The Cross alone is our theology.  In a world of uncertainty - it is the one thing we can hold on to.  The cross itself has power only because of the One who died on it.  Without Jesus - the cross is just a couple pieces of wood nailed together.  But with Jesus - the cross becomes the fulfillment of God’s promise and the means of salvation for all who believe.

The Church is the delivery tool God chose to let the world know about the cross.  The problem is - the church is made up of people.  The same people who needed saving.  I hope you see the problem here.  At its best - broken people help other broken people find Jesus and hope.  At its worst the broken people break other people and bring hopelessness.

In the 3rd Century - fifty years before Christianity was legalized by Emperor Constantine - St Cyprian of Carthage said, “Outside the church there is no salvation.”  There was no argument because there was only one church.  There were a lot of groups pretending to be the church - but their very anti-Biblical beliefs made it easy to tell the difference.

In 451 A.D. the church experienced its first split - although it was an amicable one with both sides recognizing the other.  The word “catholic” means, “universal.”  Before 451 there was only one church - the universal or catholic church. When the Orthodox Christians broke away in 451 it was a trial separation - in 1054 A.D. it became a full-fledged divorce.  Now there were two churches: the Catholic or “Universal Church” and the Orthodox or “that which is right and true Church.”

We shouldn’t be surprised - in the Old Testament there was the Northern and Southern Kingdoms of Israel - both claiming to be God’s favorite. In Jesus’ time there were the Pharisees and Sadducees who believed two totally different things about God - and yet they were the church.

The only power the church has is to forgive sins.  Now it’s not us doing the forgiving - it’s God - but God has chosen to use His church and us to pronounce forgiveness in His Name.  This is why we agree with St. Cyprian - there is “no salvation outside the church.”  The church isn’t a building, denomination, synod or corporation.  The church is God’s people, wherever they gather in His Name.

In Matthew 16 Jesus asked His disciples, “Who do you say I am?”  Peter answered, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”  Jesus replied, “I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.”
  
There are three basic ways to understand this passage - and while simplified, it gives you a basic understanding.  Three legacy churches:  Catholic, Lutheran and Baptist/ Reformed Churches.  The Catholics claim when Jesus said, “on this rock I will build my church” - He was talking about Peter - whose name means “rock” - he was the first pope who had the authority to forgive or retain sins - and has passed that power down to all the popes after him.  The Baptist/ Reformed churches take a metaphorical view of the statement - Jesus pointing to the world as the “third rock from the sun” on which His churches would be built.
The Lutheran church points not to Peter or any particular piece of ground - but to Peter’s confession: Jesus is, “the Savior - the Son of the Living God.”  On that confession the church is built.  We also believe there is no single person - whether it’s a Pope, pastor or president of a church body - who alone has the power to forgive or retain sins.  That gift belongs to the church as a whole - what we call the “Invisible church” - which is all true believers, everywhere - regardless of what church or denomination or synod they call home.

There is no doubt the church is broken.  It’s broken because it is made up of sinners.  And as much as we would love to believe there are some people in the world who aren’t sinners - who are practically perfect in every way - there aren’t.  And that means, no matter how hard we try - no matter how much we want - the church on earth can’t be perfect.

Jesus’ final prayer before His crucifixion was for the church to be one - just as He and the Father were one.  In 2,000 years not only haven’t we found unity - daily we discover new ways to splinter.  There are no less than three new Lutheran synods in the last few ago and another dozen threatening to come into existence unless their demands are met.  Right here on our island several Four Square churches broke away from their former parent church - each becoming a new individual congregation.  A large group of Episcopal Churches - have gone back to being Anglican.  And the ELCA - the largest Lutheran church body in America - lost over 1,500 churches in five years over a doctrinal dispute.

I suppose if it weren’t so terribly tragic, it would be funny when all these congregations, synods and denominations claimed to be the “one true church” that alone knows the truth and yet can’t agree with themselves.

In 2007, Pope Benedict XVI approved a document that said “other Christian communities are either defective or not true churches and Catholicism provides the only true path to salvation.”  It made one small concession: “the Spirit of Christ has not refrained from using them as instruments of salvation and their value derives from that fullness of grace and of truth which has been entrusted to the Catholic Church.”  Pope Benedict said there is no church outside his church - but there could be Christian communities.  I’m not hung up on names or titles - so I don’t care whether I’m a Synod, a denomination, a church or a Christian community - as long as I am in Christ and He is in me.

But that does bring us to something else.  You are sitting in a Lutheran church - and whether you consider yourself a Lutheran or not - you need to know Lutherans aren’t Protestants.  This plays havoc every time you check into a hospital or a fill out a dog tag form.  Under religion it gives just two choices for Christian:  Catholic or Protestant.  Lutherans aren’t either.  The term Protestant means you are protesting the doctrine and practices of the Catholic church - Lutherans aren’t protesting anymore.

Our protest ended with the Diet of Worms - an aptly named meeting where we bitterly swallowed something that left a bad taste in our mouths ever since.  We realized the church on earth was never going to be one big, happy family - and so we took our Bible and liturgy in the language of the people, the ability for our pastors to get married and have children and our insistence that everything we hold fast to has to come from the Bible alone - and we started a new church.

As Martin Luther put it: www.youtube.com/watch?v=D2oJ4VNK7Eo   

Reformation Sunday is a misnomer - Reformations have been and will continue to take place.  The first Reformation took place in the Garden of Eden.  God told Adam and Eve they could have anything they wanted except one tree in the middle of the Garden.  Of course the moment God pointed to that tree - all Adam and Eve could see was “that tree.”  The desire for the fruit grew because they thought God might be hiding something from them.  I think you can understand that feeling.  One simple rule is all Adam and Eve had to follow - and they couldn’t do it.

After Adam and Eve were kicked out of the Garden, God gave verbal rules and laws and imprinted them in the hearts of His people.  And while they are not recorded, Jesus is the one who when asked what the greatest Commandment was said, “love the Lord your God with all your heart, mind, soul and strength and love your neighbor as yourself.”  Parameters to live by - not hard and fast rules.  The Spirit of love to guide each action, each word, each thought.  Such a simple word: Love - but far harder to live out than it should be.

The people weren’t happy having to figure out how to love - so they demanded rules - all written down so there could be no mistake.  They were sure life would be easier if all they had to do was follow a checklist - much easier than loving God and other people.  And so God gave them rules that bound the hearts, minds and souls of a people that had neither the power nor the will to obey them.  Thus endless Reformations were birthed.  A return to God’s Word was followed by a running away from God’s Word which brought about a return to God’s Word and another running away.  It’s a good thing God is patient.

If someone asks, “how are you saved?”  You can quote Ephesians 2:8-9, “by grace are you saved, through faith, and this is not your work, it is the gift of God so that no one can boast.”  It sounds so simple - so easy - so clear.  So why can’t the church accept and agree on it?

There are three primary ways churches believe you get saved.  Again, this is very simplified.  The first is you work your way to heaven - which represents the Catholic church’s view.  The second is - you are saved by grace - but you have to prove you were worthy of Jesus’ sacrifice by living as perfect of a life as you can.  This represents the Baptist and Reformed view.  And third - “you are saved by grace through faith - period.”  That’s the Lutheran view.

As Lutherans we believe we cannot be saved by obeying the law.  The law points to the futility of trying to save ourselves by being good.  And as much as we would like to prove to God we’re worthy of Jesus’ sacrifice - that isn’t going to happen.  When I was a kid my Grandmother would offer my sister and I a dime if we could be good for five minutes.  My sister made a fortune - I never made it past the 30 second mark.  The Lutheran church isn’t any better.  We’re always fighting about this or that - proving nothing has changed in 500 years or 2,000 years.

To me, Reformations - all of them - are about seeking to know God’s heart.  God said King David was a “man after His own heart.”  If you think about all the bad things King David did - you understand God wasn’t saying this because David was holy and perfect.  It was about David desiring more than anything to know the heart of God - and when he sinned - he sought the presence of the only One who could forgive and save him.

If you consider yourself a believer - or if you are trying to figure this thing called life out - the Bible says without hesitation or apology that you were created by God, Redeemed by God through the life, death and resurrection of His Son - and daily you are loved and forgiven by Him.

And when you run outside of God’s Will - God still loves you and wants to restore you - which is to say He wants you to experience a personal Reformation.  A Reformation seeks to restore us as a child of God - reminding us of who we are - and bringing us home.

One of the things I learned from Jesus - He treated the Pharisees and Sadducees and unbelievers with respect - even though their teaching was often upside down.  I believe Jesus wants us to learn to treat other churches and people - even those whose beliefs and practices differ from ours - with respect.  We do not have to accept what they believe - but we do have to accept them - because He thought they were worth dying for.

The church is fractured enough - and there is a world out there that is literally dying because it doesn’t know Jesus.  And as long as we are fighting with each other - they are going to keep on dying.  The things we are arguing about are important - and we do need to work to resolve them if it is possible.  But if we could spend a little less time fighting with each other - and a little more time loving one another and the world - that would be a Reformation that would be worth our lives.

And the one thing Luther would remind us of - it always starts with just one person who is willing to follow God - in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
