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 On October 31st, in the great country of ours, small bands of armed children race 
from house to house demanding protection candy.  Or at least that’s how it seems.  Alright, 
pops, what’s it gonna be?  Your candy of the front window?1 

 When I was a kid, October 31st was all about the candy.  But going to seminary 
changes a guy, and what made October 31st important to me was one of those things that 
changed.  October 31 became about the beginning of the Reformation and the birth of 
Protestantism.  And all because of this guy:  Martin Luther. 

 Though apparently many scholars now say the story is apocryphal,2 the legend says 
that on October 31, 1517, this monk did what was that time’s version of a Facebook post.  
He hammered a list of criticisms of his beloved Roman Catholic Church, his 95 theses, to the 
chapel door of the castle in Wittenberg. 

 I had a church member who as disappointed to find out that these 95 theses were 95 
statements.3  She had envisioned 95 Master’s degree length thesis manuscripts somehow 
hung on the chapel door.  But they are a series of statements that together make an 
argument for reforming some of the practices of the church – particularly the practice of 
selling indulgences (which makes me think of chocolate, because chocolate is an 
indulgence, which brings us back to Halloween – but I’ll get to the church’s practice of 
selling indulgences in a moment). 

 Luther’s 95 theses were not a list of demands nor were they a list of theological non-
negotiables.  They were an argument that Luther probably wanted debated.  I’m not sure 
why they were numbered, but it reminds me of the practice of numbering the lines in a 
resolution that a deliberative body is debating so someone can make reference to a 
particular line.  I don’t think Luther had any inkling of separating from the Roman Catholic 
church when he posted them.  He wanted his church to change, not split.  He thought there 
were abuses being perpetrated by the church that needed to stop.  He thought that these 
abuses were being justified with bad theology and he wanted that theology addressed and 
corrected.  That’s not what happened. 

 There’s a wonderful article in the current issue of The New Yorker magazine about 
Luther that explains the specifics of Luther’s objections.  “One of the most bitterly resented 
abuses [and not just by Luther, but by a lot of people] of the Church at that time was the so-
called indulgences, a kind of late-medieval get-out-of-jail-free card used by the Church to 

                                                      
1 Adapted from the introduction by Noel Paul Stookey to the song “A’ Soalin’” on the album “Peter, Paul and 
Mary In Concert.” 
2 Joan Acocella, “How Martin Luther Changed the World,” The New Yorker, 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/10/30/how-martin-luther-changed-the-world (posted for the 
30 October 2017 edition; accessed on 27 October 2017). 
3 You can read an English translation of these “theses” at http://www.luther.de/en/95thesen.html. 

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=376319202
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/10/30/how-martin-luther-changed-the-world
http://www.luther.de/en/95thesen.html
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make money.  When a Christian purchased an indulgence from the Church, he obtained – 
for himself or whomever else he was trying to benefit – a reduction in the amount of time 
the person’s soul had to spend in Purgatory, atoning for his [or her] sins, before ascending 
to Heaven.  You might pay to have a special Mass said for the sinner or, less expensively, 
you could buy candles or new altar cloths for the church.  But, in the most common 
transaction, the purchaser simply paid an agreed-upon amount of money and, in return, 
was given a document saying that the beneficiary – the name was written in on a printed 
form – was forgiven x amount of time in Purgatory.… 

 “In Luther’s mind, the indulgence trade … brought him up against the absurdity of 
bargaining with God, jockeying for his [Luther certainly saw God as a “he”] favor – indeed, 
paying for his favor.  Why had God given his only begotten son?  And why had the son died 
on the cross?  Because that’s how much God loved the world.  And that alone, Luther now 
reasoned, was sufficient for a person to be found ‘justified,’ or worthy.  From this thought, 
the Ninety-five Theses were born.  Most of them were challenges to the sale of indulgences.  
And out of them came what would be the two guiding principles of Luther’s theology:  sola 
fide and sola scriptura.”4 

 Sola fide means “only faith” or “faith alone.”  I think it’s worth noticing that the Latin 
fide is more like the English word “fidelity” than it is like “belief.”  This motto came from 
Luther’s belief that salvation comes through faith alone, not works, and definitely not 
through the purchasing of indulgences.  “This was not a new idea.  St. Augustine, the 
founder of Luther’s monastic order, laid it out in the fourth century.”5 

 There are some interesting insights into Luther’s psychology and spiritual journey 
in the The New Yorker article, but we won’t have time for those in today’s sermon.  
Especially since I’m more interested in the second of those guiding principles, the second of 
those mottos of the Reformation:  sola scriptura.  Sola scriptura, “only scripture” or 
“scripture alone,” is “the belief that only the Bible [can] tell us the truth.  Like sola fide, this 
was a rejection of what, to Luther, were the lies of the Church – symbolized most of all by 
the indulgence market.  Indulgences brought you an abbreviation of your stay in Purgatory, 
but what was Purgatory?  No such thing is mentioned in the Bible.  Some people think that 
Dante made it up; others say Gregory the Great.  In any case, Luther decided that somebody 
made it up.”6 

 And if something is not in the Bible, it’s suspect.  If it’s not in the Bible, it’s 
potentially wrong.  The Bible is the only rule of faith.  Interpretations of the Bible, doctrines 
of the church, traditions – all of these are from people (from men, in Luther’s day), and 
therefore potentially wrong. 

 Guided by these convictions – sola fide and sola scriptura – “and fired by his new 
certainty of God’s love for him, Luther became radicalized.  He preached, he disputed.  
Above all, he wrote pamphlets.  He denounced not only the indulgence trade but all the 

                                                      
4 Acocella, op. cit. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
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other ways in which the Church made money off Christians …  He [even] questioned the 
sacraments. … 

 “Things came to a head in 1520.  By then, Luther had taken to calling the Church a 
brothel, and Pope Leo X the Antichrist.  Leo gave Luther sixty days to appear in Rome and 
answer charges of heresy.  Luther let the sixty days elapse; the Pope excommunicated him; 
Luther responded by publicly burning the papal order in the pit where one of Wittenberg’s 
hospitals burned its used rags.  [Luther helped put the “protest” in Protestant.]  Reformers 
had been executed for less, but Luther was by now a very popular man throughout Europe.  
The authorities knew they would have serious trouble if they killed him, and the Church 
gave him one more chance to recant, at the upcoming diet – or congregation of officers, 
sacred and secular – in the cathedral city of Worms in 1521.  He went, and declared that he 
could not retract any of the charges he had made against the Church, because the Church 
could not show him, in Scripture, that any of them were false.”7 

 Like many people of faith, Luther felt he had to stand by his conscience.  It is in 
honor of this fidelity, this integrity that we are singing our post-sermon hymn.  The words 
come from an anti-slavery poem written by James Lowell in 1845.8 

 “Here I stand, I can do no other,” Luther is supposed to have said at the Diet of 
Worms.  He could do no other because of the principle of sola scriptura.  Scripture alone 
was the rule of his faith – a view very much in keeping with what we heard in today’s 
Gospel reading John says he wrote his gospel so that we might have faith, so that we might 
be able to join with Thomas in proclaiming to Jesus, you are my Lord and my God. 

 But there is also a danger in this principle.  Sola scriptura says that the Bible does 
not merely contain the Word of God, but every word of it, because of verbal inspiration, is 
the word of God.  Never mind that the Bible, in John’s gospel, says that Jesus is the Word of 
God.  And yes, this motto, this principle served as a good corrective to the notion that the 
Pope is infallible and that the traditions of the church have the same authority (or more 
authority) that the Bible. 

 But if we rely too heavily on this principle, the Bible moves from being a source, a 
touchstone to guide us into something that is worshiped.  Sola scriptura is not far from 
biblical inerrancy (that the Bible contains no errors) or biblical literalism (that everything 
in the Bible is literally true).  And once we embrace inerrancy and literalism, we are not far 
from treating the Bible as an idol, or as I like to call it, bibolatry. 

 Maybe sola scriptura has served its purpose and it’s time for a new reformation and 
a new motto. 

 If you’ve heard me preach for any length of time, you know that I’m quite taken by 
the notion that we are in the midst of one of the church’s quincentennial rummage sales.  
The late Phyllis Tickle introduced me to this idea in her writings and a lecture I got to hear.  
The notion is that every roughly 500 years, the church goes through a major reorganizing 
and births something new.  Two thousand years ago, it was the birth of Christianity itself.  

                                                      
7 Ibid. 
8 The hymn is “Once to Every Man and Nation.”  The lyrics are from “The Present Crisis,” by James Lowell, 
1845.  You can read the poem at https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poem/present-crisis.  

https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poem/present-crisis
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1500 years ago, it was the birth of the monastic communities as the centers of Christian life 
and thought.  1,000 years ago, it was the Great Schism and the birth of the Roman Catholic 
Church (separating from the Orthodox Church).  500 years ago, it was the birth of 
Protestantism.  And here we are, on the 500th anniversary of Luther writing his 95 theses 
and sending them off to an archbishop (even if he didn’t nail them to the Wittenberg Chapel 
door).  It’s time again for something new. 

 What might be the new motto, a motto to replace sola scriptura?  If you don’t mind, 
I’m going to pause for a moment to let you think about that. 

 

What understandings are central to your faith and your sense of what needs correction in 
the church of today? 

 

 As I’ve thought about this question in preparation for today’s sermon, I want a 
motto that expresses my understanding that God is everywhere, not just “up” in heaven.  I 
want a motto that reminds me that all that is dwells in God and that God infuses everything.  
I want a motto that reminds me that nothing can separate us from God’s love – nothing in 
this life and nothing in the life to come.  I want a motto that reminds me that God’s love is 
radically inclusive and pro-justice.  And I had nothing … until a few days ago when Diana 
Butler Bass posted on Facebook (her Wittenberg Chapel door):  “New Reformation:  Sola 
universum.”9 

 It literally means “only the universe” or “the universe alone,” but she added in a 
comment to expand on her meaning:  “What if the ONLY thing we thought mattered was 
EVERYTHING?” 

 Sola universum – that works for me.  Maybe you have a motto that works for you.  
Whatever our mottos, I hope they drive us, the way sola fide and sola scriptura did Luther.  
Because Luther believed that only faith was necessary to receive salvation (and not things 
like indulgences), and because Luther believed that scripture alone was a sufficient rule of 
faith, he wrote his argument against the practices of the church of his day, hoping that 
doing so might help lead to reform. 

 And if I’m right, that we are in the midst of the next church rummage sale, that we 
are in the midst of a new reformation, what arguments do you have against the practices of 
the church of your day?  What do you want to see changed? 

 This is where you get to finish up today’s sermon.  On your announcement folder is a 
post-it.  I invite you to write down a thesis of your own – or more than one if you want to – 
about what needs to change.  And then I invite you to post them during coffee hour on our 
own “Wittenberg Door” in the fellowship hall. 

                                                      
9 Diana Butler Bass, Facebook post, 
https://www.facebook.com/Diana.Butler.Bass/posts/10155402820948500 (posted and accessed on 26 
October 2017). 

https://www.facebook.com/Diana.Butler.Bass/posts/10155402820948500

