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Richard Owen in Rome

Pope Benedict XVI is to rehabilitate Martin Luther, arguing that he
did not intend to split Christianity but only to purge the Church of
corrupt practices.

Pope Benedict will issue his findings on Luther (1483-1546) in
September after discussing him at his annual seminar of 40 fellow
theologians — known as the Ratzinger Schiilerkreis — at
Castelgandolfo, the papal summer residence. According to
Vatican insiders the Pope will argue that Luther, who was
excommunicated and condemned for heresy, was not a heretic.

Cardinal Walter Kasper, the head of the pontifical Council for
Promoting Christian Unity, said the move would help to promote
ecumenical dialogue between Catholics and Protestants. It is also
designed to counteract the impact of July's papal statement
describing the Protestant and Orthodox faiths as defective and
“not proper Churches”.

The move to re-evaluate Luther is part of a drive to soften Pope
Benedict's image as an arch conservative hardliner as he
approaches the third anniversary of his election next month. This
week it emerged that the Vatican is planning to erect a statue of
Galileo, who also faced a heresy trial, to mark the 400th
anniversary next year of his discovery of the telescope.

The Pope has also reached out to
the Muslim world to mend fences
after his 2006 speech at
Regensburg University in which he
appeared to describe Islam as
inherently violent and irrational.
This week Muslim scholars and
Vatican officials met at the
pontifical Council for Inter-
Religious Dialogue in Rome to begin laying the groundwork for a
meeting between the Pope and leading Muslims, also expected to
be held at Castelgandolfo.
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Cardinal Kasper said: “We have much to learn from Luther,
beginning with the importance he attached to the word of God.” It
was time for a “more positive” view of Luther, whose reforms had
aroused papal ire at the time but could now be seen as having
“anticipated aspects of reform which the Church has adopted
over time”.

The Castelgandolfo seminar will in part focus on the question of
apostolic succession, through which the apostles passed on the
authority they received from Jesus to the first bishops. After the
Reformation Protestants took the view that “succession” referred
only to God's Word and not to church hierarchies but some
German scholars have suggested Luther himself did not intend
this.

Luther challenged the authority of the papacy by holding that the
Bible is the sole source of religious authority and made it
accessible to ordinary people by translating it into the vernacular.
He became convinced that the Church had lost sight of the
“central truths of Christianity”, and was appalled on a visit to
Rome in 1510 by the power, wealth and corruption of the papacy.

In 1517 he protested publicly against the sale of papal
indulgences for the remission of sins in his “95 Theses”, nailing a
copy to the door of a Wittenberg church. Some theologians argue
that Luther did not intend to confront the papacy “in a doctrinaire
way” but only to raise legitimate questions - a view Pope Benedict
apparently shares.
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Luther was excommunicated by Pope Leo X, who dismissed him

initially as “a drunken German who will change his mind when
sober”.
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This is sort of like scratching someone on their face and then putting
a bandaid on their knee! If Rome is to remain ecumenical then it
must stop saying officially that it is the center of society and that
other churches can only be Christian if it retains elements from the
Romish church.

Matthew Cserhati, Szeged, Hungary

Paul from Asheville, NC USA [ hate to inform you that although the
Gutenberg Bible was printed in Germany, it was printed in Latin. The
first German bible printed was the Mentel Bible in 1466. There are
lots of German dialects. Luther went out among the people to learn
their dialect.

Carla, Nebraska, USA

Former Lutheran, now convert to the Catholic faith. Orthodox
Catholic. First to put this infalliblity issue to rest, all you have to do is
go on the Vatican website and find the few times the Popes have
pronounced their statements as "infallible:". ML looks like a Cardinal
next to heretics now!

Mattie Heimann, Renton, WA, USA
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