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WFD gets caught in the middle of church issue 
• WFU asked station to restrict 
coverage; staff questions move 
By John RaHey 
JOURNAL REPORTER 

The issue of whether members of Wake Forest Bap-
tist Church can hold same-sex covenant ceremonies on 
the Wake Forest University campus has inspired for 
months complex questions about the relationship be-
tween the school and the church. 

This week, the issue raised complicated questions 
about the university's relationship with its public radio 

station , WFDD. When a committee formed from the 
school's board of trustees asked Wednesday that the 
church not hold covenant ceremonies on campus, 
university officials asked that WFDD reporters restrict 
their coverage to a school press release. 

Some station employees said they felt that their jobs 
would be in jeopardy if they didn't honor the request -
which they say compromised their reputation for unbi-
ased reporting. "I thought I had journalistic freedom 
up to this point, and now I've found that I don't," said 
Mike Janssen, a WFDD reporter. 

But Sandra Boyette, the school's vice president of 
public affairs, said she made the request so that the 

reporting would be unbiased . Because WFDD report-
ers are university employees, she said, she didn't want 
them to appear to be interpreting the committee's 
request. "They're a news organization, and they might 
be perceived as representing the university opinion." 

Responding to Boyette's request, WFDD reporters 
based their coverage of the covenant-ceremony issue 
on the press release, most of which was a brief state-
ment the committee issued defining their request. "For 
example, I thought it would have been incorrect to call . 
the church and start trying to get interviews there," 
Boyette said. "The statement was the news story. I had 
told them they could certainly call Kevin Cox." 

Cox is the university's director of media relations. 
Boyettte said she did not ask the campus newspaper, 

the 01,d Gol,d and Black , to restrict its coverage 
because the student reporters are not university em-
ployees. The newspaper published an editorial Thurs-
day that was critical of the committee's request. 

Boyette said that WFDD reporters have covered 
controversial stories on campus before, but the cove-
nant-ceremony issue is different. "There was not an-
other entity involved in the way that the church is,'' she 
said. 

See COVERAGE, Page A7 
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The Wake Forest Baptist congre-
gatjon is autonomous, but wor-
shi))S in Wait Chapel, which is 
o~ed by the university. 

'$tis is the first time that the 
;un\\rersity has asked WFDD to re-
strict its coverage of an issue. 

rfichelle Johnson, the WFDD 
e s director, said she asked sta-

tio manager Linda Ward what 
wo-ald happen if the station did not 
hoqor Boyette's request. "She said, 
Sorieone could lose their job,'" 

U'olflson said. 
Ward could not be reached .for 

FROM PAGE ONE 

comment. But Boyette said that no 
jobs were threatened in connection 
with the request, and the jobs of 
reporters who spoke for this story 
would not be threatened. 

Before the request was made, 
WFDD reporters say they had 
planned a story that looked at the 
Wake Forest situation in the con-
text of similar situations nation-
wide. 

"All I ever try to do is illuminate 
an issue, just to bring some under-
standing to 1t. That's how I perceive 
my job as a jotrrnalist in a commu-
nity," Johnson ~d._ 

Wake Forest Ba~t issued a re-
sponse Thursday to · the commit-
tee's request that it not~ld cove-
nant ceremonies on campus. 

WFDD did not air the response. 
Paul Brown, the program director, 
said he felt that to do so would have 
violated the university's request. 

Boyette, however, said that the 
station could have aired the re-
sponse, and is now free to cover the 
issue as it sees fit - as long as that 
coverage doesn't tie back to the 
committee's statement. "Because 
as far as I know, they won't have 
another statement from the trust-
ees that would require any kind of 
interpretation.'' 

Brown, Johnson and Janssen 
said the university needs a policy 
that recognizes the station's free-
dom. "I think it would disserve the 
university for the public to perceive 
that the station was beholden to the 
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university's interest. I really hope 
that we can resolve this satisfacto-
rily so it's clear, so it doesn't hap-
pen again," Johnson said. 

Boyette said: "Certainly we can 
discuss a policy, but this is such an 
unusual situation. I don't think you 
need to set a policy every time a 
news story comes along." 

John G: Medlin Jr., the chairman 
of the university's board of trustees 
and the chairman emeritus of Wa-
chovia Corp., doubted that the sta-
tion's freedom was threatened. 

"Whatever an official of Wake 
Forest might have said, I would be 
very surprised if there was any in-
tention to restrict the freedom of 
the university media in reporting 
on this issue." 
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