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Green Blades Preaching Roundtable

Reflections on the texts

Year A, Lectionary 26 –– October 1, 2023
Ezekiel 18:1–4, 25–32
Psalm 25:1–9
Philippians 2:1–13
Matthew 21:23–32
Melinda Quivik, St. Paul, Minnesota

Ezekiel’s statement that “the parents have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge” (v. 2) could hardly be more appropriate to our environmental, economic, and political situation today. What the parents have done tastes edgy (bitter? unpleasant? downright unacceptable?) to the children and they are left to clean it up.
This has not been the view of interpreters through the ages who understood the proverb to mean that God directs one generation’s sins to become the sins of the next generation. In other words, the children won’t enter the kingdom of heaven because they will be guilty of the sins of the parents. Such thinking is in line with the notion that “the sins of the fathers [and mothers]” fall upon their children, saddling the children with the same sinful reputation. 


But there is another way to read this proverb. It is not about what God will do with the sins of one generation (i.e., “unfairly” make the next generation “pay”). Instead, this proverb describes––rather than prescribes––the results of sin. Whatever it is that the parents do will change the world and confront the next generation with the results. We have seen the results in our time of what many generations have done. 

Because today the children’s teeth are “set on edge” over climate chaos, a legal organization called Our Children’s Trust sued the State of Montana on behalf of sixteen children, arguing that “by supporting a fossil fuel-driven energy system, which is contributing to the climate crisis, Montana is violating their constitutional rights to a clean and healthful environment.” Back in 1972, several months of research and debate by 100 Montana citizens appointed for the task, ensconced the language of care for creation in revisions to the Montana State Constitution. Voters then ratified the revisions, including constitutional language that required the state to guarantee care for Earth: “The state and each person shall maintain and improve a clean and healthful environment in Montana for present and future generations.” 

The sixteen children represented by Our Children’s Trust looked at the situation today––fifty years after the Constitutional Convention––and saw their lives and the lives of all creatures endangered. The forces that deny climate change had successfully thwarted policies over recent decades that would keep air and water clean. 
Today’s children have the most at stake because they will be affected the longest by our continually denigrating Earth. “The parents have eaten sour grapes…” No wonder the childrens’ “teeth are set on edge.” The children, the Earth, and the Montana Constitution won the lawsuit.  Held v. State of Montana can go forth now (even though it’s being appealed by fossil fuel interests) to influence the policies of others states and even nations. 
The lawsuit itself proclaims what the Lord commands Ezekiel to say: “all lives are mine.” All of creation belongs to the Lord. Ezekiel’s message is “Turn, then, and live.” It is not God who visits devastation on our seas, rivers, forests, cities, villages of people whose islands are shrinking as oceans rise. We do not have to imagine that the damage resulting from reckless environmental policies is God’s action. We have created wildfires, drought, floods, and increasingly violent storms all on our own. Biblical theology shows us again and again that the results we can expect from violence and thoughtlessness are due to our choices, and not to God desiring that we die. 
The Matthew reading and Philippians 2 point us to the way forward from the horror of this climate crisis. In keeping with the previous Sunday’s Gospel story of the landowner giving the same payment to the first- and last-arriving workers, Matthew 21:31–32 puts the known sinners (those we might deem last-arriving) ahead of everyone else in the reign of God. Everyone is treated with what human beings tend to consider unfair grace, unfair forgiveness. Because the tax collectors and the prostitutes (people commonly considered beneath everyone else) believed what John came preaching, they get major favors from God. Those to whom Jesus is preaching in this text lose out because “even after you saw it, you did not change your minds and believe him.” Let us substitute the prophets who have been crying out for decades now about impending disasters as kin to John the Baptist calling out “Repent and be baptized!” The climate prophets cry out: “Wake up and change your ways.” 
The author of the letter to the Philippians offers a way for us to imagine answering the wakeup call: “Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. Let each of you look. . . to the interests of others.” (vss. 3–4) Becoming “obedient even to the point of death” with regard to talking about climate is to take sometimes serious risk of dismissal and ridicule and even violence. But we are not left without the means to tackle the problem for “it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure.” (v. 13)

The difficulty lies in how exactly we are to listen to the word of the Lord which now we can see as the reality that confronts us daily about the lives of our fellow humans and polar bears and songbirds and all the other creatures struggling these days. The word of the Lord is saying: “Turn, then, and live.” “Change your minds and believe.” 

Hearing God’s word as it comes to us from the cries of Earth and of those who are keeping watch (doing research, collecting data, writing articles, being interviewed by journalists, calling us to help, inventing fixes) requires discernment, however, and that is not easy. Discernment asks from whom a voice is coming to us. It weighs the value of what is said in terms of how it will affect our lives. If we change how we are living in order to take heed to what we hear, we may be ostracized by our family and neighbors. We may fear losing credibility. We may find ourselves catatonic before the enormity of how Earth is responding to our parents’ sins and our own. 

The most important thing about discernment is the gift of bringing us together in community, for as it asks what is the best possible direction for me, it simultaneously points to what is best for others. By testing that discernment, we learn whether others will confirm our decision. This is a route out of the temptation to despair because it pulls people together to look at and listen to Earth and to the prophets of our time, to weigh the value of a livable planet against using economic considerations as paramount, to discern a course of action that is the best for each of us and then everyone, and to know that this work is God at work in us for good.
________________________

Hymns to consider in ELW:
#447
O Blessed Spring

#699
In Deepest Night

#740
God of the Sparrow

In the new hymnal supplement to ELW, All Creation Sings: 
#922
When We are Tested

#1004
Faith Begins by Letting Go

#1078
There Is a Longing in Our Hearts

Melinda Quivik, an ELCA pastor (who served churches in Montana, Michigan, and Minnesota) and former professor of worship and preaching, is currently the Editor-in-Chief of the quarterly journal Liturgy, a writer, and a preaching mentor with Backstory Preaching at backstory-preaching.mn.co. Her most recent book is Worship at a Crossroads: Racism and Segregated Sundays (Cascade, 2023). 
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Green Blades Preaching Roundtable
Reflections on the texts

19th Sunday after Pentecost

Indigenous Peoples’ Day/Native American Sunday

October 8, 2023

Isaiah 5:1-7

Psalm 80:7-1

Philippians 3:4b-14

Matthew 21:33-46

The image that weaves through three of today’s readings is the vineyard.

Scripture often, as in these texts, employs the image of vineyard/vine to describe the people of God.  Given the destruction that happens to the vineyard/vine in two of the readings, I was led to ponder:  Will there be a time as the result of droughts, wildfires and floods that a vineyard will no longer exist, and we won’t know what the metaphor stands for? Perhaps, vineyards are already producing wild grapes.  As the globe continues to heat up, what biblical creation metaphors will cease to have a referent?

The Isaiah passage is one of my favorites with this haunting, pathos-filled question from God the vineyard owner: What more was there to do for my vineyard that I have not done in it?  God wants to know why we have produced wild grapes when the vineyard owner has tended us with such care. The question is on God’s lips but what if it is placed on ours: What more could we have done for the vineyard/for creation that we have not done in it? Here is a pathos of a different kind and the evoking of a further question. Do we really want to know? Do we really want to know what else we could’ve done?  The answer to God’s articulation of the question is– “nothing else”, but the answer to ours is a very long one indeed.

The rest of the passage describes the consequences of producing wild grapes: the vineyard is devoured; it’s trampled; it's laid to waste.  It is no longer lovingly tended to and the clouds no longer shower rain upon it.  When we fail to produce the fruit God seeks, we witness the impact.

The last word of the passage is intriguing. God expected righteousness and justice, but saw bloodshed and heard a cry. Whose cry is it? The earth’s? The creatures? The oppressed people’s? The people who have oppressed? Or is it God’s?

Psalm 80

As a pastor, I hesitate to put words of lament about racial justice and climate justice onto people’s lips. Laments are meant to be a reflection of sorrow and pain emerging from the depths of the heart, but often people haven’t done that work; so the words become just that, words not heart-wrenching plea. [This doesn’t mean these realities are absent from confession, preaching and prayers].  But today we have this gift of Psalm 80 which is a communal lament.  It is not I or our racial justice team or our creation care team writing words but the ancient words of Scripture where the people lament where they find themselves.  Certainly, this lament can be used to talk about where we find ourselves vis-a-vis creation and racial justice.

In this psalm the pathos that came from God in Isaiah seems now to come from the people. Why have you broken down the walls so that we are no longer protected?  The people understand that they had been tended to as a vine but now everything has changed. Yes, indeed, everything has changed not only for humanity but for earth and sky and all its creatures. The psalm can be read as blaming God for withdrawing support but it can also be heard as another question for us to ponder.  Why are we feeling no longer protected from fires, floods, tornadoes, earthquakes?  Can we delve into the role we have played in that reality?

The lament begins and ends with the people’s understanding that in order to move into a new future, they need God.  Restore us; turn again; look down and see; have regard for this vine. Only with our acknowledgement of where we are and of our deep need for God will we be able to undertake the restoration work of repairing creation and relationships between peoples.

Matthew 21

In this parable we once again have the image of the vineyard and what it means to care for it and the larger question of who does it and its harvest belong to?  On this Indigenous Peoples’ Day what a great text to use in order to uplift Native American connection to the land. Native peoples seem to have an innate sense that everything belongs to the Great Spirit not to us.  This has also been my understanding of my Christian faith, but I recognize that that has not been Christian practice and certainly not Native American experience of white Christians and their need to possess and own, even if that means through deceit and violence. If I were preaching this Sunday, I might make reference to Killers of the Flower Moon by David Grann.  We are reading this as a congregation and inviting people to go to the movie.  It is the story of the Osage people who were forced to leave their home to go to Oklahoma where the land they “were given” just happens to sit on oil.  White men marry Native women whom they then kill so they can get ownership of the land and the oil wealth.  Perhaps, you hear the similarities to the parable? Uncovering the truth took a long time and required an outsider to discover it.  That, too, connects to the parable.  The insiders have lost their way.  It’s easy to do.  We pray that the outsider who is crucified outside the gates whose message continually trips us up becomes the cornerstone for our lives and our communities.

The Reverend Dianne O. Loufman

Lead Pastor, First Lutheran Church

Duluth, Minnesota
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Green Blades Preaching Roundtable
Reflections on the texts

20th Sunday after Pentecost

October 15, 2023

Isaiah 25:1-9; Psalm 23; Philippians 4:1-9; Matthew 22:1-14
Autumn is easily my favorite season in the Mille Lacs Lake area, where I live and serve as pastor. The weather is cooler. The bugs and tourists aren’t buzzing around as much. But the even greater blessing are the brilliant fall colors. 
Wandering the paths of our local state parks – Father Hennepin and Kathio – offers some of the best opportunities to immerse yourself in creation’s vibrant autumnal display. However, if you happen to find yourself hiking the Landmark Trail at Kathio, I encourage you to take a brief pause from your leaf peeping and note some of the historical and cultural signage. 

The Landmark Trail notes the site of former American Indian villages that once thrived on the shores of Ogechie Lake (which the trail parallels for much of its route). The signage notes that people have long been drawn to Ogechie Lake for the wild rice that grows in its waters. First, for the Dakota peoples for well over a thousand years and then later for the Ojibwe people, most especially the Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe, as Kathio State Park and Ogechie Lake lie within the boundaries of the Mille Lacs Indian Reservation.
However, in the 1930s, logging companies built a dam which kept water levels in Ogechie Lake too high for wild rice (or manoomin in Ojibwe). So, for more than 70 years, this lake, which had fed people for millennia, provided sparse harvests of wild rice. This also, of course, negatively impacted the wildlife that once thrived on the lake. Only in recent years, through a collaboration between the Mille Lacs Band and the MN DNR, has the lake finally started to bounce back. [Please see the article linked below for more information.]
I thought of this story as I reflected on our Bible passages for this Sunday. Most obviously, the beloved 23rd Psalm. While I am not sure sheep could easily snack on some manoomin, if you have ever paddled among healthy beds of wild rice, you know that it is very much akin to a lush, green valley. Beyond just the gift of this food that grows on water, those waterways teem with life of all kinds. In fact, those who harvest wild rice sometimes tape their sleeves to keep some of that life from teeming all over you.

And yet, how easily we might let these gifts be cast aside or ignored. I would imagine that given the choice between preaching on Psalm 23 and another of these gloomy Matthean readings where someone gets thrown in the outer darkness, you might be tempted to focus solely on the abundant grace of Psalm 23. But I find that the pairing offers much to ponder. 
In our advocacy of creation care, we might often feel like prophets of old, calling people to turn aside from their evil ways lest disaster and doom befall us. And yet, our Gospel reminds us that we don’t just reject the dire warnings, we are just as likely to turn down an invitation to a party!

We cling to the promises of Psalm 23, confident that if our Shepherd leads us, we will gladly come to that place of rest and abundant food and water. But we forget that, like actual sheep, we are just as likely to run bleating the opposite way. Or remain stubbornly planted, no matter how many pokes and prods from the staff, munching on our dry thistles and thorns instead of the green grass that is just down the valley a little further, if only we would follow.
Psalm 23 isn’t typically categorized as a lament Psalm, but, like those psalms, it doesn’t shy away from the painful realties of life. The shepherd does not just wave his staff like a magic wand and make all the enemies poof out of existence. The valley is still deep and dark. But there is a promise of presence, of guidance and welcome. We don’t see the act of someone getting cast into the outer darkness, but that fear is still there.

In her book, “Getting Involved with God,” scholar Ellen Davis notes that although the Psalter contains more lament psalms than any other category, the Hebrew name, Tehillim, translates to “Praises.” Though she admits this may seem like a contradiction, she offers that “when you lament in good faith, opening yourself to God honestly and fully – no matter what you have to say – then you are beginning to clear the way to praise. You are straining toward the time when God will turn your tears into laughter.”
I am never quite sure what to do with Matthew’s imagery of the outer darkness. Is the outer darkness a permanent state? Is there still room for grace, for reconciliation and redemption? Our sins do have consequences. We build dams and abundant life is flooded for 70 years. We reject warnings and invitations alike, and, when it comes to the many serious challenges our planet faces, I hope that we are able to listen, to hear either or both and take them seriously before the time of weeping comes. 
But if that time comes, I do trust that God will hear our laments. That as we strain toward the laughter, toward the green valleys, the still waters, the abundant feasts and well-aged wines, that the Lord, our shepherd, will once again turn around and come back for us, and lead us forward, out of the deep, dark valley. 

James Muske is a pastor in the Northeast Minnesota Synod of the ELCA, serving the congregation of Bethesda Lutheran Church on the NE corner of Mille Lacs Lake in the little community of Malmo. He also serves on the synod’s Together Here ministry and on the board of Camp Onomia. In addition to hiking in the local state parks, he enjoys paddling his kayak on the area’s many lakes and streams. 
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Photo taken at the Kathio fire tower.
More information on Ogechie Lake and the wild rice revitalization efforts: https://www.mprnews.org/story/2023/08/18/sahan-wild-rice-threatened-by-climate-change-increased-rainfall-northern-minnesota
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Green Blades Preaching Roundtable
Reflections on the texts

21st Sunday after Pentecost

October 22, 2023
Isaiah 45:1-7, Psalm 96: 1-9 [10-13], 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10, Matthew 22: 25-22

Tamela K. Walhof, Lutheran Advocacy-MN

(residing in Saint Anthony Village, Metro Area)

Our Prayer of the Day states, “…Created by you, let us live in your image; created for you, let us act for your glory; redeemed by you, let us give you what is yours…” In the Lectionary lessons, Psalm 96 sets the tone for what it means to be created by and for God, and to serve within God’s creation. 

In fact, the psalmist notes that it isn’t just God’s people that are to “sing a new song” of praise, but the whole earth – all of creation – is to sing to the Lord, and his glory is to be known “among the nations” for all “his marvelous works among all the peoples.” If we continue a little beyond verse 9, the heavens, and seas, and all that is within them rejoices in God, and even the trees of the forest sing for joy. It goes on to say that “He will judge the world with righteousness and the peoples with his truth.” However, the word used here is tsedek, best translated as justice and righteousness, which refer to right relationship. So, rather than reading it as God ushering in judgement, perhaps we should consider what it means that God paves the way for right relationship – with God, between all people and nations, and even among all of creation.

In Isaiah 45, the prophet draws attention to Persian King Cyrus, as someone led by God in his rule, serving as God’s servant, “though you [King Cyrus] do not know me [God].” We should recall that King Cyrus was the leader who freed people of many nations, including Judah, who had been taken into captivity by the Babylonians, and allowed them to return to their home countries. Cyrus is even referred to as something of a parallel messiah, though Isaiah 45 also makes clear that he is not God. 

Verses 1-7 are actually part of a larger poem that begins in chapter 44 and ends with Isaiah 45:8. Isaiah 44:23 & 24, like Psalm 96, call for the heavens and earth, mountains and trees to sing, and state “Thus says the Lord, your Redeemer, who formed you in the womb: I am the Lord who made all things, who alone stretched out the heavens, who by myself spread out the earth…” The poem ends referencing tsedek (righteousness and justice). In other words, all of Creation points to who God is, the only true God, the creator of everything, the redeemer and reconciler of nations and creation. So, even though an earthly king like Cyrus may do just things, it is by God’s leading, and it is only through our God and the coming Messiah (hinted at in the passage) that true right relationship may be known.

Paul’s letter to the Thessalonians begins with the greeting Grace & Peace. Grace comes from the Greek word charis. It refers to grace, goodwill, lovingkindness, and favor, including the unmerited favor that God bestows on us. Jesus embodies grace through love, mercy, compassion, service, and sacrifice, and is how we should act in God’s world. Peace, traditionally shalom throughout the Hebrew Jewish world (or eirene in Greek) is described by Yale Professor Emeritus, Nicholas Wolterstorff as the embrace of peace and justice. He states that shalom is where “we enact our responsibilities to one another, to God, and to nature” but “more than that…it is present only where there is delight and joy in those relationships.” (Nicholas Wolterstorff, Until Justice and Peace Embrace, p.124).

Paul is writing to encourage the Thessalonians, saying that he gives thanks “remembering…[the Thessalonians] work of faith, labor of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ…” and that they became imitators…of the Lord” even in difficult circumstances. Their examples show true servanthood, to the extent that Paul even says he doesn’t need to talk about their faith example, since it is seen throughout the entire region.

Finally, our Gospel lesson in Matthew brings us to a circumstance where two very different groups of leaders try to trick Jesus with a question about whether they should pay their taxes. The Herodians were collaborators with the Roman authorities, while the Pharisees deeply resented Rome even while constantly making accommodations to hang onto power within Jewish society. These two groups want Jesus to either side with Rome or with those feeling Rome’s oppressive rule, so that either way they can denounce him. In asking them to produce a coin, he sidesteps their question asking them instead whose image is on the coin. When they reply Caesar, he states they should give “to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that are God’s.”

We see in our polarized society today, politicians and political parties who all try to claim that God is on their side. Perhaps we should ask whose image is on us! The Bible tells us that we are made in the image of God, and that everything belongs to God. That isn’t to say that human authorities and governments don’t play an important role. However, too many leaders seem to think that they are a god unto themselves, in a similar way that Caesar claimed divine authority. What does our call to do justice mean in such a circumstance? 

I believe that we are to give ourselves as God’s servants to the work of justice among people, communities, nations, and all of creation. We’ll need to deal with flawed, imperfect, and unjust governments along the way. Governments are supposed to exist to ensure justice, and to ensure the opportunities that everyone needs to live fully into who they are called to be. Yet often leaders twist or distort what justice actually is, or use power attained through government to enrich themselves or specific groups within society. So, while we give deference to the authority of governments, we need to constantly call our leaders to an understanding of justice that works for right relationship, for fairness and equity, both for people and for the broader created world.

What does all this mean in the midst of a current reality which has seen the hottest months in recorded history, record breaking droughts and wildfires, and floods of massive proportions, impacted and caused by the billions of toxins we humans spew into the air and atmosphere? Plastic pollution has been filling up huge garbage patches in the oceans, and microplastics are now in the air we breathe, the food we eat, the water we drink, our bloodstreams and even entering into the bodies of unborn fetuses through their mother’s placentas.

Clearly, humans have not been doing justice for God’s creation, nor for the people who live in God’s world. As God’s image-bearing servants and instruments for tsedek, justice, righteousness, charis, shalom, AND love we must work for right relationship everywhere. We must call our leaders to do right by both people and creation. Tempting as it may be, we should not be doomsayers, or stuck in the gloom of this situation of our own making. Rather, we need to be prophets of hope for what this world can and should be. Like the Thessalonians, we should be known through our actions in the work of faith, labor of love and steadfastness of hope. We should delight in the various relationships to which we are called, and ensure that others, including creation, may also delight in them.

“Sovereign God, raise your throne in our hearts. Created by you, let us live in your image; created for you, let us act for your glory; redeemed by you, let us give you what is yours, [for the sake of all that you have created], through Jesus Christ our Savior and Lord.” Amen
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 Tammy Walhof is the Director of Lutheran Advocacy – Minnesota. She enjoys hiking and birdwatching. She has worked, lived, and traveled throughout Latin America and been to five African countries, where she learned a great deal about the impacts of our actions on others. In 2022, Tammy and her brother (a forester) went to Iceland, to better understand the impacts of climate change on Arctic regions. Tammy has several decades of advocacy experience through Bread for the World, and Lutheran Advocacy-MN.
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Green Blades Preaching Roundtable
Reflections on the texts

REFORMATION SUNDAY

October 29, 2023

Jeremiah 31:31-34

Psalm 46

Romans 3:19-28

John 8:31-36








Rev. Karen Bockelman, Duluth, Minnesota

I remember a time when Reformation Sunday was an occasion to celebrate our Lutheran heritage—often over and against other denominations, especially Roman Catholics. Even better, it was a day to honor, indeed memorialize, Martin Luther himself. I have fond memories of seeing the 1956 Martin Luther film and swelling with pride that I could claim his name and heritage.  

In college, I saw that same film broken up into shorter segments, each introduced and concluded by Roland Bainton. My favorite part was Luther nailing the 95 Theses to the Castle Church door, witnessed by two rather scruffy men sitting on the steps waiting to venerate the relics inside. After Luther left, one of the men got up to peer at the paper and returned to his friend to say with a shrug, “Just something written in Latin.” That was the end of one of the segments of the film, followed by Bainton, a slight figure in a jaunty bow tie saying forcefully, “If only they knew what this really meant, each and every German would have stood up and shouted ‘Jawohl!’”

Thankfully, we’re past that—at least I hope so. Still, it’s all too easy to settle on turning the day into a monument to Martin Luther and our Lutheran heritage. Humans are good at building monuments literally and figuratively.

Shortly after the start of the new millennium, the Lutheran World Federation was considering what their contribution to the 500-year Reformation Jubilee in 2017 would be. They did not want a monument of stone or bronze, but a living monument, one that would represent unity in reconciled diversity, rather than division. The quote attributed to Martin Luther, “if the world collapsed tomorrow, I would still plant an apple tree today” led to the idea of planting trees: 500 trees for the 500 years of the Reformation.

And the idea of a “Luthergarten” in Wittenberg came about. Different tree species would symbolize the diversity of Christian churches. The one garden in which the trees grow would stand for their common bond. As the trees grow, the garden would continually change shape, just as the inspiration of the Reformation should keep growing and changing.

At the center of the garden is the emblem of the Luther Rose. The first five trees planted between the petals of the rose were to stand for five Christian World Communions (Anglicans, Reformed, Methodists, Catholics, and Orthodox). The tree for the Lutheran World Federation stands at the entrance to the Luther Rose.

An invitation went out to individuals, church bodies, congregations, institutions and organizations to not only sponsor a tree but to participate in actually planting it. Furthermore, a “partner tree” was to be planted on the grounds of the sponsor. In 2011 I was in Wittenberg, Germany on Reformation Day and, along with Arden Haug (ELCA regional representative for Europe and director of the ELCA Wittenberg Center), planted a littleleaf linden (tree #103) on behalf of Luther Seminary, St. Paul, MN. Of course, the tree was basically already in place, having been planted at its ideal time. Arden and I simply added a bit of soil. But what had the most meaning for me was that we were accompanied by two young girls carrying pitchers of water which they poured around the tree. I’ve only seen “my” tree once since them, but I’m told the trees are flourishing. The Philipp Melanchthon Protestant Secondary School harvests the fruit and joins the LWF in celebrating September as a “Season of Creation” with a Creation Festival. 

A living monument for the generations, indeed!

It seems to me the readings assigned for Reformation Day/Sunday are also “living monuments.” Jeremiah speaks of a new covenant, not written on stone tablets, but on human hearts. Paul speaks of not making ourselves right with God through works of the law, but through the crucified and living Christ. John speaks of a freeing rather than binding truth, giving us a place in the household forever. 

Psalm 46 was the inspiration for that great Reformation anthem, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” a hymn almost certain to be sung on this day. There are two ways to hear this hymn. One is to focus on the fortress—a stone wall or bulwark that provides protection. The other is to focus on the living God as protection. Some scholars have suggested the hymn was written in protest over the building of a stone wall around the city of Wittenberg, expecting it would provide the protection needed. The Luthergarten is planted on the outside of the city wall, perhaps as a reminder that God’s protection is alive still today.

As you prepare for Reformation Sunday, what living monument might you create? Trees? A pollinator garden? A bird sanctuary? A source of fresh water? What other churches might you partner with in creating your monument? How might you involve children in creating and nurturing your living monument? How will you share its fruits with others?

Now that might deserve a resounding “Jawohl!”

Pastor Karen G. Bockelman is a retired ELCA pastor living in Duluth. She is a member of Gloria Dei and chairs its Worship, Music, and the Arts Committee. She loves bringing people together in worship and enjoys helping to create a Season of Creation each year. She has a document certifying her tree planting in the Luthergarten, but even better she has a photo with the two girls who served as waterbearers. 
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