
REFORMATION, 2016-ONE WORLD THEME 

 240 years ago in 1776 in what is now the eastern United States, a political reformation 

took place as a new nation was born, and our country came into being as a result of both armed 

revolution and thoughtful constitutional efforts.   A bold experiment in reforming governmental 

systems was underway from that time forward, and the world has literally never been the same.  

In a week and  two days, we will get to exercise one of the most fundamental results of this 

political reformation, which granted us our citizenship in a free country: we will vote.  As we do 

so, we should pause for a moment of genuine appreciation for the value of democracy and the 

principles upon which our country was founded.  I believe that for the most part, we as citizens 

do continue to try and live out the best implications of that political reformation.  In spite of a 

general sense of toxic campaign weariness, we as Americans still cherish the values of 

democracy and continue to pay them forward, if you will, wanting our children and 

grandchildren to cherish and live out these values as well. 

 499 years ago, in 1517 in Wittenberg, Germany, a different kind of reformation  took 

place, a religious reformation within the Christian Church.  This also came about as a result of 

both force and constitutional type thinking.  A new branch of Christendom came into being as a 

result of a bold experiment to reform the existing Church. And, again, the world has literally 

never been the same. As Christians of the Protestant and Lutheran persuasion, we continue to 

value and live out the principals of that Reformation.  Or at least, that’s how the theory goes, if 

the analogy between these two events was to hold true.  But I’m not sure it does! In practice, I 

suspect most of us have a clearer understanding of our nation’s founding principles and perhaps 

a greater zeal for carrying them forward than we do of the Protestant Reformation.  And why 

not?  After all, the Protestant Reformation happened longer ago and farther away and likely 



seems altogether more distant and less relevant.  It’s not as though there’s the equivalent of a 

church election being held in a week and two days in which we will vote.  And it’s probably less 

clear how we continue to pay forward those Reformation values for our children and 

grandchildren or if we even know for sure that we want to do so.  

 This year we are celebrating the 499th anniversary of the Reformation; next year, 

obviously is the big one:  500 years.  In anticipation of that, there has been a worldwide 

observance of a Luther Decade, with each year leading up to this significant anniversary 

focusing on a different theme.  Past themes have included things like the Reformation and music 

or the Reformation and visual arts.  Those were fun, because we sang a lot of hymns for the 

music year and we explored our own religious art, including our altar painting, for the visual arts 

year.  This year, the theme is perhaps not quite so fun, and it’s also harder to get a hold of:  the 

theme is Reformation and One World.  The idea being that since we do live in an increasingly 

global world of a singular nature, how did the Reformation of 1517 impact the one world of its 

time, and how does our ongoing celebration of Reformation impact our one world at this time? 

 But, first, before answering that, we might want to ponder if we are, indeed, one world?  

I’m not sure we are. Or ever have been. We don’t necessarily speak of ourselves as if that were 

so.  Back in Europe, in the 15th and 16th centuries, they perceived that there was an old world and 

a new world, not just one world.  The Old World consisted of Africa, Europe, and Asia, which 

were the part of the world known to Europeans before contact with the Americas. In contrast, 

then, the Americas, when they were “discovered” by Europeans, were the New World.  That 

made two worlds, not one. 



 And a new way of numbering the world came about in the 1940s and 50s.  This 

terminology, born out of post-WW II idealogy, spoke of there being three worlds.  The First 

World referred to the developed, capitalist, industrial countries which were roughly a bloc of 

countries that aligned with the United States after World War II. Primarily North America, 

Western Europe, Japan, and Australia.  The Second World was the former communist/socialist 

but industrial states, which today are Russia, Eastern Europe and some of the Turk States, as well 

as China.   The Third World was everybody else, used currently to roughly describe the 

developing countries of Africa, Asia, and Latin America. These countries vary tremendously 

between governmental and economic systems, as well as in degree of prosperity. As of the 

middle of the 1970s, the term Fourth World has also been used to refer to nations of indigenous 

peoples living within or across state boundaries.  It’s all a little more gray and shaded than black 

and white, but there seem to be quite a lot of worlds out there, and not just One World.  

 Those differing world entities were often politically or economically based, but certainly 

religion through the millennia has created seemingly separate worlds as well. Think with me 

about that.   Prior to the birth of Christ, the Hebrew people, who evolved into the Jewish nation 

of Palestine, divided the world this way:  Jews and Gentiles.  Anyone who wasn’t a Jew—and 

there were very few Jews in the world at that time—was a Gentile. The birth, death, and 

resurrection of Christ created a new division, that between Jews and Christians.  Later on, in the 

7th C., with the rising up of Islam, there was a divide between Christians and “infidels”, 

anyone—like Moslems-- who weren’t a Christian.  During the 11th C.,  the Church divided 

between Eastern and Western branches, the Orthodox and the Catholic worlds.  Then came the 

Reformation, in the 16th C., which we observe today, and the world seemed to divide  between 

Catholic and Protestant.  What about today?  What differing worlds seem uppermost in our era?    



Some would say the world is again divided primarily by Moslem vs. Jews and Christians. Some 

would say it’s an East vs. West divide. Some would say it’s people of any faith vs. people of 

absolutely no faith that is the primary divide in the world right now. Some would say it’s all 

about the haves vs. the have nots.   There’s a lot of ways to see that we may not be so much the 

One World that we might like. 

 This notion was highlighted at one of our clergy Wednesday morning text study 

discussions that centered, oddly enough---but not so oddly if you knew us very well—around 

Star Trek.  Clergy are a huge bunch of geeks. The original Star Trek series celebrated its 50th 

anniversary this year.  Not quite as big a deal as an upcoming Reformation  500th anniversary, 

but perhaps notable, nevertheless.  It was pointed out in our discussion that the creator of that 

series, Gene Roddenberry,  had a very One World kind of vision: the Star Ship Enterprise, if you 

recall, involved a crew that was tremendously representative of the diversity of the world at the 

time of that program, and remember this was the 1960s, when the Cold War was going strong, 

and racism and sexism were explosive.  But on the Enterprise crew there were men and women; 

blacks, whites, and Asians; Americans and Russians; even a Vulcan. And all worked together 

beautifully and spoke about the Earth as One World---a world where economic currency was no 

longer even necessary because of the equality and cooperation that had been established 

internationally.  What we noted at our text group, 50 years after the creation of this vision, was 

that the vision was not particularly accurate for our time, any more than it was for Gene 

Roddenberry’s time. Again and again, we have visions of one world, from ancient Biblical 

prophecies, to hopes of a reformed Church, to the birth of a new nation, to even the space age.  

Just seems like that One World is hard to come by in reality. 



 Nevertheless, and while acknowledging all of that as true, let us remind ourselves that the 

historical Reformation did in fact impact a tremendous percentage of the world at that time and 

continues to do so even now.  If we vote in 9 days because of the reformation of government that 

occurred in 1776, we this morning read a Bible in English, worship in our native language, 

participate in the service through spoken and sung word, and understand that we have direct 

access to God’s grace because of the Protestant Reformation of 1519. None of that was 

commonplace or even possible prior to that Reformation movement, which meant that all of the 

ecclesiastical power that comes through knowledge and participation was in the hands of an elite 

few, the priests and hierarchy of the church, and there was a significant hierarchy, and it was 

significantly corrupt.  Furthermore, in an effort to fundraise, the Church of that day surprisingly 

overlooked the idea of the fishcake dinner which has worked so well for us and decided to sell 

indulgences instead.   The theological emphasis was on striving for moral goodness and 

perfection in order to attain  heaven; since no one could actually achieve this perfect goal, 

purgatory became a stopping over place for the souls of the dead to be purified.  One way souls 

of the dead could be purged and freed from purgatory was through the paying of indulgences to 

the Church of Rome, which would then see to it that the appropriate soul in purgatory benefited.  

Thus, the famous jingle of one of the chief indulgence sellers in Luther’s area:  “When the coin 

in the coffer rings, a soul from purgatory springs.”  Catchy, but offensive.  Luther attempted to 

open debate on this and other matters by posting his 95 thesis on the church door of Wittenberg. 

That’s why the church door with a document nailed to it has become a symbol of the 

Reformation, as we see from the bulletin cover picture. Luther certainly succeeded in opening 

the debate and ended up changing the course of history by the time all was said and done.  The 

Reformation, at its best, placed faith back into the hands of the average believer.  We understand 



that salvation has to do with the grace of God and we are not burdened with striving for 

perfection.  That was a Gospel that the world of that time, no matter how many worlds there 

seemed to be, needed to hear.  I believe we could make the same argument today. However 

fractured our One World may be, the grace of God is still universally needed and wanted and 

brings about a marvelous equality among all the citizens of all the worlds we may inhabit within 

this One World. 

 Let’s get specific. We are an enthusiastic and singular congregation that exists in the 21st 

C. along the North Shore of Lake Superior in Knife River, MN.  We bear proudly the heritage of 

Scandinavian ancestors, celebrated in fishcake dinners and Julebyen weekends. Such a small part 

of this big picture of One World we are, and yet we are, through our faith participation, active 

even in that one, bigger world, are we not? Look at the newspaper article in the German 

language on the kiosk; it’s all about the bike trip several of our church and community women 

made through Germany in September, and the Germans took notice.  Look at our Julebyen, the 

result of a trip to Norway of one our members, and last year it was featured in Norwegian 

television programming, so that our little church and some of the music from our Christmas 

Candlelight concert were seen in Norway. Think of the quilts our quilters make, which are sent 

around the world, particularly to those in need in developing countries.  Think of our Children’s 

Church mission project, in which animals are purchased for feeding the hungry around the world, 

people we will never know or meet otherwise. Think of hymns like A Mighty Fortress, which are 

sung in countless languages and versions around the world.  Think of our Scripture passages, 

read in countless tongues, all around this one world.  Think of how our faith inspired 

environmental or advocacy efforts or our vote may impact this One World. Think of the other 

half of that altar railing: next week, on All Saints, we’ll be thinking about the other half in 



heaven, but this week, on Reformation, we think about the other half of that railing that extends 

around this One World.  Citizens of China, of Nigeria, of Finland, of Guatemala, are gathered 

around that other half, receiving and needing---just as we do---the grace of God in Word and 

Sacrament.  That is part of the heritage of faith we celebrate and pay forward as Protestant 

Christians.  The grace of God is always good news and always in need of witness through word 

and action throughout our One World.  Amen.  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


