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It has been said that every book, be it novel, poetry, farcical or historical, is, in one sense, 
autobiography.	
 
So also every homily.  	
 
/ / / / / 
 
Life was really simple in St. Paul in the first half of the 20th century . .  .	
 
Surrounded by Swedes whose grandparents had immigrated in the previous century, we knew 
who we were, where we lived,  and what was expected of us.  Swedish Lutheran Piety formed 
our lives in ways that I neither knew, nor understood . . . 	
 
We were poor, to be sure . . . who wasn’t in those days? . . . we knew our neighbors and they 
were equally poor . . . these neighbors were mostly Scandinavians . . . the Italians lived at the 
bottom of the Payne Avenue Hill . . . and owned the liquor stores along 7th Street . . . there were 
a few Jews who lived we knew not where, and we only talked to them at school, if we deigned to 
speak with them at all . . . Doctor Burton rented above my father’s hardware store and his son 
was the butt of jokes and ill-tempered taunts, which he did  not think were funny  . . .  however 
we, his torturers did, because he was the fattest kid in school . . . when I was bad, I heard about 
it from my friend’s mothers, and my mother heard about it from then.  This mutual exchange 
took place with great regularity since I found it easy to get into trouble on an ongoing and 
continuous basis.	
 
Catholics were wrong, because our Lutheran pastor said so . . . dancing, smoking and drinking 
were evil and forbidden for the same reason . . .   It did not occur to me to question our pastor’s 
tirades against alcohol, when, at the same time, on fouir Suyndays annually, we were served 
wine by that same pastor.	
 
On some Sundays we visited my country cousins.  It always caught me off guard when, at about 
10:50 a.m., Dad would drive into a town, which at that time were about seven to ten miles apart, 
head for a church steeple, and he, mother and four kids would troop into the Lutheran church.  
Searching eyes followed us into the pews, as if to say:  “Who are these folks?  We’ve not seen 
them before.”  I was never sure if they were pleased we were there, or displeased because we 
had upset their normal routine.	
 
When WWII began for the United States at Pearl Harbor I was ready to take my BB gun and end 
it single-handedly.  However Roosevelt did not accept my offer, so the War lasted a few more 
years . . . until 400,000 civilians were obliterated below a couple of mushroom clouds.  I was 



 

 

pleased for those thousands of deaths, since now my brothers and brothers-in-law could come 
home from the second war to end wars.  I was unaware that those clouds of death would 
continue to spawn 	
 
 
more clouds of war . . . nor did I ask any questions of the moral ethic of the decision . . . 
questions which have been asked ever siunce.  The ambiguity of ending that war by choice, by 
the means of mass murder, needs to be pondered without ever realizing the assurance of simple 
answers.	
 
Joan and met the typical societal expectancies of getting married after college, starting a family . 
. . purchasing a house together with the local local banker . . . settling into the middle-class life, 
as did our equally narrow-minded Lutheran cohorts . . . everything was going according to God’s 
pre-determined plan for us . . . like I said . . . life was simple in those good old days . . . we knew 
who we were, where we lived, and what was expected of us.  Swedish Lutheran Piety had done 
its job.  For all the restrictions he placed upon us, and to which we readily assented, we knew 
this:  our pastor loved us dearly and deeply.	
 
I would neither trade nor change that foundation for anything.	
 
 
 
Then we moved to California.	
 
There we discovered Other People . . . Asians, Blacks, Mexicans, Homosexuals . . . persons of all 
colors and creeds . . . Atheists, Agnostics, Episcopalians, Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians, 
Missouri Lutherans and Wisconsin Synod Lutherans, Jews, Unitarians, Quakers, Muslims . . . 
Hippies, Protesters, Activists, Alcoholics, Addicts . . . we couldn’t avoid These  Others even if 
we wanted to . . . and we discovered, much too slowly, that not only could we not avoid them . . 
. we went through a geologic shift and discovered that we needed to get to know them.  Our 
Great Awakening had begun.  Our Midwest friends thought we’d gone insane.	
 
They were probably correct in their assessment, however not for the reasons they thought.	
 
Against this backdrop you are now listening to one who, in the summer of 1960, delivered a 
sermon, on why we ought never elect a Roman Catholic as president.  Paul Blanshard’s book, 
“American Freedom and Catholic Power”, second edition, was published in 1958, just at the 
beginning of  Kennedy’s successful run for the presidency.  The publisher was Beacon Press, 
then a strident anti-Catholic corporation.  Southern-Minnesota farmers swallowed that homily 
hook, line and sinker.  They thought it was great.  I did too . . . such was my spiritual vacuum.  
As I have often said, I knew a lot more then than I do  now.	
 
The roots of  Swedish Lutheran piety run deep . . . and narrow.  It takes a lot of severe pruning to 
bring  new life into the branches which grow therefrom.  Nevertheless God, together with a 
multitude of friends in California who loved me enough to take issue with me . . . pruned all the 
way to those roots . . . while at the same time they  left the roots themselves intact and strong.  	



 

 

 
 
 
 
One does not, I discovered, have to continue to grow in the same direction after such heavy 
pruning. 
 
 
In fact, one can not grow in the same direction as before . . . lest the pruning be in vain, and the 
fruit from that tree be rotten before it ripens.	
 
/ / / / /	
 
By the decision of those who formulate our pericope system, we manage to get the same texts for 
the last Sunday in October each year . . . Reformation Sunday.  Not only that, be prepared for a 
great onslaught of  travel agent hyperbole between now and a year from now . . . at which time 
much of the world will celebrate the 500th anniversary of Martin Luther’s revolt to reform.  For, 
the fact is, the world was irrevocably changed by Luther’s work and works . . . not just the world 
of the church . . . the history of the entire world was to undergo a dramatic shift.  The 
Reformation built a new foundation from which to grow into the future.  Pruning, which has 
been going on ever since Eden, began again with a dramatic and unrelenting force.	
 
Like the Swedish pietistic tradition in which I was raised, the church until that time focused on 
the sinfulness of humankind and the sins of all people.  As such, the penalty was to incur the 
unending wrath of God.  It is recorded that, as a child, Luther would sit in his church in Eisleben 
and stare in fear at the stained class window near the ceiling:  The Eye of  God.  No matter where 
one sat in the church, that Eye was in every way focused on each person . . . and it was an 
unrelenting, a stern, a severe Eye.  Luther cringed under the severity of that all-seeing, all 
penetrating, all ways wrathful, gaze of God.	
 
Luther would go to confession with burdens which, to his confessor, seemed irrelevant . . . and it 
is reported that the priest would tell Luther to go and sin, so he’d have something worthwhile to 
confess.  Seeking to gain God’s forever-withheld approval, Luther went to St. Peter‘s in Rome, 
where he literally crawled his way up the seemingly endless rough-hewn steps,  pausing on each 
one to make yet another confession.  All withokut resoution to his fearsome anxiety abolut the 
conditioni of his soul.	
 
Still the Eye of God continued its terrible, unforgiving frown.	
 
Born of poor parents whose father was a miner, Luther chose to not spend his life in the mines . . 
. ultimately earning his dopctorate in theology.  While preparing his lectrures, Luther read the 
first lines of Psalm 22	
 
 My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?  Why art thou so far freom helpoing me, 
 from the words of my groaning?	
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
The, from Romans (3:19ff)	
 Since all have sinned they are justified by the grace of God . . . one is justified by faith 
 apart from works of the  law.	
 
 
 
 
It finally came to Luther . . . all of his works olf penance . . . all of his seeking to follow the rules 
and proscriptions of the Church . . . all of this could secure neither his salvation nor his peace.  
These were simply the gifts of a gracious God whom Luther was just beginning to meet face to 
face.  	
 
At about that same time Pope Leo X  ramped up the sale of Indulgences to fnance building St. 
Peter’s Basilica.  Railing against this, Luther developed his 95 theses . . .designed for debate  
amolngst scholars and lay people alike.  In additkion, the recewnt advent of Gutenberg’s 
movable-type printing press spread those theses all over Germany in two weeks and throughout 
Europe in less han two months.  Thus were cast the seeds of The Reformaton and the wrath of 
the Pope.  	
 
A price was placed on Luther,s head and he disappeared in the castle at Wartburg . . . where he 
spent his time translating the New Testament into the language of the common people of 
Germany.	
 
The Church was fractured.	
 
Although a superb theololgian and prolific writer – his collected works comprise more than 50 
large volumes – he was also very human.  He suffered frolm digestive disolrders, arthritis, gouit 
and heart problems.  He wrolte vickioius polemics against Jews and Muslims.  He sided with the 
German pcinces who were the financial backbone of his movement . . . taking sides with them 
against the commoners during the Peasant Revolt, thousands of whom were killed during the 
resulting battles.  Called by some a Great Reformer, and by others a demon in human form, 
Luther died in his home town at the age of 62.	
 
/ / / / /	
 
While the world has changed in these last 500 years . . . it needs to be noted that this 
congregation identified as Episcopalian and Lutheran is meeting in a church built by Roman 
Catholics . . . what seems to have not changed is the stridency of many who, knowing they are 
right, thus declare others wrong.   There’s forever room, and a need for, ongoing Reformation.  
Reformation . . . re-formation . . . of the heart . . . of the mind . . . and, perhaps most of all . . . the 
recognition that the ambiguities and the uncertainties of life are not diminishing and, indeed, 



 

 

are increasing exponentially.  Today’s orthodoxies will inevitably become, in all ways, 
tomorrow’s heresies.  And, necessarily, versa-visa. The world has always 	
been a world of differences . . . and to dare to believe that, because I am right others are wrong 
is not only an act of faithless cowardice . . . it is an act of extereme arrogance and a sin of  grave 	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
and grievous consequence.   To declare that I am the holder of truth is, at the same time, to state 
that I am a hopeless idiot.	
 
If we, Christians, dare to believe that to know Christ is to know God, then dare we also believe 
that the boundless and unlimited grace of Christ is also that of God?  Where then is there any 
room at all for absolute certainty other than to rely on that grace?  Where then is there room for 
any to claim other than to sing with joy-filled thanksgiving	
 
 
 My hope is built on nothing less and Jesus’ blood and righteousness . . . 	
 
In a world that is inherently pluralistic and unfathomably complex, where is there room to 
believe other than that if God is God . . . then either God is God of all . . . or God of none. 
 
 
 
 
Eboo Patel, a Muslim writing for Sojourners:	
 
 The real challenge of living in a diverse demolcracy is not delainig with the differences 
 olne likes . ..  it’s working with the differences olne does  nolt like.  Disagreements with 
 regard to rleigiouds matters are solme of the most challenmging ones arouind.  Thaty’s 
 because relikgion is abnoluit ultimate concerns.  Nolt only do faith traditionis deal with 
 issues – creation, salvation, morality, human purpose – they are inherently ultimate in 
 nature, they imbue matters that  my otherwise be viewed as mundane with a sense of 
 u;ltimacy.  That’s  not just a random group of people over ther, that’s the church or the 
 umma.  That’s not just any old piece of land where the Second Temple once stood, or 
 where Lord Rama was born.  (Or . . . that is where hundreds died in the Twin Towers 	
. . .  and you wish to build a mosque nearby?)	
 
And quoting the French philosopher Jean-Jaques Rouseau	
 



 

 

 It is impossble to live at peace with those we regard as damned.   
 
/ / / / /	
 
The journey of faith is filled with both assurance and uncertainty.	
 
Assurance that God is a God of grace . . . and the uncertakinty tha, at best, we cen only seke 
after God ad God seeks aftert us.	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	


