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Sermon for October 29, 2017 

Keep On Reforming 

Matthew 22:34-46 

The Reverend Roger Pancost 

While you are most likely aware that this Tuesday is Halloween, you may             
not be aware that it is also the 500th anniversary of the Protestant Reformation.              
That’s right, five hundred years ago, on October 31, the Catholic priest, Martin             
Luther, is said to have nailed his ninety-five theses on the door of All Saints               
Church in Wittenberg, Germany. 

These ninety five theses spoke out against what Luther believed were abuses            
by the leaders of the church. Specifically Luther took a position against the             
church’s selling of indulgences. Indulgences are certificates sold by the church to            
its members. It was believed that these indulgences could reduce the temporal            
punishment of sins committed by those who purchased them, or the sins of a              
loved-ones in purgatory. 

Not only did Luther believe that the selling of indulgences caused a financial             
burden on people, he felt they kept people from true repentance. Luther claimed             
that forgiveness of sins involves an inner spiritual repentance rather than an            
external sacramental confession. Luther also felt that indulgences discouraged         
Christians from giving to the poor because people believed that the indulgence            
certificates were more spiritually valuable than acts of charity. Other than insuring            
that the Church never had to have a “Stewardship Campaign” indulgences were            
unfair. 

Martin Luther wasn’t attempting to start a new religion on October 31, 1517,             
he was hoping to reform the religion that he knew and loved. To reform something,               
like an institution or practice, involves making changes that you believe will            
improve it. Luther’s suggested reforms invited the leaders of the church to return to              
the foundational teachings of the faith. 

It is easy to see a connection between what Martin Luther was doing in 1517               
and what Jesus is doing in this morning’s reading from Matthew. For some time              
Jesus has been in conflict with the religious leaders of his faith. When one of these                
individuals asks Jesus, “Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?”            
Jesus replies, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all                
your soul, and with all your mind. This is the greatest and first commandment. And               
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a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” By uplifting these               
two commandments, Jesus is inviting the religious leaders to return to the            
foundational teachings of the faith.  

Through his response, Jesus makes it clear that loving God and loving your             
neighbor go hand-in-hand. To love God, is to love your neighbor. Such love is not               
a matter of an emotional feeling, but rather involves commitment and action. To             
love a neighbor is to welcome and support that person.  

Jesus is aware of the ways in which some of the leaders of the faith use                
religion as a means to manipulate people rather than love them. These leaders             
impose huge burdens on people, which they themselves are unwilling to bear.            
They charge money for religious practices and insist that people follow the minute             
details of the law. Jesus isn’t trying to start a new religion; he is working to reform                 
the one he belongs to. 

Sadly, these are the same abuses that Martin Luther addresses fifteen           
hundred years later. The leaders of the church in Luther’s day lived in great wealth,               
while others struggled to survive. The church controlled people by insisting that            
only ordained clergy had direct access to God.  

Martin Luther is just one example of someone who sought to reform the             
church and society. Throughout history we find countless stories of people calling            
the church to do a better job of loving God and loving one’s neighbor.  

Reform happened during the Abolitionist Movement, the Civil Rights         
movement, and the anti-Apartheid movement. With great courage individuals         
fought to make changes within the church, and the greater world, in regards to              
segregation and oppression.  

Reform happened when people within the church insisted that women have           
equal rights to men. In various branches of the Christian Church women have been              
given the right to serve in leadership positions, including the right to serve as              
ordained clergy. 

In more recent years we have seen churches experience reformation in terms            
of its full inclusion of people of all sexual orientations. In the United Church of               
Christ this process has involved hundreds of congregations voting to become Open            
and Affirming. Despite condemnation from other faith traditions, these churches          
have made public statements of inclusion. They believe that loving your neighbor            
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involves respecting the dignity of each person, and inviting all people into the full              
fellowship of the church.  

Reformation is an ongoing process. In each generation there are          
opportunities to make changes within the church that reflect what it means to love              
God and neighbor.  

This past week, the Reverend Traci Blackmon, who is the Justice and            
Witness Ministries Executive of the United Church of Christ, and the Senior Pastor             
of Christ the King UCC in Florissant, Missouri, invited everyone in the United             
Church of Christ to reflect on where reform is needed in the year 2017. She writes, 

      “In Martin Luther's time his rejection of religious dogma was seen by some as 
confrontational and by others as courageous. Which one of these words most aptly 
describes that time may still be debatable, but what cannot be argued is the fact 
there was precedence for such a bold act because Jesus himself had come to 
challenge the religious dogma of his day and one result of his challenge was the 
formation of the early church. 
 
      Churches are not buildings or institutions. The Church is a living organism that 
is both affected and infected by human proclivities. We, as the ekklesia, are 
influenced by culture and context. We often institute codes of conduct and ways of 
being crafted to facilitate our living in community together, but sometimes those 
ways of being become barriers in the community we seek to create. The United 
Church of Christ identifies itself with this tradition and also recognizes that the 
church is yet reforming. 
 
        We, like all communities that become institutionalized, may not always adapt 
to our changing context. Perhaps there are ways of being, ways of serving, ways of 
discipleship that need reforming. Living organisms grow and living organisms 
change in order to thrive in a changing world. The message of the church remains 
the gospel, but perhaps some of our delivery systems need an upgrade. In our case, 
yes we must be willing to reform the institution yet we must also be willing to 
consider that reformation is also a call to reform ourselves. We are the church. We 
are that living organism.” 
 
        Reverend Blackmon concludes by saying that the United Church of Christ 
will use these suggestions to create their own version of the 95 Theses. These 
theses will then be posted online on October 31. 
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As we strive to love God and love neighbor, how are we being called to               
support reform today? Some of these reforms take place within the institutional            
church; other reforms call the institutional church into action. 

In every generation there are issues that call for the Church’s attention.            
Despite the advancements of Civil Rights, much work is still needed within the             
church, and in our society in terms of equality. In recent weeks we have been               
reminded of the many crimes committed against women. How is the church            
responding to these abuses? There continue to be millions of children living in             
poverty throughout the world, including here in Mid-Michigan. How are we           
sharing God’s love with them? There is a growing tension between people with             
different viewpoints in our nation. How might the Church help to bridge the             
divides that separate us from one another? 

The five hundredth anniversary of the Reformation is more than an           
opportunity to reflect on the past, it offers us an opportunity to consider how we               
can be reformers today. May we keep on reforming! 


