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Reformation Sunday is a festival that’s unique to Lutherans.  As a boy growing up at 

Tabor Lutheran in Kane, PA, I enjoyed many Reformation Sundays and never had any reason to 

question why we were celebrating.  For me, it was a reminder that in a town full of churches, 

ours had at least one thing that was special and distinct from all the rest.  All of those old 

Scandinavian voices there at Tabor sounded a little louder and a little prouder when it was time 

to sing Martin Luther’s most famous hymn, “A Mighty Fortress.”  And as a little boy, whenever 

I’d hear that same song on the Davy and Goliath TV show, it made me feel like I was part of 

something that was bigger and more important than I had ever realized. 

 

I would wager that there have been times in the 500-year history of our Lutheran 

movement when our Reformation celebrations have been animated by less noble motivations.  

Cultural, social, and political battles between Catholics and Protestants were waged throughout 

the 19th and much of the 20th century in this country.  That was an era when singing “A Mighty 

Fortress” was a way of proclaiming, “I’m right and you’re wrong!”  It was a day and age when 

Catholics just didn’t become Lutherans, and Lutherans surely didn’t become Catholics.   

 

Of course, that day and age is long gone.  We have gratefully received many wonderful 

members who were raised Roman Catholic.  And going back to Pastor Miller’s time, here at 

Grace we’ve hosted ecumenical worship services at which we’ve joyfully welcomed our Roman 

Catholic friends.  Even Catholic bishops have prayed in our sanctuary.  ELCA Lutherans strive 

to find common ground with other Protestants and with Roman Catholics.  It’s hard work, and 

significant areas of disagreement persist.  But it was Jesus’s prayer that we his followers – 

Protestants and Catholics alike – might be one, even as God the Father and his son Jesus Christ 

are one.1  And so we rightly press on with that work of unity. 

 

So in light of all that, do we really need Reformation Sunday anymore?  Mere nostalgia 

and triumphalism are not adequate justifications.  Well, let’s go back to the roots of the 

Reformation.  What motivated Luther to undertake the daunting work of reforming the Christian 

Church?  The answer:  Luther initiated the Reformation in order to drive the Church back to 

Christ, where, at the foot of his cross, love frees us from our fears. 

 

We hear this in today’s Gospel.  Jesus said, “If you continue in my word, you are truly 

my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.”  The people thought 

he was nuts.  “Ah Jesus, we don’t need to be freed!  We’ve never been captive to anyone or 

anything.” 
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There was a time when Martin Luther might have said the same thing.  But in reality, he 

was in captivity to his fears.  And his biggest fear of all was God.  Luther knew he was a sinner, 

and that left him terrified of God’s disapproval, God’s anger, and God’s damnation.  He once 

wrote, “I hated the righteous God who punishes sinners, and… I was angry with God… [and] 

raged with a fierce and troubled conscience.”2  But as Luther studied God’s Word, he discovered 

truth – truth that was not an act or work that would prove his righteousness, but truth that was a 

person – Jesus Christ – who as a gift of grace extended his righteousness to cover us. 

 

Luther’s breakthrough - that righteousness comes through faith in Christ and not our 

meager works - filled him with a joyful feeling of freedom.  He wrote, “I felt that I was 

altogether born again and had entered paradise itself through open gates.”3  Luther had been 

driven to Christ, and there, at the foot of the life-giving cross, love freed Luther from his fears 

and enabled him to love and serve his neighbor with newfound joy and commitment.  In that 

freedom, the Reformation was ignited.  Friends, that’s the very best rationale for celebrating 

Reformation Sunday. 

 

But that all happened in the 16th century.  We live in a very different time.  What do 

Luther’s fears have to do with our fears in 2020?  I rarely hear from people who are worried 

about their salvation.  And I don’t think many people nowadays are scared that God is going to 

damn them to hell.  But we in 2020 are just as scared as Luther ever was.  And so we continue to 

need reformation, because only Christ’s love will free us from our fears.   

 

So what exactly do we fear?  Well, the list is long, but I think our biggest fear is that we 

simply don’t matter – that our lives are irrelevant and meaningless to those around us and even to 

our God.  It’s easy to see why.  Consider the vastness of creation.  If we shrink the Sun down to 

about the size of a grain of sand, we can imagine our Solar System – the sun and all the planets - 

to be small enough to fit onto the palm of your hand.  On that scale with our Solar System in 

your hand, the Milky Way Galaxy, with its 200 – 400 billion stars, would span North America.  

That’s just one galaxy.  But remember that our universe contains billions of galaxies.4   

 

Just imagine!  Billions of galaxies.  Billions of stars.  And on our one puny little planet, 

there are billions of people.  In the vastness of creation, it’s so easy to feel small, insignificant, 

and forgotten.  And that, my friends, can makes us feel very alone and very afraid.   

 

What happens when we feel forgotten, alone, irrelevant, and afraid?  We act out.  We 

misbehave.  We do whatever it takes to get the attention and love we crave.  We’ve all 

experienced this with puppies and preschoolers, but adults do it too, with disastrous 

consequences for ourselves and our world.  And so 500 years after the Reformation began, 

Reformation Sunday remains a true, vital, and intensely relevant gift to us because, at its very 

best, this Sunday drives us and the Church back to Christ, where, at the foot of his cross, his love 

frees us from our fears. 

 

You see, even in the vastness of creation, you are intimately known by Jesus.  You are 

loved by Jesus.  There is no other person like you in the entire universe.  You are utterly unique 

and utterly beloved.  Just think: In prayer, you can take your joys, fears, and petitions directly to 

Jesus, confident that the most powerful force in the cosmos affectionately and attentively hears 
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you.  His Holy Spirit penetrates your heart with truth, assurance, and conviction.  In Holy 

Communion, Jesus comes to you in an especially personal and intimate way as his body and 

blood literally fill you and you hear again that he gave himself for you.  And someday when you 

close your eyes for the last time and fall from this mortality, you can trust that you will be caught 

by that same Jesus on the other side of heaven.   

 

Love is such a powerful thing.  When we know we are loved, remembered, and valued, 

love frees us to stop obsessing about our needs and insecurities.  Love lifts our eyes from 

ourselves and redirects them toward our neighbor.  Love frees us to love and serve others.  Isn’t 

that exactly what we most need in 2020?   

 

We Lutherans are caretakers of a Reformation movement that was Spirit-initiated and far 

from over.  We aren’t perfect and we don’t have all the answers.  But thanks be to God, Christ is 

continuing to reform us as individuals and as a Church in order to free us from our fears and 

transform us with love, so that we can joyfully love and serve our neighbor.  On this 

Reformation Sunday, the message for us remains the same as it was back in 1517 when this 

whole thing began.  The Reformation drives us back to Christ, where, at the foot of his cross, his 

love frees us from our fears.  Friends, that’s worthy of celebration.  Amen. 
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