Leadership University Reprint

Reprinted from First T hings: A Monthl yJournal of Religion and Public Life ¯ June/July1992 ¯ Num ber 24

A T ale of Two Bishops

James Hitchcock

Cop yright (c) 1992 First T hings 24 (June/July1992): 8-9.

In the years 1975-76, Catholics attending Mass anywhere in the state o f Montana wo uld have heard the priest prayfor

"Paul, our Pope, and Eldon, our Bishop." Apart fromthe fact that outside of Montana there has never been a Catholic bishop in the United States named Eldon, there was nothing surprising about this.

What was surprising, as the traveler mo ved fro mto wn to to wn, was the discover ythat there are in fact two dioceses in the state of Mo ntana and that at the time both of themhad bishops named Eldon. T o be precise, Eld o n Schuster was bishop of Great Falls, Eld e n Curtiss bishop of Helena.

(Bishop Schuster retired in 1977.)

T wo millennia pass. B yso me process-global war ming, a new ice age, ozone depletion, over-population, a nuclear holocaust-most of the to wns and cities of the United States are destroyed, and with them mo st of the libraries and archives. Helena and Great Falls are reduced to mere villages, gathering places for shepherds in the winter.

Missoula is no wo ne of America’s largest cities, and in the year 4002 its thriving Catholic archdiocese invites a distinguished scholar fro mthe Catholic Universityo f

America to lecture there, a man steeped in ancient languages and church histor y. T he official preacis of his talk best captures its import:

"Montana Catholics are justlyproud of their ver yold and distinguished ecclesiastical histor y, including the ver yfull account theypossess co ncerning the histor yo f their church in previous millennia. T he book, The History of the Catholic

Church in Montana , written about the year 2300, is one of the fullest stories we have of earlyAmerican church histor y.

"T he reliabilityo f that wor k is, unfortunately, increasingly questioned b yscholars who have studied it carefully. One chapter in particular illustrates quite strikingly the necessity for skepticism-the report that, in the late twentieth centur y, there were two dioceses in the state of Mo ntana, both of which had, at the same time, a bishop named Eldon, or

Elden.

"Fromsurviving birth and death records, tax rolls, telephone books, etc., scholars have ascertained that the name ’ Eldon’ was not a co mmon one in the late twentieth centur y, ’ Elden’ even less so. Further more, byregional patterns it was much more likely to occur among Protestants than amo ng

Catholics. Fragmentar ybaptismal records of Catholic churches of the period reveal ver yfew bo ys christened with either name.

"T he likelihood that there wo uld be two Catholic bishops named Eldo (e)n in neighboring dioceses at the same exact mo ment in histor ydefies probability.

"No doubt there was a bishop named Eldo (e)n. T here are fragments with that name and a small cross in front o f it fro mthe era in question, who se provenance was probably

Montana. But scholars think that almost certainlythere was onlyone such person, not two.

"T he official histor ytells of a flourishing church in Montana which at so me point found it desirable to split into two dioceses because of the great size of the state. Scholars no w suspect, ho wever, that in reality there was so me kind of factional conflict or schismin Montana Catholicism in the late twentieth centur y, which produced two rival ecclesial communities-that o f Helena and that o f Great Falls.

"Bishop Eldo (e)n was probablythe last bishop of a united

Montana, valiantlyholding the church to gether in the face of gro wing tensio ns. Because o f this, both factions after the split claimed himas their o wn, the variant spelling o f his name indicating different E nglish dialects spoken in the t wo communities, a linguistic split itself probablyindicating the ethnic division that was at the root of the conflict.

"It is important to remember that the History of the Catholic

Church in Montana was written three centuries after the split occurred and that the author had to relyo n various legend s that had been passed do wn. T hese legends in tur n had been created bythe respective co mmunities to explain their o wn pasts to themselves. Each needed the authority of the no w-legendar yBishop Eldo (e)n, claiming to be his authentic spiritual descendants.

"Probablyalso in the late t wentieth centur y, Helena had a bishop named Curtiss and Great Falls had a bishop named

Schuster, mo st likelythe first bishop of each co mmunity after the split. In time, as memories o f the actual historical events faded, each co mmunity conflated Bishop Eldo (e)n with its o wn first leader-hence Bishop Eldon Schuster and

Bishop Elden Curtiss. (T he names give further clues as to the ethnic divisio ns that split the co mmunities-Schuster has been found to indicate a Ger manic identity, and Curtiss probable origins in the British Isles.)

"T he author of the HTCCIM set do wn the truth as he had heard it, but he was not a critical scholar. His purpose was to preserve for the Catholics of Mo ntana their stories about themselves, not to record objective histor y. T hus he perpetuated the myth of the amicable division o f the state

into two dioceses and the frankly preposterous stor yof the two bishops named Eldo (e)n."

As might have been expected, the lecture created quite a stir througho ut the state of Montana, and so me Catholics complained rather loudly that debunking "experts" should not be brought in to upset the faithful. But the whole episode was nicelyp ut into context b yan editorial in the

Missoula archdiocesan newspaper:

"Montana Catholics are naturallydisturbed at having so me of their mo st cherished legends called into doubt. But we must remember that our faith is in no way dependant on the truth or falsity of such tales. T heyonce served a pious purpose; theyno longer do. Wisely, the archdiocese has decided for the time being to remove the marble plaque in the cathedral listing all the bishop s of the state for three millennia, until a more careful investigatio n can be made into the accuracyof its claims.

"Rather than blaming the messenger who seems to bring us bad news, we sho uld thank o ur distinguished visitor for sharing his insights with us, and we sho uld rejoice that, once again, b ytheir integrity, learning, and unbiased attention to the facts, scholars have shed needed light into a dark corner of the past."

JAMES HIT CHCOCK is P rofessor of History at St. Louis

University.

Cop yr ight © 1998 b yFIRST T HINGS.

Copyright/Reproduction Limitations

T his data file is the sole propert yof Leadership Universit y. It m aynot be altered or edited in an yway. It m aybe reproduced onl yin its entiret yfor circulation as "freewar e," without charge. All reproductions of this data file m ust contain the cop yright notice (i.e., "Cop yright © 1998 b yFirst T hings ") and this Cop yright/Reproduction Lim itations notice.

T his data file m aynot be used without the perm ission of Leadership Universityfor resale or the enhancem ent of anyother product sold.

FIRST T HINGS

156 F ifth Avenue, Suite 400

New York , NY10010

Phone: (212) 627-1985

Em ail: ft@firstthings.com

W eb: http://www.firstthings.com

Leadership University

3440 Sojourn Drive, Suit 200

Carrollton, T X 75006

Phone: (972) 713-7130

Fax: (972) 713-7670

Em ail: lu@leaderu.com

W eb: http://www.leaderu.com