REFORMATION 2008

THE LIBERATING BOOK


It is no great secret that today is one of my favorite days in the Church year…it is filled with Easter hope and with Pentecost energy.  Because of Easter we have life and freedom.  Because of Pentecost the Church of Christ is constantly being re-shaped and re-formed.  That is what the Reformation is about.  It is not so much a reminder of a day 500 years ago as it is a celebration of what God is doing with this servant community today…and tomorrow.  26 years ago when I came here I made the statement on Reformation that “we sure better not be the same church next year as we are today.”  Folks took umbrage at that.  If only they’d waited a year or two and listened.  Every time I preach on Reformation I make that statement.  We better be different next year than we are today.  Not for the sake of change…but for the sake of faithfulness.


So how does the Church “reform” today?  We as a Family are reshaped every time our AIDS team heads over to Broadway House in Newark.  There is a new vision of God’s Church and a new understanding of God’s children.  We’re reformed every month as loving hands serve hundreds of meals in that Soup Kitchen line, again in Newark.  Faith grows…in every sense of the word…as the very young and the very old and every one in between struggles with God’s Word, The Book of Faith, and its meaning for their lives. The Church is reshaped every Sunday as the faithful gather here to be challenged and not coddled by the fullness of the Gospel.  Christ’s Church is reformed as the Holy Spirit works among us…in the words of the old saw, “to comfort the afflicted…and to afflict the comfortable”…with a sense of the urgency of Christ’s call to servant ministry.


As most of you know, three weeks ago, we had our mission partners here for two weeks, from Masama Mboreny Lutheran Parish, there by the slopes of Mt. Kilimanjaro in Africa.  Pastor Mtui and Mr. Masawe came for the same reason that Pastor Sippu and Pastor Masawe came before them, over these last 20 years.  They came to remind us of the basics of the faith.  (That’s why the Lutheran Church in Tanzania is the fastest growing Christian church in the world).  Down to basics. 


Well, they have helped to reform us.  They have helped to reshape our Family of Faith.  Pastor Mtui shared a very simple message with us that he got up and emphasized on their last Sunday here.  It had two points.  The first…”you thank God that you were born in America…because you are blessed far more than you can ever know.”  And the second…”you thank God you were baptized a Christian, because that gives you the call to share your blessings with others.”  (Foot note here…when Pastor Walt and I took our brothers to meet with Bishop Riley the day before they left, we had a wonderful visit.  And Pastor Mtui, well Pastor Mtui shook his finger at the Bishop and reminded him of our two blessings.  My buddy the Bishop is not slow…I got a note yesterday when I returned, telling me he used Pastor’s Mtui’s reminders when he was out preaching last Sunday…to talk about how the church is changed).


While they were here, our brothers took part in all of our Bible studies.  And at the end of my Monday evening study, I asked Pastor Mtui if he had anything to say…silly question.  And he reminded us of our blessings.  And he shared a wonderful illustration.

John…if you can help me.  Sometimes in this world, our problems build up, and build up, and build up.  Like these books in John’s arms.  And sometimes, the load gets so big, so heavy, we can’t do a thing.  God comes…the servants of God come, and they help with those burdens.  They comfort us in our sorrows.  They support us in our need.  They care for us in our solitude.  And they free us…read the Gospel again today.


Very importantly…Mtui went on.  Sometimes, people have so many blessings, riches…they pile on, and on, and on.  People lose perspective.  They lose contact with what Christ’s servant community is called to be in its baptism.  Their arms, their lives are so full of their “stuff”, they’re not free to act, to be the disciple of Christ they are called to be.  “No problem,” says Mtui, “when you share your blessings, others in need are cared for, and you are free to be Christ’s servant.” 

And that’s what Reformation is all about.  People changing and growing…so that the Church can share Christ’s Easter hope.


Pastor, John and I work hard at picking our hymns, but our next one is an especially meaningful Reformation text…sing the words, but please, pray the words…and God willing, Faith will not be the same next year as we are today. 
