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Sermon – October  25, 2009.  Shepherd of the Valley Lutheran Church, La Mesa.  Reformation Sunday.  “The Reformation Puts God in the Center.”  Pastor Gene Holtz.  
Last week I read a story which appeared in the September edition of Homiletics, a magazine on preaching.  “A pastor was greeting worshipers at the door after the service when a woman enthusiastically shook his hand and said, ‘Pastor, that was a great sermon!’  

(The pastor flushed with pride but he wanted to appear humble, so he) said, ‘Oh, it wasn’t me.  I have to give the credit to the Lord.’

“The woman replied, ‘It wasn’t that good!”

The Sunday sermon is not about the preacher whether that is Pastor Roschke or me.  And the sermon is really not about you.  The sermon is about God.  The sermon puts God in the center.  It asks, What does God have to say to the preacher and congregation.  Who is God and what has he done in Jesus Christ?  What does he mean when he calls you and me to be free, as we hear in the gospel reading today?  What is he doing today in our world that you and I need to know about?  Who is God and what has he done that helps make sense of  your life and mine?  Does God give me the will and the strength to make something of my life - something that is good and beautiful and strong?  Does God’s Holy Spirit give me the will and strength to help bring peace, to feed the hungry, to touch the lonely, to aspire to great things in his name?

All of our readings from the Bible for this Reformation Sunday remind us that the Reformation put God back in the center of the church.  In the first lesson, the prophet Jeremiah points out what the people had done.  They broke that marvelous, powerful covenant God had made with them.  And then he says, “Now let me tell you what God is going to do.  God is going to make a new covenant with you.  “I will write my law in your hearts, not just on tablets of stone.”  The Lord says, “I will forgive you iniquity and remember your sins no more.”  Notice God is in the  center of everything good. 

The second lesson from Romans tells us, “If you want to do this righteousness thing by yourself, if you want to do this salvation thing by yourself, it’s not going to happen.  You won’t get holy and you won’t get saved.  If you want to boast, it’s not going to work.  But pay close attention to what God had done.  Jesus went to the cross for you and was raised to life for you.  Because of that you are at one with God.  You are justified by faith – by putting your life into God’s gracious hands.”  When God is in the center, it works. 

Then Jesus talks about freedom.  It’s a huge word for Americans.  Freedom.  It’s a huge word for people around the world who are struggling to gain their civil rights:  Freedom.  But in the most profound way, it is the Son of God who makes you free.  You were free before the Revolutionary War.  Before World War II settled the turmoil that had gripped the whole world, you were already free.   Before you found the right counselor and the right medication, Jesus made you free.  Before you got back the money you had lost in the recession and before you got established in a good job, Jesus already made you free.  
Dr. Martin Luther and the other reformers put God back in the center of the church.  You ask, “How can you have a church without God in the center?”  Well, you can, but it’s not really the church.  In the 16th century they were trying to build St. Peter’s Cathedral in Rome.  To pay for it they sold indulgences.  If Aunt Helen died, perhaps she was a pretty decent person, but she still would spend a little time in pain in purgatory unless you came up with a bit of money to get her through that torment and into heaven.  Perhaps Granpa Adolph was a bit of a reprobate, and the price for him might be a whole lot more than it was for Helen.  But you feel bad even for Adolph, so you pay the money, you buy the indulgence.  Church leaders in the 16th century thought they could make that system work because they had saints, and saints who had more good deeds, more good credit than they needed.  And the church created this banking system where they could take some of the saint’s credits and apply them to Helen or Adolph.  It just cost a little money.  The Reformers said, “That’s a system created by humans.  It’s not God’s system.”  If you let God do it, you have a new covenant.  You have forgiveness.  You have redemption through the blood of Jesus.  And it’s all free.  And the Son sets you free.  And when that happens, you are free indeed.  
A few years ago a man named Roger came to my office.  Roger had just turned 40.  He had a wife and three children ages 9, 11, and 14.  I didn’t know him.  He wasn’t a member of the church.  So it was interesting that he came to the church for help.  But he came to the church because he knew what his problem was. 

He told his story, “At home, all I do is yell at my kids and fight with my wife.   There’s a woman at work who seems attracted to me, and I am attracted to her.  But I know if I pursue that, I will regret it.  I spend most of my weekend drinking beer.  I’m afraid I’m about to lose my job.”  And there was more than that.  

Finally I asked the big question, “What can I do for you?  Why did you come here to the church?”  He said, “I came here today because I need to find my way back to God.”  With all the many heavy things weighing on him, he knew where he needed to begin.  So he and I began there.  He and I and God, I should say.  That day he did some confessing and repenting.  He knew he had sinned against the Lord, and that brokenness affected everything he touched and everyone he loved.  

We started with God and then began one by one, over the weeks, to talk about the others.  What kind of a relationship did he want with his wife?  What could he do to rekindle the love that was there?  Putting an end to what could have been an affair with the woman at work.  He learned to spend individual, quality time with each of his kids.  Piece by piece, he put together the life he had always wanted and almost lost.  But his first step was to turn to Jesus.  He found in the Lord forgiveness, a new sense of peace, and the courage to make a new beginning.  He found in Jesus a new dimension of love, the kind of love he needed to shape the kind of relationship he began to have with his wife and children and others. 
At age 40, Roger started over.  He reshaped his life, beginning with God.  Or as Roger put it, “God reshaped my life.” 

Sometimes it seems so easy to accept that I am saved by grace through faith in Christ Jesus.  He does the whole saving business.  I’m right with God and I never could get there on my own, but that’s okay.  My job is to love everyone I meet as genuinely as God loves me.  My job is to serve, to feed the hungry, help people who don’t have clothes or a home, to be a friend to people who don’t have a friend.  
But sometimes that’s hard.  And I would like to feel that I did it.  I did enough of those good things that I get to go to heaven.  Some people actually seem to believe that they will get to go to heaven by being a suicide bomber.  We might feel that God should notice us if we do something heroic – perhaps we risk our life to help others as police officer and firefighters and the military often do.  Or we’d like to feel we could earn it by sacrificing something dear to us in order to help others.   There’s a piece of us that would like to boast spiritual.  I think it’s in our human nature that we’d like to feel we gained our way into the kingdom by getting our life together instead of just taking a handout.      

I’ve known many people who are in a 12 step program.  And they all know Step #1.  And they all know it is the big one:  I admit that I am powerless in this and that a Power greater than myself can restore me.  Then I turn my will and my life over to the care of God.  
That’s the Reformation in a nutshell.  That’s what Dr. Martin Luther was all about:  God is in the center.  He is first.  When you are dealing with family and friends or people you work with – God is in the center.  When you are praying desperately for healing, God is in the center.  When you are looking for some reason to hope, God stands right there to be your hope.  
And when you come to this place on a Sunday morning to bring your prayers and praises, to gather at the table of the Lord, God is here.  Front and center.  You’re never disappointed.  He is right here in the middle of everything we do and say.  Right here today he is in the center of your heart.  Amen.  

