REFORMATION 2006



FORTRESSES OF FAITH


I always refer to today, Reformation Sunday, as the Lutheran ambivalent holiday.  It is ambivalent for me, because it comes with a history that takes us back to an earlier time when we Lutherans would gather in huge rallies to celebrate how different we were.  How right we got it over our Roman sisters and brothers.  It was a day full of pride and majesty.  And while that produces nostalgic memories for many of us; it frankly turns us toward a prideful and a sinful theology.  We didn’t do all that on our own….other Protestants joined in and in those days before Vatican II (blessed be the memory of Pope John XXIII), our Roman sisters and brothers had their own disdain for those who did not share their vision of the church.  It was a day and a time when we each built our fortresses, to guard against those who were different.  And wrong.

We’re talking about basic human nature.  Remember when you were a kid?  Building that bedroom fort or that backyard fort, so that you could fight off the intruders.  It is about the walls our insecurities, our doubts and our fears build, every day of our lives.


And therein comes my ambivalence with this day.  For Reformation is not about a flight to a prideful past, but rather is about a journey to a hopeful future.  It is not about what we did 500 years ago; it is about what God is doing today, tomorrow and each day of our lives.  Reformation is about understanding the powerful work of the Holy Spirit to renew, to revitalize, to recreate the people of God, the Body of Christ, the Family of Faith.  Today is a fall reminder of all that Pentecost is about.  And that means ventures into new, uncharted waters so that Christ’s love can touch people.  That kind of ministry takes vision.  It takes commitment.  It takes resources.  And it takes an understanding of Scripture that God is walking with us, every step of the way.

Let me give you a few examples right here in our Synod.  


Saint Mark’s Lutheran Church in Elizabeth, where some of you came from, had a long, rich history of ministry.  And then it went through difficult times and it closed.  It has now reopened as San Marcos and in less than a year has gathered a congregation of 50 regular worshipers.  That’s Reformation.


St John’s Lutheran Church in Passaic is one of our older “German” parishes.  One of our few churches that still has worship in English and German.   And now their old neighborhood is surrounded by Latinos and with really profound vision their long serving Pastor came to the Synod and asked, “What can you do to help me reach these folks.”  A new mission (vision) developer is now there; dozens and dozens of Spanish speaking folks worship each week; and this budding community and the old German base are constantly seeking ways to minister together.  That’s Reformation.


You don’t have to be a demographer to understand the huge influx of Asian immigrants on the Route 1 corridor between Edison and Princeton.  A lot of people looked and talked about all “those people” moving in and the changing neighborhood.  At the same time  3 of our Lutheran Churches got together and have engaged an evangelist to gather communities and to begin worship services.  That’s Reformation.

St. Paul’s Lutheran Church in Beachwood recently called one of my newer Seminarians, a former Roman Catholic priest, to be their new Pastor.   St. Paul’s has a long reputation as one of our solid, suburban parishes.   Pastor Peter Hartney arrived and saw more.  He saw the rapidly growing Latino population, all along the shore, with many of the folks fighting subsistence wages and immigration issues.  He prepared a proposal for a mobile chapel, a converted RV, that would travel the Route 9 corridor each week, gathering folk and sharing hope.  La Orilla, the Shore, is the name of this new ministry, that our Family of Faith helped fund.  It is now a reality.  A ministry that is touching countless, often forgotten lives.  That’s Reformation.


And it happens closer to home.  Tuesday night Faith was one of many sponsors for an interfaith program at Congregation B’nai Jeshurun in Short Hills entitled, “The Baptizing of America.”  For Lutherans who have such a special interest in the separation of Church and State, it was a wonderful evening. Over 450 folks shared in the evening with the largest group, apart from the host congregation, coming from Faith.  And Rabbi Rudin, who wrote the book, shared a theology that could have been word for word out of our Lutheran seminaries.  The program was good…but in the words of Marshall McCluhan, “the medium is the message.”  At the end of the night as Rabbi Gewirtz and one of our Pastors prepared to pronounce the blessing in Hebrew and English, there behind them stood dozens of clergy, representing Jewish and Christian communities.  And given the anti-Semitism that is so pervasive in our society and in our churches, I realized how far we have come.  As I shared with the folks at the American Jewish Committee the next day, the program was great, but the witness was as better.  That my friends, is Reformation.


That is what happens when the Holy Spirit stirs and the people of God respond.

We are called to build “fortresses of faith,” but not as isolationist outposts from the world.  No, we’re called to build  for the world God calls us to…a cruel world where God’s children hunger for justice; a war filled world  that is starved for peace; a world filled with fear and disease that needs to hear a word of healing; a world where too many mourn and need to hear or be reminded of our Easter hope.  What if every congregation took that call seriously, instead of the idle activities that consume them…what if….well, there’d be a whole lot more reason to celebrate the Reformation. 
