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Reginald Foster, 81, maintained Milwaukee roots while serving four popes as Vatican's foremost Latin authority
 https://www.jsonline.com/story/news/local/milwaukee/2020/12/27/rev-reginald-foster-milwaukee-served-four-popes-vatican-latinist/4050992001/
Ricardo Torres, December 27, 2020
It didn’t matter to the Rev. Reginald Foster whether you were a student doing homework for his Latin class or Pope John Paul II issuing an encyclical, he would make sure the Latin translation was correct.  
Foster, 81, a Milwaukee native and a priest in the Order of Discalced Carmelites, served nearly 40 years — and four popes — as the Vatican’s foremost Latinist. 

He worked in the Vatican's Secretariat of State from 1969 until retiring in 2009. He used his passion and brilliance with the Latin language to compose correspondence for popes, translate encyclicals and write official copy for internal church documents.

Less than two weeks ago, Foster tested positive for COVID-19. On Friday, Christmas Day, he died at St. Anne’s Salvatorian Campus, 3800 N. 92nd St. Autopsy results are not completed, but the Rev. Michael Berry, provincial of the Washington Province of Discalced Carmelites, expects complications from the coronavirus to be the cause of death. 

“He wasn’t a man of ambition, but he was absolutely passionate about that language,” Berry said. “It was ultimately the recognition by the Holy See of his extraordinary gifts that led them to say, ‘This is how you’re going to serve the church.’” 
Foster became known as something of a character around the Vatican. He refused to answer to "Father," preferring to be called Reggie. He boasted that he didn't own a Roman collar. He wore janitorial clothes virtually every day — light blue jacket, dickie turtleneck and jean overalls. He had a gruff style but an endearing personality, and former students revered him.

“He looked like a workman,” said the Rev. Daniel McCarthy, a student and friend. Occasionally, when he was in the elevator a cardinal would mistake him for an employee and ask him to push the button for his floor. “Like Reggie was the elevator attendant. So he would press the button. ... That’s how he showed up to work. And that’s how we wrote papal encyclicals for four popes.” His office was spare; he had a desk, chair, typewriter, Latin dictionary.
“There was a phone and he took it off the desk and put it in the corner,” McCarthy said. “No pictures. No art. Nothing on the walls. Nothing sitting around. No other furniture other than the desk and its chair. Clean. No distractions. He was focused on Latin.” 

When Foster returned home from the Vatican, McCarthy said, he enjoyed eating at the Butler Inn. Near the restaurant, he would sit on the bridge and watch the trains go by and drink a couple of beers. 

“Can you imagine? He’s writing Latin for the pope and he comes back to Milwaukee and he’s wearing the same blue dickies, light canvas suit that he wears all the time and he’s sitting there on the bridge watching the trains, having a couple of beers,” McCarthy said. 

Helping translate during Vatican II

The son of a plumber, Foster graduated from Milwaukee's former St. Anne Parish elementary school in 1953. He attended St. Francis Minor Seminary for two years, then studied at a St. Joseph Minor Seminary in New Hampshire. In 1958, he became a novice in the Order of Discalced Carmelites.

In 1959, he returned to Wisconsin and studied philosophy at the Basilica of the National Shrine of Mary, Help of Christians, at Holy Hill Basilica and National Shrine of Mary at Holy Hill, which had a minor seminary at the time. In 1962,he professed solemn vows in the order, and headed to Rome.  

He was ordained in Rome in April 1966.

The Order of Discalced Carmelites is "a Roman Catholic religious community of priests, brothers, nuns, and laity serving the Church through lives of prayer and ministry, in a fraternal setting," according to its website.

While he was in Rome, leaders of the Catholic Church were engaged in the Second Vatican Council, a period of sweeping revision in how the church related to the modern world. During that time bishops and cardinals wanted to make statements in Latin and turned to Foster for help and instruction. 
“He was teaching participants in the Second Vatican Council how to speak Latin so they could speak on the council floor,” McCarthy said.

Unintimidated by popes

In 1969, Foster was asked, by request of Pope Paul VI, if he would like to be the writer of Latin for the pope.  

He replied in Latin, “Most certainly.” 

He went on to serve popes Paul VI, John Paul I, John Paul II, and Benedict XVI  

McCarthy recalls an interesting exchange between his friend and Pope John Paul II.  

At the end of the encyclical, Pope John Paul II would sign his name. However there is no letter “J” in classical Latin. So Foster changed it to the letter “I” which is how words and names that begin with “J” it would be spelled in Latin.  

Pope John Paul II replied to his correction with a phrase from Pontius Pilate, “What I have written, I have written.” Meaning, he wants his name spelled with a “J.”  

From then on, the encyclicals from Pope John Paul II spelled his name with a “J.” However after Pope John Paul II died his name written on his tomb is spelled with an “I.” 

“All those years he used a ‘J’ but in the end, as he says, we got the ‘I,’” McCarthy said. 

Whenever a new bishop was announced by a diocese, McCarthy said Foster would call the bishop to learn more about him and would add it in the pope’s decree.  
In 2002, Timothy Dolan — now the cardinal in New York City — was named the 10th Archbishop of Milwaukee, Foster wrote the papal letter and slipped in “a most beautiful city” to describe the city.

That phrase, “a most beautiful city,” got Foster into some trouble with the papal office. Officials for the pope told him it couldn’t be included because a pope doesn’t call a city “most beautiful.”  

“Reggie said to him, ‘Well, have you ever seen Milwaukee?’” McCarthy remembers with a laugh. “The guy said, ‘No’. So he said, ‘Well then you don’t know what you’re talking about.’” 

The phrase remained in the decree.  

'The most transformative experience'

Foster taught Latin for years at the Pontifical Gregorian University in Rome and on Saturdays would offer free classes to students. 

In the late 1990s, Sinsinawa Dominican Sister Mary Ewens recalls taking some of the free classes. 

“He had his own technique for teaching Latin which makes it easier and enjoyable, if you can believe that,” Ewens said. 

Laura Pooley also studied Latin under Foster in Rome.  
“It’s absolutely the most transformative experience of my life,” Pooley said. “His Latin teaching was a revelation. ... As a teacher, he was extremely rigorous and demanding but also very humorous and very attentive to the needs of his students.”  

Pooley remembers Foster grading papers with different colored pens. Blue meant not too bad. Red was bad and black was very bad.  

“You would get your sheet back marked by hand with a rainbow of colors,” Pooley said.  
Foster continued offering free Latin classes online with the help of former students. 

Before Foster contracted COVID-19, Berry — the Carmelite leader — visited him and “felt touched by his personal warmth.”  

“It was clear to me, as gruff as he can be, that he just loved people and that he valued his connections with others,” Berry said. 

Because of the pandemic, Berry said he can’t collect Foster’s personal items in his room. Among the items are three relics from saints: one of St. Reginald, his namesake; the others are from St. Gordan and St. Margaret, the names of his parents. 

“To me, it represents the significance of the church for him, but also family,” Berry said. “He was deeply rooted in where he came from.” 
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