Reformation Sunday: Much more than Luther
By Pr. Larry Strenge, Director for Evangelical Mission

A number of years ago I attended the SW MN Synod Fall Theological Conference and saw Pr Gary Anderson, then a pastor in the SW MN Synod, portray Martin Luther. A friendship developed as we talked about how much fun he had portraying this historical figure of the Reformation and trying to teach something about what it means to be “Lutheran.”  
Out of those conversations I decided to try to bring Martin Luther to life through a similar first person narrative.  To help get into character an elderly woman in the congregation watched an old Luther movie and then used her gift of sewing to create a pair of pants, shirt, and cape similar to the movie portrayal. After a year or two another member of the congregation, one who rarely came to worship, surprised me. He said, “I don’t come very often but I think you can use this.” And he handed me an old “German Bible” from his family history. (After that he became a “C, E, and R worshipper!) One of the biggest surprises came from the Missouri Synod pastor in town who I had come to know as a colleague in the Gospel. When he returned from Wittenberg he presented me with a “Luther hat” as a gift!  
Over the years the costume has changed most dramatically thanks to the Benedictines of St John’s University where a kind “brother” presented me with a slightly worn habit. (Yes, Luther was an Augustinian. If you have connections I’ll make the switch!) I’ve enjoyed this habit and other refinements to the Luther costume. 

I’ve had a lot of fun developing the character of Luther. No “You Tube” to go. Who knows if my interpretation is authentic? Occasionally I’ve convinced my wife, Pr. Elizabeth Strenge, or another female, to play the part of Katie. This added dialogue and presented another way to tell a story with a message. As you might imagine, I’ve heard lots of comments from other persons. Most are fun-loving I’m glad to say. (I think Luther had a good sense of humor!) Sometimes they’re comments about the message, sometimes about the character(s). My favorite came from friend, Pr Art Wiese. One year after a synod assembly appearance of Luther he came up to me and quipped in deadpan humor, “That’s the best Norwegian Martin Luther I’ve ever seen.” Accents (I believe Art’s insight) are not my strength!!
One of the most rewarding and challenging parts is trying to get Luther’s “essential message” of the Gospel—not just the Reformation-- down to just a few minutes, and to offer a few insights and images that make sense for Lutheran Christians in today’s world. We live in a world captivated with “righteousness by comparisons” (Luke 18:9-14) and/or other more subtle forms of works righteousness (Romans 3:19-28). For Luther most, if not all, of this is under the rubric of “unbelief.”  
But always there is God. God who is rich in mercy, overflowing with love for humanity (John 3:16; Eph 2:4) The whole mess goes out the window “in Christ”…who is “God’s Plan!” (Eph 2:15-16). In Christ there is freedom…real freedom! (Gal. 5) 
Let me recommend one essential reading to prepare for Reformation: “On the Freedom of a Christian.”  http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/luther-freedomchristian.html (link is to an online version—note: you may want to skip past the introductory letter to Pope Leo X, Luther’s attempt to convince Pope Leo X of the corruption of the Roman See and his appeal to seek a peaceful reconciliation. If time is short go to the part called “Concerning Christian Liberty.”)  
This “treatise” contains the “essential message” of what it means to be a Christian.  For Luther, I believe, this is captured in one phrase: Faith alone. Mind you, this is “faith alone” that may only be understood “in Christ.”  “In Christ” there is a “new creation” (2 Cor 5:18). And “in Christ” is revealed the mystery of God’s will, God’s good pleasure, God’s “plan for the fullness of time to gather up all things in Christ, things in heaven and things on earth.” (Eph 1:9-10) “In Christ” we are no longer “dead in the trespasses and sins in which we once lived.” (Eph 2:1-10)  And this is just a sampling of “in Christ!”

And Luther’s “faith alone” only makes sense when one looks at it alongside--or from within--Luther’s other “alones,” namely: Grace Alone; Christ Alone; Scripture Alone.  These together make us “alive in Christ.” (Eph 2; Romans 6)
These days in my “Relational Evangelizing” workshops I spend a great deal of time challenging people to pray.  At least part of that prayer life is to think about…. and talk about some vital questions: “Why am I a Christian?  What difference does it make that I am a Christian?  And why would I/we want someone else to be a Christian?”
My hope is that through this they—those involved in the seminar-- will begin to see what Luther sees in “On the Freedom of the Christian.”  
And that is my hope for you, too.  In a time of deep anxiety in our culture, an anxiety that often gets expressed in anger, what I believe you’ll find is such a HOPEFUL…maybe even JOYFUL… message as you read Luther and as the Holy Spirit makes those connections of “true freedom,” the ones revealed in Christ Jesus and Christ’s cross, the ones lives out through you for today’s world.  

As you prepare for “Reformation” I pray a prayer like Paul in Ephesians 1:15ff, “God of our Lord Jesus Christ, may You reveal to the eyes of our hearts, enlightening us to know, the hope to which You have called us, what are the riches of Your glorious inheritance among the Believers, and what is the immeasurable greatness of Your Power for us who believe, according to the working of Your Power.  Put that power, the Presence of Christ, to work in our lives for the sake of the world.  In Jesus’ name. Amen!” 
