
Daniel Cooperrider     5 October 2017 
Weybridge Congregational Church   Psalm 46 
 

The Reformation at 500 Series: Introduction  
(On the Sovereignty of God) 

Into this world of ecological disruption (“though its waters roar and 
foam)”, political tumult (“Nations are in uproar…”), confusing and 
concerning events comes a word today of such beautiful clarity also, as 
God cuts through the concern and the confusion, and says, “Be still and 
know that I am God.” Be still and know that God is God . 

There’s a Christian meditation practice that’s based on this short verse 
from Psalm 46 that I’d encourage you to try out this week if you like. It’s 
pretty simple, you begin with saying to yourself the full phrase, Be still 
and know that I am God, or as I like to put it, Be still and know that God is 
God, and you sit with the full phrase for a bit, and then you start to whittle 
it down, letting one word or phrase fall off at a time, and so you say to 
yourself:  

 
Be still and know that God is God 

Be still and know that God is 
Be still and know 

Be still 
Be 

 
*** 

I found myself returning to this practice early on this week. Last Sunday 
afternoon, after walking in the Crop Hunger Walk, which I once again was 
so inspired by how generously and compassionately this church and this 
wider community supports, after walking I packed up our new Subaru and 
decided to give it its proper Vermont christening by heading up to the 
Northeast Kingdom for a couple nights of solo camping and exploring. It 
was a wonderful couple of days, and it was a time in which I tried to 
embrace the gifts of “solitude” for this new season of my life in which as 
most of you know my wife Elizabeth is in LA for the year finishing up her 
PhD work. (I also wanted to spent a couple of days reading the late 
Vermont poet David Budbill’s poetry closer to the source of where he wrote 
it, somewhere near the mythical Judevine Mountain)  But then of course I 
came out of the woods and back to society, only to face the tragic news 
from the Las Vegas shooting, the latest of what feels now like a long string 
of such deeply concerning events, Charlottesville becomes Houston becomes 
Florida becomes Puerto Rico becomes Las Vegas 

Given that long string, I’m grateful today that into this world of ecological 
disruption, political tumult, concerning and confusing events, comes again 
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this word of such beautiful clarity, that cuts through the confusion, Be still 
and know that God is God.  

*** 

Another reason that this particular Psalm seemed fitting for this week is 
that it’s well known that this was the theologian Martin Luther’s favorite 
Psalm, it’s sometimes even referred to as “Luther’s Psalm” in the 
commentaries, and today we are beginning with a new sermon series that 
will reflect on how this month marks the 500 year anniversary of the 
Reformation, dating it particularly to that moment in 1517 when Luther 
posted his so-called “95 Theses” to the church door in Wittenberg, 
Germany.  

So, as I’ve heard that many churches are doing, we’ll spend the next 
month together on this theme of the Reformation at 500 years 
old…thinking together about the history and legacy of the Reformation, 
about how it started 500 years ago, maybe a bit about why, what ideas 
were driving it, and maybe a bit about what now? What does it mean for us 
now, given that a church tradition like ours traces its roots back directly 
to the Reformation, what does it mean for us to inherit this history, what 
might it look like to be a reforming church today? What big changes might 
be in store for the next 500 years?  

Some big questions that hopefully we’ll get to over these weeks, but for 
today, as an introduction to this series, I want to try to begin at the 
beginning, just with some basics here.  

The Reformation is one of those big, historical movements that traces its 
start to a single moment on a single day, when on October 31, 1517, on the 
eve of All Saints Day, Martin Luther, who was then a shy, unknown 33 
year old Augustinian monk and professor, nailed a piece of paper with 95-
theses printed on it onto the church door of the small and relatively 
inconsequential college town of Wittenberg. On the face of it, this wasn’t 
that radical of a thing—the church door functioned something like an 
academic bulletin board, so it was an appropriate place to put a notice for 
an event or a meeting, which is in fact what Luther’s intention was, he 
wanted to have an intellectual debate about the ideas in his 95 theses.  

Written in a highly academic and abstract fashion, and written in Latin, 
the theses largely concerned Luther’s theological critiques of the church’s 
practice of selling indulgences—an indulgence being a piece of paper with a 
note from the pope forgiving a certain amount of punishment or penance 
for one’s sins, or for the sins of a loved one, often with the idea being to 
decrease the amount of time one might have to spend in purgatory, 
imagined as that sort of half-way house before getting to heaven, or if a 
loved one had already died, an indulgence might be purchased to release 
their soul from purgatory. The most famous seller of these indulgences, in 
good capitalist fashion, even had a nice little jingle to go with it, as he 
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went around collecting money for indulgences, he would say, “As soon as a 
coin in the coffer rings, a soul from purgatory springs.”  

So Luther critiqued this rather bizarre church fundraising strategy, and 
he called for a public debate on the matter. That debate never materialized 
exactly, but what did happen was that his theses were printed and 
reprinted and were translated into the local German vernacular, and 
within a month they had spread like wildfire and were widely known 
throughout the Roman empire. It was much like the equivalent of when a 
hashtag or post or tweet goes viral today on social media.  

Famously, when the sitting pope, Pope Leo X, heard about the 95 theses he 
called Luther a “drunken monk” and brushed off the issue saying that 
Luther would change his mind once he sobered up.  

For Luther though, getting his theses printed and circulated was just the 
beginning, and for many years he would continue printing his ideas, 
calling for the church to reform its ways, which is an important point to 
remember here. That initially the idea wasn’t to create a new church, but 
simply to reform the existing one. Reform, being at the heart of 
reformation, and protest, being at the heart of Protestant. 

*** 

We’ll get to more of the driving ideas of the Reformation in the weeks 
ahead, and there are many famous phrases for these ideas— justification 
by faith alone and by grace alone, being a key one, the freedom of a 
Christian, the priesthood of all believers…sola scriptura, by scripture 
alone—but for today, maybe we can try to think about what might have 
actually been behind Luther’s critique of indulgences, what was that 
critique really about, and so what was at the heart of his initial protest… 

One key idea of the Reformation, and I think perhaps what was behind the 
indulgences critique, is the basic idea of the sovereignty of God, or the 
freedom of God. This basic theological idea that God is God, and that God’s 
ways are not always our ways, and that God is free to act in any way God 
wants. The idea that God is God, which means of course that we are not 
God, which seems to be an idea and a temptation that humanity has long 
struggled with… 

With indulgences, for example, Luther was critiquing the idea that 
something like a little note on a piece of paper stamped by a human pope 
hundreds of miles away could in any way hold sway over God, could dictate 
God’s actions…for Luther, this was a denial of God’s sovereignty, and was 
ultimately an expression of human hubris or pride. God is free to do as God 
chooses. Be still and know that God is God… 

***  
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After that initial moment in 1517, the Reformation of course would go on 
to have huge repercussions that have changed our world so much that we 
don’t often notice them, like the fish that don’t notice the water they swim 
in. For example, the way the Reformation used the relatively new 
Gutenberg printing press revolutionized mass communication in a way 
that you can probably trace a direct line to today’s internet and social 
media, and that combined with the emphasis to translate things to the 
local languages, including the Bible, lead to a new emphasis on literacy, 
which lead to new structures of public education, and which in turn lead to 
the idea that each individual should read and interpret scripture for her 
or himself, the democratization of scripture which in turn lead to the 
democratization of societies, and to a basic sense of individual human 
rights. It’s hard to imagine the scientific revolution, the American 
revolution, and so many other revolutions and civil liberties movements 
without the Reformation.   

Of course its important also to remember and to be honest about how 
certainly not all the change from the Reformation has been good, it’s a 
history full of splintering, division, culture wars, civil wars, world wars, 
and in Luther’s case, it's a history of anti-Semitism, among other 
prejudices.  

But also of course, it’s in a way the history of us, of those religious 
communities who first settled here in America searching for religious 
freedom, and it’s the history of our denomination here as we’re made up of 
a few different strands of Lutheran, Calvinist, and Reformed traditions.  

It’s a history that’s seen and continues to see ecological disruption, 
political tumult, concerning and confusing times, but one which, 
remembering the basic ideas behind it, might also help us to be able to still 
hear that beautiful and clear message in our sacred texts, those moments 
of clarity when God calls out to us through it all and says, Be still and 
know that I am God…Be still and know that God is God….  

*** 

As I said, this 46th Psalm was Luther’s favorite Psalm, and he held close to 
it throughout his own tumultuous life, including during the black plague of 
1527, one of the most tragic moments in history, with maybe something 
approaching 200 million people dying across Europe, and legend has it 
that it was that year that Luther penned what has become one of the most 
famous Christian hymns, his take on Psalm 46, A Might Fortress is our 
God… 
	  


