Witness on Trial

Bishop W. Angie Smith at the
Church Trial of James J. Stewart

By A. W. Martin, Jr.*

On the morning of April 25, 1957, in Cincinnati,
Ohio, Methodist Bishop W. Angie Smith of Oklahoma City was
elected president of the Council of Bishops of his denomination by
acclamation. That night, his predecessor, Bishop W. Earl Ledden,
turned the chair over to him. Smith was elected president of the
bishops of the South Central Jurisdiction as well. He thus became,
in effect, the most powerful individual in The Methodist Church.
Within a week, however, Smith’s practices as the bishop of the
Oklahoma—-New Mexico Area came under intense examination dur-
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ing a church trial of a minister. The proceedings briefly trained a
national spotlight on difficulties in The Methodist Church about
holding bishops accountable and about the procedures for trying
clergy.!

Since 1944 Smith, a native of Texas, had lived in Oklahoma City
and presided over the work of the denomination in his area, which
included part of southwest Texas as well as Oklahoma and New
Mexico. He had “adopted” Oklahoma “as his [s]tate and loved it,”
giving “time and thought to every movement for its betterment.”? A
major upcoming event in his home city was a ceremony planned for
May 10, 1957, at which the Oklahoma City Chamber of Commerce
planned to recognize him as the “Man of the Year.” First, however,
Bishop Smith must travel to El Paso, Texas, whose churches be-
longed to the New Mexico Conference.

In EI Paso on April 29, 1957, Smith participated in the church
trial of the Reverend James J. Stewart of Albuquerque, New Mex-
ico, a minister who had established two growing congregations in
that city, Trinity in 1944 and St. John’s in 1950. Stewart had filed
complaints against Bishop Smith in late 1956, accusing the bishop
primarily of encouraging and receiving inappropriate “love gifts”
for himself and his family. Some of these love gifts, Stewart alleged,
had even been used to pay for Mrs. Smith to travel to different parts
of the world with her husband. Ironically, the trial was to take place
in part because of a letter that Smith’s predecessor, Bishop Ledden,
had sent to Stewart. Stewart was advised by Ledden that the Coun-
cil of Bishops would not hear his concerns about alleged misconduct
by bishops. Ledden also informed the minister that the church pro-
vided “other procedures,” i.e., filing charges, that he could follow if
he felt he “must take this step.” Stewart’s action led to a meeting of
the Committee of Investigation of the Oklahoma Annual Confer-
ence on January 10, 1957, at the May Avenue Methodist Church in
Oklahoma City. During this meeting the committee completely re-
jected Stewart’s complaints and denounced him in a blistering
statement from the committee and three district superintendents.’
By April 1957 the minister was on trial.

The church proceeding against Stewart was unusual in part be-
cause the minister himself had insisted on it, seeing it as one way to
keep his campaign against love gifts before the public. Accordingly,
the trial was set, but Stewart had then walked out of it when the
presiding officer, the Reverend Ralph R. Reed, denied his request
for an open trial. It was unusual for another reason: Smith found
himself as an unofficial defendant. In a real sense the proceeding
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was a trial within a trial. This trial was of Bishop Smith himself.
This understanding of what had happened at the trial was graphi-
cally illustrated almost four decades later when one of the jurors
was asked about the proceedings in El Paso. He said simply, “We
cleared Bishop Smith.”® Another juror had the same impression,
viewing it as really a trial of the bishop and even referring to the
prosecutor for the church as the defense attorney for Bishop Smith.”
This study examines Bishop Smith’s role as an official witness
against Stewart and then as an unofficial defendant.

Bishop Smith was the first and primary witness against Stewart.
In fact, when the bishop finished the first part of his testimony, the
Reverend Joe Scrimshire, the prosecuting counsel for the New Mex-
ico Conference, thanked him for “sav[ing] a lot of time in getting the
information that we needed before us and into the record.” Smith’s
statements at the trial fall into three categories: support for the
charges and specifications against Stewart; testimony about church
law; and other comments about the minister. (In the first group, one
of the complaints against Stewart was that he had filed false
charges against the bishop; Smith’s comments about that are dis-
cussed in the second part of this study.)

The charges against Stewart were severe. He stood accused of
“[ulnchristian tempers, words, or actions” and “[ilmprudent or un-
ministerial conduct.” Smith addressed several of the specifications
that supported these two charges. They tend to overlap and can be
arranged into three groups. The first relates to Stewart’s com-
plaints against Bishop Smith, other church leaders, and the
bishop’s family. The minister was accused of using the press to
make “false and misleading” statements about church officials. For
example, Stewart held the ecclesiastical leadership responsible “for
a shortage of Methodist ministers.” The second group deals with
Stewart’s relationship with the Oklahoma Conference’s investigat-
ing committee that had reviewed his complaints against the bishop:
He used it instead of the New Mexico committee, refused to attend
its hearing, failed to present evidence that supported his charges,
and widely distributed statements that condemned the committee
and its findings. The third set of specifications can be grouped as
miscellaneous matters, including accusations that he falsified
membership statistics at St. John’s, that he made a public claim
that left the erroneous impression that “he had been denied a
right,” and that he refused to go to a church to which he had been
appointed.®
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Scrimshire opened up the first group of specifications by having
the bishop describe his relationship with Stewart over the past ten
years. Smith made some broad statements about it. Although at one
time he had thought their relationship “a pleasant one,” he came to
realize that Stewart was “tracking me or having his friends do so,
also members of my family. . . .” The minister had “either unintelli-
gently or through some weakness with which I am not familiar at-
tacked the character not only of myself, but of my lovely wife.” The
bishop concluded this long, wide-ranging statement by observing
that the minister “hald] done everything that he possibly could do
to me and my family and the Methodist Church to attempt to em-
barrass us and injure mel,] and at no time have I ever done any-
thing but to help him.”

In his questions to the bishop following this reply, Scrimshire
noted that Stewart had made accusations about matters “going
back nine (9) or ten (10) years ago.” He asked the bishop if he had
not been “warned that [Stewart] would go to any lengths to embar-
rass or ruin you if he was moved. . . .” Smith said that he had been
warned “in the last two years” and then wondered why Stewart had
not earlier pressed charges “if these things had happened.” By not
having done so, he said, the minister “clearly demonstrated that he
was trying to build up some material to hold as a means of
blackmail.”

Within his early testimony and in replies to the subsequent ques-
tions, Smith supported several specifications against Stewart that
described his opposition to the bishop. The former pastor had not
consulted him: “He has never discussed any of the matters in any
shape, form, or fashion with me.” “It would have been better,” the
bishop said, for Stewart “to come and discuss [his concerns] with
me.” In reply to Scrimshire’s reminder that Stewart claimed that
“in this area” there was a shortage of Methodist pastors “because
the Bishop and the District Superintendents have their hands in
the funds of the preachers and are demanding gifts,” Smith replied,
“That is certainly a falsehood.” He said that every church in his
area had a pastor, although certainly the area “could use another
fifty (50) or more preachers.” He then wondered aloud whether
Stewart “hald] ever furnished a one.” Regarding Stewart’s frequent
use of public media to press his case against his superior, the bishop
stated more than once that the minister was looking for publicity.

Replying to several questions by Scrimshire, the bishop testified
about Stewart’s relationship with the Oklahoma Conference Com-
mittee of Investigation. He noted that Stewart had rejected the
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committee’s findings and “took all of his accusations to everyone
throughout the nation” (almost immediately reduced by the bishop
to simply “across the entire area”). On a related matter, said Smith,
Stewart had never asked the New Mexico Conference Committee of
Investigation to look into his “actions or administrations.”

One of the other counts against Stewart was that he had led peo-
ple to believe that “he had been denied a right. . . .” Scrimshire
fleshed out this specification. He discussed an article in which the
minister allegedly claimed that he had been denied the opportunity
to present the love gifts question before the Council of Bishops be-
cause “the Bishops were protecting each other. . ..” Smith explained
that “[olne Bishop ha[d] no authority over another Bishop” and that
individuals could not take matters to the council. “If we permit all
of the cranks and nuts in the world to come before the Council that
have got something against some Bishop,” he said, “I would have a
line 100 miles long waiting to be heard.”

Smith thus laid a broad foundation for the case against Stewart
and began the process of supporting some of the specific accusa-
tions. Much of his testimony dealt with his relationship with the ac-
cused minister, and the bishop clearly stated that Stewart was hun-
gry for publicity and implied that, at the least, he was ungrateful. It
could also be argued that he left in the jurors’ minds the impression
that he viewed the accused minister as something of a “crank” or
a “nut.”

Interpretation of church law was an important aspect of the trial.
Although Reverend Reed, the presiding officer, was a lawyer and
ruled before the trial and at its beginning on various points related
to the proceedings, Bishop Smith functioned during the examina-
tion as the primary expert on church law. Apparently, when Bishop
Smith and the superintendents of the New Mexico Conference
planned for the trial, they saw no need to bring in an outside expert
in this field. Three of his legal explanations dealt directly with
Stewart’s trial, and two referred to the meeting of the Oklahoma
Conference Committee of Investigation that heard Stewart’s accu-
sations against Smith.!°

The key question about Stewart’s trial was that of jurisdiction:
Should Stewart’s case have been handled by the conference’s inves-
tigating committee at all? After apparently first asking that it be
called, the former pastor soon claimed that he should be investi-
gated by a district committee. His motion, sent to Reed several days
before his trial, avowed that he had been incorrectly charged as a
“traveling preacher,” rather than as a “local preacher” no longer re-
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Bishop and Mrs. Smith receiving a gift of luggage during
a trip to Sacramento, New Mexico (Courtesy Oklahoma
City University Library).

quired to accept an appointment.!’ Reed had rejected this motion
without explanation. To accept it would have been to invalidate the
work of the conference’s Committee of Investigation and send the
case to R. L. Willingham, superintendent of the Albuquerque Dis-
trict. Willingham would then have called a meeting of a district in-
vestigating committee. Stewart would have been required to appear
before such a committee, and in the process, his rights would not
have been very clearly defined.!?

Due to lack of clarity in the trial transcript, it is not completely
certain how Smith defined Stewart’s status. It is clear that Smith
defended the placing of Stewart’s trial before a “trial court,” or jury,
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at the conference level. Unquestionably, Stewart had been an or-
dained elder and a full member of the conference, thus subject to
appointment, or to “travel.” It was also certain that he had taken
voluntary location;*both the Discipline and a Judicial Council deci-
sion made it reasonably clear that an ordained elder who had been
a traveling preacher but had located and become part of an individ-
ual church or circuit (whose governing body was called a quarterly
conference) was to “be held amenable for his conduct and the con-
tinuance of his ordination rights to the Annual Conference within
which the Quarterly Conference membership is held.”'* Thus, a
good case could be made that Stewart was being rightly tried.!

On the other hand, Stewart was undoubtedly a local preacher.
Church law in 1956 stated explicitly that when “a local preacher, or-
dained or unordained . . ., is accused of any of the [chargeable] of-
fenses . ..,” he had “the duty . . . to appear” first before the district
committee of investigation made up of local preachers. If a trial re-
sulted, the jury would be a committee of “local preachers or, when
necessary, members of the church.”'® The Judicial Council decision
to which the preceding paragraph referred also stated that “[a]
minister when located, automatically becomes a member of The
Methodist Church and Quarterly Conference where he resides.”’
Becoming a member of a local church clearly implied a return to lay
status.!®

Although his legal position was a strong one, Stewart would have
been on even stronger ground if he had insisted from the beginning
that he be investigated as a local preacher by a district committee.
If he could have gone before a jury made up primarily of lay per-
sons, he would probably have had a better chance at acquittal, for at
least two reasons: He had consistently argued in favor of giving lay
people a greater voice in the church; and his trial would almost cer-
tainly have been in Albuquerque, where most of his supporters
lived. Persons favorably disposed toward him might have ended up
on the jury.

Smith also dealt with “the matter of secret meetings,” which, the
bishop said, “people outside” were “wanting to know all about.” Was
a closed trial legal, or was Stewart within his rights when he in-
sisted on its being open? Smith read a paragraph from the Disci-
pline and a summary of a Judicial Council ruling on the para-
graph.!® This ruling referred to an annual conference session and
upheld its right to “order an executive session of the ministerial
members to consider questions relating to matters of ordination,
character, and conference relations.” Smith then went on to com-
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pare church proceedings to those of a Masonic lodge meeting and to
state that “the Methodist Church has always handled the matter of
its brethren in secret. He [sic] is always innocent until he is found
guilty.”?® With no defense representative present to challenge him,
the bishop was thus able to appeal to long-standing custom, ignore
the fact that Stewart obviously opposed a closed trial, and take a
rule related to the work of a conference at its annual meeting and
apply it to church trials.

On a third legal matter related to Stewart’s trial, Scrimshire
asked Smith to testify as to why Stewart could not have an attorney
at the New Mexico investigating committee meeting or at his trial.
Replying that the minister had been repeatedly advised that he
could have any minister in the country as his counsel, Smith then
read aloud an appropriate passage from the Discipline, which indi-
cated that Stewart’s counsel must be clergy. Smith also commented
that Stewart had decided to be his own counsel.*!

Where the Oklahoma committee hearing was concerned, the
church counsel asked the bishop to explain how a conference com-
mittee of investigation had been formed. This request was clearly in
response to Stewart’s public statements to the effect that he could
not get a fair hearing before such a committee because all its mem-
bers were nominated by the bishop.?2 The bishop stated that he had
nominated the committee members and that they were elected by
the annual conference, but he apparently added a step that church
law did not require—the inclusion of other names from a nominat-
ing committee before the annual conference voted. Church law sim-
ply specified that an annual conference elected five committee
members and three “reserves” “upon nomination of the presiding
bishop.”?® Scrimshire also asked Smith whether church law or pro-
cedure had been violated in the work of the Oklahoma Conference
Committee of Investigation. The bishop replied, “It was called abso-
lutely in keeping with the church.”**

While presiding over annual conferences, Bishop Smith seldom if
ever had his rulings challenged to the point of taking them to the
Judicial Council, which served as the denominational supreme
court. His testimony at the Stewart trial, however, indicates vary-
ing degrees of interpretive skill. Regarding Stewart’s defense attor-
ney, Smith rightly explained that this person must be a minister.
His description of the way conference investigating committees
were chosen was fundamentally accurate, although he included a
procedure that was not mentioned in church law. As to whether
Stewart was being tried in the right venue, the bishop’s case was
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strong, but so was Stewart’s. On the question of open trials, Smith
was on extremely shaky ground when he took a rule regarding exec-
utive sessions of the clergy at an annual conference meeting and
applied it to a separate church trial. As a matter of fact, the practice
of closed trials was based on precedent and custom, to which the
bishop also appealed, but nothing in church law required a closed
trial.?®

When he claimed that the Oklahoma hearing had been in com-
plete agreement with required church procedure, Smith overstated.
Ironically, he insisted that all of Stewart’s complaints be reviewed,
and this meant setting one church law aside. Strict application of
the two-year statute of limitations by the presiding officer at the
hearing, Superintendent Edwin W. Parker, would have meant re-
jecting some of Stewart’s claims and evidence.?® In addition, Parker
could have legitimately thrown out all of Stewart’s accusations be-
cause the minister had not connected his complaints to the official
list of chargeable offenses. Further, Parker could have agreed to
hear only the accusations about happenings in his district and
could have told Stewart that the majority of his allegations should
be filed with a superintendent in the New Mexico Conference. Fi-
nally, once the hearing was set, a substantial question arose about
whether two other superintendents could participate in addition to
Parker. Because most of Stewart’s accusations related to New Mex-
ico, there was perhaps some practical justification for the presence
of Scrimshire from that conference, but any argument for having
another Oklahoma superintendent present, Robert J. Smith, was
shaky at best.?”

In addition to supporting the charges against Stewart and dis-
cussing church law, Smith commented on various other matters.
With no defense present at the trial to raise objections, he, the other
witnesses, and Scrimshire could range into matters whose connec-
tion with Stewart’s trial were at best indirect. Reed at one point
tried to rein in comments that he deemed irrelevant, but in general
he permitted considerable leeway.?® At several points in his initial
statement Bishop Smith claimed that he had always tried to help
Stewart; this point was not directly relevant to the complaints
against the minister. The bishop said that when someone objected
to admitting Stewart to the annual conference because of his
“health and . . . attitude,” Smith had insisted that he be brought in.
When a group of pastors planned a luncheon for Bishop and Mrs.
Smith without inviting Stewart, Smith had insisted that he be
asked to come. When Stewart left Trinity Church and returned to
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school, “[h]e completely ignored the conference ...,” but the bishop
had “insisted” that he be contacted about an appointment. Stewart
had been allowed in 1950 to change from starting a church in west
Albuquerque to beginning St. John’s on the northeast side of the
city; this was done by Superintendent F. Lee Willshire “[o]ut of the
kindness of his heart” to make Mrs. Stewart’s teaching position
more accessible.?

Other issues addressed by the bishop also had little if any direct
relationship with the counts against Stewart. In his early testi-
mony Smith described his reaction when Willingham advised him
first that Stewart was going to give up his credentials and later that
he changed his mind: The bishop was comfortable with either devel-
opment. On another matter, he regretted that his “dear friend” J. R.
Cole, one of the witnesses present in support of Stewart, “had to
leave.” He then described working with Cole to continue Stewart’s
appointment at Trinity, despite some congregational concern over
Stewart’s alleged support of Henry Wallace’s presidential campaign.®°
When the bishop broke ground for the start of St. John’s, on a day
when “there was a hard dust storm” and at a place where “[t]here
was not a single residence within about a mile,” he casually ex-
pressed some doubts about the location, and Stewart had taken it
as “an insult to him and to his people.”! Further, early in his testi-
mony about work of the Oklahoma investigating committee the
bishop noted that once the minister’s plans to file complaints had
been publicized, he decided to allow Stewart and the committee to
ignore the two-year statute of limitations and go back to the date of
his birth if they liked.

Perhaps a bit less indirectly related to the actual accusations
against Stewart was another matter that Smith included in his tes-
timony. He described a conversation with a minister, Thurman
Thomas, who reported that when Stewart had tried to get him to
file charges against the bishop, “he said he was crazy.” Such mar-
ginal comments by the bishop did little if anything directly to sup-
port the case against Stewart. However, in a broad sense the re-
marks helped to convince the jury that the minister was not a per-
son who deserved their sympathy. Above all, he did not appreciate
Smith’s efforts to help him, and his attacks on the bishop could even
be viewed as “crazy.”

In addition to the case against Stewart, the trial would involve
the defense of Bishop Smith. Even though the Oklahoma investi-
gating committee had thoroughly examined Stewart’s accusations
against the bishop, Scrimshire (probably in consultation with the
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Bishop Smith consecrating a minister at the Indian Mission Con-
ference (Courtesy Oklahoma City University Library).

other superintendents and the bishop) clearly made the decision to
go over the ground again. This course of action directly supported
the specification against Stewart that he had made “false accusa-
tions” against the bishop and his wife. But the detailed attention
that would be given to many of Stewart’s specific accusations also
suggests that exonerating the bishop was at least of equal impor-
tance with making a case against the minister.

One of the counts against the bishop was broadly worded: He had
allowed “preachers to solicit money for him and for his family from
their colleagues and church treasuries.” In his lengthy early state-
ment Smith described how at least two of his efforts to be helpful to
Stewart were in response to the minister’s attacks about love gifts.
Following the appearance of an article in which Stewart accused
Smith and his wife “of taking church funds,” a superintendent had
recommended that charges be filed against the minister, but the
bishop refused to do so. Smith commented that despite Stewart’s
statement that the issue of love gifts had led to his leaving both
churches, he refused to approve the minister’s removal from St.
John’s unless the superintendents unanimously favored it. Instead,
“determined to be fair with the man,” Smith said he had insisted
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that Stewart be offered his choice of two churches, both of which
paid more than St. John’s.?? In addition, the bishop stated, he never
discussed gifts with Stewart. Regarding Stewart’s and his support-
ers’ efforts at the 1956 General Conference to prohibit love gifts, the
bishop commented that he had friends who laughed about it. Stew-
art had every right to make the attempt, he noted, but it lost in com-
mittee. Later in the trial Scrimshire asked the bishop about a pic-
ture of him and Mrs. Smith, taken at the Sacramento Methodist As-
sembly, showing the couple receiving “a love offering . . . presented
by some three hundred or more people on their 35th wedding anni-
versary.”®® The counsel asked the bishop if he was aware of the col-
lection of money in advance. The bishop replied that the gift was a
surprise.

Subsequent questions from Scrimshire to other witnesses rein-
forced Smith’s early testimony and underlined the point that gifts
in no way influenced appointments. For example, Lee Willshire, for-
mer superintendent, stated that the bishop had never asked him for
gifts and did not “ever request or demand” that he secure money or
gifts “from any preacher or church” in his district. Furthermore,
Willshire said, “Whenever [the bishop] had any information that
anything regarding gifts was contemplated,” he requested that it
not be done.?

In his early testimony the bishop also began the process of deal-
ing with some of Stewart’s more specific accusations against him.
Scrimshire read these into the record, along with the more general
count just discussed.® The majority dealt with the bishop’s alleged
use of the episcopal office for monetary gain: “fees for consecrating
and dedicating churches . . .”; “[u]sing district fund money . . . for
taking his wife on junkets in foreign countries”; permitting a minis-
ter “to collect money for Mrs. Smith” as part of a communion ser-
vice; “[alccepting excessive fees for a preaching mission . .. ”; and
having the superintendent of the Oklahoma Indian Mission “solicit
the Indians frequently for . . . valuable items . . . for himself and
family.” Stewart also claimed that the bishop had tried to “manipu-
late the awarding of an insurance contract” so that the hospitaliza-
tion plan for Oklahoma Conference pastors would go to a company
that employed one of the bishop’s sons. The “other offenses” to
which Stewart alluded were a charge that the bishop allowed a su-
perintendent to have retreats “in a bar room,” that he collected for
“a New Mexico Episcopal Residence which does not exist,” and that
he threatened “to sue an Indian layman . . . for refusing to repudiate
a statement . . . concerning the solicitation of gifts from the Indi-
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ans.”® Smith’s testimony on some of these matters was supple-
mented at several points by other witnesses.

Regarding the claim that he collected fees for carrying out his of-
ficial responsibilities, the bishop stated that there was no remuner-
ation for him when he laid the cornerstone for the Trinity Church
building and when he preached there later while Stewart was pas-
tor; nor was there any pay when he broke ground for St. John’s. Su-
perintendent Parker from Oklahoma also addressed the complaint
that the bishop took money for “consecrating and dedicating”
churches,’” acts that were part of his official duties. Stewart pos-
sessed a letter from a layman in Bard, New Mexico, regarding
Bishop Smith’s dedication of the neighboring church at San Jon.
There had been some confusion about the purpose of the offering
that had been taken at the ceremony, and the bishop had refused to
accept any of it. Later, however, the church mailed a check to his of-
fice.?® Parker apparently read aloud this letter as well as subse-
quent correspondence. They stated the “true facts,” as Scrimshire
put it. Unfortunately, only the early letter from the layman in Bard
has been preserved, so there is no way of knowing how completely
the bishop was “cleared” in this matter.?

Parker referred to another case related to official episcopal acts,
a ceremony at First Church, Albuquerque. He stated that he had in
his possession “signed statements” showing that a Mrs. Cletsoway
had made three false statements about the matter.*® Albuquerque
District Superintendent R. L. Willingham and James G. Brawn, for-
mer pastor of the church, also testified about the incident.* Parker
was talking about Mrs. Ruth Cletsoway, a member of the finance
committee at the church, who had provided Stewart with a state-
ment about the occasion of the bishop’s consecration of the sanctu-
ary in November 1955. The church, she alleged, was “expected to
pay all his expenses while here (a suite at the Alvarado Hotel) plus
a $100 ‘honorarium’ for the day.” She also claimed that on another
occasion or two a similar honorarium had been requested for the
bishop.*? Willingham said that the bishop “made no such request,”
and he then confirmed Scrimshire’s summary of the case: When the
pastor asked Smith for a list of expenses, the bishop said that there
were “no expenses.” However, Smith had supplied a list when the
superintendent requested them for the pastor. At no time did the
bishop ask for money. On the same trip to Albuquerque, Bishop
Smith gave “a missionary address” at a district rally, and a gift to a
missionary cause that he supported was arranged by the rally’s or-

60



BISHOP SMITH

ganizers without telling him that it “was to be paid by First Meth-
odist or by some individual.”

Brawn confirmed that Smith had not made requests of the
church. Expecting Mrs. Smith to accompany her husband, Brawn
had originally asked for a suite. When the bishop came alone, he
himself cancelled the suite and “took a single room with bath.”
Scrimshire asked Brawn about “a check for his expenses and $100”
that the church subsequently sent to the bishop. He inquired
whether the bishop had said “he would accept the money only to be
used in his work and not for himself personally,” that is, “for his
[m]issionary work.” The minister agreed that this was the case.
Brawn confirmed that the church had paid “for the hotel and meals”
and that the official board approved an additional $100, although
Brawn thought “it was too small.” He also thought that Mrs.
Cletsoway must be confusing visits by other clergy with that of the
bishop.*?

Scrimshire and the bishop dealt at length with Stewart’s claim
that Smith had used “church funds . .. to take pleasure trips around
the world,” as the counsel phrased it. They may also have been re-
sponding to his complaint that the bishop had permitted a minister
“to collect money for Mrs. Smith” by having persons “lay an offering
on the altar when they took communion.”* In his testimony Smith
described a difficult official trip that he and Mrs. Smith had made
to Southeast Asia at the end of World War II. The trip had involved
his using his Masonic membership to get on a plane, sitting on the
floor of a Royal Air Force bomber, and preaching in the open in Ran-
goon, Burma. Asked how his expenses had been covered, the bishop
replied, “The church takes care of the actual expenses of myself, but
individuals and churches and different groups have helped.” “At no
time,” he affirmed, “have Mrs. Smith and I ever received expenses
that were anything like the cost.” For every trip, they had been
obliged to borrow about a thousand dollars. Both he and Mrs. Smith
had incurred medical problems as a result of their trips, and it was
no wonder, he said, that he would “get a little upset” about Stewart’s
allegations, because he had “seen [his] wife suffer.”

In Central America, the bishop testified, he had written “[his]
personal check to pay the expenses of everyone of the [m]issionaries
to come to me.” Asked if he ever promised to send money to mission-
aries for their work, he replied, “Yesl,] sir. I guess I have a tender
heart.” He then described sending “over twenty thousand dollars”
back to that area, noted that he received requests for a hundred
thousand dollars a year, told how he helped a recently appointed
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missionary in Burma and India who had fund-raising problems,
and reminded the court, “I am an officer appointed to this work”
just as to New Mexico.

Scrimshire had Bishop Smith repeat that his trips were not
“pleasure trips” and that the money he received was not for his
“personal benefit.” The prosecutor then submitted a letter from a
former superintendent, I. L. Morgan, who described raising money
to help Mrs. Smith accompany her husband to India, observing that
it was “an entirely voluntary matter with the churches and pastors”
in his district. Smith commented, “If we have reached a place in the
Methodist Church that the giving of a gift either by me or to me is a
sin, then I have certainly a false conception of love.” He could not ac-
cept a gift, he concluded, if he thought that “a man was trying to
purchase anything.”*®

Reverend Dewey D. Etchieson, superintendent of the Oklahoma
Indian Mission, followed Smith on the witness stand. The minister
spoke to the two specifications related to work there.?* Regarding
Stewart’s accusations that Smith had used the superintendent to
“solicit” valuable gifts from members of the Indian Mission,
Etchieson testified that Smith had told him “that he would not ac-
cept a gift from an Indian without determining whether the Indian
was able to give it or not.” The superintendent explained that the
bishop had been given a saddle that was said to have belonged to
the great Apache leader Geronimo, but the saddle was probably not
authentic and had no value. Indians had “not given the [blishop an
expensive gift[,] period.” Some of the gifts made to visiting dignitar-
ies had been paid for by the bishop himself. Smith refused to let the
Indian Mission cover “any of his expenses” at annual conference
meetings.

Stewart’s other accusation about malfeasance in the Indian work
concerned an alleged threat by Bishop Smith “to sue an Indian lay-
man” because he would not “repudiate a statement” about “the so-
licitation of gifts from the Indians.” Stewart had been in contact
with Joel Sahmaunt, a leader in the Mt. Scott Kiowa Methodist
Church near Lawton, Oklahoma, and had based this complaint on
telephone conversations and correspondence with him. Sahmaunt
had, in fact, listed numerous complaints against Etchieson, several
of which were unrelated to gifts. Scrimshire asked Etchieson about
the “charge that the Indians were not being fairly treated” by the
bishop. First, the superintendent addressed Sahmaunt’s alleged
“personal” reasons for “hitting at” him, and then he described a con-
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Bishop and Mrs. Smith (center, in white) and members of the In-
dian Mission in 1962 (Copyright photo, Courtesy of The
Oklahoman).

frontation with the Indian leader in which he in fact told him that
the bishop “could sue” him for “slander.”

Superintendent Edwin W. Parker testified after Etchieson. The
official read letters that repudiated Stewart’s claim that Bishop
Smith had tried to channel conference insurance business to a com-
pany that employed one of his sons. Scrimshire commented that
they showed that Stewart “used material that could not be substan-
tiated. .. .7

Next, Superintendent Willingham spoke to Stewart’s accusation
that the bishop had permitted a superintendent to hold retreats in
a barroom. He said that the bishop would have had no specific
knowledge of the retreats that Willingham organized; the Arrow-
head Lodge, where they were held, was not a bar, although its
owner had a liquor license for “catering to private parties.” No li-
quor had been served at the church retreats. Willingham noted that
Stewart himself had been present at one of them and had voiced no
objections.*8
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Bishop Smith (center) and D. D. Etchieson (standing, above
his left shoulder) at a meeting of the Indian Mission
(Courtesy Oklahoma City University Library).

The trial record ranges from showing complete exoneration of
the bishop on some of Stewart’s counts, to apparent support, obvi-
ously inadvertent, on others.*’ In the former category, Willingham’s
testimony showed that Stewart’s accusation about retreats had no
merit. There was no reason to assume that Smith knew about them.
Nor is there any reason to assume, in the matter of Etchieson’s con-
flict with Joel Sahmaunt, that the bishop had instructed the mis-
sion superintendent to threaten a lawsuit.

Incompleteness of the trial record makes it impossible to deter-
mine whether the bishop was “cleared” of two more of Stewart’s ac-
cusations. One of these is the claim that the bishop tried to shift the
Oklahoma Conference’s hospital insurance coverage. Letters pre-
sented by Parker that supported the bishop have not been pre-
served with the trial transcript, but Stewart possessed evidence, ob-
tained from one of the underwriters who held the current policy, in-
dicating that the bishop had made the effort but then had backed
off.®® Tronically, Parker volunteered his opinion that Stewart’s accu-
sation may have had some foundation.’ What is certain is that the
bishop did not actually carry through on his alleged plan. The other
is the possibility that Smith had accepted money for the dedication
of the church in San Jon in 1951. As noted earlier, it is apparent
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that he had turned down an offering when he was there, but he did
accept a check that was later sent. There is no way of knowing, ab-
sent some of the correspondence read at the trial, whether the
check was clearly marked as payment for the dedication or could
have been viewed in the bishop’s office as a separate donation, per-
haps for missions.

The evidence presented at the trial about other counts against
the bishop tends to implicate him to some degree. The testimony
about the consecration of the sanctuary at First Church in Albu-
querque illustrates this point. The bishop properly planned to cover
his own expenses, but after insistence by the pastor, he allowed the
church to cover them. It also seems clear that he stated that he
would use the gift of one hundred dollars for missions. However, the
fact that the bishop preached at a missionary rally on the same trip
and the fact that the pastor and the superintendent ignored church
law when they insisted on covering the bishop’s expenses, do not
completely “clear” the episcopal leader.??

The testimony about the raising of foreign travel money for the
bishop and his wife also hardly clears him. Smith’s testimony that
they never received enough to cover their expenses does not erase
the implications of another statement that he made: “The church
takes care of the actual expenses of myself, but individuals and
churches and different groups have helped.” Why did he need
money in addition to his expenses? Why was it apparently assumed
that his wife should accompany him on official trips? The bishop ob-
viously permitted the raising of such funds; the claim read by
Scrimshire from a former superintendent that gifts for a trip by
Mrs. Smith to India were “an entirely voluntary matter with the
churches and pastors” does not change this fact.*

Even Etchieson’s response to Stewart’s claim that Smith sought
valuable gifts from members of the Indian Mission® left an element
of doubt. The superintendent described a situation in which
“fiercely independent” Indians, for whom the sharing of gifts was a
normal practice, voluntarily gave gifts, whose value was minimal,
to a leader whom they greatly respected. However, Smith’s state-
ment that he would not accept a gift from someone who could not af-
ford it shows that the bishop and his superintendent did discuss
gifts and implies that value could be attached to at least some of
them. Etchieson thus probably went too far in minimizing the
worth of the gifts given to the bishop. It is true that when Stewart
referred to “valuable items” in his list of gifts allegedly solicited by
Etchieson, he included some that could have had little value, e.g.,
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Bishop Angie Smith
Chapel, on the
campus of Oklahoma
City University
(Courtesy Oklahoma
City University
Library).

“beaded handbags” and “saddles,” remembering that “Geronimo’s
saddle” was probably a hoax. But he also named “rugs” and “jew-
elry,” which could have had considerable value, and he had a state-
ment from Sahmaunt, admittedly, as Etchieson underlined, almost
certainly not written by him but still signed by him. It claimed that
the superintendent told the Indians “what to give and when to
give.” Stewart fell short, however, of showing that the bishop actu-
ally instructed his superintendent to solicit gifts, and the nature of
Stewart’s evidence about rugs and jewelry is not clear.

Perhaps most seriously implicating Bishop Smith was some of
the evidence about the only broad, general complaint in Stewart’s
list: the bishop’s “[p]lermitting preachers to solicit money for him
and for his family from their colleagues and church treasuries.”
This accusation represented the heart of the minister’s concerns
about bishops. Testimony supporting Smith included statements
that an anniversary gift was a surprise, that the bishop never asked
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for gifts, and that he had asked that gifts not be given. Yet in the
frequently repeated testimony that there never was a relationship
between gifts given and the quality of appointments received, there
is a clear implication that gifts were given. Smith admitted as much
with his affirmation, quoted earlier: “If we have reached a place in
the Methodist Church that the giving of a gift either by me or to me
is a sin, then I have certainly a false conception of love.” Stewart’s
wording of this complaint accused the bishop merely of allowing the
raising of money for himself and his family. At another trial
Scrimshire was to describe the giving of gifts to the bishop as “one
of the Methodist ministers’ features of brotherhood[;] it is just like
one big family.”®® Stewart, on the other hand, saw it as putting the
church on the level of corrupt politics. As with the repeated raising
of travel funds for Mrs. Smith, the bishop could have put a stop to
other gifts by simply announcing that the practice was not
acceptable.

In the church trial of James J. Stewart, Bishop Smith was the
primary witness about the facts of the case and about applicable
church law. Stewart wrote later that he had requested the trial “for
the sole purpose of getting an open hearing where the sordid love
offering evils could be brought out into the open.”®” He failed to se-
cure an open trial, but he succeeded in generating considerable
publicity for his cause. The trial record itself never became public;
part of it was lost or misplaced, and it still is difficult to access.?

What Stewart clearly succeeded in doing was having himself re-
moved from all significant relationship with the denomination of
his childhood and ordination. Despite his record of starting two new
congregations and despite his unanimous support by the official
board at St. John’s, some of the ministers who testified against him
described him as a publicity-hungry renegade and a misfit who did
not adequately promote the program of the denomination.*® Some of
the lay persons who knew him best and were prepared to testify on
his behalf continued to remember him long after his trial as a self-
less man of principle who wanted nothing more than to hold his
church to the highest of ethical standards.

The case against Stewart, as we have seen, included detailed dis-
cussion about several of his accusations against Smith. This was so
extensive that it is reasonable to say that the bishop was on trial as
well as Stewart. The testimony in defense of the bishop did little
more than repeat some of what had already been spelled out in the
official reports of the Oklahoma Committee of Investigation.®® It
showed that on some counts Stewart’s claims were clearly without
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merit, yet others could not be completely dismissed. In fact, it sup-
ported the conclusion that the bishop permitted the raising of gift
money for himself and for Mrs. Smith, especially for trips outside
the United States. For some, like Stewart, the love gifts resulted
from pressure that could reach the level of coercion and even cor-
ruption. For others, like Scrimshire, they were mere signs of broth-
erly affection.5!

Bishop W. Angie Smith returned from the trial to Oklahoma City
and continued to preside from there over the work of The Methodist
Church in Oklahoma, New Mexico, and part of West Texas until he
retired in 1968. It appears that the practices of providing gifts for
the bishop and supporting his and Mrs. Smith’s international travel
to churches were continued.® Gift giving for bishops and their fami-
lies in the successor United Methodist Church has apparently be-
come less widespread than in the Smith era, although it is still a
frequent practice to recognize bishops in a substantial way when
they transfer from one area to another and when they retire from
active service. In neither case is there any reason to suspect that fa-
vor is being sought.

Some of the problems visible throughout the Stewart trial have
since been corrected. Complaints against a bishop, for example, are
heard by a jurisdictional committee, not by a conference committee
made up entirely of ministers over whom the bishop presides. Fur-
thermore, open trials are now permitted.®® At the very least, the
Stewart proceedings provided a historical backdrop for these
changes, and it is not unreasonable to assume that his and similar
trials helped to bring about these changes.
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trict and “wanted money.” See “Church v. Stewart,” 48. The LMDM, however, pre-
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to find files of Clegg’s correspondence have been unsuccessful.
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48 “Church v. Stewart,” 37-38.

49 For reasons that are unclear Scrimshire did not deal with all of Stewart’s accusa-
tions. One complaint that was completely ignored, strangely enough, was one where
Stewart appears to have been completely off base. He charged Smith with taking
money for “a New Mexico Episcopal Residence that does not exist.” With the help of
poor wording in a report or two in the conference journal, Stewart interpreted money
set aside for the bishop to reside in New Mexico at the Sacramento Assembly for a few
weeks in the summer as referring to a building. Scrimshire had full knowledge of this
matter, yet he did not discuss it at all when he took the stand. Ironically, if Stewart
had read the meaning of “residence” correctly, he could have made a case against the
bishop’s taking expense money that should have been provided from the Episcopal
Fund rather than by the conference. Scrimshire also almost ignored another accusa-
tion by Stewart, except for a passing reference by one witness, the claim that he took
“excessive fees for a preaching mission” in a local church. Stewart had solid evidence
that the bishop received one thousand dollars for preaching during Holy Week of 1956
at Central Church in Albuquerque. Bishops were explicitly permitted by church law
to accept remuneration for such events, however, so the only question was whether
this amount was “excessive.” Scrimshire may have passed over this accusation be-
cause he knew that it had a basis in fact and preferred not to show the bishop as re-
ceiving a large, albeit legal, amount.

50 James J. Stewart, untitled manuscript beginning, “There is a proverb,” LMDM
Scrapbook, St. John’s.

51 “Church v. Stewart,” 31, 32.

52 One of the official reports from the Oklahoma Committee of Investigation and the
three district superintendents argues that the local church took care of the bishop’s
expenses because there “was not only a service for First Church, but a District Mis-
sionary Rally held that night in First Church.” The hundred-dollar honorarium, the
report said, Smith accepted “to be used in the work of the Church,” and the national
treasurer’s office of the denomination said that such a procedure was “not out of line
in the least with the policy of The Methodist Church.” This report, however, also re-
ferred to a letter from Brawn, in which the pastor indicated that the church “wanted
to relieve the Episcopal Fund of the extra expense for the long trip out to Albuquer-
que....” See “Complaints of the Local Preacher . .., 6-7, Ford Papers. Brawn’s testi-
mony made it even clearer that the covering of expenses and the honorarium were
both directly related to the ceremony for First Church, which was to be “a red-letter
day for the church,” and for which “the Bishop had put aside other things to come
here.” A “little gift” was therefore appropriate. The church law in question stated that
“all visitation to local churches” by a bishop on official business were to be paid by the
“treasurer of the Council on World Service and Finance,” who administered the Epis-
copal Fund. Discipline, 1956, Par. 773.

53 What a superintendent saw as voluntary some of the pastors responsible to him
might have seen in a different light. A graphic illustration of the common practice of
raising money for bishops’ wives to travel overseas with their husbands can be found
in the case of Bishop Dana Dawson, whose wife received two thousand dollars so that
she could go with him to Latin America, yet he stated that love gifts did not exist “in
our area.” Refer to a photograph of the Dawsons as she receives a check, Christian Ad-
vocate, October 28,1954, 14. See also “Bishop’s Record Clean,” Wichita (Kansas) Ea-
gle, May 17,1957, 6A.

54 Etchieson apparently referred to the Oklahoma Indian Mission as a conference.
See “Church v. Stewart,” 22. Actually, it did not become a missionary conference until
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1972. United Methodist Church, General Conference, 1972, Daily Christian Advo-
cate, April 26, 1972, 23.

% Several years after the trial, in 1962, Bishop Smith received a buckskin suit and
Mrs. Smith received a doeskin dress at the annual meeting of the Indian Mission. See
the photograph on page 63, from the Daily Oklahoman for June 17,1962. Shortly af-
ter the publication of that article, the suit and dress were stolen from their display
case in the W. Angie Smith Chapel at Oklahoma City University.

56 “Deposition of a Witness,” JOE BERRY SCRIMSHIRE,” 43, in Stewart v. Ging. 43.

57 Stewart, “I Was a Methodist Preacher,” 19.

58 The trial record was apparently not preserved by the annual conference secretar-
ies, as church law required. See Discipline, 1956, Par. 1024. It is possible, however,
that it was destroyed by a fire at the Sacramento Assembly. The partial record,
“Church v. Stewart,” appeared in an envelope dated July 3, 1979, with no source indi-
cated, in the office of the Bishop of the New Mexico Conference. It had only the nota-
tion, “Confidential. May be opened after Jan. 1,2000 A.D.” Following that date Bishop
D. Max Whitfield consulted with church attorneys and then permitted access to the
author once permission had been attained from Shelby Smith, the surviving son of
Bishop Smith. (No immediate family of Rev. Stewart was still alive when access was
allowed, Mrs. Stewart having died in 2002). Practically speaking, anyone desiring to
view this record today must still petition the resident bishop of the New Mexico Con-
ference. Legally, however, church law still names the secretary of the annual confer-
ence as the custodian of trial records. The Book of Discipline of The United Methodist
Church, 2008 (Nashville, Tenn.: United Methodist Publishing House, 2008), Par.
2713.5.

59 Almost four decades after the Stewart trial and about a year before his death at
age ninety, Scrimshire had little recollection of the trial but, interestingly enough,
was willing to refer to the minister as a “fine man” and an “effective pastor.” Joe B.
Scrimshire, interview by A. W. Martin, Jr., August 2, 1996, El Paso, Texas, notes in
possession of author.

50 The report already referenced, “Complaints of the Local Preacher . . .,” did not
widely circulate; a second, much briefer, report, however, was widely publicized:
“Complaints Against Bishop W. Angie Smith Found Base and Untrue: Accuser Is Con-
demned,” Oklahoma-New Mexico Methodist, January, 1957, 1. It provided the basis
for Stewart’s libel suit, Stewart v. Ging, which was directed primarily against Joe
Scrimshire. See Martin, “So Much Over So Little? The Libel Suit of James J. Stewart.”

61 See Dave Smoker, “Pastor Admits Donating Toward Gifts for Bishop,” Albuquer-
que Journal, February 5, 1959, 1, 4.

62Reverend Wayne Coffin recalled that in 1960 he was called by his district superin-
tendent and informed of the amount he was expected to provide to help Mrs. Smith ac-
company her husband on a trip to Europe. Wayne Coffin, telephone interview by A. W.
Martin, Jr., January 22, 1997, notes in possession of author.

83 See Discipline, 2008, Par. 2708.12.
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