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Reformation Sunday • October 28, 2018 
Jeremiah 31:31-34 • Psalm 46  •  Romans 3:19-28  •  John 8:31-36 

  
It was hard to miss the five hundredth anniversary of the Lutheran Reformation. The 

traveling exhibits stuffed with relics of Luther’s life. The documentaries about Luther’s legacy and 
Rick Steeves shows about traveling in Luther’s Germany. And the press. Big stories in The Economist 
and the Times and National Geographic. People thought we were interesting. Lutherans. What a time to 
be alive.  

The five hundred and first anniversary is a little easier to miss. No new exhibits. No new 
documentaries. No more glossy spreads. But Reformation 501 gives us a chance to refocus our 
attention from what occurred five hundred years ago to what the next five hundred years will have 
in store. 
 One legacy of last year’s commemoration was a new ecumenical document called From 
Conflict to Communion that was co-written by the Lutheran World Federation and the Pontifical 
Council for Promoting Christian Unity. Ecumenical statements are a bit of an acquired taste, one 
that most people are wise not to acquire. But one nice thing about this document is that it isn’t just 
about figuring out what we agree and disagree on. It also includes five imperatives for Lutherans and 
Catholics in our life together. Not just things we think. But things we can actually do. So today, as 
we are embarking on the next five hundred years, let’s start with just one.  
 The first imperative reads: “Catholics and Lutherans should always begin from the 
perspective of unity and not from the point of view of division in order to strengthen what is held in 
common even though differences are more easily seen and experienced.”1 We should begin from the 
perspective of unity. 
 So let’s start by getting our terms right. What are we talking about when we talk about 
church unity? Or, to get at it the easier way, what are we not talking about when we talk about 
church unity? Church unity does not mean making everyone the same. It doesn’t mean folding 
everyone into one giant denomination. It doesn’t mean creating one single statement of beliefs that 
everyone has to adhere to and no one can go beyond. It doesn’t mean creating one pattern of 
worship that everyone has to use or one style of music that everyone has to like. 
 At its most essential, church unity is having enough self-awareness to realize that the 
skepticism, mistrust, and fear that so often marks our relationship with other members of the body 
of Christ is not what God intends for God’s church. Or, to put it in a more positive way, it means 
recognizing that we have something to learn from each other. We can learn something from the 
Catholic Church’s use of art. We can learn something from Methodist hymns. We can learn 
something from the Reformed style of preaching. We can learn something from the Quakers’ legacy 
of advocacy. Church unity means that we can’t be the church God is calling us to be without their 
gifts. Church unity doesn’t mean that we have to become each other. But it does mean 
acknowledging that we need one another. 

This kind of inclusive thinking isn’t really in vogue right now. Lots of people see no value in 
church unity at all. I have my church that I go to and why do I have to worry about what’s happening at some other 
church. The reason I go to this church is because I don’t like that one. One answer is that Jesus prayed for the 
unity of the church. And the things that Jesus prayed for are generally worth paying attention to. But 
there’s another reason, too. Which is that our deliberate misunderstandings and willful ignorance 
make it harder for us to be in mission. The heart of our proclamation, as St. Paul puts it, is that we 

                                                           
1 Lutheran World Federation and Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, From Conflict to Communion: 

Lutheran-Catholic Common Commemoration of the Reformation in 2017 (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 2017), 92. 
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are “justified by God’s grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” We’ve been 
reconciled to God so that we can be reconciled to one another. So our lack of care about church 
unity seems to contradict the very thing that we’re proclaiming. When we say that God has 
reconciled us to one another and then act in ways that are driven by mistrust and skepticism, we lose 
our credibility.  

If you think no one outside some Pontifical Council cares about church unity, then the next 
time you’re on an airplane and someone asks you what you do, tell them you’re clergy. Because 
there’s a good chance they’ll ask, Why do you all hate each other so much? Not caring about church unity 
isn’t just lazy. It’s hypocritical. It’s a betrayal of the very gospel we’ve been entrusted to proclaim.  

So what does “starting from the perspective of unity” require of us? Sometimes we think 
that pursuing church unity means giving up our denominational heritage altogether. That having any 
kind of fundamental theological commitments or appreciation for our history runs the risk of 
creating conflict. So instead of being Advent Lutheran Church we could be something like the 
Spring Lake Fellowship at Boulder Run. And whenever people ask what we believe, we could say, 
“Whatever you do!”  

Where does that impulse come from? In part, it’s because we think that if we affirm a 
particular identity, we’re not being welcoming. But if we don’t know what our core beliefs and 
practices are, we have nothing to welcome people to. Church without a core set of beliefs is just a 
social clique with non-profit status. Pursuing church unity doesn’t mean toning down the 
expressions of our faith. You can’t be in dialogue with someone who only wants to agree with you. 
What the world needs is not Lutherans who are less Lutheran. And it doesn’t need Catholics who 
are less Catholic. It needs people who make God’s hospitality known through their tradition, not of 
in spite of it. 
 Or sometimes we veer in the opposite direction. And say we can’t pursue church unity 
without watering down our identity. If it looks or sounds vaguely Catholic or Reformed or anything 
else, it’s got to go. We look for the things that make us unique, and we end up with a caricature of 
ourselves. We make Lutheranism about German-Scandinavian heritage even though Lutheranism is 
growing fastest in India and Ethiopia. We think it’s weird that Catholics make a big fuss about Mary, 
Mother of our Lord, when we have a feast day for her every August. Every Sunday have hymns that 
speak of the Lutheran theology of the cross, sermons that are informed by a Lutheran understanding 
of law and gospel, lay people at the altar because of our Lutheran understanding of the priesthood 
of all believers, a pastoral office not restricted to men because of our Lutheran understanding of 
vocation, a communion table open to people of any age because of our Lutheran understanding of 
the Eucharist, but chant the Great Thanksgiving and suddenly worship becomes “super Catholic.”   

When we define our identity by what we think makes us unique, we end up with a deeply 
skewed vision of what lies at the heart of our tradition. And that’s precisely because the things that 
are most central about the Lutheran expression of the faith have been received as gifts by other 
Christians. They’re things they’ve learned from us. The Lutheran emphasis on the theology of the 
cross, God’s presence with us in suffering, has been picked up by the Reformed churches since the 
1950s. The Lutheran emphasis on lay people as ministers of the gospel was picked up by the 
Catholics in the 1960s. The Lutheran emphasis on ecumenism has even been picked up by some 
Pentecostals in the past few decades. Fact is, if you try to define Lutheranism by what makes us 
unique, all you’d have left is “A Mighty Fortress.” And even that’s in the Catholic hymnal now. 

We don’t have to choose either of those bad options. Because beginning from the 
perspective of unity is part of who we are as Lutherans. It’s part of our DNA. When Luther posted 
his 95 Theses in 1517, they were not meant to start a new church. They were meant to clarify church 
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doctrine and avoid misunderstandings.2 Luther began from the perspective of unity. When Philip 
Melanchthon wrote the Augsburg Confession in 1530, which is our most basic statement about 
what we believe, he came up with twenty-eight points. And on the first twenty-one, he said, there 
was no disagreement with the Catholic Church. And even on the seven where they disagreed, he 
wrote, “nothing contrary… to the universal Christian church is taught in our churches.”3 He began 
from the perspective of unity. For the reformers, unity was the starting point and unity was the goal. 
And five hundred and one years later, it is for us, too. 

That doesn’t mean that it’s easy. Unity may be the goal, but as the imperative notes, 
“differences are more easily seen and experienced.” It is always easier to emphasize the things that 
we don’t like about other Christians or the things we disagree with. And yet, God promises us that 
we have been united in the body of Christ. So beginning from the perspective of unity is always an 
act of faith. It isn’t something that we create for ourselves. It’s something that God promises us and 
we are invited to live into. Treating one another as if what God says about us is actually true. 

We Lutherans may not seem as interesting as we did a year ago. But we’ve never been more 
useful. Because what our community and world needs is not a church with an entertaining story to 
tell once every five hundred years. What it needs is a church that sees other churches, not as 
competition, but as a gift. It needs a church that views itself, not as curators of its past, but as 
imaginers of God’s future.  It needs a church that views unity, not as an impossible goal, but as the 
foundation of who we are. And, thanks be to God, that’s exactly the church God has made us to be. 

 
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 

                                                           
2 Timothy J. Wengert, The Annotated Luther, Volume 1: The Roots of Reform (Fortress Press, 2015), 2. 
3 Robert Kolb and Timothy J. Wengert, The Book of Concord: The Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, 

trans. Charles P. Arand, 2nd edition (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 60. 


