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ey clinks into the money chest, the soul 
flies out of purgatory." 

Some accounts relate that Tetzel once 
sold an indulgence to a nobleman who 
was seeking protection against a future 
sin. Subsequent to the transaction, the 
nobleman, with the aid of a few accom 
plices, set upon Tetzel and beat him. 
Having delivered the beating, the no 
bleman then informed Tetzel that the 
attack on him was the sin for which he 
had purchased the indulgence. 

Tetzel was also alleged to have 
claimed that indulgences would work even for someone who had raped Mary, 
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"Church Service 
Before Battle" 
depicts a group 
of soldiers 
kneeling to 
pray at a 
church service 
before going 
into battle 
during World 
War I. 

mother of God. Though he emphati 
cally denied promoting this particular 
example, it had circulated enough to 
inspire Luther's 75th thesis: "To con 
sider papal indulgences so great that 
they could absolve a man even if he 
had done the impossible and had vio 
lated the mother of God is madness." 

Even less extreme examples of in 
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dulgences were anathema to Luther, 
who stressed the importance of having 
to undergo genuine repentance. Pur 
chasing indulgences showed people 
how to (purportedly) escape the pun 
ishments of sin but not how to avoid 
sinning in future. Luther felt that in 
dulgences, particularly in their cur 
rent state, had largely removed contri 
tion from the spiritual ballgame. 

Subsequent to his posting of the 95 
Theses, Luther and Tetzel engaged in 
an ongoing public disputation. The 
latter tried to defend himself and the 
authority of the pope but ultimately 
returned to his Leipzig monastery "de 
serted by the public, broken in spirit, 
[and] wrecked in health," as told by 
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From a Catholic perspective, the con 

troversy over kneeling during the na 
tional anthem is strange. Many people, 
like President Donald Trump, are crit 
icizing players for kneeling because 
they say it shows disrespect. For Cath 
olics, however, kneeling during litur 
gy is a sign of respect. In fact, kneeling 
before the American flag might be con 
sidered idolatrous. 

Catholics have had their own contro 
versies over kneeling. If you visit Cath 
olic churches in Europe, you will dis 
cover that many, if not most of them, do 
not have kneelers. Congregants are ex 
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from left, 
San Francisco 
49ers outside 
linebacker 
Eli Harold, 
quarterback 
Colin Kaeper- 
nick and safety 
Eric Reid 
kneel during 
the national 
anthem before 
an NFL football 
game in 
Santa Clara. 
California. 

the Catholic Encyclopedia. On Aug. 11, 
1519, he died at age 54  emotionally 
exhausted and quite the outcast. 

When Tetzel was on his deathbed in 
Leipzig, Luther wrote to him, telling 
him "not to be troubled," for Tetzel did 
not begin the scandalous practice, or as 
Luther phrased it: "the child had quite 
a different father." The grand reformer 
instead placed the root of his blame on 
more elevated figures in the church hi 
erarchy, including Pope Leo X. 

Though Luther was trying to down 
play Tetzel's personal culpability, not 
everyone was following this track. Soon 
after Tetzel's death, he became more of 
a scapegoat, as papal ambassador Karl 
von Miltitz put the whole blame for the 
indulgence controversy on him and 
also made severe, unsubstantiated alle 
gations against his character. 

Ultimately, Tetzel's "powers have 
been overrated by friend and foe alike," 
in the view of Ludwig von Pastor, au 
thor of The History of the Popes. Pas 
tor described Tetzel as "an eloquent 
and popular preacher" but also "prone 
to exaggerations" and "wanting in 
modesty and simplicity." He adds that 
the "arrogant and pretentious" Tetzel 
"carried out the duties of his office in 
such a businesslike way that scandals 
could not fall to arise." 

Indeed, the "scandals" would mark 
Tetzel profoundly enough to ensure 
that his name survives only in connec 
tion to a most indulgent enterprise. 
Wherever his soul may dwell, his lega 
cy remains in a purgatory from which 
no one can purchase release. 

[Ray Cavanaugh is a Massachusetts native 
who enjoys long walks. short novels and 
colorful characters. He has written for such 
publications as Celtic Life. History Today and 
New Oxford Review.] 

pected to stand or sit during Mass. The 
Roman Missal as issued by the Vatican 
actually calls for the assembly to stand 
during the eucharistic prayer, except 
for briefly kneeling during the institu 
tional narrative or consecration. 

Standing while praying actually fol 
lows the Jewish tradition, where peo 
ple stood while praying in the temple. 
Kneeling was seen as an expression of 
penitence. 

In A.D. 325, the Council of Nicaea, 
which is responsible for the Nicene 
Creed recited at Mass, actually for 
bade kneeling during the Easter sea 
son, which is a time for rejoicing, not 
penance. Symbolically, the community 
stands with the risen Christ. Worship 
ers stand while they await his return. 

In the United States, Catholic congre 
gations kneel during the eucharistic 
prayer because the American bishops 
requested an exception from Rome. The 
bishops argued that American Cath 
olics preferred to kneel and that they 
would be scandalized by standing. Lit 
urgists objected and lost, although in 
some progressive Catholic parishes, we 
see congregants standing. 

The meaning of new symbols and 
symbolic gestures can be confusing, 
whether in Catholic liturgy or in the lit- 
urgy surrounding football games. What 
is clear from the experience of the NFL 
and the Catholic Church is that symbol 
ic gestures mean different things to dif 
ferent people. If you go into a bar and 
hold up two fingers, are you ordering 
two beers, asking for a table for two or 
giving the peace sign to friends? 

Linguists distinguish between signs 
and symbols. Signs (like a stop sign) 
have a single meaning that is clear to 
everyone. Symbols can have multiple 
meanings that are culturally deter 
mined. Meaning is not always obvious; 

it has to be learned. 
Symbols can have exactly the oppo 

site meaning to different people. Wear 
ing a skullcap in a synagogue is seen 
as a sign of respect, but for a man to 
wear a hat in a Catholic Church would 
be considered disrespectful unless he 
is a bishop in a miter. 

Symbols often need to be interpret 
ed to those who see them for the first 
time. It should not be surprising that 
they are often misinterpreted. 

Who decides what a symbol means? 
In a hierarchical organization like the 
Catholic Church, the clergy attempts to 
control meaning, although not always 
successfully. Trump seems to think that 
he is the pope of the NFL  only he de 
termines what symbols mean. 

TheoreticallY, the artist or commu 
nity that creates a symbol should be 
the one who determines its meaning, 
but the creator must also be sensitive 
to the wider world that will see the 
symbol. 

Standing during the eucharistic 
prayer is not disrespectful, but a con 
gregation may need to be educated if 
its members have knelt all their lives. 
The meaning of standing needs to be 
explained. 

In the case of the NFL, those kneel 
ing should be allowed to explain their 
symbolic action. If they say it is a pro 
test against racial injustice and not 
an attack on the flag, their interpre 
tation should be respected. They are 
the authors of their action and have a 
unique right and obligation to explain 
it. Challenging their interpretation of 
their actions is arrogant and demean 
ing. To tell them they cannot express 
and explain their views is to cut off 
their freedom of expression. 

But the ultimate test of a symbol is 
whether the creator's interpretation is 

accepted by the larger community. As 
more people support those who kneel 
and as kneeling spreads from the NFL 
to high schools, it looks like the kneel 
ers are winning. 

Symbols can also be a rich topic of 
conversation and dialogue. Last year, 
at St. Ignatius College Prep in San 
Francisco, where my brother is pres 
ident, three players wanted to kneel 
during the national anthem. My broth 
er's only condition was that they talk 
it over with their teammates first. The 
players were also given an opportunity 
to explain their actions to the student 
body in a school assembly and through 
a video. 

"The conversation and dialogue we 
had went better than I expected," ex 
plained Joe Lofton, one of the kneel 
ing players, to NCR. "The best part 
about it was that people were com 
fortable enough to share how they felt 
about it." 

One player spoke passionately in de 
fense of America, which had saved the 
lives of the player's family by welcom 
ing them as refugees. The discussion 
brought the team closer together, and 
when the players knelt, their team 
mates stood behind them, some kneel 
ing, some standing, with their hands 
on their shoulders. 

My brother took a lot of flak from 
people who wanted him to expel the 
students, just as the NFL is getting 
flak from Trump, who wants the play 
ers fired. 

Would that adults could be as ma 
ture as high school students. 

[Jesuit  Fr.  Thomas  Reese  1s  a  columnist  for 
Religion News Service and author of  Inside 
the Vatican: The Politics and Organization of 
the Catholic Church.] 
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