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In the 19th century, German Protestant Theology was at the center of Christian thought and study.  
Theologians in Britain and the United States learned to read German, bought German books and 
traveled to Germany to study under this new and emerging theological tradition.  As we would 
say today, to study in German, and in Germany, this was to be on “the cutting edge” of 
theological excellence.	
 
This same Germany which nurtured Protestant theology also raised up Adolf Hitler and gave the 
world The Holocaust.  Nurtured a Catholic, Hitler sloughed off his religious education, and 
rapidly advocated his own world-view of German racial destiny.  Hitler was incredibly effective 
in speaking to large crowds and he used that skill to telling effect.  He issued rowdy and 
hysterical tirades against rival politicians . . . against the WWI Treaty of Versailles . . . and, all 
ways and always, against Jews.  Munich was the center of the Nazi Party as well as the center 
where was concentrated the hot-bed of ultra-right-wing Nationalism.  There also were 
concentrated the army officers who were determined to undermine, then overthrow, the young 
and growing German Democracy.  Hitler blackmailed the Nazi Party into giving him dictatorial 
powers, answering to no one but himself.  If Hitler ever had a moral compass, he lost it with his 
aspirations to be Germany’s Dictator and Executor-in-Chief of people not like him.	
 
Most of the Germans who welcomed Hitler’s rise to power . . . those who witnessed Jews 
increasingly deprived of their rights, and, then, their lives . . . those who witnessed the burning 
synagogues and the broken glass of Kristallnacht . . . those who witnessed the brutal removal of 
Jews from German soil . . . those who listened quietly to rumors of gas ovens . .  . these were 
self-professed Christians.  Most of the actual perpetrators . . . members of the SS, the reserve 
police battalions, the shooters and the scientists, those who ran the trains, those who ran the 
death camps and turned the gas valves . . . all these persons received religious training in the 
Protestant and Catholic traditions.	
 
And the church and her pastors?  Weary after the close of WWI and with a sense of defeat of 
mind and spirit from that terrible war, they were ready and eager to uncritically embrace the 
nationalism and the sense of superiority which Hitler proclaimed.  One prominent theologian, 
Paul Althaus, spoke of  the rise of Hitler:  “Our Protestant churches have greeted the turning 
point of 1933 as a gift and a miracle of God.”  The State Church was beholden to the State.   
Theologians and pastors alike opposed democracy, which they associated with national 
weakness and moral decadence.  Thus the church became complicit in the rise of 
totalitarianism and actually endorsed the Nazi party.	
 
(Excerpted from “Betrayal”  Robert P. Ericksen and Susannah Heschel, Augsburg, c 1999)	
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What should have said the church?  What should have said the people of God?  Recognizing 
that the German Church was the State Church, would it have been suicide for the church and 
her people to have said anything?  Would it have been standing on the foundation of their 
profession of faith to be critical of Hitler and of his followers?  Dietrich  Bonhoeffer said 
something . . . took action to address the sins of the Third Reich . . . and was hanged for his 
efforts.  Others, lesser known, were also executed for speaking against the Nazi Regime.  (“Third 
Reich” . . . Hitler’s term indicating he saw Germany as now an Empire [Reich].  The first was 
the Holy Roman Empire.  The second was the newly-unifying Germany, circa 1870-1919.  His 
was The True [Third] Reich).	
 
Today we ponder this same question anew.  We have a national figure running for the highest 
office in these United States who sounds frighteningly like a new Hitler:  deport people not like 
him . . . build bigger walls . . . narrow down voting rights . . . kill homosexuals and dance in their 
blood . . . the xenophobia and malice of his words, together with his narcissism, his misogyny 
and his nationalistic fervor concoct a stew that is  fatal when swallowed.  Not only this one man 
. . . what he has done, in many ways, is to open the Pandora’s Box of hatred and fear . . . the box 
filled with isolationism, racism, white privilege  and selfishness which has been festering in the 
underbelly of this nation since long before slavery was abolished.  He has lighted the fuse to a 
powder keg of ramped-up fear and hatred.  This xenophobia has all ways been present . . . now it 
is seen as socially acceptable.  What is truly sin is now accepted by that population as 
patriotism.  His support from the KKK, from the many anti-government so-called Patriot groups 
which are rising today in untold numbers, together with eager support from many skinhead and 
blatantly sexist organizations and groups . . . all these belie his rhetoric about Making America 
Great Again . . . except to re-make it in his own image.	
 
And, across the entire nation, some of the results of this malice?  Children as young as three 
years old are crying in Nursery Schools, fearful that they, and/or their parents, will be deported.  
Grade-school children are exhibiting the kinds of fears and behaviors that have not been seen by 
teachers in years.  Children's academic performance, because of abject fear for themselves 
and/or their parents, has gone down,  The rise of anti-Muslim rhetoric and actions has risen 
above post-9/11 levels.  The measured and dramatic increase in hate crimes and mass murders is 
well-documented  While cause and effect are indeed difficult to confirm, those who study such 
events believe that this increase is directly associated with the denigrating, hate-filled rhetoric of 
this one individual.  Bullying and racial slurs, by children and adults  alike, are now deemed 
acceptable.  “If a presidential candidate can be a racist, so can I.”  Many teachers welcomed 
previous election years as providing valuable material for teaching civics, tolerance and social 
responsibility.  This year many teachers do not even dare to mention the topic.   The stakes are 
high.  To avoid the election is akin to taking civics out of the curriculum.  While no candidate 
ever seems to be a paradigm of civic virtue, this election process stands head and shoulders 
above all previous ones for modeling the worst kind of behavior.                          	
        (SPLC, “The Trump Effect”  Spring, 2016)	
 
Sow the wind . . . reap the whirlwind.	
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Hitler was originally thought a fool and he was not taken seriously . . . the parallels are 
absolutely frightening, irrespective of one’s political persuasion.	
 
An old man was asked by his Appalachian pastor what he thought of sin.  “Well,” he said, “I’m 
aginnit”.	
 
The church, indeed, is aginnit . . . and in the volatile political context of this day, how shall the 
church and her people speak to this sin of racism, bigotry, nationalism and extreme 	
pseudo-patriotism?	
 
The question is neither rhetorical nor is it simple . . . given that there is the doctrine of separation 
between Church and State . . . given the task to steer between the two poles of speaking for the 
state, which cannot be, and to the state, which has always been the task of the church.	
 
To this, then, what shall say the church?	
 
The church . . . that is who and what we are . . . is caught in a time of competing and continual 
narratives, of ethical and religious dilemmas, that we are not really prepared to face.  Too often, 
we are caught in a reactive mode, which leads to shouting and fear.  Controversy is the 
watchword of this 21st century.  The test for all, and, not least for the church, is one of discipline 
and of careful thought, of thinking critically, of living and acting faithfully.  (Theme of The 
Christian Century)	
 
We are reminded of the lawyer’s question to Jesus in Luke – the text three weeks ago 	
(10: 25-37):  “What shall I do to inherit eternal life?”  Is the lawyer toying with Jesus?  Is his 
question for real?  Is it a test of Jesus’ agenda and authenticity?  Either way, Jesus and the 
lawyer manage to have a good debate . . . and the lawyer, far from making pronouncements, 
continues to wrestle with the response of Jesus . . . and he cannot let it go.  So also is the task of 
the church and her people . . . to engage in debate, to encounter the other, and to mutually push 
against the conclusions reached by each other.  Can we, the church,  provide the time, the space 
and safety for ongoing dialogue?  Do we have mercy for those who think or dress differently?  
Do we have enough confidence in our relationship with the Christ, and with one another, to use 
that as a springboard for discussion?     (Christian Century 
6/22/16, page 19)	
 
The statement is often made, “I never talk religion or politics.”    Both, of course, can be volatile.  
And both are shoved under the rug, together with any moral or ethical dialog, if we refuse to 
engage in conversation with those whose opinions differ from ours.  Opinions need to be spoken 
so they can be examined in the light, by eyes that see, by minds that think, and be confronted 
by a faith which ought, all ways, to have more questions than answers.  While 2016 is, indeed, a 
year overstuffed with politics . . . it is, equally, a year in which faith ought also to be front and 
center on  the table.  If faith is not brought to bear upon politics, then faith is nothing more than a 
whited sepulcher or a clanging bell.	
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If this seems to be a long introduction to our texts . . . well . . . it really is . . . 	
 
Some years ago I received a phone call on a Sunday morning at 3 a.m. California time, from 
Steve, a seminary classmate, who called at 5 a.m. his time:  “John . . . I’ve just finished writing a 
great sermon.  Can you find a text for me?”	
 
Does this homily fit today’s texts . . . or am I trying to match a mismatch?  Honest, I did not call 
Steve.  He died some years ago . . . however . . . if I have stretched the texts beyond their 
breaking point, I beg your forgiveness.	
 
I have elected to let today’s texts speak for themselves . . . they really are the foundations for this 
homily.  Furthermore, their authors said it better and more succinctly than can I . . . however 
please don’t hold me to this position whenever I am here again.  After all, preachers are paid by 
the Word.  Not proof texts in any sense, to be sure.  Simply indicators to the people of God who 
were challenged, then, to live in The Kingdom of God . . . as well as to us, now, who also seek 
to live in The Kingdom of God . . . the Kingdom which arrived with the birth of The-Word-
Made-Flesh . . . the Kingdom  which was heralded by the Christ at the beginning of his ministry.  
That amorphous, seemingly hidden place, where the reign of God is known.	
 
The task of the preacher is, of course, to be true to the text . . . and it is left to the hearer to 
determine if that has been the case or not . . . truth forever resides in the eye, and the ear, of the 
beholder . . . Pilate’s question to Jesus penetrates as deeply today as it did when he first posed it 
more than 2,000 years ago  (Jn 18:38).	
 
Psalm 49 reads more like it belongs in the book of Proverbs or Ecclesiastes . . .	
  Why should I fear in times of trouble,//when the iniquity of my persecutors surrounds me?	
  Men who trust in their wealth//and boast of the abundance of their riches? . . . 	
  Yea, he shall see that even the wise die,//the fool and the stupid alike must perish and leave  	
     their wealth to others.	
  Their graves are their homes forever,// their dwelling places to all generations . . .	
  This is the fate of those who have foolish confidence,//the end of those who are pleased with 	
     their portion . . . (Ps 49: 1-13). 	
 
And Ecclesiastes?  Well . . . the truths therein are pretty obvious . . . however  don’t read this 
book if you are already depressed . . . read the revised summary instead . . . the one on the 
bumper sticker:  “You’re born.  Life’s tough.  You die.”	
 
Nevertheless, beyond that truth . . . there remains all ways grace . . . grace evidenced by people 
who take life both seriously and with a grain of salt.  Undergirded in every way by the never-
ending grace of God.  While it is true that God’s grace is eternal . . . it is also true that faith does 
not trade on that grace . . . rather faith embraces grace for what it is . . . a gift . . . not to be 
trampled upon by privileged and arrogant self-righteousness . . . a free gift to be given away 
freely.	
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The parables of Jesus are telling in their simplicity . . . taken from life’s experiences two 
millennia ago. . . 	
   The land of a rich man brought forth plentifully; and he thought to himself, “What shall I do,   	
   for I have nowhere to store my crops?   And he said, ‘I will do this.   I will pull down my	
   barns and build larger ones; and there I will store all my grain and my goods.  And I will say	
   to my soul, Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; take your ease, eat, drink, and	
   be merry.’”  And God’s response:  “Fool, this night . . . this night . . .”  (Lk 12:13-21).	
 
The man’s sin was not his wealth . . . though me may, indeed, have got his great wealth by 
immoral means . . . we’ll never know.  His sin was his smug satisfaction in his wealth . . . his 
sin was in not using his wealth with compassion for those not of means . . . the man’s sin was in 
his ignoring the poor . . . and, instead, exploiting them, further crushing them under the 
unbearable burden of their poverty . . . common sins of the wealthy today . . . the man’s sin was 
in his arrogance and in his thoughtlessness . . . the man had an over-filled silo and an empty 
heart.  When it is all over, what then?	
 
And Paul, to the church of the Colossians . . . 	
  Put to death what is earthly in you:  immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire and 	
  covetousness . . . anger, wrath, malice, slander and foul talk, do not lie . . . (instead) Put on then,	
  as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassion, kindness, lowliness, meekness and	
  patience . . . and above all, put on love . . . Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly, as you	
  teach and admonish one another in all wisdom . . .  Col 3:1ff).	
 
And from Micah from three millennia ago . . . not a text for today . . . nevertheless which of us 
has not heard this dozens of times in this age . . . and heeded it, perhaps, some of those times . . . 
all ways to find that its truths readily span those 3,000 years . . . 	
  He has shown you what is good;  and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice . . .   	
  to love kindness . . . and to walk humbly with your God?   (Micah 6/8).	
 
There are dozens and dozens of others . . . which speak of welcoming the stranger . . . which 
speak of justice . . . which speak of hospitality to Those Others . . .  (Mt 25; Rom 13; Lev19; 	
Ex 1;  Mt 5; Acts 3; Deut 10 . . . to cite a few).	
 
In the words of Jim Wallis (Sojourners)	
   For those of us who are people of faith and moral conscience, how do we lift up love over   	
   hate in this angry election season?  How do we point to justice instead of revenge?  How  	
   do we love our neighbors as ourselves – which all our religious traditions tell us to do –	
   and vote that way?  And if our faith traditions also tell us that a society is ultimately judged	
   by how it treats its most vulnerable people, how do we best vote for the concerns of the most	
   vulnerable in this coming election?	
 
These are tough assignments . . . easier to ignore than to accomplish . . . 	
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The German Church of the early 20th Century found it easier to remain silent when the abject 
evil of the day was not silent . . . nevertheless ignore that evil they did . . . and the church, 
thereby, was fully complicit in the horrendous sins of the state which followed . . .  the church 
was complicit in the murder of millions . . . the church was complicit in the death of humility . . . 
the church was complicit in the crushing of love . . . the church was complicit in the abrogation 
of justice.	
 
What then shall say the Church in this 21st Century?      	
 
If we say nothing, we are thereby complicit in the hate-filled words which spew from the mouths 
of those who seek high office . . . and we then automatically become enablers of the evils  
thereof.	
 
What, then,  shall say The Church? 
 
Amen. 
	


