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What are the rewards of a life of faith? A certain kind of theology, known as the 

Prosperity Gospel, says that those of sufficient faith can achieve material wealth. It says 

that the salvation promised and accomplished in the work of Christ includes salvation 

from poverty, and that those with strong faith in Christ can demand and receive the 

wealth they deserve because of him. Spiritual matters and convictions influence earthly 

life. It is a popular message: preachers such as Oral Roberts, Tommy Lee O sborn, and 

Joel Osteen have millions of followers...and millions of dollars.

I agree with them.

I agree that a strong Christian faith has material consequences for our lives.

I disagree that those consequences are wealth, safety and comfort.

I affirm with Jesus that the consequences of faith may be deprivation and hunger, 

sorrow and slander, for the life of faith is the path of compassion and justice, which is 

not always easy. Faith requires us to proclaim and live a Gospel that is sometimes 

countercultural and unpopular. Jesus tries to prepare his disciples by warning them about

this, but he also assures them that there are rewards: fullness and joy and life in the 

kingdom of God.
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Five hundred and five years ago tomorrow, Martin Luther called Christians to 

another difficult path. This was one event in what we now call the Protestant 

Reformation. In a United Church blog post, Trisha Elliot named four lessons that we 

learned from the Reformation.

The first is that God is a mystery. God is bigger than any human concept, which is

why God is not to be equated with any institution, church, or nation state. God is not the 

sponsor of Canada, and so we cannot assume a divine blessing for our churches, nor our 

government or military.

The second is that the Word of God is spoken to and for us, not solely for a 

professional class of priests and theologians. The drive to translate the Bible from Greek

or Latin into the common language of the people is based on the belief that we have both

the right and the responsibility to think for ourselves when it comes to matters of faith.

The third is that change takes courage. To speak the truth takes courage. The 

Reformation was about different beliefs about God, but as Jesus tells us, our faith can 

and should have real-world relevance and consequences. This will lead to opposition 

and persecution from those who benefit from the status quo. Those who denied that the 

Church of the time spoke for God, and who insisted on their right to examine the Word 

of God for themselves, often died for their faith.
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Those of us who stand in the Reformed tradition today often find ourselves 

opposed and persecuted. Taken together, these lessons suggest a certain individualism 

and the courage to think for ourselves rather than defer to institutions. But the faithful 

application of these lessons is not always clear.

Listening to CBC radio on the way home from Messy Church yesterday reminded 

me of the two great global crises of our time. The first is climate change. Inuit people 

talked about how the arctic is changing. Whereas before elders could look at the sky and 

predict the weather with their ancestral knowledge, the weather is now too changeable. 

Whereas before hunters could range far from their homes to track the caribou, now 

caribou numbers are fluctuating and previously solid ice and snow is melting, stranding 

hunters far from home or killing them as they fall into icy water.

The Reformed tradition encourages us to think for ourselves, but when the 

overwhelming scientific consensus is that climate change is real, “Do your own 

research” tends to be the rallying cry of climate change deniers.

Then the CBC program moved on to Bolzano, Italy, where the town has decided 

to install an anti-Fascist art exhibit at the site of a monument that celebrates its Fascist 

past. This is a courageously countercultural statement in a nation that has just elected a 

Fascist and Mussolini admirer, Giorgia Miloni, as prime minister. Italy is just one 

instance of a global trend towards fascist or at least authoritarian governments. Such 
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governments encourage people to subsume their individuality and sacrifice their critical 

thinking for the good of the nation, but also to place their faith in a heroic individual 

who will bring them salvation. What should a good Christian think about that?

Jesus tried to both warn his disciples of the complexities of the life of faith, and to

encourage them to persevere nonetheless. The Church has done the same with the 

celebration of All Saints Day. These are people who seem to be closest to really getting 

it, closest to showing us what faith lived out looks like, and thus the best idea we have 

about what God is like and what God dreams for our lives.

Maybe the most important thing about them is that they are people. They lived in 

the world. They experiened the messiness, the doubt, the confusion that arises whenever 

we take a spiritual idea and try to apply it in the context of real life.

This is also why it is so important to celebrate Reformation Sunday. You may 

have noticed that I said there are four lessons from the Reformation, but only listed 

three. The fourth one is this: that in living out the Gospel, we stand on the shoulders of 

those who have gone before us. The Reformation was not the idea and the 

accomplishment of one heroic individual, Martin Luther. Instead, he spoke within a 

movement that began with people like Desiderius Erasmus, and worked alongside 

people like Huldrych Zwingli, Katharina Zell, and John Calvin. The story of the 
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Reformation is the story of a faith that values independent thought but that also assumes 

and requires collective effort and collective concern.

On this All Saints and Reformation Sunday, let us remember that Christianity is a 

religion of ideas which must always be messily embodied. Perfection and consistency 

are not always possible; contradiction and inconsistency are signs of the struggle to be 

faithful. They are signs of our humanity.
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