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Fr. Louis J. Luzbetak (1918-2005)

After a brief but losing battle with heart fail-
ure, Rev. Louis Joseph Luzbetak SVD died on
March 22, 2005, a few months shy of 87 years.
He was born on September 19, 1918, of Slovak
immigrant parents, who had both settled in Joliet,
Illinois. The second oldest of five boys, he was
educated in a Catholic grade school, Sts. Cyril and
Methodius, by nuns, as were many other children
in those times. In his reflections on his “Pilgrimage
in Mission” (1992), something of a mini-biog-
raphy, he still fondly remembered a Benedictine
nun from his first grade, who provided him with a
motto that stayed with him for the rest of his life:
“Just do your best and God will do the rest!”
Thinking he might have a vocation to the priest-
hood and encouraged in this by his parents and his
pastor, he entered the high school seminary of the
Society of the Divine Word (Societas Verbi Divini
or SVD) at Techny, Illinois, in 1932. Eventual-
ly, after four years of high school, two years of
novitiate, four years of college, and four years of
theology, he was ordained a priest in the mission-
sending religious congregation of the SVD. He
was promptly assigned to Rome for further studies
at the Gregorian University where he received a
licentiate in theology and a baccalaureate in canon
law. He was headed, he hoped, for a career in
seminary teaching and the training of indigenous
clergy in one of the Society’s mission countries.
Then providence intervened. Fr. Wilhelm
Schmidt, also a member of the SVD and still very
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much alive and active, was in Rome on business.
He urged the Superior General that postwar con-
ditions demanded the presence of an American in
his institute. His suggestion made sense; Fr. Luz-
betak was more or less available; he clearly had
the intellectual ability. The Superior General, still
Joseph Grendel, quickly resolved Fr. Luzbetak’s
difficulties about wasting the two years spent at
the Gregorian by simply stating: “A bit of extra
exposure to theology has never hurt any one.” So
off he went to Fribourg in Switzerland where he
began his studies in the science of anthropology.
It was now Fr. Schmidt who took over his
education and the person who had a great influ-
ence on Fr. Luzbetak. He now was in training
to become a member of the Anthropos Institute
where each member was made responsible for a
particular region of the world. Schmidt wanted
Fr. Luzbetak to take responsibility for the Cauca-
sus, a complex, little known, but important part of
the world, tucked away in high mountains on one
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of the ancient passageways between Asia, Europe,
and the Middle East. In recent times the area has
again become politically important, but was not so
well-known when Fr. Luzbetak began his studies
of the area in the late 1940s. Worse still, given
the developing Cold War, he was unable to go
personally to the area. He taught himself Russian,
consulted all of the major libraries in Europe that
had collections on the Caucasus, and eventually
finished his PhD dissertation which became a book
in 1951: “Marriage and the Family in Caucasia:
A Contribution to the Study of North Caucasian
Ethnology and Customary Law.” This work earned
him a Summa cum Laude; for his overall studies
he earned a Magna cum Laude. His primary field
was Cultural Anthropology (or Ethnology) with a
strong minor in General Linguistics.

To become a bona fide member of the An-
thropos Institute an experience of fieldwork was
critical. Russia was out of the question. It was
then suggested that he go to New Guinea, an ap-
pointment which had a tremendous impact on his
future life. God, it seems, was writing straight with
crooked lines. This decision was not as arbitrary
as it might seem. The Superior General felt that
there was not much use or future for the Society
in Caucasology. It seems also that the Russian
Studies Center at Harvard made inquiries whether
Fr. Luzbetak was available for an appointment. At
this time to accept such an appointment was not
readily permitted in the Society; it would effec-
tively mean he would be lost to the Society.

Fr. Luzbetak proved to be a thorough and ex-
cellent researcher. He had proven this already in
the library work he had done on the Caucasus.
He also rediscovered his interest in linguistics,
producing good analyses of the Middle Wahgi Val-
ley languages. He also made a major contribution
to the official standardization of Pidgin English
(New-Melanesian) and served on the Australian
government’s Commission of Native Languages,
for all of which he received a special commenda-
tion from the Australian governor of Papua New
Guinea. During his time in New Guinea the middle
Wahgi people were engaged in an elaborate Pig
Festival, which had deep, important sociological
and religious significance. He studied this inten-
sively, using a variety of technologies (still and
movie photography, tape recordings, plus the nor-
mal ethnographic interviews).

Fr. Luzbetak came away from his four years of
experience in New Guinea absolutely convinced of
the necessity to take culture into serious account
in the work of mission. One of the major tasks of
Christian mission is to evangelize, i.e., to preach
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the Word of God. To make this truly possible, to
be sure, much by way of pre-evangelization might
be required — education, for example, health care,
economic development to build up the standard
of living. But all of this must be done in the
language and according to the values, premises,
way of thinking, etc., of the target audience, in
short, according to their culture. There is nothing
intrinsically Western about the Good News. “Go
and teach ALL nations,” Jesus commanded. To be
of maximum effect that teaching must be translated
into the idiom of the people being taught, as it
has been since Christ gave his Great Commission.
They will relate to Christ in their own way and on
their terms or the relationship, and the love, will
not be truly authentic.

From this time on, these topics kept pestering
Fr. Luzbetak. He kept keeping notes on this issue,
drew on the theology he had learned, yet tried
to keep the two, anthropology and missiology,
separate — or better, marry them together in some
harmonious way. In season and out he talked and
wrote about the relations between culture and re-
ligion, most, but not only, from the perspective of
mission. Just a passing glance at his writings will
verify this. This, he determined already in New
Guinea, was to be his life’s work and effort.

Another interesting result of his New Guinea
fieldwork happened in 1977 when the space craft
named “Voyager 2” was sent into space to explore
the solar system and then hurl into outer space, this
time to see if it might contact other intelligent be-
ings out there somewhere. On its journey through
space it was to transmit sample pictures, music,
and speech, which it was capable of doing for at
least twenty years. In its August 28, 1989 issue,
the Osservatore Romano reported: “We are happy
to inform our readers that among the language
and musical samples were also those from mission
anthropologist, Fr. Louis Luzbetak, SVD, obtained
during his study of the cultures of the peoples
of the highlands of New Guinea in the 1950s.
New Guinea may be in communication some day
with beings in outer space. Remotely possible and
fantastic, to say the least, but who can tell?”

His Caucasus work, to which Schmidt had as-
signed him, was put on a back burner. Better,
it was taken off the stove entirely. Fr. Wilhelm
Schmidt had died in 1954, so he had no objections.
Yet, his new project was not so far removed from
Schmidt’s own concerns. Science was to support
religion just as religion could buttress science.
Translated in terms of Fr. Luzbetak and Schmidt’s
interests: anthropology could support mission and
mission could help, and support, anthropology. Dr.
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Stephen Bevans, the first holder of “The Louis J.
Luzbetak, SVD, Chair of Mission and Culture,”
established at the Catholic Theological Union in
Chicago in 1998, nicely described this in his homi-
ly at Fr. Luzbetak’s funeral: “Louie’s conviction
of the close connection between nature and grace
led him to attempt to reconcile two other seeming
opposites: faith and science. Louie dedicated ‘The
Church and Cultures’ to his mentor, the great
Wilhelm Schmidt: ‘In appreciation of his pioneer-
ing spirit in serving Faith through Science.” And
Louie loved to quote the dictum of Albert Einstein:
‘Science without religion is lame; religion without
science is blind.” Louie certainly saw faith as the
more foundational commitment, and in many ways
his faith and even his theology was very tradi-
tional, but his faith pushed him toward the deep-
er understanding that only science could provide.
And so Louie was a first-rate scientist as well as a
first-rate believer. He was a Christian, a mission-
ary, a religious, and a priest first; but he was also
a leading anthropologist, an author, a researcher.
For him, indeed, ‘science without religion is lame;
religion without science is blind.””

Fr. Luzbetak himself was aware of this tension.
He said, for example, in his article “My Pilgrimage
in Mission”: “I would lecture, teach, and write
about missiological issues, viewing them through
the eyes of an anthropologist. This was not an
easy decision, because many anthropologists, even
some of those closest to me, believed, and still be-
lieve, that my two fields are irreconcilable and that
they should have nothing to do with one another.
Others regarded, and still regard, any application
of anthropology to mission or to anything else as
totally unbecoming of a true scientist. I realized
also that some of my colleagues would never be
able to understand the Christian meaning of mis-
sion and would make it synonymous with prosely-
tization in the sense of pressure, force, and manip-
ulation, which I have always rejected, condemned,
and avoided” (1992: 17 f.).

An important assignment for Fr. Luzbetak came
from the Superior General in 1961. Pope John
XXIII asked every religious order to send 10%
of its members to Latin America as missionaries.
As he saw it, the situation was desperate. Even
though the SVD already had 20% of its mem-
bers working as missionaries in Latin America,
the Superior General, Fr. Schiitte, decided to open
new missions. He asked Fr. Luzbetak to do some
preliminary research. This involved about 20,000
miles of travel to twelve countries, visiting the
bishops of each country, asking all kinds of ques-
tions about the political situation, family life, pop-
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ulation, special needs, economic conditions, espe-
cially the possibility of vocations. This resulted
in new SVD missions in Mexico, Colombia, and
Ecuador. Fr. Luzbetak had always touted the need
for appropriate research before making meaningful
decisions. By this fact-finding trip he proved, to
himself and to others, that his thinking was correct.
It was also excellent preparation for the next big
task he was asked to accept, that of executive
director of the Center for Applied Research in the
Apostolate (CARA).

Over the years Fr. Luzbetak, in addition to
teaching, lecturing, and writing, held various ad-
ministrative positions. Two of these deserve spe-
cial mention. In 1963 he became the founding ex-
ecutive director of CARA. This center flowed par-
tially out of the recommendations of Vatican II. As
he briefly describes it: “CARA research included
the dissemination, interpretation, and application
of the results of research through workshops, con-
sultations, and publications and dealt with prob-
lems affecting U. S. minorities; overseas missions;
renewal of religious orders; diocesan planning;
diocesan rebuilding after a national disaster; selec-
tion, training, placement, distribution, and effec-
tiveness of church personnel; and countless other
challenges, all calling for attention in the spirit of
Vatican I1” (1992: 128). In another place he wrote:
“My ten year association with CARA was unques-
tionably the most exciting and satisfying years of
my life” (Contribution to the 35th Ordination Class
Booklet, unpublished). It seems the Church finally
realized the importance of data and research in
making decisions while trying to implement such
Vatican II documents as “The Church in the Mod-
ern World.” As one person titled his description of
CARA: “CARA! Where Research Comes of Age
in the Church: An office that hopes to take the
guesswork out of major administrative decisions in
the Church” (Russel Shaw in Columbia, Knights
of Columbus Magazine, October 1969).

On the occasion of Fr. Luzbetak’s 25th anniver-
sary of ordination, he received a brief letter of
appreciation from Archbishop John J. Carberry of
St. Louis, then president of the CARA’s Board of
Directors. It is worth quoting at some length:

Dear Father Luzbetak,

On behalf of the Board of Directors of the Center
for Applied Research in the Apostolate (CARA), it
is a distinct privilege for me to extend our deepest
congratulations to you on the occasion of your silver
jubilee in the priesthood of Christ.

A short five years ago CARA’s doors opened under
your direction. In this very brief span, remarkable
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progress has been made towards our goal having CARA
serve the Church’s religious and social mission, at home
and abroad.

Your combined gifts as priest-scholar and research
administrator have helped CARA come to play the role
its founders hoped for. The Center is truly helping to
bring men closer to God and to each other through
research and planning.

CARA thanks you, Fr. Luzbetak, for the steadfast
and visionary contribution you have made to the re-
search apostolate. Our Board extends its best wishes
and prayers to you on this wonderful occasion in which
we all rejoice.

Cordially yours in Christ, etc. (July 15, 1970)

After almost ten years at CARA, Fr. Luzbetak
decided it was time for a change at the executive
level. He was asked to take over the presidency
of the Divine Word Seminary College, a mission
training center located in Epworth, Iowa. This
proved to be another excellent choice. Here he
could implement his concern for taking culture
into account in mission training where it would
have direct impact. Precisely during his tenure
at Divine Word College it also happened that
refugees from the Vietnam war — boat people
— were arriving in America, among them many
nuns, priests, and seminarians, many of whom
spoke very little English and did not know where
to go or what to do. Eventually Divine Word
College became aware of this population and, with
Fr. Luzbetak’s active acquiescence, were directed
to DWC where summer sessions in English were
offered to whoever wanted to take advantage of
this opportunity. At the same time, nuns, priests,
and seminarians were made aware of options
available to them to choose from. Quite a few
of the seminarians chose to join the Divine Word
missionaries. This continued over the years, so
that today the American branch of the SVD and
the SVD missions have been enriched by priests
and brothers of Vietnamese origin and background.
As Fr. Luzbetak stated when the issue was being
addressed: “The Vietnamese program is an idea
that has come upon us unexpectedly. It offers us an
opportunity to be missionaries in the truest sense
of the word right here in our own backyard. It can
also help the missionary spirit in our community.
There are risks, and they should not be minimized,
but I feel the risks are worth taking.”

After six years as president, the Superior Gen-
eral asked Fr. Luzbetak if he would accept the post
of Editor of the Anthropos journal and its various
publication series. He also assumed the position
of Acting Director of the Anthropos Institute. It
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meant moving to Germany. After three years, from
1979 to 1982, a successor was found and he was
able to return again to Washington, D.C., this time
to finish a major commitment he had made earlier.
One of Fr. Luzbetak’s legacies to the Anthropos
when he left was the silhouette of a New Guinea
carving that appears now on the front and back
cover of the journal.

Now, at the age of 64, he was free to work
full-time on what would be his magnum opus.
He had been given the Walsh-Price Fellowship
(a Maryknoll award) to update his earlier book on
“The Church and Cultures: An Applied Anthropol-
ogy for the Religious Worker.” As this new book
went forward, he soon realized that what he was
producing was a new book. His first version went
through many printings. Originally published 1963
by Divine Work Publications, Techny, it later went
through multiple printings by the William Carey
Library, Pasadena, and became very popular with
Protestants who picked up the ideas of this book
and disseminated them. The second and new ver-
sion, “The Church and Cultures: New Perspectives
in Missiological Anthropology,” was published in
1988 by Orbis Books, Maryknoll, and was also
hugely successful. Both books were translated in
various languages.

During his New Guinea years he had decided
his life’s work would be devoted to anthropology
as it could be applied to mission. These books,
plus many of his other talks and writings, were
the fulfilment of this resolution. Much can be said
about this latest book. The term “missiological”
might seem to inject too much “theology” into
the equation. Fr. Luzbetak would not have minded
this. Much of what he did, however, had to do
with anthropology as it related to “mission.” In his
mini-biography written for the 35th anniversary of
his class, he said: “I would give up all theoretical
anthropology and see if I couldn’t help develop
a kind of ‘applied anthropology for missionary
work.”” In the same vein, his anthropology would
be appropriate for diplomats, for developmental
economists, and for many other applied disci-
plines. Over the years he lectured to any number
of people in these areas.

Fr. Luzbetak was well-known. His name and
whatever the editor chose to put into the particular
registry or listing appeared in thirty five different
places, like “American Men and Women of Sci-
ence”; “Who’s Who in Religion”; “Directory of
Practicing Anthropologists”; “Slovak Americans
and Canadians in American Catholic Who’s Who
1911-1981 and Slovak Ethnicity”; “International
Scholars Directory”; etc.
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Other honors and awards were his also. Among
others, in 1964 he received the “Pierre Charles
Award” from Fordham University. In 1974 he
was the Roman Catholic Observer at the Inter-
national Congress of Evangelization, Lausanne,
Switzerland. He was Roman Catholic Observer at
the International “Gospel and Culture” Evangeli-
cal Consultation, Bermuda, in 1978. In 1995 the
“Biographical Dictionary of Christian Missions”
(New York) includes Fr. Luzbetak as one among
those who have had a “significant or pioneering
impact on Christian missionary action during its
2000 year history.” In 1998, the Catholic Theo-
logical Union in Chicago established “The Louis
J. Luzbetak, SVD, Chair of Mission and Culture,”
in his honor. In 1999, to honor its first executive di-
rector, CARA established “The Louis J. Luzbetak,
SVD, Award for Exemplary Church Research.”
This award is given annually to a researcher who
has made a significant lifetime contribution on the
Catholic Church.

After he finished his book, Fr. Luzbetak was
invited to Rome to become staff member of the
Pontifical Council for Culture, which was newly
created by Pope John Paulll. He stayed in this
position from 1987 till 1989.

He was now 71 years old. He returned to Tech-
ny where he kept an office and continued to write
and publish. Throughout this time he also kept
researching and gathering articles related to mis-
sion and culture, which he hoped would become
a book of readings to accompany ‘“The Church
and Cultures.” But it was not to be. His eyes
began to give him trouble and the rigors of aging
began to afflict him. In general, however, his health
remained good. In 1995 he celebrated the 50th
anniversary of his ordination. In the last month
or so of his life his health did begin to fail and he
died at Techny on March 22, 2005, at the age of
eighty six and a half.

As a person, Fr. Luzbetak was a good religious,
regular in his prayer life, faithful to his daily round
of prayers. He was also a good community man,
who enjoyed and contributed to community gath-
erings. He appreciated a good drink and a good
meal, but never to excess. He had a great sense
of humor, loved to tell stories and jokes, none of
which were ever cruel or off color. Although he
was very bright, he did not flaunt his abilities. He
did not like to speak “off the cuff,” but once he
had studied and researched an issue, he would stick
to his guns until shown a better way. Part of this
was a result of his being quite shy, even retiring,
in a crowd. Yet, if necessary, he could step out of
himself to work well with others, always willing to

Anthropos 100.2005

557

help wherever he could. He was the first to admit
that he was not a fast writer, but he was a good
writer, meticulous and orderly in whatever he did.

All in all, he was a gentle person, very childlike
in the best sense of the expression. He was not very
practical, sometimes even seemed absentminded,
yet he was able to live four years in New Guinea,
which, at its best, requires some degree of practi-
cality. When it was necessary for his work, he was
quite capable of rising above these difficulties. He
was always appreciative of what people did for
him, always quick to write a “thank you” note at
the slightest favor granted to him.

One final point: Fr. Luzbetak was very ecu-
menical in his approach to others and in his work.
When it came to Protestants, he lived by the slogan
that “there is much more that unites us than divides
us.” They appreciated his work on the relationship
between anthropology and missiology as much as
Catholic missionaries. This is clear from some of
the statements that were sent to Techny when he
died. Let me quote some of these tributes:

— Stephen Bevans writes: “When the eminent Lutheran
missiologist, James Scherer, heard that I was preach-
ing at Louie’s funeral, he sent me an E-mail saying
‘tell them that non-Catholics loved and appreciated
him.””

— Fr. Aylward Shorter, a British missiologist and author
of books on inculturation and Africa, wrote: “Thanks
for telling me the sad news about Fr. Luzbetak.
Please accept my condolences and pass them on
to his confreres. He was a ‘father’ of practical
missiology and of the theology of cultures. I shall
always be grateful that I was given the privilege
of paying tribute to him in his presence at the 4th
Luzbetak Lecture in Chicago. May God reward his
good and faithful servant.”

— Paul Hiebert, Trinity Evangelical University School
of Theology and much published author with an
international reputation, observed: “I always found
Louie to be warm, appreciative, and interested. The
World never has too many human being like Louie.”

— Ken Gill, a publisher of Evangelical Missions Quar-
terly and Associate Director of the Billy Graham
Center in Wheaton, Illinois, commented: “I will miss
Louis. I used his famous text, “The Church and
Cultures,” in graduate school and was elated to meet
him in the late 1980s in Pittsburgh. I was . .. waiting
in line for a meeting when this very nice man started
a conversation with me. He was very interested in
who I was and what I was doing and made sure I felt
welcome at the meeting, and then he said, ‘Oh, by
the way, I am Louis Luzbetak.” I looked forward to
seeing him every year at the annual meeting. He was
always humble and gracious and happy to see me.”

— Jonathan Bonk, Director of the Overseas Study
Center in New Haven, Connecticut, and author of
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“Missions and Money,” states: “What a wonderful
spirit has departed for a better place! But he will be
missed.”

— Sr. Angela Dries, OSF, Professor of Theology at
St. Louis University and author of “The Missionary
Movement in American Catholic History,” writes:
“What a wonderful man! I am so happy I got to
meet him ... He was so dear to me during my stay
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