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Christian Century stops

preaching, starts on road back

The Rev. James Wall, in his three yvears as
editor, has hrought the Chicago-based Christian

By James Robison
Religion Editor

THREE YEARS ago, the
Rev, James M. Wall faced se-
vera odds as he took over as
editor of the Chicago-based
Christian Century magazine,
long-considered “must read-
ing® for America's liberal
Protestant community.

® The Century had lost
some 7,000 subscribers In the
five years before the Rev. Mr.
Wall’s appointment, leaving
circulation at about 30,000.

® A costly merger with the
dying Pritish journal, New
Christian, had added 8,000 sub-
scribers, of whom few if any
resubscribed.

® Annual daficlts had
reached $124,000,

® The magazine's capital
fund had dropped from
$650,000 to $250,000 in four
years, o X
® Foundations—sought ut j
by the magazine to shore: up
the sagging operations—diag-
nosed the Century as a termn-
nal case.
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Century magazine imm n $124,000 annual def-
icit to 2 profit-making publication,

} BUT NEXT week. as the 45
year-old United Methodist cler-
ic enters his fourth year as
editor, the magazine's condi-
tion will be stabilized if not
revived,

'Financia!ly. the Centruy is
Yack in the black with a $400.~:
%00 annual budget. Editor Wall j
has cut his full-time staff by |
;alf including a busmess[
apager whosae job the Rev.
Ay, Wall has asrumed, '




The weekly has been re-
duced from 52 to 44 Issues an-
nually, subscription rates are
up from $8 to $12 yearly, now
promotional efforts are under
way, and a classified ad sec-
tion has been added.

“1 did all the narmal things
to cut back,” he said, noting
that his reforms even extend-
¢d into the Century restroomsl

placed by paper ones.
Circulation—while still downi
from. the 38,000 subscription |
peak in the mid-'60s—is .hold-
ing its own with a third of the
subscribers being libraries.
Renewal rates top 70 per cent,
[“very high as magazines
go"], the Rev. Mr. Wall said.' |

EDITORIALLY, the maga-,
zing has turmed away from
pontification and preachy ora-
tory. The new emphasis is on
analysis honed from on-the-
spot coverage of events—both
religious and secular. ™ «

Viewing events from a wan-
tage point built on the theolo-1
gy of the late Paul Tillich, the
Rev. Mr. Wall sald: “‘l‘illich
felt that you find religion more

when you probe into culture.
That's how I see us [The Cen-
tury]—at the intersection of
Yeligion and culture, interpret-
ing and analyzing their rela-
t'mnshim ”

-~ And 80 , Managipg ‘Editor
Dean Peerman began a series
of reports from latin Ameri-
ca, flying there to take a lock
at post-Allende Chile. Black
Asgoriate Edifor Cornish Rog-
| ers went to Mississippi to- re-
port on the organizing efforts
of black sawmill workers. Edi-
tor Wall get off for South Da-
kota, filing stories an the Am-
erican Indians and subsequeni
t*lals stemning from the
Wounded Knee incident. ’

. But the Rev. Mr. Wall thinks

that the magazine should be

less predictable than it once
was when it seemed to support
liberal church causes without
hesitation. '

SOME BELIEVE he has
dented the magazine's ecu-
menical stand by being crit-
ical of Catholics in an editorial
condemning “The Exorcist."
He has chastized the tradition-

nere cloth fowels were re- f ally liberal National Council ofl
whe oth

Churches as being “too quick
to respond to cause groups
and not sophisticated enough
in relating to Middle Ameri-
ca!’

The Georgia-born editor’s af-
fectian for -journalism was
nurtured as a sportswriter un-
der the direction of the late
Ralph McGill of the Atlanta
Constitution. After a stint as

-

an Air Force information offl- |
cer in Anchorage, Alasks,

Wall' returned to the Atlanta

newspapers to work his way

thru Emory University's divin-

ity school.

Eventually, he “was assigned
to a South Side Chicago par-
ish, acquired &8 master’s de-
gree in religion from the Unl-
versity of Chicago, and speht
the 13 years before his Centu-
ry appointment aes an editor
for the TUnited Methodists®
Christian Advecate magazine.

ALTHO HE was Sen. George
McGovern's Illincis delegation
vice-chairman at the 1972
Democratic -convention and
ran unsuccessfully for a con-
gressional seat in Yllimdis’ 14th
District, the Rev. Mr, Wzll in-

sists that-the Century stay out"
of “partisan politics.”

He's very conscious of the
days when the Internal Reve-
nue Sefvice briefly withdrew

the  magazine’s ‘“nonprofit”’
status for its endorsement of
President Lyndon Johnson.
“The line I have drawn isl
this: How the Democrats elect !

*

"
delegates is not our'concern,””
he said. “But affirmative ac."”
tion, how they ireat women-:
and minorities, is our con-""
cern.” i
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