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(Much of my information in this sermon came from an excellent PBS documentary on Luther that I would recommend highly.)

Today is Reformation Sunday – a liturgical fact that you may or may not have known – and may or may not care about. I have not often focused on Reformation in my sermons over the last many years, but today I want to spend a few moments thinking about the significance of the Reformation in church history. I am not an historian, and I promise not to bore you with a lot of facts and information – if I bore you it will be for other reasons. But I hope we might find a little bit or meaning for our lives today by reflecting on Martin Luther and the Reformation in the 1500’s. Let’s see what happens.

It also seems appropriate since we have guests from Germany today. The very soul of the Reformation could be found in Germany at that time. Katrin and her group of young adults have their church on Martin Luther Blvd. In Mulheim. And when I was visiting Germany about 5 years ago now, I got to see Wittenberg where Luther nailed his 95 theses to the front door.  

Martin Luther was raised by very strict parents – both of whom beat him at one time or another. His father in particular wanted him to be a lawyer – and in fact, he was just one exam away from being such in 1505 when a crisis hit his community – the Plague – also known as black death. It was a very weird disease that killed some and passed right over others. There was not near enough medical knowledge in that day to know what was happening, and so people assumed in their medieval minds that God was punishing those who were struck and killed. 

The plague killed 3 of Martin Luther’s good friends. And he faced the fear of his own mortality for the first time. 

It wasn’t long after this that he got stuck in a horrendous thunderstorm – where he was in great danger – and he faced his own death – but he made a vow with God to be a monk. He feared that if he died that night in that storm, he would die in sin.  And the belief of that day and time was that you would spend thousands of years in purgatory if you did not die having confessed all your sins. 

While you and I may not have this same medieval mindset, (although we all know people who still do!) I would imagine there have been times when we prayed for God to spare us from harm, or that we have faced our own mortality and begun to really question what the meaning of our lives is all about. It is one reason people turn to religion.

But in Luther’s day, it was religion that promised persecution and suffering – there wasn’t much grace to be found. Luther changed career paths and became a monk – joining one of the strictest monastic orders where there was no comforts, no easy life. He engaged in self-flagellation – beating himself as if this would help to save his soul. And he would go to confession and confess everything he could possibly have done or thought wrong – and then, as he was walking away, he would hear a voice say – you didn’t really mean any of what you just confessed – and he would go back and confess it all over again. He was stuck. He was miserable. He wanted to be faithful, but he couldn’t find a humanly possible way to do that.

Have you ever been stuck in your faith? What did you do?

His sense of grace came when he was moved by his order to Wittenburg – where a very wise mentor who wanted to help ease Luther’s angst – gave him the task for teaching the Bible. It forced Luther out of himself so that he had to encounter the world again. And as he read the texts – like the one we read a few minutes ago from Romans – he realized that what the Church had been teaching was simply not to be found in the Bible. He realized – we don’t need the institutional church, we don’t need clergy intervention, in order to have a relationship with God. Salvation does not come through the rituals of the Church. It comes by our experiences with God.

You see, you may want to go back and read the Bible yourself – again, or for the first time. I know you’ve been trusting me and Shannon to tell you the truth, but can you really trust us that much? We may be more devious than that. We may have our own hidden agendas so that our careers can be furthered by your trust in us – and your overall ignorance. 

Now, this gives you just a sense of Luther as a young adult. The Church in that time was all powerful, and the belief was that if you don’t have the services of the Church, your soul was in jeopardy. Individuals could not just talk to God on their own and expect to have a good connection. You had to go through a priest, you had to use the Church as a mediator. And the Church liked this power it had. And it abused this power. Pope Leo the 10th was a pope that enjoyed the pleasures of life. And when his coffers ran out of money, he wasn’t worried. He just found another way to charge the people – by of course reminding them of how guilty and bad they were. He instituted what was known as indulgences – paying your way into heaven by buying forgiveness.  He even made it possible to pay for your dead relatives – so that you could help them get out of purgatory. And, he even had an indulgence that could forgive you for having sexual relations with the Virgin  Mary – if one could figure out how to do that. That’s how crazy this was. But it raised vast sums of money. People flocked to the churches to buy indulgences. The focus audience was Germany. 

But Luther, who was in Germany, got angry. He called this act of the Church to be immoral and abusive. He maintained that salvation is a gift from God that cannot be sold by any church. And on Oct. 31,, 1517 – he nailed his 95 theses on the Wittenberg Castle Church door. He was called a heretic. He was eventually excommunicated from the Church – and you know, you couldn’t get into heaven if you weren’t part of the Church. He faced the strong possibility of execution. He was ordered to rescind what he had said in these 95 theses, and he refused. Luther was savvy, he was witty, he was rude. And in the end he said – Here I stand. I can do no other. God help me.
This statement by Luther was the dawn of a new era. The beginning of a political and social revolution. And it grew out of one man’s fervent desire to be at peace, to be at One with God. 

That is what we celebrate today. A history in which  courageous people stood up for honesty and truth – who stood against abuse and oppression by what the Church –which was  a large corporation that didn’t seem to care at all about people. Does that sound familiar? Who are the courageous people today?  

But because of the courage of Luther, and other reformers, the Christian Church was given new hope and life. We often ridicule these old reformers – because their medieval minds do not fit our modern and post modern sensibilities. But in their day, they were on the cutting edge of theological thought. They were a voice of grace to the people. 

We are going through another Reformation now – 500 years after the time of Luther. There is a lot of doubt and questions about what the future of the church will be. And there are a lot of changes we need to be making in order to stay relevant. We don’t want to be that old church that is set in its ways, that gives certain people power to define faith for us. No, we want to remember the wisdom of Luther who said we can connect with God, with the holy, without the institution of the church.


So who are we? We are people who still seek to live faithful lives. We seek to deepen our spirit and to live from the depth of all that God has created us to be. We seek community. We seek peace and well being. We seek to love our neighbor. We seek to love ourselves. And we need each other in these endeavors. Not because the Church has all the answers – but because the church is made up of broken, wounded, searching people – where we  can ask the questions together.
The question for us today is – how do we open ourselves to the new reformation? What voices do we need to be listening to? Is it the voice of the poor? Is it the voice of the Occupy Asheville or Occupy Wall Street movements? Matthew Fox thinks it is. Should churches have big buildings like we have – or are those days quickly coming to an end? What should the church teach about faith and life? How should the church be involved in caring for the Earth, in doing justice work for those who are excluded and marginalized. How do we today be salt of the earth and light of the world. How do we find the grace and mercy we long for in the hurting places of our lives? 
It took the courage of these great reformers to bring a new way of thinking to the church 500 years ago. They put their lives on the line. And that movement was very liberating. It takes that same courage today as we watch nations in Europe and our own nation, and other countries across the international community struggle with economic systems based on capitalism – based on the notion that more is better, that growth is necessary – and we know our Earth cannot sustain such growth any more. We need leaders who will have the courage to think of new economic strategies so that the poor will not go hungry or lose their homes, so that the vulnerable will not lose their access to health care. So9 that Earth will not lost its viability.

We live in very challenging times – and very different times from the 1500’s. But we live in a time that calls for a new reformation. A new transformation. A time when the Spirit yearns to break free from traditional forms in order to set us on fire again. Are we willing to open ourselves to such a time as this? Are we willing to say with Luther – Here I stand. I can do no other. God help me.
Amen.



