CLC Sermon 10.27.24

In my first year of undergraduate study, I took a class called Life 102 – which, funnily enough, was about the history of Christianity from the time of the apostles to now. That was the first time I remember learning about the Protestant Reformation. However, I’m sure I had heard about pieces of it before in history classes and in church.

In college, partly because of that Life 102 class, I grew fascinated by Christian denominations. I ended up majoring in Religious Studies, the academic study of religion. I even spent a semester abroad at Oxford, studying Medieval and Renaissance art, architecture, and religion, with a consequent two months after, spending time touring the continent, looking at and experiencing what we had studied. When I returned to Rhodes College in Memphis the following Spring, I took a class on the Reformation, encountering the writings of Martin Luther for the first time.

Who would’ve guessed then that I would become a pastor at a Lutheran church all the way across the country in Ferndale, WA? That I would be returning to those words of Luther again on such a Reformation Sunday as this one.

The word reform means pretty much exactly what it sounds like – to re-form something from one thing into another. The Bible is full of re-forms – from Abram and Sarai becoming Abraham and Sarah to David changing from a shepherd into a king. There were judges, prophets, rulers, and priests from the Old Testament who brought about reforms of the faith. And then, in the New Testament, we again encounter reformers left and right – in Mary and Peter and Paul and beyond, all altering understandings of who God is, who Jesus is, and how we are called to live in response to those profound realities of God.

Reform is actually a significant norm in our faith – where one thing changes into another so that we might grow closer to understanding and encountering of the Word, the logos, and the Christ that we find in the Johannine gospel.

Martin Luther’s 95 theses of 1517 against the Catholic practice of Indulgences, nailed to the door of All Saints Church in Wittenburg, were nothing short of monumental. Though there were other proto-reformers of the Church in the years before Luther, but Luther’s theses ignited the Protestant Reformation. All because an Augustinian monk was so terrified of his own sin that he read and reread the scriptures so much and so intently that he realized the Catholic Church at the time was missing something colossal. Namely, he realized that faith alone justifies us rather than rituals, pilgrimages, fasting, or any action we can take.

Luther read Romans 8:28, “that a person is justified by faith, apart from works…” Suddenly, Christian faith took on a whole new meaning and purpose for Luther that he could not help but share with the world.

Luther noticed and espoused three solae (Latin for “alone”) in direct opposition to the catholic teaching of the time: scripture over Tradition (sola scriptura or scripture alone), faith over works (sola fide or faith alone), and grace over merit (sola gratia or grace alone). Each of these solae point to a drastic change in how Christians understood themselves and their faith. No more was it Tradition that determined the practice of faith, scripture was the ultimate authority. No more did Christians need to accomplish tasks and works to access God; God was already there. And lastly, there was no way to earn the love of God, rather, it is a free gift of grace.

Just as Luther called people to a new understanding of faith, Jesus, in our John passage from this morning, called his followers to a new way of understanding, a new truth. 

Jesus says to the Jews who had believed in him in John 8 – those who had once believed he was the Messiah, but perhaps now did not – “If you abide in my word, you are truly my disciples, and you will know the truth and the truth will set you free” (John 8:31-32). If you remain in me, you will know the truth. What a radical promise to know the truth. And not only to know the truth, but to be set free by it.

Pastoral theologian Rebecca Burton Prichard contends, “Jesus offered those first hearers release, liberation, spiritual freedom. Even now Jesus offers such release to captives living in denial. Luther says humans are redeemed sinners, simul justus et peccator, at once sinful and justified. By that he meant that believers are hardly free of sin; rather, they are recovering sinners, pilgrims in exodus, exiles on their way home. The journey begins with truth-telling, with an honest assessment of the way things are, with that difficult escape from denial, with the grace that allows individuals to see themselves as loveable, forgiven, and beloved of God” (Feasting, Rebecca Burton Prichard).

She continues, likening sin to addiction and grace to recovery.
“Sin, like addiction, involves both rebelling and hiding; it entails believing one has control over life and refusing divine grace. Sin, like addiction, lulls one into the false belief that the comfort of the status quo is preferable to growth and change. Grace and recovery begin with confession and repentance. While recovery involves ruthless self-examination as well as making amends, grace makes room in the self for loving one’s self and others, as one has been loved. Recovery, like grace, also includes forgiveness. The Word that Jesus speaks to sinners/addicts, then and now, is a word of challenge and hope, of judgment and release, of recovery and grace, that can finally be heard as a word of acceptance, encouragement, and healing” (Feasting of the Gospels, Rebecca Burton Prichard).

I wonder what word, what truths have set you free. Many truths have set me free, but none more so than the fact that I, in all of my imperfection and addiction to sin, am the beloved child of God.

The truth, the Christ, is that you, right now, in all of your mess and deficiency and addiction, are absolutely beloved by the Creator of the universe. And there’s nothing you did or need to do to earn that love – it just is. That’s sola gratia, that is God’s offensive grace. You are, at this moment, utterly beloved and enough. No matter what we have done or left undone or the depth of sin to which we are addicted, we are cherished.

My brother used to say to his daughters every night before they went to bed, “there’s nothing you can do that will make me love you more and there’s nothing you can do that will make me love you less.” 

No matter what, no matter who, no matter why, we are beloved. We are love.

There’s no competition. There’s no hierarchy. There’s nothing other than the outrageous love of God that we could never earn. In a world and system that profits off our disconnection, addiction, self-flagellation, doubt, fear, and enmity, we are already connected, affirmed, enough, and in recovery.

My best friend Jami had a baby this week. She was in labor for almost two days. They nearly had to do a c-section, which was not what she wanted, but at the last seeming minute, her body started working the way it was meant to, so that she might deliver new life, in the form of a sweet little baby girl.

Re-forms are a lot like birth. They usually hurt, and we have no idea what will come out on the other end other than, hopefully, new life.

The question now becomes, what reforms, what births, do we need today? As we live in recovery, as pilgrims & exiles on our way home, what are we now being invited to grow?

Perhaps it’s something as simple and loving as making a quilt for someone in need of a blanket.

Perhaps it’s being willing to be transformed by the people who walk through our church doors – meaning change will occur, and we will have to run with it.

Perhaps it’s hiring a southern PCUSA Presbyterian, a woman married to a woman, to pastor this country church.

Perhaps it’s noticing our addiction to hierarchy and status and seeking to live in the recovery of loving people as they are loved by God, as our equal image bearers of divine light.

What reforms, what births-pangs, do you feel and need on this Reformation Sunday? How is Christ, the truth, the Word become flesh, the light of the world and living water, reforming you, transforming you more into the image of God you were created be? And how can we, as the beloved dirt-creatures of God, be participants in God’s healing, salvific, restorative action in a suffering world?

In the name of the Creator, the Redeemer, and the Sustainer, Amen.  
 


