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“It Comes through Faith” — October 8, 2017
Gal 5:1–2, 6
1For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery. 2 Listen! I, Paul, am telling you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no benefit to you. . . . 

6 For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything; the only thing that counts is faith working through love.

Phil 3:8–11
8 For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ 9and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but one that comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God based on faith. 10I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings by becoming like him in his death, 11if somehow I may attain the resurrection from the dead.


This teaching of Paul’s has been crucial in the history of Christianity, and in the events that lead to the formation of Congregationalism and of the UCC. I mean the teaching that you are not saved by achieving a certain righteousness, but by God’s grace, and by your faithful acceptance of God’s goodness and of Christ’s resurrection.
Does Paul say you are saved by faith, by God’s grace, or by Christ? The answer is yes. All three are true. These statements are not in competition. Christ’s resurrection and his life-giving power are not separate from God’s grace and power, but are manifestations of them. And your faith is not separate from Christ, who gives you the ability to have faith.

With time, Paul’s teaching got covered over with layers of pious practices, superstitions, doctrines, and layers of church authority. The teachings also were partly undermined by widespread corruption, dishonesty, laziness, and greed by some of the clergy, which led to widespread desire for reform in the Roman Catholic Church. Numerous movements for reform of the church started emerging in central Europe in the 14th and 15th centuries. The great Czech reformer, Jan Hus, spoke out against indulgences, and argued for the translation of the Bible into common languages, a hundred years before Luther did, but Hus was killed by the Roman church, while Luther was protected from arrest by the Elector of Saxony, so we look to Luther for the official beginning of the Reformation, 500 years ago, in 1517. 
Luther condemned priestly greed and power, rejecting the church’s claim that it had control over whether people were saved or damned, and that it had the right to sell indulgences, which purchased time off from Purgatory. Luther called for a return to the Bible, especially to Paul’s teaching that we are saved by grace alone and not by works of charity or by buying indulgences.
Of course, Protestantism arises from this protest movement. Protestantism spread rapidly across Europe over the next hundred years. One important group in England was the Separatists, some of whom sailed to America on a ship called the Mayflower. These Pilgrims established Congregationalism in the Western Hemisphere. After the Pilgrims came the Puritans, also Congregationalist in their polity, meaning that each congregation is self-governing, and there are no bishops. Congregationalists believe in the priesthood of all believers, that every believer is responsible to read the Scriptures and seek to discern God’s will.
Congregationalism was very influential by the 1800s, and no minister was more influential than Horace Bushnell, pastor at the North Congregational Church in Hartford. Before the Civil War he wrote books that would seem modern in their viewpoint even today, such as Sermons for the New Life, in which he emphasized how Christ transforms our lives, and Christian Nurture, in which he argued for the kind and encouraging raising of children, instead of the strict and punishing approach that was popular.

He also wrote much about Christ’s sacrificial giving. He was concerned that many Christians misunderstood Christ’s death on the cross as a kind of payment by a merciful Christ to a harsh and unmerciful Father who demanded payment in blood. Bushnell rejected all concepts that involved “Christ’s death . . . as changing the attitude of God” (John Von Rohr, The Shaping of American Congregationalism: 1620–1957 [Cleveland: Pilgrim, 1992], 290). Rather, God has always been full of compassion, and willing to take on human pain so as to save people. 

Ideas like this are central to our faith. I want to talk about difference between faith and creeds. Creeds are lists of beliefs drawn up by bishops at church councils. Are creeds thoughtful statements of faith that help us reflect on our beliefs, or are they rules and dogmas carved in stone that everyone must accept or be punished by the church? Well, they have been used either way; the choice is ours. Bushnell resisted all tendencies to force people to sign on to a list of beliefs, to compel conformity to a creed. He said we needed to recognize that words are “no more than symbolic of reality . . . . Words and creeds convey partial truth,” and so should be accepted as human efforts to express what really transcends our understanding (Von Rohr, 290–91). 

We affirm our faith, but we don’t want people to be placed under creedal pressure, or creeds to be used as a test of someone’s legitimacy. This resistance to creedal pressure was a major principle in the Congregational churches. Other denominations, Protestant as well as Catholic, had been punishing people—sometimes very severely—for not signing on to particular creeds. Creedalism is a form of intellectual pressure. Too many churches have tried to increase their spiritual power by the use of intellectual force, just as they sometimes used military force to try to increase their power. In Jesus’ kingdom, all forms of coercion are wrong.
In the early Reformation period, many believers were burned at the stake for reading the New Testament without priestly oversight. Even when you come to more recent times, when burning had ceased, many ministers were defrocked for their skepticism about certain doctrines (Ira V. Brown, Lyman Abbott: Christian Evolutionist [Harvard U. Press, 1953], 160), a kind of pressuring that Congregationalists resisted. 

In the 1880s some Congregationalists drew up a statement of doctrine, explaining that this “was to be not a test but a testimony—that is, not a standard to which Congregationalists must conform, but simply a declaration by certain prominent ministers of what they thought most of their followers believed” (Ira Brown, Lyman Abbott, 129). Salvation by faith is one of those principles.
In 1931, when the Congregationalists merged with the Christian Connection, a joint statement affirmed “freedom of conscience and rejection of binding creedal authority” (Von Rohr, 393).

This concept of unity in the midst of diversity is still the understanding in the UCC: that creeds are useful as testimonies but not as tests or instruments of control or discipline, as they had been in other denominations. 
Some denominations seem to assume that the cure for any decline in faith is a stern assertion of creeds. But the real cure for any spiritual decline is not creedal pressure and a return to the past, but a more profound and powerful spiritual life. Spiritual decline is a problem of the inner life, and it can only be solved by a revitalization of the inner life, not by the community imposing external force.
What is your spiritual measure? Are you saved by deeds and donations, by strict adherence to traditional ways and formulas? Or are you saved by the actual “aroma of Christ,” as Paul says, “a fragrance from life to life” (2 Cor 12:15–16)? Are you saved by actually allowing Christ’s life to come into you? The Congregationalist Lyman Abbott said salvation “was not a crown, a robe, and a harp, but character . . . . truth, and love. No man could get into heaven unless heaven got into him” (Brown, Lyman, 239). And Paul is saying the same thing when he writes “the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life. . . . Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom” (2 Cor 3:6, 17).
Heaven is not a matter of having the right opinions. But it IS a matter of faith, of deep inward experiences of love, which may be hard to explain, just as it may be hard to explain why you love your mother, or your wife or husband, but you certainly know it in your heart, in your experience. You are saved by faith, that is, by trust, and trust is always a personal possession, not a group-imposed belief.
It is your assignment to bring a little bit of heaven onto earth, to put faith into action, to love one another as the Father loves you and as Jesus has shown you.
