Reformation Sunday Homily
Oct. 31st, 2010

Dear friends in Christ,


493 years ago today, Oct. 31st 1517, Martin Luther nailed 95 theses, or statements, against the practice of selling indulgences, which was being done as a means to raise money for St. Peter’s Church in Rome.  Lutherans in particular, but Protestant Christians in general, have recognized the significance of this day as the beginning of what is called the Protestant Reformation.  Lutherans have often marked it as the birthday of the Lutheran church.


But Martin Luther did not set out to form a new church bearing his name.   What he wanted to do was to have a debate about the selling of indulgences and to correct the church where it had gone astray.   Luther was a learned man, an Augustinian Monk, committed to God and to the church, who believed the Pope and other leaders of the day had crossed the line, claiming to be able to do things that God alone, by grace, was able to do.  If you had a chance to read the 95 Theses, you know they are at times, difficult to understand.  There is language not familiar to us, such as indulgence, purgatory, canon law, and canonical penalties.  But, to simplify it, the selling of an indulgence was a fundraising tool where people were told that if they bought this paper, it would assure that a deceased relative, awaiting judgment in purgatory, would be granted a place in heaven.  Martin Luther had come to believe that only God, in Christ, could grant salvation.  That was not the authority of the Pope, Bishops, priests, or an indulgence.  He was offended by the idea that money could buy a place in heaven.  To quote theses #27 and 28, “There is no divine authority for preaching that the soul flies out of purgatory immediately the money clinks in the bottom of the chest.  It is certainly possible that when the money clinks in the bottom of the chest avarice and greed increase; but when the church offers intercession, all depends on the will of God.”

The 95 Theses were nailed to the church door at Wittenberg on October 31st, because the next day was Nov. 1st, All Saints Day, and many people would be coming to church and would see them.  Well, many people did, and before long, the church was up in arms over what Luther had written, and great controversy arose.  Eventually a new church was born, the Lutheran church; as well as many other branches of Christianity which we have today.


This past summer Sue Hagen had the chance to travel to Germany and the land of Luther.  In a moment she is going to share what she learned on that trip and the impact being there had on her.  But before she does, I just want to mention three understandings that came from Luther and the Reformation that still guide our church today.  First, we are all made right with God by faith alone.  It is believing in the death of God’s son, Jesus, on the cross for us, that makes us right with God, not anything that we do.   We certainly cannot buy or work our way to heaven in any way.  Second, the Bible, God’s Word, remains central to our understandings.  Luther believed the Bible should be in the hands of all people, and translated it into German, a great accomplishment.  Today, we all have access to the Bible and can read and study it for ourselves.  And then third, Luther taught that the church is the priesthood of all believers. There is structure and order, but we all have a place and all have gifts and talents to share.  Leadership and authority in the church is not to be placed in the hands of a select few.  There is obviously much more that came from the Reformation, but justification by grace through faith, the importance of scripture, and the priesthood of all believers were three core ideas that continue to this day.


As I mentioned, Sue was in Germany this summer and saw first hand where the Reformation took place.  So at this time I’ll turn it over to Sue to share with us.   
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