 

and practice of leadership. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 The current study has shown how adaptive leadership theory can work with and 

be complementary to theories of leadership in crisis. In addition, it has utilized a specific 

current study of leadership in practice to describe how a leader, unknowingly, utilized 

traits that could be defined as adaptive leadership traits in an institutional crisis. From this 

description of the leadership exercised several conclusions have been made. Additionally, 

from the current study a prescription has been made for steps leaders can take when faced 

with their own institutional crises. The prescription recognizes that there are aspects of 

the adaptive leadership paradigm that do not fit into adaptive leadership in crisis.  

 Taking these realities into consideration the current study then adds to adaptive 

leadership theory. The current study does so by offering the possibility of a new way of 

thinking about how leaders should approach such crises and their role within it. A four 

step approach for such crises is offered which includes significant elements of adaptive 

leadership but also adds an encouragement for leaders in such a situation to make plans 
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for leading without positional authority. This planning is argued for due to the uncertainty 

and potential reality of an adaptive leader, choosing a particular community to lead, 

which could lead to being forcibly removed. 

 This fourfold framework offers a new way of thinking about how adaptive 

leadership, learning leadership, can and should be applied in crisis. Charismatic 

leadership does not need to be wholeheartedly rejected and the forced removal or death of 

a leader within the institution is often unavoidable. However, this forced removal can be 

meaningful if the leader takes certain steps to ensure they are operating in the best 

interests of a group of followers they have chosen to lead and makes plans to create a 

new future. These steps are a contribution to the understanding of how adaptive 

leadership principles can be utilized by leaders in an institutional crisis situation to 

provide a hopeful future for their followers. 

 Adaptive leadership theory has significant gifts to give to the leader in crisis and 

an encouragement when the outcome of the leadership challenge seems bleak. However, 

these gifts must be understood in the context of the crises in which leaders find 

themselves and how those crises influence their desired outcome. Chapter Five will 

finalize the conclusions of the current study. Additionally, it will address areas in which 

this prescriptive design and challenge to adaptive leadership needs further to be explored.   
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Chapter Five 

 

Summary, Application, and Conclusion 

 

 The current study attempts to demonstrate that John Tietjen utilized leadership 

techniques that today would be recognized as adaptive leadership during the crisis in the 

Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod (LCMS) and Concordia Seminary in the years 1969-

1975. The current study examines the literature of adaptive and crisis leadership to find 

areas of connection between the theories. These connections are then utilized in 

comparison to examples of John Tietjen’s work with followers before, during, and after 

the crisis event. These comparisons provide evidence for how Tietjen worked with his 

followers during this crisis in adaptive ways. In addition, it has challenged an established 

tenet of adaptive leadership that such a leader should avoid being forcibly removed from 

official leadership.  

 The current study reveals that this adaptive leadership style enabled Tietjen to 

retain significant leadership authority and influence within his constituencies despite 

being forcibly removed from his official position. Tietjen utilized these techniques in 

order to navigate the crisis situation  and protect vulnerable voices all while learning with 

and adeptly leading his followers—the students, faculty, and lay constituents of the 

seminary. By leading effectively he was able, along with his followers, to create a new 

and hopeful future.  
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 It is important to note again for context that leadership studies as a discipline was 

still in its infancy during the 1970s when this crisis took place. Adaptive leadership 

theory itself developed over two decades after the events. As a result, the current study 

structured an historical case study adding further examples of leaders who utilized what 

are now known as adaptive traits in the crisis situation. The current study also 

demonstrates that knowledge of the theory of adaptive leadership is not required to 

practice it. Finally, crisis leadership theory was added to the conversation. In so doing the 

current study has brought together crisis leadership theory with adaptive leadership 

theory in a way that the literature review demonstrated has not been accomplished before. 

 

Summary 

 

 In order to accomplish the goal of the current study, it was recognized that a 

thorough understanding of the terms and definitions of adaptive leadership and the traits 

that the theory identifies as well as those of crisis leadership theory must be developed. 

The literature review in Chapter Two accomplished the majority of this work. This study 

of the literature around these theories lifted up the origins of both as well as the current 

writings and developments within the theories. Additionally, it was made clear that these 

two theories currently exist independently in the leadership scholarship. Time was taken 

to identify the key thinkers and authors around each theory as well as find areas of 

convergence. 

 Chapter Two analyzed the work of the seminal author of adaptive leadership, 

Ronald Heifetz. Heifetz pioneered the field of adaptive leadership in his 1994 text 

Leadership Without Easy Answers. This seminal text identified and defined for the first 
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time the difference between technical and adaptive leadership styles. Heifetz not only 

identifies the difference in these styles but also further defines adaptive leadership by 

outlining five principles for leaders working in an adaptive fashion. These principles are 

vital to understanding adaptive leadership and also to the current study. They are to 

identify the adaptive challenge, keep the level of distress within a tolerable range for 

adaptive work, focus attention on ripening issues not on stress reducing distractions, give 

the work back to the people, and protect voices without authority.
 1

 In analyzing Teitjen’s 

leadership from the perspective of an adaptive framework these principles are key 

benchmarks. 

  The current study also took note that adaptive leadership theory became popular 

in a diverse range of leadership fields. In particular, the theory gained significant traction 

with military leadership theorists although it also became popular in education and 

healthcare fields as well.
2
 The popularity of the theory has led many others to write and 

expand on this theory and the contributions of these authors were examined in detail. 

However, as Chapter Two demonstrated, despite these additions, Heifetz’s work remains 

the defining text in the field and is the basis of the analysis of Tietjen’s leadership. 

 In contrast, the literature review found that crisis leadership lacked a seminal 

author. Certain authors are more noted than others in the field but the review clearly 

indicated no one work defines crisis leadership.
3
 Additionally, it was found that there is a 

lack of significant academic work linking crisis theory and adaptive theory. As a result, 

                                                           

 1. Heifetz, Leadership, 128. 

  

 2. See Chapter Two.  

  

 3. See Chapter Two.  
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Chapter Two endeavored to find and define consistent themes that occur across the crisis 

leadership literature. From this work, the chapter identified that crisis theory authors 

generally agreed on the importance of the leader in the crisis. The leader, these authors 

contend, is vital both as manager and also as symbol for the community dealing with the 

crisis situation.  

 The leader in crisis, as Chapter Two demonstrated, is considered vital both in 

enacting the technical response plans as well as helping, over time, the community to 

create meaning around the crisis event. This work with followers was also shown to be a 

continuingly developing emphasis in the crisis literature. The leader, in this situation, is 

called to work with and through followers to help them create meaning and therefore give 

purpose to a crisis event and prepare for the inevitable next crisis. In doing so they work 

alongside the followers to understand and validate suffering. The current study argues 

that effective adaptive leadership in crisis bears characteristics of adaptive leadership 

theory in emphasizing learning leadership with and through followers.  

 Chapter Three built upon and utilized these themes of adaptive and crisis 

leadership to apply them constructively to concrete examples of Tietjen’s leadership. In 

particular, the chapter examined his leadership relationships with faculty, staff, and 

LCMS lay leaders during the crisis. Through this analysis, Tietjen was noted for 

exhibiting several traits of adaptive leadership as well as crisis leadership. First, he 

recognized the adaptive challenge. He realized the system in which he had been raised, 

educated, and lived was changing and technical solutions would no longer be effective. 

He was adept at realizing that technical leadership would not suffice and that new 

learning and adaptive systems would be required. 
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 Tietjen then demonstrated the strength of his leadership through adeptly 

maneuvering through several of the key tasks of adaptive leadership and leadership in 

crisis as identified in Chapter Two. The chapter gave concrete examples showing how he 

gave work back, controlled anxiety, and clearly communicated with followers. In 

particular, his followers noted the effectiveness of his leadership through his work 

utilizing and maintaining their anxiety at helpful levels to achieve positive outcomes. In 

this way he exhibited traits of adaptive as well as crisis leadership.  Despite his lack of 

positional authority he helped followers create their own solution as well as develop 

meaning to the crisis they were undergoing.
4
 

 Chapter Four of the current study then asked the question of what new is learned 

through this inquiry into adaptive and crisis leadership. How is the understanding of these 

theories advanced by analyzing this historic case study? The chapter argued that this 

historic case provides examples of a leader utilizing traits now understood as adaptive 

leadership. Additionally, it added a new and potentially helpful connection between the 

theories of adaptive leadership and crisis leadership. Finally, the current study did so 

while also making a strong argument that adaptive leadership in crisis situations is 

distinct from and adds another dimension to adaptive leadership theory. This is a 

dimension that warrants further study. 

 In particular, Chapter Four argued for a new framework that can be utilized by 

adaptive leaders in crisis situations.
 5
 This framework, built upon the current study case 

study of Tietjen’s leadership, links adaptive leadership principles with crisis leadership 

                                                           
 4. See Appendix B. John Tietjen’s Adaptive/Crisis Leadership Traits.  

  

 5. See Appendix C. John Tietjen’s Leadership within Fourfold Framework.  
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theory. The current study argues that adaptive leaders in crisis should assess the situation, 

determine their level of support within the institution, allow supporters to make their 

decision, and prepare to move swiftly and decisively.  

 This framework, a new addition to the leadership literature, grows out of the 

adaptive paradigm yet incorporates elements of crisis leadership theory. In doing so the 

framework gives guidance to leaders who may be confronted with similar crisis situations 

that require an adaptive response. It is this new learning that this case study provides for 

adaptive leadership in crisis and will be amplified in the next section.  

 

New Significant Learning 

 

 The summary demonstrated how the current study adds significantly to both 

theories of adaptive and crisis leadership. The literature review emphasized the flexibility 

of adaptive leadership theory through the variety of applications and fields of leadership 

to which it has been utilized. However, it also demonstrated that there is a paucity of 

study looking for similarities, making significant connections, and finding shared 

applications between adaptive leadership and crisis leadership theories.  

 The current study adds to these connections and potential practical applications by 

providing a historical case study of an adaptive leader in a crisis situation. John Tietjen, 

in his leadership in this crisis period, demonstrated clearly how a leader can be found to 

utilize techniques now known as adaptive leadership theory while also engaging those of 

crisis leadership. The current study, therefore, adds to this important leadership 

conversation by connecting the two theories of leadership in three significant ways. 
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 First, the current study demonstrates adaptive leadership and crisis leadership do 

have much in common, including significant areas of congruence. Both theories 

recognize that situations are likely to arise in which technical solutions fall short. These 

situations are the pre-crisis plans, the received knowledge, of previous experience. The 

adaptive crisis situation creates an environment in which these preplanned responses are 

not able to handle the new learning required for the situation.
6
   

 Adaptive leadership theory then identifies this recognition of the failure of 

technical solutions as the first step. Crisis situations often come about when the old 

solutions, the technical solutions, will not hold. In crisis leadership there is then learning 

that takes on the form of secondary and backup planning. In addition, crisis leadership 

speaks of working with followers to assist them in developing communal meaning.  

 Secondly, the current study identifies the importance for both theories of the role 

of the leader. The vital importance of learning along with followers is affirmed. However, 

the leader in both of these theories is shown to be the key player in the situation. This is 

not charismatic or dictatorial leadership. Instead, it is recognition of the importance of the 

leader in diagnosing the adaptive situation, learning along with followers, keeping 

followers’ stress at manageable levels, and then guiding them through the leadership 

process. This learning leadership is a hallmark of adaptive leadership, and the current 

study has shown it to be integral to crisis leadership as well.
7
  

 The current study also demonstrates the importance in both theories of the leader 

giving work back to the people. Leaders, according to this theory, should encourage 

                                                           
 6. See Chapter Two. 

  

 7. See Chapter Two. 
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followers to take responsibility for their decisions by not dictating solutions. In this way 

leaders will help their followers be responsible for their accountability in the outcomes of 

their decisions. This was demonstrated by Tietjen’s insistence that the student body and 

faculty operate independently in their decision-making processes.
8
  

 These decisions should not be seen as an abandonment of the student or faculty 

leadership. Tietjen met with and supported the student body president and faculty 

community. He protected with his institutional power, so long as he had it, the right of 

the student body to meet. However, he did not take too much responsibility or attempt to 

overtly influence the decision process. Thus he demonstrated adaptive leadership in a 

crisis by not resorting to personal charisma or appeal but by working with and through 

his constituent communities.  

 Finally, the third way this study adds to the understanding of adaptive leadership 

in crisis situations is through the prescription of a fourfold approach for leaders facing 

such adaptive crisis situations in the future. This fourfold approach or framework grows 

out of the research of the current study in conversation with the case study of John 

Tietjen’s leadership.  

 The framework put forward addresses a significant gap in the literature by 

exploring adaptive leadership in crisis situations. The fourfold framework moves the 

current study from a descriptive overview of a leadership case study into practical 

application and offers new learning that can contribute to the leadership field. This 

framework is a prescriptive and practical application to help guide leaders who find 

themselves in situations that might call for adaptive leadership in crisis.  

                                                           
 8. See Chapter Three. 
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Practical Application 

 

 The field of leadership studies is about developing both theory and praxis. 

Leadership theory is vital to analyzing historical cases and better exploring potential 

leadership responses and roles in various situations. However, actual leadership does not 

exist outside of a real and lived context. For leadership study to have an impact on 

communities, it is also essential that the theory become applicable and have significant 

and useful practical applications.  

 The current study provides several practical applications for leadership and offers 

several contributions to leadership studies. First, the current study adds to the growing 

field of research in adaptive leadership by linking adaptive leadership theory and crisis 

leadership theory. This linkage shows the adaptability and practicality of adaptive theory 

and addresses a gap in the leadership literature. 

 Additionally, the current study also has shown that leadership in crisis is different 

than in other contexts. A crisis, however it comes to the leader, brings different pressures 

to bear on the leader and requires a different response. As a result, the current study has 

shown that the leader will likely be forced to utilize adaptive techniques without fulfilling 

all the tenets of adaptive leadership theory. Finally, the most important and practical 

contribution of the current study is the presentation of a fourfold framework to assist 

leaders who realize they are in an adaptive leadership situation within a potential crisis 

situation. This framework provides the most practical, and hopefully applicable, learning.  

 The first and most vital part of the framework lines up directly with adaptive 

leadership theory. The leader must assess the situation and discern if it requires adaptive 

leadership. To do so the leader must acknowledge that the status quo cannot be expected 
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to hold in this situation and that new learning and systems-related leadership must take 

place. This is practical advice for any leader approaching a difficult leadership challenge. 

Not all leadership challenges require or call for adaptive leadership. Many times technical 

solutions are not only sufficient but also the most practical. Given the challenges and 

decisions that leaders face daily, it is wise for them to constantly assess what kind of 

leadership challenge they are facing, and discern the appropriate response to that 

challenge. 

 The second step of the fourfold framework is determining the level of support for 

the leader within and beyond the leadership context. This is a vital and difficult step for 

any leader, particularly for one in crisis. The leader must be willing to make an honest 

assessment of the situation and the level of support reasonably expected from the various 

constituencies of the leader. In this situation where self-awareness is so critical it may be 

wise, although potentially painful to the leader’s ego, to ask another trusted leader within 

or outside the organization for guidance. Assessing honestly the level of support the 

leader has in every level of the leadership context is vital for the leader’s successful 

completion of the challenge.  

 The third practical step laid out by the framework is that the adaptive leader in 

crisis must allow supporters/followers to make the final decision. This differentiates 

adaptive leadership in crisis from charismatic or dictatorial leadership. If the leader does 

not engage the followers in the decision process the leader is no longer acting within the 

adaptive paradigm of working with and through followers.  

 Instead, the leader does not dictate to followers the steps they should take nor the 

decisions they should make. The final decision on action within the framework is made 
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by, and therefore has the buy-in of, followers. This is a practical reality particularly in 

crisis situations in which the temptation for charismatic leadership is high. The adaptive 

leader must work with followers to discern and create meaning about the experience of 

and from the crisis. Whether that crisis is a natural disaster or an institutional crisis, the 

adaptive leader will adhere to the adaptive theory tenet of both giving the work back to 

the people as well as protecting voices without authority. Leaders, by allowing followers 

the final say in the decision, accomplish both of those tasks.  

 Finally, although the leader allows and encourages the followers to make the final 

decision, the leader should not be inert but in fact dynamic in preparation. The fourth part 

of the framework is that the leader must prepare to move swiftly and decisively once the 

followers’ decision is made. Certainly this could lead to plans that never come to fruition. 

The leader could spend significant effort putting together connections and spending 

political capital preparing for a future that does not arrive. However, for a leader to 

adaptively act in crisis the leader must be willing to take that risk. When followers make 

the decision to act in potentially adaptive ways the leader must be prepared to offer them 

a new plan and opportunity. 

 The current study reveals how John Tietjen’s leadership demonstrated the aspects 

of this adaptive leadership in crisis framework. However, it should also be noted that the 

framework is also an ideal construct growing out of the current study. It offers a 

prescription, built upon this case study, for leaders to deal in an adaptive manner with 

crisis situations that they might face. In so doing, it draws upon both Tietjen’s successes 

as well as areas in which his leadership fell short. This is but one example of how a 

leader might respond to a crisis situation within the context. Further validation of the 
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framework certainly is desired and offers significant areas for continuing study of 

adaptive leadership in crisis. 

 

Areas for Further Study 

 

 Adaptive leadership theory, in the two decades since it was first presented as a 

theory, has demonstrated its applicability and been expanded and developed through 

numerous other studies. This testing has made it a more robust theory applicable in a 

wide variety of contexts. The current study case study of John Tietjen demonstrates that 

the techniques and traits of adaptive leadership theory can be practiced by leaders without 

a working knowledge of the theory. It further demonstrates that adaptive theory is 

applicable in a variety of circumstances, including crisis situations, and that there are 

significant areas of overlap between adaptive and crisis leadership. The current study 

then offers a practical fourfold framework for leaders in crisis situations wishing to 

operate in adaptive ways.  

 The additions to the leadership literature made by the current study in finding 

connections between adaptive and crisis leadership theory and offering a practical 

framework for leaders calls for significant future study. Future study should focus on and 

expand the literature in the intersections of adaptive leadership and crisis leadership 

theory. It should also expand on the diversity of case studies to which this new 

understanding to adaptive leadership in crisis can be applied. 

 Unfortunately, due to the unplanned nature of crises, there is not an efficient or 

ethical way to test this framework in an experimental way. As a result, the most obvious 

areas for further study would be to examine other historical leadership case studies 
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against the fourfold framework of adaptive leadership in crisis. Another potential option 

would be to survey leaders who have navigated crisis situations for their feedback on 

whether they resonate with or would have found helpful the guidance of the framework.  

 The simplest question such a study could ask is does this framework for adaptive 

leadership in crisis fit with other leadership case studies or a leader’s lived experiences? 

Do their experiences parallel that of Tietjen and the LCMS crisis? The study could ask 

what new additions could be added or modified in the framework to make it more robust 

and reflect a greater diversity of leader experiences. This diversity should also include 

considerations of leadership context—race, gender, and ethnicity of leader and followers, 

as well as national contexts. This sort of additional data would expand the universality of 

the framework. 

 The current study makes several claims that alter the adaptive leadership theory. 

In particular, future studies should test the assertion that an adaptive leader might need to 

be prepared to accept being forcibly removed from his or her position. A critique of 

Tietjen’s leadership was his rigid adherence to ideology and his own personal sense of 

right and wrong. He refused to compromise, sacrifice a few, or take a deal which might 

have spared him and others. Additionally, he failed to adequately recognize the lack of 

significant support he actually had with the lay people of the LCMS. Because of these 

decisions and failures of awareness, Chapter Three argued that Tietjen’s removal became 

almost a self-fulfilling prophecy required of him to maintain his ideological purity. 

 Other studies might find cases of leaders who work adaptively but are able to 

navigate such an ideological crisis in a way that finds common ground and avoids the 

leader’s removal. Are there ways forward that work with followers and protect voices 
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without authority that do not result in a dramatic split or the severing of an institution as 

occurred in the LCMS and at Concordia Seminary? These studies could test the 

prescription put forward by the current study as well as seek examples of leaders that lead 

in adaptive ways but found a way to stay within the community and lead change within 

the institution. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Leadership is a challenging enterprise even in the most calm of times. A crisis 

situation, regardless of its origin, severely tests a leader’s ability and resolve. The current 

study has examined a historical case study of a leader facing a religious ideological crisis 

situation within an educational institution. The ideological nature of the crisis limited the 

options for the leader and the ability of that leader to work within the system itself to 

effectively bring about change. The current study has shown that despite this challenge in 

the crisis the leader was still able to utilize techniques now identified as traits of adaptive 

leadership theory.  

 This challenge faced was not only to protect the leader’s own position and 

authority but also the interests of students and faculty who potentially could have been 

alienated by the events. This challenge also limited the leader’s ability to completely 

adhere to the tenets of adaptive leadership. However, the current study has shown that by 

realizing his limited options within the system, the leader was able to learn with followers 

and present an adaptive solution for himself and his followers. Through this adaptive 

leadership a new entity was born, and the followers were provided with a hopeful future. 
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 The current study utilized this case to add to the literature on adaptive leadership. 

It initially reveals a leader can demonstrate the traits of adaptive leadership without any 

knowledge of the theory. Additionally, it has looked for and demonstrated areas of 

intersection between crisis leadership and adaptive leadership. These connections had not 

previously been made in the literature. Ultimately, the current study most significant 

addition to the study of leadership is in presenting a fourfold framework for leaders who 

find themselves in a crisis situation and believe that they are facing an adaptive 

challenge.  

 The current study offers this framework to the leadership conversation as a tool 

for leaders dealing with similar crisis situations in the future and recognizing they face an 

adaptive challenge. Additionally, the results of the current study continue to add to the 

theory of adaptive leadership in crisis, and further study and additions could be made by 

testing this framework against the experience of other historical case studies. In so doing, 

more practical applications could potentially be found, and the field of leadership studies 

and particularly the area of adaptive leadership theory in crisis situations will be further 

enhanced.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

 

Timeline of Key Events 

 

 

May 1969 - John Tietjen elected President of Concordia Seminary 

June 1969 - LCMS Denver Convention: J. A. O. Preus elected denominational President. 

May 1970 - Preus announces intention to investigate seminary faculty  

September 1970 - Fact Finding Committee (FFC) created to investigate faculty 

December 1970-March 1971 – FFC interviews each faculty member 

July 1971 - LCMS Milwaukee Convention: FFC turns over report to Concordia Board of 

 Control (BOC). BOC begins report review in September 1971. 

December 1971 - Arlis Ehlen refused reappointment by BOC 

February 1972 - Preus issues statement of standards for doctrinal review 

June 1972 - BOC progress report sent to Preus, bring no charges of false doctrine 

September 1972 - Publication of the “Blue Book” by Preus asserting false teaching by 

 unnamed faculty. Tietjen responds in “Fact Finding or Fault Finding?”  

January 1973 - BOC clears faculty of charges of false teaching 

July 1973 - New Orleans Convention: Condemns faculty, elects new BOC members 

August 1973 - BOC suspends Tietjen but delays implementation  

September 1973 - BOC “vacates” Tietjen suspension 

January 20, 1974 - BOC suspends Tietjen 

January 21, 1974 - Faculty majority declares itself suspended. Student moratorium 

February 17, 1974 - BOC demands faculty majority resume classes or breach contract 

February 18, 1974 - BOC removes faculty majority and gives a week to vacate homes 

February 19, 1974 - Students and faculty leave campus to begin classes off-site 

May 24, 1974 - First Seminex graduation.  

October 12, 1974 - BOC removes Tietjen as President and faculty member of Concordia 

February 1, 1975 - Seminex board elects Tietjen as President 

July 1975 – LCMS Anaheim convention: censures 8 district presidents for  ordaining 

 Seminex graduates. Authorizes J. A. O. Preus to remove the presidents. 

August 1975 - Seminex occupies rented facilities  
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APPENDIX B 

 

 

John Tietjen’s Adaptive/Crisis Leadership Traits 

 

 

Adaptive/Crisis 

Leadership Trait 

Examples 

Identify the Adaptive 

Challenge 

-Recognized change in  leadership in 1971, 1972  

-Exposed hidden conflicts  

Keep Level of Distress 

in a Tolerable Range 

(Create a Holding 

Environment) 

-Increased temperature on the BOC  

-Named the threat yet created holding environment for  

        faculty and staff  

-Managed student anxiety  

-Showed compassion to students and faculty 

Focus Attention on 

Ripening Issues Not 

on Stress Reducing 

Distractions 

-Did not shield faculty from BOC  

-Focused issues through effective communication  

-Utilized his pulpit to focus community  

-Framed conflict with local/nation media  

-Truthful with students about gravity of situation  

Give Work Back to 

the People 

 

-Forced BOC to address FFC and faculty  

-Led faculty/staff to create own answers  

-Faculty/Staff leadership resulted in Statement  

       and Response to Preus  

-Intentional relationship with student body 

-Student Body President Gerald Miller  

-Related to students, open forums, conversation  

 -Utilized students to communicate with laity  

-Student government ultimately decided walkout 

-Encouraged Dean John Damm to make plans for     

       inevitable  

Protect Voices 

Without Authority 

-Stood with faculty including Arlis Ehlen and     

       supported staff 

-Bold statement of identity with faculty at New     

       Orleans  Convention in 1973  

-Protected students’ ability to meet and discuss  

-Fought for students to be ordained by sympathetic     

       district presidents post Walkout  

Communicate the 

Message 

 

-Used secular media well  

-Traveled extensively to tell story  

-Utilized sermons and other speaking opportunities to    

       shape the message and frame narrative  
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APPENDIX C 

 

 

John Tietjen’s Leadership within Fourfold Framework 

 

 

Criteria/Step Example 

Assess the Situation -Recognized the adaptive challenge. The 

first step of adaptive leadership. 

-Recognition that continuation of the status 

quo is untenable. 

-New learning, creating, finding new 

possibilities for the seminary and church. 

Determine Support Within Institution -Assessing student support, relationship 

with student body president, listening. 

-Stood strongly with faculty during FFC 

inquiries. Built trust. 

-Overestimated support outside of seminary 

community, major area of critique. 

Allow Supporters to Make Decision -Protected voices without authority.  

-Gave the students space, information, and 

opportunity to debate and develop 

platform. 

-Did not dictate solution but guided 

community through discernment. 

-Encouraged relationship with student body 

president. Encouraged healthy 

conversation. 

Prepare to move Swiftly and Decisively  -Began building relationships with student 

body early on in tenure. 

-Developed ecumenical relationships that 

offered pathways once move was required. 

-Encouraged John Damm to begin 

relationship with Eden Seminary and SLU. 

-Maintained relationships with faculty and 

students so that when followers were ready, 

he was prepared to act decisively. 
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