
Who Are We?

(Our Reformed and Methodist Heritage)

Oct 25, 2020

Rom 5: 1-5; Mt 5: 38-48

The question is one of identity:  Who are we? It’s especially appropriate for us at East 
Plains just now because of our transitional situation, and the big decisions we have to 
make soon about our future as a congregation. Barbara will be asking us, over this next 
month or so, to consider this question: Who are we?  

Reformation Sunday also seems a good time to explore one aspect of our identity:  
namely, that we are Protestant Christians.  We are not part of Holy Rosary Catholic 
Church down the street. We’re also not Baptists or Anglicans, or Unitarians; not 
secularist agnostics or atheists. We are Protestant Christians, specifically, United Church
of Canada. 

This word Protestant is interesting.  A Protestant is one who protests.  We come from a 
tradition of protest. Most of us don’t seem much like protesters. We don’t seem angry, 
we’re mainly pretty comfortable middle class people.  But our heritage is one of protest, 
and that heritage of protest is alive among us.

Our spiritual forebears were protesters, both in the Reformation of the 16th century, and 
in the Methodist movement of the 18th century.  So let’s explore that heritage just a little 
this morning. It may help us to understand who we are today.

Reformation Sunday is always the last Sunday of October, marking Martin Luther’s first
act of protest in October, 1517, 503 years ago.  Luther was protesting the corruption of 
the Catholic Church of his day. And it was indeed deeply corrupt, both in its doctrine 
and its practice. Catholics today would agree.

Now I should first make an aside about Roman Catholicism today. The Catholic Church 
has changed greatly since then, even within the last century. We don’t look down our 
noses at Catholics; we know many fine Catholic people. We don’t consider ourselves 
superior to them. There is much to admire and respect in the Catholic tradition, and 
much we can learn from them.  

In fact, we don’t need to be looking down on anybody. There is plenty to criticize about 
our own church. Yes, we still disagree with the Catholics – we have some different 
beliefs, for example, about the sacraments, about the marriage of the clergy, about the 
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ordination of women and of gay people. About the authority of the pope. We have some 
different moral teachings. But we can still regard Roman Catholics as our cousins, and a 
Christian tradition which is in many ways rich and beautiful.

So, how did we become separate from these cousins of ours? 

Some of you know this story well.  It was mainly about the theology of God’s grace. A 
central question: How do we receive God’s grace and salvation? 

Luther was a Catholic priest, a monk and a professor, who famously nailed up on the 
door of a church a document protesting against the literal selling of salvation.  
Representatives of the pope had been around his town selling indulgences, which was 
supposedly a way of getting your parents or friends out of that temporary place of 
punishment called purgatory, and getting them straight into heaven.

The salesman’s cry was “When the coin in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory 
springs.” “Have pity on your poor parents languishing in purgatory. Give us a bit of 
money and your parents will go straight to heaven.”

Luther saw that this was not only bad theology, it was also a trick to get money out of 
poor simple people. Why? 

Luther was furious. But he saw that this was a symptom of a mistaken theology of grace.
That is, the idea that somehow we can earn or pay for the grace and love of God.  He 
thundered, No.  God’s grace is utterly free.  We cannot earn it by anything we do, least 
of all by paying some money to the church. 

Nor can we earn God’s grace by piously revering the bones of dead saints, so-called 
relics, or by saying rosaries to the virgin Mary, or, for that matter, by good deeds of any 
kind. God’s love and salvation cannot be bought or earned by anything we do, because it
is grace, i.e., it is absolutely free and unmerited.

Luther knew that, Yes, we are called to do good works, to live in love and to seek justice
and peace, but we don’t do these things to earn a reward.  We do deeds of compassion 
not to earn God’s love, but rather as a response of gratitude to God’s love. We love and 
serve God and neighbour out of a spirit of gratitude and true compassion for others.

Luther took this teaching from the Bible, especially the letters of Paul, such as we read 
this morning from Romans 5:  ”Since we are justified by faith we have peace with God 
through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access to this grace I 
which we stand, and we boast of our hope of sharing the glory of God.” 
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Justified by grace, through faith.  i.e., we are set right with God, and forgiven, simply by
accepting God’s grace freely. 

Luther saw that Paul’s teaching cohered with that of Jesus, who spoke, especially in his 
parables, of the inexhaustible love and grace of God. 

Because he learned this from the Bible, that meant that the Bible became the standard of 
Christian truth – not the accumulated doctrines of the church, which he said had been 
corrupted over the centuries.  The Bible has always been central to the lives of 
Protestants.

This theology of grace also meant that our leaders, our clergy, are not priests, with 
power to grant or withhold God’s grace.  No, our leaders are teachers and pastors, 
ministers – servants.  We do not have to confess our sins to a priest to have them 
forgiven. We aren’t dependent on a priest to give us absolution, or the last rites before 
we die, to get us into heaven. No, we can relate to God directly, through prayer. We do 
not depend on the priest, who controls the sacraments and the last rites. 

Luther saw that the priestly class had become very powerful over the people, and 
exploited the people for their own gain.  No, said Luther. ministers are ordinary 
Christians, who should be free to marry,  like anyone else.  They teach and serve, but are
not holier than others. And they do not have power to control the grace of God.

In fact, said Luther, we are all priests. The doctrine of the priesthood of all believers 
means that we all have the power to communicate God’s grace to one another, by word 
and deed. 

This was Luther’s protest: He protested against a powerful institution that claimed to 
control God’s grace and salvation, and used that to exploit the people. 

These were revolutionary ideas in the 16th century. His ideas caught on like wild fire, 
and Protestantism was born and spread widely, taking many different forms.  

And here we are today, still Protestants.

Now what about the other protest movement that formed us, namely the Methodists. 
Because, remember, East Plains was originally a Methodist church, and that Methodist 
history still shapes who we are. 

Two hundred years after Luther, in the 18th century, the evangelist John Wesley appeared
in England.
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Wesley was an Anglican priest, a lecturer at Oxford University, and most notably, a 
powerful preacher and social activist, the founder of the Methodist movement.  

Wesleyan Methodism was a Protestant movement, within the Anglican Church, and 
accepted the basics of Luther’s theology – the theology of salvation by grace alone, the 
authority of the Bible, marriage of the clergy, etc.  But the Methodists emphasized 
certain things. 

Wesley’s great emphasis was sanctification – which meant holiness of living.  Wesley 
stressed that it’s not enough just to be forgiven freely; not enough just that we are 
liberated from the power of the priests over us. No, we are also called to serious holiness
of life. Through the Holy Spirit, God wants to free us from our own enslavement to sin. 

This applied to all our personal relationships, which must be full of love,  compassion 
and forgiveness, reflecting the compassionate love and grace of God toward us. 

Wesley stressed generous charity toward the poor. He organized people into class 
meetings, which existed for the sake of Bible Study and prayer.  Members of these 
Methodist class meetings were expected to pray and the read the Bible daily, but also to 
contribute a penny a day for the care of the poor.

Highly appropriate that our Wesley Urban Ministries in Hamilton is named after him.

Wesley believed so strongly in personal sanctification that he believed it was possible 
for a Christian to be perfect.  He took very seriously the text we read from Matthew this 
morning:  those very high moral demands of Jesus about radical love, generosity and 
non-violence, ending with the command to be perfect, as our Father in heaven is perfect.

Wesley insisted that this should be taken literally; this should be the serious goal of 
every Christian, to be without sin. 

Wesley trained a large contingent of lay preachers, including many women, who, like 
Wesley himself, preached openly in the streets, and in the countryside, and regularly 
visited the prisons.  

This in itself was a protest against the neglect of the working class by the church. He felt
the Church of England had become the preserve of the elite classes, and cared little for 
people who had no money to give.

For Wesley sanctification applied also to public and political life. He became an ardent 
opponent of slavery, and preached and protested eloquently against the practice of 
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buying and selling human beings, who had been violently captured. He confronted the 
slave drivers in the city of Bristol, where African slaves were sent off by ship to the 
Americas. 

He also defended the poor of the British working class, widows and orphans,  and 
prisoners.   

He himself lived very modestly, traveling around England on a horse, visiting 
communities long neglected by the official church.

After Wesley’s death, the Methodist movement became closely aligned with the labour 
union movement, and protested the practice of child labour.  So outreach for the poor 
and oppressed, and social justice, was a big part of our Methodist heritage.

Interesting to note that Wesley, as a man of the 18th century, was also remarkably open to
the science of his day.  He believed that Christians should be open to truth from 
whatever source. He had an open ecumenical attitude towards Catholics and Baptists.  

After Wesley’s death, Methodism became a separate church, apart from the Anglican 
Church.  And so again, here we are three centuries on, separate from the Catholics, and 
the Anglicans. This is tragic and sad, since we are all Christians. Our United Church has 
always been committed to ecumenical unity. 

But it is true that we do have a different emphases and characteristics. Our Reformed 
and Methodist heritage is one that we can honour and cherish.  

There has been much in our Protestant history that we cannot be proud of.  Luther, for 
example, was grossly anti-Jewish, and said dreadful things about the Jews that added 
fuel to the fire of the widespread tradition of anti-Semitism in Europe.  We are 
unfortunately heirs of a long tradition of persecution of the Jews.  

Also, from our perspective, Luther was dreadfully sexist, like most men of his time. This
would be true also of course of the Catholic Church and other Reformed leaders like 
Calvin, and the Baptists.  

We can say, though, that Wesley broke ground in that regard:  though he never reached 
an idea of the full equality of women, he did encourage women lay preachers, and 
women as class leaders.  This was radical for the time, when women were expected to be
quiet and obedient. 
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Many able women flourished in the Methodist movement.  It was in continuity with that 
Methodist tradition that the United Church was the first denomination in Canada to 
ordain women, from 1936.   

Now, I’ve given you just a tiny snipit of that rich and complex history which is our 
Protestant heritage in the United Church of Canada.

Today, we in the United Church would much prefer to be together, in unity with all the 
other Christians, But meantime, East Plains, as a congregation of the United Church, has
a distinct character here in the community. 

We are a Protestant church, with a history of freedom from domination, and strong lay 
leadership. We also have a tradition of protest against injustice and oppression, and of 
outreach to people in need. 

We have our Agape group, befriending people in economic need in this community; we 
have our ongoing connections to Wesley Centre in Hamilton, and the Burlington food 
bank, and we have sponsored and supported numerous refugee families over the years.  

Through our Wider Work group, we protest and advocate about matters of social justice 
and ecological justice. 

Theologically, there is a certain liberality about the United Church, which is to some 
degree an inheritance from Wesley. We are open to truth and wisdom from others, other 
churches, other religions.  Open to the sciences; open to truth from every source.

There is a wide spectrum of theologies within our church, from quite conservative, to 
very liberal.  Everyone who feels comfortable here is welcome. 

Yet, we have remained Christian. Though critical of much in our history, we have not 
collapsed the central specifics of the Christian faith, i.e., faith in God as we know God in
Christ, faith in the love and grace of God poured out for all in his life and death and 
resurrection.    

It is evident, from our worship services that we are founded in the Bible, and centered in
Jesus.  

Our sacraments, our hymns, our mission, and our ethics, our celebrations of Christmas 
and Easter, all bear witness to our continuity with the Christian tradition, going back to 
Jesus and the apostles, and later to the great reformed protesters of our Reformed and 
Methodist forebears.  We belong to a great and rich tradition.
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I suggest that part of our identity resides in some of the major changes that have 
happened in the life of the church, within the lifetime of many of us here. 

We our happy to be served by women ordained ministers, who are now numerous in our 
denomination.  We welcome people of sexual orientation minorities, and have agreed to 
marry same sex couples. Our denomination ordains gay and lesbian ministers. Today our
church advocates for action on climate change.  In many ways, as a church, we seek to 
be alert to what is going on in the world around us.  

All of this, I suggest, is part of who we are. It’s all relevant to our planning for the future
of our mission in this community.

We have much to be thankful for, and much still to do.  Thanks be to our God of grace!
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