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If you’ve been in my office you may have noticed the poster hanging on the wall, “Heretic in 

Good Company”. Surrounding a medieval-looking drawing of fiery martyrdom are the names of 

people from the ancient and recent past who ran afoul of the organized, institutional religion of 

their day – predominantly, Christianity. Some of those people I had never heard of; others are 

now recognized as saints of the Church. (As one of my seminary professors used to say, “the 

heretics are simply the people who lost the arguments”. To which we’d have to add, “perhaps 

only temporarily”.) Others, while not canonized as saints, have received official “pardons” and 

even apologies from the Church. Some of the names on the list are not too surprising: Joan of 

Arc, Galileo, Copernicus, Menno Simons (from whom the Mennonites got their name). I’m 

guessing you wouldn’t be shocked to know that, like most of the great reformers, Martin Luther 

is also on the list. 

 

500 years ago this coming Tuesday, October 31, 1517, Luther, a priest of the Church, nailed his 

now-famous 95 theses to the door of the castle church at Wittenberg, Germany. They were to be 

the basis of an academic debate on the selling of Papal indulgences, a practice that Luther found 

not only repellent, but completely unbiblical. Long story short, for his boldness, or heretical 

behavior (depends on your point of view!), Luther was excommunicated by the Pope, summoned 

for arrest and trial and was only able to escape when the Elector of Saxony rescued him and 

allowed him safekeeping in his castle. For the nearly 30 years that remained of his life, Luther 

continued to work on liturgical and educational revision – including congregational singing,  

hymn writing (we’ll be singing his best-known hymn shortly!) and translating the scriptures from 

Latin into German. And as in so many other similar cases, the target of reform refused to change  

and so a new branch of the church was born, one that in spite of Luther’s own objections, took 

his name as its name. 

 

We, of course, are neither Lutheran nor Roman Catholic, the two great players in this year’s 

reformation milestone. Nor are we Christians in the reformed tradition, whose denominations 

resulted from additional events that took place in continental Europe over the span of several 

centuries. But that doesn’t mean that our Anglican heritage doesn’t owe much to the work and 

witness and sacrifice of many of those reformers, most of them unsung. And I’m not talking 

about King Henry VIII who, although he separated the English church from the Church of Rome  

and was a person of faith, was far more interested in bolstering his line of succession and his 

own wealth and power than in any particular and substantive change in religious doctrine.  

King Henry did tolerate heresy. It wasn’t until much later that the church in England became the 

Church of England, of which our Episcopal tradition a part. 

 
In fact, even early on the church was not nearly as united or uniform as its subsequent 

institutionalization might have us believe. The letters of Paul and of other early Christian writers 

that comprise what we call the “epistles” in the New Testament make it obvious that each 

community was unique, with its own challenges and virtues, its own struggle to sort out the 

differences between orthodoxy and heresy; that is, what could be considered true and faithful and 

what could not in the emerging belief system of this new faith. Even in the book of Revelation 

there are letters to “the churches” not “the Church”. The number of churches has continued to 
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increase since the Great Reformation. At last count (2012) there were at least 43,000 Christian 

denominations on the books worldwide, up from just 1600 at the beginning of the last century 

(1900)i.  

 

This raises questions: how many of these are the result of a true and honest desire to reform the 

Church, and how many are simply the result of divisions and disagreements that could not or 

would not be worked out? When do our convictions require us to say, “Here I stand; I can do no 

other” and when can we simply “live and let live”, agreeing to disagree? When does it all 

become counter-productive? In an NPR feature this past Thursday, Elizabeth Eaton, Presiding 

Bishop of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, noted this by stating, “[We Lutherans] 

had to say that breaking up the Western church was not a gift to the church.”ii When do our 

beliefs require martyrdom (of one kind or another), and when do they require charity; and which 

is the more difficult? Why is it that so often efforts aimed at true reform, at making the Church 

more like the vessel of the kingdom that Christ intended it to be, instead work to drive us apart,  

often doing violence of one kind or another to God’s people and Christ’s Church as if we 

Christians had never heard the Great Commandment? 

 

There is another name on that poster’s list of heretics that might surprise you. It’s the name of a 

1st century Galilean Jewish rabbi, healer, and miracle worker who, among many other things 

sought reform in his own religious tradition, though his followers eventually founded not another 

branch of Judaism but an entirely new religion. This rabbi once was asked by a lawyer of his 

own religion (to test him), “Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?” To which 

that “heretic”, Jesus of Nazareth replied, “’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.”  Boom! There it is, in words spoken by our Lord and Savior.  

It doesn’t get any simpler, or more difficult, than that.  

 

Movements like the Great Reformation have made history because of their tremendous scope 

and consequence, not only for the Church but for society as well. But the truthfully, the Church 

always is and always must be willing to re-form itself; not so that it can keep up with societal 

trends and current opinions, and be politically correct, but because it’s mission is to trans-form 

the world. The only way we can do that, effectively and in accordance with God’s desire, is to 

act always in love – love for the God who created us and gave us this holy mission; love for our 

brothers and sisters in the faith who are like-minded; love for those who are not. For our actions 

in any sphere to have integrity, that is the commandment we must always, always obey. 

 

 

 

i https://theway21stcentury.wordpress.com/2012/11/23/how-many-christian-denominations-worldwide/ 
ii http://www.npr.org/2017/10/26/560276690/500-years-later-some-issues-that-martin-luther-raised-
remain?utm_campaign=storyshare&utm_source=facebook.com&utm_medium=social 

                                                           


