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 Today is Reformation Sunday.  It’s a great opportunity for us to celebrate, as I’m 

sure we do every year, to truly celebrate that … wait a minute, what’s the reformation 

again?  Why do we care?  What exactly are we to celebrate?  Is the reformation 

something we should even celebrate?  Isn’t the reformation ancient history?  Well, let’s 

see. 

 You might think of the Reformation, or more properly “The Protestant 

Reformation” as a time when the Roman Catholic Church split, and the Protestant Church 

was formed.  Well, I suppose those things did happen, but if we explore what happened 

with a little more care, we might find a story that we can relate to ourselves for reasons I 

will get to later.  The reformers of course did not want to split the church.  They wanted 

to reform the Catholic Church of their day.  And in that sense, the reformers failed, 

because they started a process that ended up dividing that church, leading today to over 

40,000 Christian denominations around the world. 

 The reformation was not a single event at a single point in time, it was a process 

that took some time to develop and had a number of key events.  Today - Reformation 

Sunday - is a celebration of the 499th anniversary of the day that Martin Luther is said to 

have nailed a copy of his “95 Theses” to the door of a church in Wittenberg, Germany.  

This “95 theses” document is a list of 95 points on which Luther was challenging people 

to think for themselves.  The list was a challenge to the church in his day and a challenge 

to the people. 

 But to understand the event that day in 1517, we need to go just a bit further back.  

Martin Luther was raised to be a lawyer.  But to his parent’s disappointment, Luther 

became a monk, then a priest, and then a theological professor.  With the mind of a 

lawyer, the training of a priest, and the insights of a professor, we all know something had 

to give.  And it did.  Sometime around 1515 Luther was studying and lecturing on the 

Psalms and on Romans, when Luther experienced great fear about his own salvation 
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based on what he was learning in the Bible.  To quote Luther: 

 “I had certainly wanted to understand Paul [in Romans] . . . But what prevented 

me . . . was . . . that one phrase . . . ‘the righteousness of God is revealed in it’ ” (Romans 

1:17). “For I hated that phrase . . . which I had been taught to understand as the 

righteousness by which God is righteous, and punishes unrighteous sinners. Although I 

lived a blameless life as a monk, I felt that I was a sinner . . . [and] could not believe that 

I had pleased [God] with my works. Far from loving that righteous God who punished 

sinners, I actually hated him. . . . I was in desperation to know what Paul meant.”  1

 And from that desperation to know what Paul meant, Luther did a number of 

things which kick-started the reformation. 

 The reason why the Book of Romans hit Luther so hard was because of the texts 

around salvation and justification.  Whereas he had learned from the Catholic Church that 

the Church distributed forgiveness of sins, in the Book of Romans, Luther observed the 

view that we are saved, by God’s grace, through our own faith.  Luther’s research of 

scripture helped him decide that salvation was through faith, not works.  And perhaps I 

should point out that “works” in this context might not mean what you think.  You might 

think that feeding homeless people would be “works”.  But in the Catholic Church of 

Luther’s day, “works” meant receiving mass.  It also meant paying money to the Church 

in order for the Pope to write letters of indulgence which would help your dead relatives 

get through purgatory more quickly.  The sale of indulgences was quite popular.  The 

Dominican priest Tetzel is said to have created the following succinct jingle: “As soon as 

the coin in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory springs”. 

 And we should not be too quick in judging the activities of the Catholic Church 

too harshly.  The notion of paying money to a priest so that God will grant you a favour is 

a very old idea that pre-dates the Catholic Church by … a lot.  From tribal groups that 

sacrificed animals to placate the gods to the money changers in the temple that Jesus 

objected to, the idea of paying the Church, or at least the priests, in order that God will 

grant you grace is a very old idea.  In the story of Noah and the flood, after the flood is 

over, in Genesis 8 it says, “Then Noah built an altar to the Lord, and took of every clean 

 http://www.ministrymatters.com/all/entry/5483/reformation-sunday-a-day-to-celebrate1
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animal and of every clean bird, and offered burnt-offerings on the altar. And when the 

Lord smelt the pleasing odour, the Lord said in his heart, ‘I will never again curse the 

ground because of humankind, … nor will I ever again destroy every living creature as I 

have done.”  The whole idea of sacrifice is that payment must be made in order for God 

to do what we need.  And who better to help with the transaction than priests.  Animal 

sacrifice in the Jewish traditions was a way of making sure that the priests had food to 

eat.  Ritual sacrifice - the principle behind indulgences - is not just a Catholic idea. 

 But Luther figured out that the scripture had another model for salvation too.  

Salvation by grace through faith.  That one single theological insight has changed the 

Christian world. 

 Luther also translated the Bible into German, and with the then-new technology 

of the printing press, the Bible was now available for everyone to read.  Luther thought it 

was critical that ordinary Christians - not just priests - should be allowed and invited to 

read the Bible themselves and to draw their own conclusions.  Luther felt that all truth 

was in the Bible, so it only made sense that everyone should be reading it. 

 Not everyone was impressed with this approach of course.  To quote Mike Poteet, 

““Vernacular translations . . . unintentionally opened the Bible to an unlimited range of 

private interpretations.” The value Protestants placed on an individual’s right of 

conscience contributed to modern conceptions of individual rights and freedoms, but also 

challenged long-held senses of communal identity.  Luther’s doctrine of “the priesthood 

of all believers” - the teaching that all baptized Christians are called by God to serve one 

another and the world as priests - has frequently been misinterpreted as divinely granted 

license to be “a church unto [one]self,” as Peter Leithart writes. “Renouncing Rome’s one 

Pope, Protestantism has created thousands.””   I personally am grateful that the Catholic 2

Church is still around and part of the fabric of the Christian community. 

 Luther did another remarkable thing in 1521.  That year, he as put on trial with the 

threat of excommunication.  The trial was at an assembly held in Worms, Germany.  An 

assembly was called a “diet”, and so his trial is famously called “the diet of worms”.  

During his trial, he challenged the church authorities to disprove any of his own 

 Ibid.2
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statements - but to disprove them from scripture, a task that the authorities could not do.  

In the end, Luther confessed that between the Bible and his God-given brain, he had been 

forced into a particular theological position, from which he could not budge without 

lying.  This led Luther to say - in tradition at least - “Here I stand.  I can do no other.  God 

help me.” 

 And here is perhaps where we can connect - ourselves - with the story of the 

reformation.  Like Luther, I agree that all Christians should read the Bible, use our own 

brains, and form our own conclusions.  We’ve actually been doing that in deliberate ways 

here at MGUC.  When people come to discussion groups and openly voice their thoughts 

and feelings, the spirit of the reformation continues.  When I ask a question in the middle 

of a sermon and people openly voice their ideas, the spirit of the reformation continues.  

And as we express our own feelings and thought to each other - in this community - then 

we can all get a better sense of what we believe and where we stand.  Perhaps some day 

each of us will say, “Here I stand.  I can do no other.” 

 The reformation is not an event from our past.  The reformation is an on-going, 

continuing reality into which we are all invited.  The original reformers 500 years ago 

didn’t want to start a new church.  They wanted to start a new conversation where we all 

participate in making sense of our own faith, where we work together on building the 

kingdom of God, where we truly become one people of God. 

 Of course, the conversation has changed over time.  Today, in our multi-cultural, 

multi-lingual, multi-ethnic, multi-faith society, we need to embrace an inclusivity that 

Luther could not have even imagined.  Our conversation today must be one of openness 

and welcome.  Our conversation today must really draw the circle wide. 

 Amen.
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