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Good morning! It’s wonderful to back here at Central Lutheran, it’s beginning to feel like 
home.  Thank you to many of you for joining me in study hour, and to Pastor Amanda for 
yielding the pulpit to me, and for the surprise invitation to join her for children’s time just 
now!  One learns to expect surprises from Pastor Amanda. 
 
I’ve just returned from Germany, from the town of Wittenberg itself, Luther territory, all 
decked out for the 500th anniversary of that famous act of nailing the theses to the door. I 
have learned a lot about the man through the lens of the modern struggles of the church to 
be true to its origins, way back to before there was a “church.” In 1517 Martin Luther 
changed the course of European history by taking on the Holy Roman Empire itself, 
declaring that church-state monster to be in violation of the fundamentals of the gospel. 
Luther could do this – and succeed – because he was not afraid of conflict and division, even 
at the deepest and highest levels of the church and society.  This was the greatness of the 
man, and the reason he succeeded, because he spoke to the desire deep within the 
common people for authenticity, for liberation, and for dignity – ultimately, for faithfulness 
to the fundamental principles that gave birth to the church in a grassroots liberation 
movement led by a charismatic, itinerant, revolutionary Jewish peasant, the man who said 
that the Empire exerting its tyranny over us must give way to God’s Kingdom of equality and 
love. The man who proclaimed that the institutions of own people, the priests running the 
Temple, the puppet kings working for the Empire, all this must fall – not one stone 
remaining on another. 
 
But let’s fast forward to the middle of the last century, to the advertised topic of today’s 
lesson: 
 
In 1933, the year Hitler seized power, Dietrich Bonhoeffers’ beloved Germany had fallen into 
idolatry.  It was the idolatry of us vs them.  It was an idolatry born of fear and of humiliation.  It 
was an idolatry that said “the evil that afflicts us, that scares us, that threatens our sense of 
security and wellbeing is located in those “others” --  the others that are out there and the 
others that live among us.  Knowing who the others are and gaining absolute power over them 
will make us safe, and will make us right with God, God who loves us best and who will see to 
our needs and will make us safe.  It’s a sad part of church history that for almost two millennia, 
the church defined itself through negation of the Other – the “logic of Us vs. Them.” Certainly, 
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this is expressed in the dark side of Luther’s theology and worldview – his demonization of the 
Jews and the Muslims. And the Lutheran church is still struggling to reconcile with this dark 
past.  This legacy was brought into full use in those Nazi times in Germany, when the church 
rushed to embrace National Socialism. So that beyond his horror at what was happening 
politically, what was even more agonizing for Bonhoeffer was that his beloved church, the 
German Lutheran church, had fallen into the same idolatry, and indeed the church provided the 
theological legitimization for Nazi power and ideology. Church leaders pledged loyalty to the 
Fuhrer and to the conviction that the rebirth and triumphant return of Germany to glory and 
pride was the will of God.  “1933 is a year of salvation for the German people” wrote one of the 
most respected and prominent German protestant theologians of the day. To be a good 
German, to follow the Fuhrer, was literally to be saved. These were the “German Christians” of 
the “Reich church.” Bonhoeffer’s struggle with this church determined the course of the rest of 
his life.  Bonhoeffer could not abide it, could not find a way, as did many of his contemporary 
pastors and theologians, to make peace with this.  
 
By 1935 Bonhoeffer had founded the Confessing Church, a truly alternative congregation of 
pastors and theologians faithful to the fundamental principles of the gospel and willing to pay 
the price of standing firm in opposition to the imposter institution that had stood alongside the 
Nazi leaders in pledging loyalty to the state. Bonhoeffer made the argument to the ecumenical 
movement of his time that the Confessing Church was the true German church, not the 
heretical imposter that was making a claim to be the true church of Germany.  It turned him 
around, and he kept on that road and to where it led him, far from the conservative, bourgeois, 
nationalistically-tinged Christianity he had been schooled in.  By the end of his life, Bonhoeffer 
was writing to his friend Bethge from his prison cell that in fact the true church was not, could 
not be “German” at all, but that it was a community that transcended national, 
denominational, and even religious boundaries.  By the end of his life Bonhoeffer was 
questioning the very concept of religion, meaning not questioning the centrality of following 
Jesus – of this he was even more convinced – but what the institution of religion had done in 
diverting humankind from doing just that – from following Jesus --  Jesus who proclaimed on 
that last Sunday, destroy this Temple, this edifice of greed and excess and abuse of power, and 
replace it with my body, one communion of humankind united by compassion, equality and 
love.  Jesus who said to the woman at the well, that one day we will not worship God on this 
mountain or that mountain, this house or that house, but in the Spirit.  Jesus who on Pentecost 
sent the power of the Holy Spirit in the form of a fiery wind that gave the disciples the power to 
speak all the languages of the world and sent them forth from Jerusalem into the wide world to 
proclaim the good news – this is for everyone. Jesus who asked – and answered – who is my 
neighbor?  Bonhoeffer saw what nationalism and religious exceptionalism had produced, 
especially in the toxic mix of both.  And he said no to it – no matter what that might cost him. 
 
In his struggle with the ecumenical movement of his time, Bonhoeffer asked a seemingly 
simple but shatteringly important question:  what is the church?  What is the church of 
Jesus Christ?  And he answered that question: The church is the church when it exists for 
others.  It is the church that sees from below – as the witness for God on earth of the 
suffering of humankind and the obligation to respond – to do for the least of these. This is 
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the church, the congregation of those who understand and enact the meaning of Jesus’ 
incarnation as one who suffered as a sign of God’s suffering along with humankind. Christ, 
Bonhoeffer wrote, exists as that community, the community within which God manifests in 
history.  It’s what MLK called “The Beloved Community.” 
 
And so in the face of the evil system that had co-opted the church into its structure of tyranny, 
Bonhoeffer created a true church, the Confessing Church, bringing together those pastors who 
gave up their secure posts in the German church, gathered them in alternative community 
seminaries, that eventually had to go underground and eventually were closed down, their 
pastors sent to the front imprisoned or killed, or simply melted back into the mainstream of 
Nazi Germany, having signed an oath of allegiance to the Fuhrer.  Ultimately, the engulfing 
waves of Nazi Germany closed over the remains of the Confessing Church, but the spirit of the 
Confessing church did not disappear – it emerged as the ecumenical movement of the last half 
of the 20th century.   
 
It’s a proud history. In midcentury, African American pastors and laypersons changed the 
political and social landscape of America in the struggle to end legal racism in this country. 
The true church mobilized in 1968 in Uppsala, Sweden, when the World Council of Churches 
established the Program to Combat Racism, affirming in word and deed that combatting 
institutionalized racism was the primary mission of the ecumenical world body. In 1977 in 
Dar Es Salaam the Lutheran World Federation declared itself in Status Confessionis in regard 
to apartheid, followed in 1982 in Ottawa with the World Alliance of Reformed Churches’ 
declaration of apartheid as heresy.  In 1985, an ecumenical group of South African pastors 
and theologians took an unequivocal stand against Apartheid, declaring that the apartheid 
regime was illegitimate and that it was a Christian duty “to refuse to cooperate with tyranny 
and to do whatever we can to remove it.”  
 
So the church – the true church – knows who and what it is, knows when it is called.  And 
today it is indeed called – actually it is being shaken awake. Because even as these 
momentous developments in the global church were unfolding through the end of the 20th 
Century, the church, in the thrall of theologies that have upheld Jewish privilege over the 
rights of the indigenous people of Palestine, has turned a blind eye to and even supported 
the relentless taking of Palestinian land and Israel’s violent suppression of two Palestinian 
uprisings. Then, in 2009, the church was re-awakened by a new Kairos call, authored by an 
ecumenical group of Palestinian clergy, theologians and civil society activists. The Palestine 
Kairos document, entitled “A Moment of Truth: A Word of Faith, Hope and Love from the 
Heart of Palestinian Suffering. ” has once again called the global church to its universal 
mission, summoning the power of the church to move governments and societies. Kairos 
Palestine articulates a theology of non-violent resistance to the evil of occupation:  
“resistance with love as its logic.” Naming the Israeli occupation a sin, it calls out to the 
international community, reserving its final appeal for the church itself: “What is the 
international community doing? What are the political leaders in Palestine, in Israel and in 
the Arab world doing? What is the Church doing?”  
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The Palestinian call -- read the statement, copies are available on the table at coffee hour -- 
has awakened church movements at the grassroots around the world, each nationally-
based movement responding from the context of its own human rights struggle, such as in 
the Philippines, South Africa and Brazil, and in some cases, notably the U.S. and the U.K., 
from its own confession of sin.  The churches have been part of the problem. 
 
So it’s really the gospel that is at stake now – as much as it was for Luther in the 16th 
century, and for Bonhoeffer in the 30s, and for the world bodies confronting the evil of 
Apartheid.  Indeed, in the state of Israel today, we are looking at Apartheid in our own time.  
I have always hated the two state solution.  It legitimizes the Zionist program, sealing the 
fate of the Palestinian refugees and trapping Jews and Palestinians alike in an 
unsustainable, racist, anachronistic project. On its face, it may have worked, but it was 
never the intention of the State of Israel, or its U.S. backer, to allow for a real Palestinian 
state. It’s always been a trick to allow for the continued colonization and annexation of all 
of Palestine.  And now, with the able assistance of our new U.S. President and the sitting 
Israeli Prime Minister and his gang of a cabinet, the corpse of the “peace process” finally 
laid out on the morgue table, and the system of lies, deceptions and delusion begins to 
crumble before the reality of Israel’s crimes.  
 
The Palestinian struggle has enormous power to summon the church to its mission, one 
much broader than just that of tiny Palestine, of 6 million suffering and dispossessed 
Palestinians. Palestine resembles South Africa in the 1980s: an outpost – perhaps you can 
say the lynchpin of the white, Western supremacist order. But exposing and dislodging this 
system is a tougher job than what it took in the South African case: Only the Afrikaaners 
believed themselves to be the chosen people of God. We have a lot of work to do 
theologically to clear away the theology that supports this injustice. 
 
In our pursuit of safety, the Jewish people, my people, have become captive to the same “us 
and them” idolatry that caused us so much suffering in the past.  It’s my people who are the 
prisoners of that wall we’ve built against our “enemy” the Palestinians.  So when Christians 
today are told that the Israel blessed by God in the Bible is now found in the modern State 
of Israel, and that to be blessed is to support Israel and to be cursed is to criticize it, or,  – 
God forbid -- to call for nonviolent action to bring it back into the community of nations, this 
is a problem. Israel today is not the Israel of the Bible, and to use the Bible in this way is just 
as wrong as it was when it was used in the South to justify chattel slavery. When we hear 
Montgomery Bus Boycott we do not think sin or unbiblical. When we see the word 
sanctions in the same sentence as South Africa we do not recoil in horror or disapproval.  
But when Christians are being told that the case of Israel is different because the Bible tells 
us so, then it’s time to look at what we’re being taught the Bible says and who is teaching us 
that.  Bonhoeffer was called a heretic for opposing the Nazi church!  But he was clear – 
tyranny is tyranny, there is only a yes or a no to this confession, there is no middle ground, 
there is no “talking this through” so we can remain comfortable and we can keep our 
church institutions comfortable in their relationships with those who would maintain the 
status quo of power and privilege. 
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But there is also this elephant in the room – the reluctance of Christians to take a stand 
against the crimes of the state of Israel because of the burden of guilt about Jewish 
suffering at the hands of the church. We must not confuse the fight against anti-Semitism – 
which still exists – with the obligation to stand up for Palestine.  We Jews are in big trouble 
– spiritually for sure – about this.  Giving us a pass because of our past suffering is not a 
loving thing to do. But this guilt complex is used – by Christians and Jews alike – to keep the 
church silent on Palestine.  It’s the worst name you can be called – anti-Semite.  But you 
know that’s not true.  To the contrary, standing up for Palestine is an act of love toward the 
Jewish people. 
 
But this the cross waiting to be picked up by the church today.  It’s the cross that has been 
picked up by the Presbyterian church USA and the United Church of Christ and Mennonites 
and the Unitarians and now yes, the ELCA all are on their way with divestments and with 
endorsement of the Palestine Kairos document.   
 
So to our text, Paul’s first letter to the church in Corinth:   
 
Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters that you be united in the same mind and the same 
purpose What I mean is that each of you says, “I belong to Paul,” or “I belong to Apollos,” or 
“I belong to Cephas,” or “I belong to Christ.” Has Christ been divided? Was Paul crucified for 
you? Or were you baptized in the name of Paul? For Christ did not send me to baptize but to 
proclaim the gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom, so that the cross of Christ might not be 
emptied of its power.  For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are 
perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. 
 
Why is this in the lectionary for today, this season of Epiphany?  We are bookending 
Christmas – Advent on one side – the expectation – and now Epiphany – the actual 
recognition of what has occurred, what this arrival, this new thing, is about.  Paul here is 
talking about unity, and he means, true unity, as Bonhoeffer and King talked about church 
unity – the unity Jesus was describing when he said, I come not to bring peace but division, 
that we must be willing, in our true unity as the body of Christ, that means all of humanity, 
to take a stand, to draw a line when it comes to oppression and tyranny.  That is true unity, 
and that is what Paul means by the message of the cross -- being saved by the power of God 
in the world.  
 
This is the message of the cross.  It is what Bonhoeffer means by the church that sees from 
below – from the perspective of those who suffer, along with God, watching, with Christ, 
the signs of the present times in the suffering world.  Christ comes, fully human, and fully 
divine in that fullness of humanity – wounded, hungry, and compassionate, asking us, 
requiring of us to always take the perspective of those, in the words of African American 
theologian Howard Thurman, with their backs against the wall.  This was the greatness of 
Martin Luther, and of his modern namesake Martin Luther King Jr.  It was the source of their 
power to move so many and to change the world. 
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One powerful impression to share from my time at an ecumenical conference in Wittenberg 
last week. I was in the company of women and men from all over the world, who came 
together to share their work to create a more just, compassionate and sustainable 
world. Several times during the gathering, including at the final liturgy/celebration, we all 
stood and were asked to recite the Lord’s Prayer, “each in her/his own language.”  And so 
we did.  And each time we all began together and ended together, the cadence of the 
prayer carrying us through as one body, one voice, one language of the heart.  This says it 
all for me — my own experience of being there, the message, meaning, trajectory and hope 
of the gathering. 
 
This is the church that is called into being in every generation.  God leads us to responsibility, 
obedience and confession leading to action through the call of the oppressed and the suffering. 
The concrete manifestations of this call in our world are as physical as Christ’s wounds revealed 
to the apostles in the final chapter of Luke’s Gospel, when, even then, his followers do not 
recognize his true nature: “Look at my hands and feet!” cries Jesus to his disciples. These 
wounds tell the meaning of my ministry, this is the reality of who I am. And, he adds -- have you 
got anything to eat?  My wounds are visible and my hunger is urgent, Jesus tells us today, with 
the same immediacy as on that day in Jerusalem. Our responsibility is made visible in the 
desecration of the landscape of the West Bank by illegal colonies and separation walls, in the 
misery of the checkpoints and the rubble and starvation of Gaza, in the pain and despair in the 
eyes of the oppressed and the desperation and fear in those of the oppressors. The 
confessional process allows the church to avoid the stumbling blocks of compromise, reform, 
and the resort to endless “dialogue.” It calls the question, forcing the church to declare itself as 
the true church of Jesus Christ, requiring of Christians a decision for obedience -- to ask, as did 
Bonhoeffer, “Who is Jesus Christ for us today?” 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Creator of us all, hear our confession.  Give us the strength, courage and clarity to take a stand, 
to weather the storms, to stand firm in these times, and to remember, always, to ask: who is 
Jesus for us today? 
 
Amen 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 


