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One Single Scrap of Paper 

 

“I would have never thought that such a storm would rise from Rome over one single 

scrap of paper.” Words spoken by the great Reformer, Martin Luther in regard to his 95 

Theses nailed to the church door. Tuesday marks the 500th anniversary of this act which 

sparked the Protestant Reformation and ushered in a new way of being the Body of 

Christ. As a young man Luther defied his father’s wishes and instead of attending law 

school entered the monastic life. In the monastery Luther had access to the entire Bible 

for the first time in his life and he began reading and studying it, not relying on what 

others had told him it said. In his day only the wealthy and those in religious institutions 

could read Latin, the language of the Church. On October 31, 1517, the Eve of All Saints 

Day, this shy and nerdy monk nailed a piece of paper to the door of the local church 

criticizing the corrupt practices and abuses of the wider Church. In great part due to the 

relatively new invention of the printing press, Luther’s ideas contained in this document 

spread like wildfire throughout Germany and eventually throughout Europe.  

 

Through his studies, Luther came to believe that people were made right before God, 

not through good works or the sacraments or the authority of the church, but through 

their own faith and God’s immeasurable grace. Luther embraced the idea that the Bible 

is the ultimate spiritual authority, not the pope or the church as he had been 

taught. One of the many gifts of the Reformation was that it reinforced an individual’s 

capacity to read, mark, learn and inwardly digest the scriptures. At its best, the 



Reformation reinvigorated the ministry of the laity. In our service of Holy Baptism, we 

are welcomed into God’s household and invited to share in Christ’s royal priesthood-

words taken directly from Martin Luther. Our call to live out our baptismal promises was 

reclaimed in the Reformation. 

 

Unlike our Presbyterian or Lutheran friends, the English Reformation was long and 

complicated little tongue in cheek we Anglicans like to joke that we broke away from 

the Catholic Church because our monarch wanted a divorce. As with all of history the 

truth is much more nuanced. It took over a century of political struggle, religious conflict 

and bloodshed for us Anglicans to come to our own unique place in the Body of Christ. 

The great legacy of the English Reformation is the Book of Common Prayer and what it 

stands for. Like the other great reformers, its author Thomas Cranmer gave the lay 

people the opportunity to worship and pray and study their faith in their own language. 

Devotion to God was no longer something offered by the clergy on behalf of the 

community. Rather clergy and laity became partners in this holy work, experiencing 

God’s grace with one another in both the Word and at the Table.  

 

Later Queen Elizabeth I would solidify our Anglican identity as people of common 

prayer. She believed that your neighbor sitting next to you in the pew may have 

differing views about the world or politics or God; but when you are able to pray side by 

side those differences should not divide you. The gift we Anglicans give to the wider 

Church is our ability to live in both the Protestant and Catholic worlds, appreciating and 

affirming both ways as the Body of Christ while creating our own way - what we call via 

media (the middle way). We serve as a bridge for our sisters and brothers from other 

traditions, a place in the middle that honors where the other has come from, believing 

that as long as we come together in prayer and worship, we can find a way forward as 

one. 



 

The Reformation created a beautiful kaleidoscope of ideas and beliefs and practices, a 

broadening of the understanding of God and the world God created and our purpose in 

this world as ones who have been made in the image and likeness of God. As we 

commemorate the Reformation’s 500th anniversary we must acknowledge both the 

good that came out of this momentous transformation in the history of the Church, and 

also the pain inflicted. Luther and the other Reformers may not have set out to create a 

schism, but the Reformation led to enormous divisions. There are now almost 45,000 

Protestant denominations around the world. And the conflict between Protestant and 

Catholic sisters and brothers have cost many lives throughout the centuries.  

 

In Mathew’s passage this morning Jesus responds to the lawyer’s question about which 

is the greatest commandment, “’You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 

and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the greatest and first 

commandment. And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ On 

these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.’” In the days of the 

Reformation our ancestors were so focused on that first commandment that they 

somehow forgot the second one was just as important and intimately connected to the 

first. We can learn from our ancestors, learn from the mistakes they made, the pain they 

inflicted upon one another as well as their courageous and inspiring acts of faithfulness.  

 

In response to the question, “What does the Reformation mean to me?” Graham Tomlin, 

Bishop of Kensington in the Diocese of London said, “At the heart of it the Reformation 

was a rediscovery of the profound love of God. There were various developments in late 

Medieval Christianity that seemed to imply sometimes that God was a stern judge 

waiting to damn people for the least sin. What Luther really discovered was that in 

Christ God is a generous giver. That in Christ he gives himself to us. So, it is that radical 



rediscovery of the love of God that gets poured out upon us before we do anything at 

all.” On this Stewardship Sunday, how important it is for us to recall that beautiful grace 

Luther and Cranmer and the other Reformers rediscovered and shared with the world: In 

Christ God is a generous giver. In Christ God gives of God’s own self to us.  

 

A great Protestant thinker of our time, Walter Brueggemann writes, “The gospel story of 

abundance asserts that we originated in the magnificent, inexplicable love of a God who 

loved the world into generous being. And the story of abundance says that our lives will 

end in God, and that this well-being cannot be taken from us. What we know about our 

beginnings and our endings, then, creates a different kind of present tense for us. We 

can live according to an ethic whereby we are not driven, controlled, anxious, frantic or 

greedy, precisely because we are sufficiently at home and at peace to care about others 

as we have been cared for.” Our faithfulness, our generosity, our stewardship are all 

responses to that original love which cannot be taken from us, period. If there is one 

piece of the legacy we must carry on from those faithful and flawed Reformers it is this 

story of the magnificent, inexplicable love of a generous God who loved the world and 

us into being and will never cease in loving us, continually calling us to give away that 

love to others. That’s the truth we celebrate this day, the faith we hold onto, and the 

hope we proclaim. Amen. 


