
LAFAYETTE – More than 200 Catholics and Protestants listened to Bishop Timothy L. 

Doherty and the Rev. John Armstrong speak on “The Reformation: Common Ground?” on Oct. 

17 at Duncan Hall.  

“It’s hard for us to appreciate how compressed a story most of us got as young people 

about why the churches were different,” Bishop Doherty said. “We don’t tend to think of the 

political and theological atmosphere of that time.” 

Oct. 31 will mark the 500th anniversary of Martin Luther nailing his 95 theses on Catholic 

indulgences to the door of Wittenberg Cathedral, Wittenberg, Germany. 

Movable type was fairly new at the time, which led to the printing of his theses and 

speeches.  

“So the Reformation was the first media event. It’s hard for us to understand what a huge 

difference that made,” Bishop Doherty said.  

Segments of the video series “This Changed Everything: 500 Years of Reformation” by 

the Christian History Institute were shown and discussed. The video included comments from 

various Catholics and Protestants, including Rev. Armstrong, who is a theology professor from 

Wheaton College, Wheaton, Ill., and co-founder of the Mundelein Catholic-Protestant 

Encounter, and Bishop Robert Barron, auxiliary bishop of the Archdiocese of Los Angeles. 

“It’s humbling on all sides – it’s not just Luther’s and Catholics – but splinters of all 

kinds of people,” Bishop Doherty said. “It’s worth knowing the issues that were important to 

them and to see something make an attempt to purify the Church. Luther was just being a good 

theologian looking for expression. I think history bears out the fact that he had no intention of 

throwing a hand grenade in a crowd.” 

Rev. Armstrong said that neither Catholics or Luther or those who came later had set out 

to divide the Church, but wanted to reform the church.  

“The times, the circumstances, the personalities and the points of disagreement all 

coalesced in a way, and the social moment of the printing press changed the masses,” he said. 

“Behind it all was this power of the empire, provinces, nations and the secular wars – it’s hard 

for us as Americans to understand – but they had a real say about favor of the religions in their 

particular area.” 

The Reformation set events into motion that reverberate even now. 

Protestants believe that it stripped away the veil obscuring the good news of grace 

through faith alone, pointing the church back to its Biblical roots. It set people free from 

oppressive hierarchies and paved the way for religious liberty, democracy, and expanding 

economic freedom. It made marriage a choice based on love, and church membership a personal 

decision. It expanded roles for women and encouraged literacy. The Reformation provoked 

endless division and bloodshed. It destroyed thousands of lives but one could argue it liberated 

millions more.  

In 1791, the newly-formed United States of America adopted an amendment to the 

Constitution barring Congress from impeding the free exercise of any religion. “ 

With the new atmosphere of relative freedom, all the major branches of the Reformation 

gave birth to other denominations, each fueled by its own doctrinal and cultural beliefs. After 

centuries of bloodshed in Europe, it was shocking that people of different religions could coexist.  

At the last official count, there were 35,000 plus denominations but no one knows for 

sure. Some see this as church’s natural diversity, while others see it as a regrettable outcome of 

the Reformation.  



“The message it sends to the world is that when we can’t get along, we simply form new 

groups,” Rev. Armstrong said. “When we don’t agree on methodology – not just theology – the 

way we do evangelization, worship, the style of music – we split churches at the drop of a hat.  

“Doctrine is the teaching of the church, the teaching of the faithful,” he said. “When there 

is a dispute, at that point it is significant. All those significances, points at which we disagree, are 

disagreements that neither Bishop Doherty nor I think is in themselves either damning or 

unimportant. Those aren’t the only options – one or the other. It’s easy for us to look back on 

these times, these personalities, and say, ‘We’re different – we’re more enlightened, we’re 

better.’ Are we? What do these differences mean going forward? We do have commonalities.”  

“It is our awareness of the centrality of Jesus, not just a faith or doctrine – a personal 

practice of prayer that I have to keep coming back to,” Bishop Doherty said. “Christ is the 

uniting factor. If you can talk about the Catholic Church for 30 minutes and not mention the 

name of Jesus, there is something wrong.  

“The word unity doesn’t have to mean uniformity,” he said. “I think that’s what scares 

people. When we think of unity as baptized people or unity of the church, we think we are all 

gathered at the same worship service, we all have to have the same prayer book, the same hymns, 

we have to believe in the sacraments or not believe in them. I don’t think that’s what we are here 

saying. I think if the Lord is the focus of our attention, he will draw us into the right position in 

terms of not only how we are with God but how we are with our neighbor and how we carry on a 

conversation with other churches. I find in my own background that was a very difficult thing to 

overcome, bringing Christ into conversations. But I think we fail if Christ himself isn’t the 

unifier – that is the way to the Father. I’m hopeful.” 

Rev. Armstrong urges people of any religion to take one step toward another person.  

“You discover how much you don’t know, how much you can learn and love more when 

you walk toward another and enter into a relationship,” he said. “That’s a friendship -- a 

listening, loving relationship -- rather than just doctrinal barriers or boundaries.” 

 “Unity in one way is a symptom of humility,” Bishop Doherty said. “It’s as simple as 

that – your ability to be in unity. Pope Francis always talks about encounter and accompaniment, 

and we can’t know people unless we encounter them. We have to be willing to accompany them, 

and be open to the working of the Holy Spirit.”  

“Coming tonight was important to me,” said Tom, a member of Our Lady of Grace 

Parish, Noblesville. “Too often we put people in boxes for their stands or beliefs. But I didn’t 

hear that tonight. I am passionately wanting to find common ground with other faiths, to find 

where our common points are, and I really heard that tonight.” 

Sue Schmidt, a parishioner of St. Lawrence, Lafayette, said she appreciated the breadth 

and depth of the talk.  

“It reminds us that unity rests with Christ as the center,” she said. “It was very refreshing 

and uplifting to have that shared.” 

The evening was sponsored by the Aquinas Educational Foundation, the Frank J. Lewis 

Foundation, and the Diocese of Lafayette.  


