God’s love knows no barriers. St. Pascal’s...where all people matter.
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Dear Friends:
As you have probably heard, this past Wednesday was the 500th anniversary of the
"Birth of Protestantism" in Western Europe, the day on which Martin Luther is alleged
to have nailed his famous "95 Theses" to the door of the Wittenberg Castle Church in
Germany. There was a piece about this in last Sunday's Pioneer Press which was
helpful, appropriately wistful, and a bit misleading. Luther was, as I hope you know, a
Catholic monk until that fateful event in 1517. He was subsequently excommunicated
by the Pope, married, and became the father of children. It is questionable whether he
actually nailed a piece of parchment to the church door, as the legends have it, but
there is no doubt of his issues with the Catholicism of his time. And he was right to
name those issues. They had mostly to do with the idea that one could purchase a
person's speedier way out of Purgatory and into Heaven with donations of money.
The practice was called indulgence, and for reasons that I cannot understand it is still a
practice of the Catholic church today. Not in such a crude form now, but the basic
idea is still there, and I don't get it. The Pioneer Press article mentioned that Luther
was the Father of Protestantism, and that is not entirely correct.
From all that I've been able to learn, Luther did not set out to begin a schismatic
church. His intention was to name systemic corruption within the Vatican so as to
purify Catholic practice. Scholars have pointed out that if Luther had not made his
move then somebody like him would have had to do so because the exercise of
authority had become so polluted that it could not hold. Luther was by no means the
only person who ignited a simmering cauldron of resentment among the faithful in
Europe at the time, which is why it's not quite right to single him out as the singular
source of the Reformation. A Swiss theologian by the name of John Calvin, roughly
Luther's contemporary, was just as effective in tapping in to the sentiment of the age.
His legacy is preserved today in the so-called "reformed" churches, like the
Presbyterians in the U.S. Others, like Jan Huss, attempted the same thing a couple of
centuries earlier and were burned at the stake as heretics on orders of the Pope.
To recall all of this is not, I hope, simply to be cynical. I think it is to be honest. The
Reformation was tragic in the fact that it formally divided the churches, and the rift
remains today. But there is plenty of "blame" to go around on all sides, a fact that our
own Catholic leaders have been late to acknowledge (By "late" I mean in the past half
century or so). That Pope Francis would travel to Sweden this year to acknowledge
the common heritage that we Christians share, Lutheran and Catholic, was exactly the
right thing to do, an important step toward reconciliation. And because Minnesota is
THE place in our country where both Lutherans and Catholics abound and interface
together, this is an important occasion for mutual respect and acknowledgement.
The Reformation wasn't all about politics, however. There remain legitimate
differences in theological teachings that still separate Catholics from Lutherans, but
there are great efforts underway now to try to better understand those things so as to
bring about reconciliation. And as I have suggested here before, it is fairly unwise to
categorize all "Lutherans," let alone all "Protestants" as if they are a homogenous
group. Even in our own country there are several different Lutheran "synods" (e.g.
ELCA, Missouri Synod, Wisconsin Synod) which do not at all believe and teach the
same doctrines and practices. Some of them won't speak with each other. And there
are plenty of "Protestant" churches that have little in common with any of those
Lutherans. It is one of our hallmarks of Catholicism that we continue to welcome
under the same umbrella people who are fiercely divergent in the things they believe
about God, proper religious practices and belief. In that sense, maybe Luther just
made people more honest? In any case, Luther was much closer to the Catholic
understanding of things than a lot of other "Protestants" are. This is why it's not fair
to elevate him to the throne of "Father of Protestantism."
Fr. Mike Byron
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John William Kriegl
Frank A. Brodniewicz
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Cindy L. Jelinik
Janet M. Kelly
Melvin G. Velishek
Eileen A. McKenna
June Elizabeth Tiedemann
Leo Schmit
Mary Ann Schaefer
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Delores J. Rowan
Richard Peick
Chester Jablonski
Fr. David McCauley
Elaine Geisen
Betty Jane Kirchoff
Harold H. Kirchoff
Ted Whitney, Jr.
Ernest Ben Mondry
Dale Tinkham
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Eternal rest grant unto them O Lord...
...and let perpetual light shine upon them.

