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Selah!
Psalm 46; Epheisans 2:1-10

Today is Halloween or, as better known throughout much of the world,
All Hallow’s Eve.  Here in America–and in other places around the world–we
have fun with the spooky, scary things that go bump in the dark and give us
goosebumps.  We enjoy dressing up as our favorite characters, playing tricks
on one another, and, of course, stocking up on candy and other treats.

504 years ago, the day had a very different emphasis and feel to it.  For
centuries Christians had observed a feast day known as All Hallows or All
Saints on November 1, celebrating all of the saints of the faith.  The day
before–October 31–therefore became All Hallows Eve.  This day, especially
in ancient Celtic belief, was a day when the heavenly and earthly realms were
extremely close, so close that they believed spirits could roam freely between
the two realms on the day.  These ancient beliefs may be behind our current
practice of playing ghosts and goblins on Halloween.

A lot of things were happening on All Hallow’s Eve 1517.  Some of them
were rather spooky.  Pope Leo X was in the process of building St. Peter’s
Basilica in Rome and needed money to complete the project.  Some creative
and enterprising soul came up with the grand marketing idea of selling
indulgences to raise the needed funds.  An indulgence was a piece of paper
that granted a soul in purgatory immediate release and entry into heaven. 
The belief was that after death, most souls ended up in purgatory where they
had to “pay off” the sins they had not confessed and repented of on earth.  A
relative or friend could buy an indulgence on behalf of a loved one who had
already died and guarantee them entry through the pearly gates.  It was quite
a fundraising idea.  It even had its own jingle.  Johann Tetzel, a monk who
peddled indulgences, is said to have chanted, “When a coin in the coffer
rings, a soul from purgatory springs!”  It is rather catchy, isn’t it?

Martin Luther, a young monk and professor at the University of
Wittenburg, was not impressed by this strategy.  In fact, he was incensed by
it.  He protested that the practice was unscriptural and favored the wealthy
over the poor in regard to salvation.  In order to begin a dialogue on this and
other matters, Luther wrote up a list of topics for debate.  We know them now



as the 95 Theses.  Legend tells us that Luther nailed the list to the door of the
Wittenburg church.  Church doors at that time served as a sort of community
bulletin board.  The unintended result of Luther’s action was the Protestant
Reformation.

Luther believe that three things were primary to the Christian: scripture,
grace and faith.  Scripture alone is our source of guidance and inspiration. 
Grace alone is the gift of God.  Faith alone is the result of God’s grace. 
Luther knew that indulgences were no where mentioned in scripture and the
very practice ran counter to scripture’s declaration by the Apostle Paul that we
are “saved by grace through faith.”  Luther called for a bit of “holy
housekeeping” to get rid of this heresy.

One scholar described the Protestant Reformation as a huge
ecclesiastical rummage sale, an opportunity to rid the Church of outdated,
irrelevant, and harmful things that simply cluttered up the Gospel and
hindered the ministry of the Church.1

Maybe on this All Hallow’s Eve, what the Church Universal–and our
church–need is a cleaning and refreshing to prepare us for the next era of our
ministry.

Keep in mind that Luther’s experience was not all sweetness and light. 
No one threw open the windows of the Church to let in fresh air.  No one
arrived with brooms and mops and rags to get rid of the theological cobwebs
and cultural dust that had accumulated through the ages.  People did not read
his list and exclaim, “Oh, what a wonderful idea!  Let’s get together and see
what we can do to make the Church more relevant and available to the needs
of people in the sixteenth century.”  No, the Pope and his supporters, along
with many of Luther’s colleagues, abhorred his thoughts.  They believed the
Church was doing just fine, thank you very much, and Luther needed to
recant his nonsense and get in line with everyone else.  An inquisition was
begun and Luther was eventually excommunicated from the Roman Catholic
Church.  He was vilified, threatened, and mocked in the worst ways.  It was
not an easy task to take a long, hard look at the Church in order to re-form it.

Luther was no stranger to difficult and challenging experiences. 
Perhaps that is why one of his favorite psalms was the one we heard
earlier–Psalm 46.  Many people believe it was a psalm that was sung as

1James Limburg, “Commentary on Psalm 46,” Working Preacher (October 26, 2014).
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Jewish pilgrims made their way to Jerusalem to worship in the temple.  It
speaks of the unrest of nature experienced in earthquakes, floods, and
storms.  The psalm mentions political and social upheaval.  It reminds us of
all the challenging and difficult things that are going on today.

Luther may have favored this psalm because of its awareness of all of
the dangers and challenges of life, but I think his soul must have leapt at its
affirmation of God’s unflinching presence.  The earth may shake and change,
but God remains with us.  Nations may experience turmoil, but God will never
forsake us.  The kind of “desolation” that God brings is not harmful to his
people.  On the contrary, the psalm affirms, God brings the destruction of
weapons of violence and a stillness and awareness that reminds us of who
God is and what God is truly about in our world.

If you have ever read this psalm in a Bible, you have noticed that at
three points, an odd little word appears.  That word is selah.  Unlike 99.99%
of the words in scripture, selah is not a translated word.  It is transliterated,
meaning that what we read is the sound of the Hebrew word, not its meaning. 
For instance the Hebrew word eretz is translated as earth.  Shalom is
translated as peace.  We don’t really know what selah means so we simply
say the word.

Scholars do agree that it is an important word.  It appears 71 times in
39 different psalms and 3 times in the book of Habakkuk.  It is always found 
in poetic writing, especially in the context of songs, which the psalms were. 
Many people believe it is some sort of instruction, perhaps indicating a pause
or interlude between stanzas or movements within the psalm.  Earlier, when
Psalm 46 was read, our choir sang at the points where selah is found.

There is also an opinion that selah is an exclamation, an imperative, an
instruction to do something celebratory or bold.  Might it have indicated a
shout, an exclamation of praise, a raising of the hands in adoration, even
dancing in joy?  We don’t really know, but we do know that it indicates we are
to make some response to the words that have been spoken or sung.

I wonder if Luther was expecting a positive response to his call for
conversation and correction about the future of the Church.  I wonder what
might have happened if, instead of resistance, he had met enthusiasm.  What
might the Church be like today if the metaphorical doors of the Church had
been flung open wide, inviting light and insight and inspiration inside instead
of shutting them tighter against the refreshing Spirit of God.
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I wonder if today God is nailing a list of topics to the door of the church
inviting all of us to a discussion, a consideration, a re-thinking of who we are
and what we are being called to do.  Like the psalmist of old and the agitated
monk of the late Middle Ages, we also live in a time of environmental, cultural,
political, and religious turmoil.  The concept of Church within which most of
us grew up may no longer be the Church needed to minister to the world
today.  Without a doubt, the Church has changed in many ways over the
years as God has coaxed us out of our sometimes comfort into the often
challenging work of loving the world.  Luther’s work put the Bible into the
hands of the people and made salvation a personal and life-changing
experience.

I wonder if we, like the psalmist and the monk, need a selah–a time of
response, a reaction, a re-thinking, an act of unflinching faith.  Maybe God,
through scripture, faith, and grace is calling us to selah–a reaction that
acknowledges the tough times we are in and affirms the ministry that is ours. 
Maybe we need a selah to reaffirm our trust in God that the calamities around
us will not undo us and that there is a refreshing of God’s Spirit that makes
happy the habitation of God with his people.  Maybe we need a selah to
remind us that the Lord of hosts is with us, that the God of Jacob and the
psalmist and Martin and Lakeside is our refuge and our hope.

Martin Luther’s beloved Psalm 46, which he fashioned into the stirring
hymn, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” concludes with the exclamation,
“Selah!”  I believe it is a call to pause and a call to action, an invitation to think
deeply about our faith and respond lovingly to the world, a promise of
refreshing and an opportunity for service.  I think it is exactly what we as
God’s people must do.  Selah!
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October 31, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Holy God, who indeed is our refuge and strength, not only in times of
trouble but in all seasons of life, we give thanks for the abundance of your
gifts to us, recognizing that, were our entire lives devoted to acts of
thanksgiving and praise, your generosity would be infinitely greater still. We
are grateful for the bounty of blessings and comforts that are ours, and for
prosperity and freedom which we take for granted that are unfathomable to
many around the world. May our gratitude be the occasion for our confession
that everything we have that is good and beautiful and joyful is the product of
your love and grace.

On this Reformation Sunday, we thank you for those persons into whom
you have poured your Spirit who then set about reforming your Church. We
give thanks that you invite us to the ongoing work of reformation in our own
lives, calling us to moments of reflection and mindfulness when we might
recognize that you are still at work in the Body of Christ, reforming us,
reshaping us, and remaking us into your image.

We know, O Lord, that we are also called to reflect your image in how
we love, care, and pray for one another and for the world, and so on this day
we pray for all those who suffer illnesses of body, mind, and spirit, and for
those who care selflessly for the needs of others. We pray for healthcare
workers who are weary, for the bereaved who are lonely, for loved ones who
are anxious, for the vulnerable who are afraid, for leaders who are burdened.
Give all of us, Gracious God, whatever measure of grace we need to face the
challenges that are before us. We also pray for those in our community,
nation, and world who lack the resources to thrive, who bear the weight of
oppression and violence, and who suffer because of abuse or neglect from
others. Make of us, your Church, a beacon of hope, love, and light to all the
world. May the hospitality we offer reflect your mercy that is available to all.
May our hands reaching out in service extend your generosity that is given to
all.  And may the justice for which we work demonstrate your grace that is
inclusive and welcoming of all your children.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


