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	The 10 November 1983 marks the 500th anniversary of the birth of Doctor Martin Luther of Eisleben.  On this occasion, numerous Christians, especially those of Evangelical-Lutheran confession, remember that theologian who, on the threshold of modern times, contributed in a significant way to a radical change in the ecclesial and lay outlook in the West.  Our world still experiences today his great impact on history.


	In the Catholic Church the name of Martin Luther is linked, throughout the centuries, to the memory of a painful period and, in particular, to the experience of the origins of profound ecclesial divisions.  For this reason, the 500th anniversary of the birth of Martin Luther must be for us a reason for meditating, in Christian truth and love, on that event so full of history that was the age of the Reformation.  Because it is the time that, by distancing ourselves from the historical events, means that they can often be  better understood and remembered.


	Famous personages and institutions of Lutheran Christianity have therefore indicated the possibility that the year dedicated to Luther should be marked by a genuine ecumenical spirit and that discussions on Luther should contribute to the unity of Christians.  I welcome with satisfaction this intention and I perceive in it a fraternal invitation to reach out together in a deeper and more complete vision of the historical events and a critical reflection on the many-sided inheritance of Luther.


	In fact, scientific research of evangelical and Catholic scholars, unearth results which have already reached remarkable points of convergence, and have led to a painting of  a more complete and changed picture of Luther’s personality and of the complex web of the historical, social, political and ecclesial situation of the first half of the fifteenth century.  As a result, Luther’s profound religious character has been more clearly determined, together with how by a burning passion, he was consumed by the question on eternal salvation.  Likewise, it has been clearly shown that the break in ecclesial unity cannot be reduced either to the lack of understanding by the authorities of the Catholic Church, or simply to the lack of understanding of true Catholicism by Luther, even if both factors have played a role.


	The decisions taken had much deeper roots.  In the dispute on the relationship between Faith and Tradition, basic questions of correct interpretation and on the reception of the Christian faith were in play; these alone had a potential for ecclesial division that cannot be explained just by historical reasons.


	Therefore a double effort is required, both as regards Martin Luther, and in the search for re-establishing unity.  In the first place it is important to continue careful historical work.  It is a question of achieving, through an unprejudiced investigation, motivated only by a search for the truth, a just image of the reformer, of the whole age of the Reformation and of the persons who were involved in it.  The fault, where it exists, must be acknowledged, wherever it is found; where controversy has dulled the sight, the sharpness of this vision must be corrected no matter what side is involved.  Moreover, we must not allow ourselves to be guided by the intention of making ourselves judges of history, but solely by the intention of a better understanding of  the events and of being bearers of truth.  It is only by placing ourselves, without reservations, in an attitude of purification through the truth, that we can find common ground for an interpretation of the past and at the same time reach a new point of departure for present-day dialogue.


	And this precisely is the second point that is necessary.  The clarification of history, which took place in the past and in its interpretation still persists, must keep in step with the dialogue of faith in our search for unity that, at present, we are jointly undertaking.  This dialogue finds its solid basis, according to the Evanglical-Lutheran confessional writings, in what still unites us even after separation and that is: in the Word of the Scripture, in the Confessions of faith, in the Councils of the ancient Church.  I am therefore sure, Your Eminence, that, on these bases and in this spirit, the Secretariat for unity, under your guidance, will carry on this dialogue which was begun with great seriousness in Germany, already before the Second Vatican Council, and that it will do so in loyalty to the Faith freely given, which involves penitence and readiness to learn by listening.


	In humble contemplation of the Mystery of divine Providence and devotedly listening to what the Spirit of God teaches us today, in memory of the events of the time of the Reformation, the Church tends to extend the frontiers of its love, to achieve the Unity of all those who, through Baptism, bear the name of Jesus Christ.  I accompany the work of this Secretariat and all the ecumenical efforts for the great cause of the unity of all Christians with my special prayers and blessing.


	From the Vatican, 31 October 1983.
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