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As I mentioned to you earlier, the last Sunday in October is dedicated as Reformation Sunday, to commemorate the Protestant Reformation movement that took place in the early to mid 16th century in Europe.  Although it’s not an official holiday on our church’s liturgical calendar, the Reformation movement did bear great significance and a monumental milestone in the history of the church, both for the Roman Catholic and Protestant church, as well as the western civilization.  

Well, chances are, if the Reformation had not taken place back then, there may not be a Presbyterian congregation standing at the corner of E 14th and Avenue T, here in Brooklyn in the year 2013.  We acknowledge that this is all part of our sovereign God’s divine providence who has and is continuously at work among us in this world.


When Martin Luther nailed the series of protest statements (famously known as “The 95 Theses”) on the door of the church in Wittenburg, Germany in 1517, not only did he boldly and publicly unravel the clerical abuses of the sales of indulgences within the Church at the time, but it also revolutionized a whole new soul searching discovery of what salvation means for humankind, as well as what are the means for one’s salvation?  Why do we believe what we say we believe in?  (Has that ever come across our minds?)  It made us ask challenging “questions” about our faith….in a positive way, instead of just accepting our faith by what others have told us.  


The Reformers yearned for a change from the common practices, not for something new but rather back to the basics…the fundamentals of our faith – our personal piety and devotion while focusing on personal salvation through one’s professed faith and attributed grace from God.

This period of great “spiritual awakening” of the church came at the expense of divisions and dissention within the church as well.  The authority of the church was challenged and accusations were rampant.  This “spiritual awakening” led us to a whole new understanding of what reading and interpreting the Scripture personally, rather than being told what we should believe in and how we should think?  

The way towards our salvation takes on a whole new different meaning of how and who ultimately gets saved.  Our relationship with the Almighty God has been narrowed with the great mediator through our faith and our trust in Jesus Christ alone?  

In the center of this Protestant Reformation movement were five core Solae (which means “Only” or “Alone”) statements in Latin.  There were….

Sola scriptura ("by Scripture alone")

Sola fide ("by faith alone")

Sola gratia ("by grace alone")

Solo Christo ("Christ alone" or "through Christ alone")
Soli Deo gloria ("glory to God alone")

Each of these “sola” statements highlights a unique perspective of our Christian faith.  First and foremost, we acknowledge that Scripture is the authoritative witness of God.  Now this may seems trivial but not when access to Scripture was only limited to those who can read “Latin” (how many of us read Latin even now?).  Most people were denied direct access of God’s Word, but only having been told by another human agent through the priests.  Scriptures is one of the ways which God communicates to God’s people.  The Reformers spent years of translating Scriptures into languages that were common to the people so they can read and understand Scriptures on their own.  No one shall be denied access of God’s teaching and God’s grace.  That’s one of the fundamental concepts of the Protestant Reformation movement. 

Last week, we read about how our God is a faithful God whose word is unchanging to all of God’s people…even when everything else fails, when everyone turns away from us, God’s word and God’s assurance, peace and promise will always be there for God’s people.  “For all scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, so that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, equipped for every good work.”
  

Second of all, we acknowledge that our salvation is granted unconditionally by faith alone and through Christ alone.  This is solely an act of God’s grace with Christ being the atoning sacrifice
 and a mediator between the sovereign God and the sinful humankind.
This was the key “sticking” point of the Reformed movement.  


Our salvation is not based upon merits (or reward system) but rather upon God’s unconditional grace and our faithful response through Jesus Christ.  It’s not like if you sell enough boxes of cookies or candies then you’ll get the grand prize.  It just doesn’t work that way.  It is God’s Grace that we respond to in Faith that leads us to Salvation and not the other way around.  And we attribute all glory due to God and to God alone….not anyone else and certainly not even ourselves. 

The Apostle Paul summed up the core of our Christian faith and the message of the Gospel in 2 verses, when he wrote to the early church in Ephesus.  He wrote “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God-- not the result of works, so that no one may boast.”
   Undoubtedly this was on the Reformers’ mind as they presented this renewed understand of what faith and grace is and what isn’t.


Earlier we also read together yet another critical passage from the Book of Romans that inspired the Reformers thoughts.  From Romans 3, “Since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; we are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.”
  “A person is justified by faith apart from works prescribed by the law.”


Well, this sounds simple enough, doesn’t it?  You may ask, “what seems to be the controversy?”  Why go through all these debates and arguments whereas denominations and congregations are fighting and splitting off from one another because they cannot simply agree on some of “non-essential” matters?  Throughout history, we have seen wars being waged over and innocent bloods were being shed because of the differences in our understanding of God’s Word and the interpretation thereof.    

Let’s fast forward to the present time….in the year 2013 or soon to be 2014….has anything changed since over the last 500 years?  Well…. sadly to say, not much!!  Today we still find our faith being challenged day by day.  Those who professed their faith in Christ are still being persecuted in many parts of the world.  The mentioning of “Jesus Christ” could mean death to some.  Our faith is being challenged both externally, as well as internally within our own faith community ever more so than ever.  

For generations, we have been arguing and fighting over issues that we can never agree on.  We have made more strides in further divide ourselves rather than celebrating our common faith and unity in Christ.  We have been running this endless marathon race that does not seem to have its finish line anywhere in sight.  Our faith is being challenged everyday by the normative values of society that seemingly contradict with what the Scripture is telling us, how the Spirit is working among us and what our faith dictates us.  We find ourselves emotionally spent, spiritually exhausted, while squandering our God given resources in our time, talent and money.  We have focused on the wrong agenda instead of focusing on sharing our faith and the Good News to others.  

Yet somehow by the mercy and the grace of God, God has kept our faith alive in the midst of all of these, even when some of us might have abandoned it. God remains faithful to God’s people despite our fickle and rebellious hearts.  God has renewed His vow to walk with us simply by our faith and not by our human sight.


This week, the church will also be celebrating another holiday.  No, it’s not Halloween!  It’s All Saint’s Day on November 1st.  Traditionally this is a day in which we remember those who have “fought their fight, finished their race and have kept their faith.”  We honor them for the countless sacrifices that they have made.  Some even paid the ultimate price of their lives for the sake of their belief and conviction.  Their lifelong diligence and faithfulness continue to inspire all those who are carrying on their legacy in the present and into the future.  

Locally many congregations would dedicate this day to lift up the names of those who have joined the company of the heavenly saints, for they too have gone before us to be with God….those who have “fought their fight, finished their race, and kept their faith.”

This year, this congregation has lost three of our beloved members – Deacons Doris Shatz, Arlane Levy and most recently Mary Iervolino.  Many of us have profound memory of these beautiful ladies. We remember and cherish their friendship, as well as their faithful servanthood and their willingness to put others before themselves.  We offer our utmost thanksgiving for the gifts that they have shared with us and with a full confidence that we shall one day meet once again.  For the Apostle Paul reminded us that for this slight momentary affliction is preparing us for an eternal weight of glory beyond all measure,  because we look not at what can be seen but at what cannot be seen; for what can be seen is temporary, but what cannot be seen is eternal.”


Like the early Reformers who challenged the authority of the church and sought a renewed understanding of their faith and their relationship with God, they have surely paved their way for the generations to come.  

As Our Presbyterian motto of “a church reformed and always to be reformed” challenges us to a movement of progress and a season of due diligence in our presentation of the gospel and what it means for us to be a church.  Bear in mind that the word “reform” does not necessarily mean bringing in new changes or new ideas, but rather a sense of refocusing on what God wants from us and not what we humanly desire.  
Furthermore, we must not neglect that there is a second part that came immediately right after, “according to the Word of God and the calling of the Holy Spirit”.  To me, I think the latter part is more critical than the beginning part.  It clarified both the direction (and the Director!) of the church's reform.  The direction of reform shall be “according to the Word of God” and the director of such reform shall be the Holy Spirit.


Edward Dowey, a church historian, once wrote about what does a church that is “reformed” mean.  Dowey wrote, “reform is the institutional counterpart of repentance.  Recognizing how far short we fall from God's intentions, we continually submit all doctrines and structures to be reformed according to the Word of God and the call of the Spirit. The church is a frail and fallible pilgrim people, a people on the way, not yet what we shall be. The church, because of who we are, remains open to always being reformed.  Reform has a backward and a forward reference.  It leads not only back to the Bible but also forward under the Word." 


The early reformers shamefully admitted that the church had become corrupt.  They confessed that the church had missed its missional target and lost its vision for its future.  The church has gone astray from the fundamental of what the Bible teaches.  The people have turned to ourselves and trusted in our own leading rather than God’s leading.  The church has lost its vision (and its mission) of hope for its people.  

According to John Calvin, who was the father of Presbyterian faith, commented that “the church must restore to its true nature, purified from the "innovations" that riddled the church through centuries of inattention to Scripture and theological laxity.”

In her article entitled “What do Presbyterians believe about “a church reformed and always being reforming”, Dr. Anna Case-Winters, of McCormick Theological Seminary wrote, “the backward and forward reference of reform invites us on the one hand to attend respectfully to the wisdom and Scriptural interpretations of those who have gone before us with humility. On the other hand, it pushes us to do more than simply reiterate what fathers and mothers in the faith have said. 

Rather, we must do in our day what they did in theirs, worship and serve the living God. Therefore, while we honor the forms of faith and life that have been bequeathed to us, we honor them best in a spirit of openness to the Word and the Spirit that formed and continue to re-form the church. The church, because of who God is, a living God, remains open to always being reformed. 
   

I hate to tell you this….but we are NOT done fighting this fight.  We have NOT finished the race (just as we have another marathon to run next week).  God is NOT done with us just yet.  Therefore, we must keep the faith enduring all trails and challenges, trusting that the Holy Spirit continues to work among us.  


We are Reformed and always being reformed, according to the Word of God and the calling of the Holy Spirit.  By Scripture alone, by Faith alone, by Grace alone, through Christ alone, and to God be the Glory.  Amen.   
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