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“Try to Remember”
“If you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will make
you free.”

Try to remember.

The Fantasticks, the longest-running musical in history, begins with these words that invites to audience to
remember a time in their own lives “when grass was green and grain was yellow” as it tells a romantic fable
about a boy, a girl, their two fathers, “and a love that grows with each season.”  As the audience shares their
story, they are invited to remember a time in their own lives “when love was an ember about to billow,” and if
they are able to remember, “then follow.”

Try to remember.

We are about to enter into a season of remembrance, both as a nation and as the people of God.  On
November 1, we observe All Saints Day, when we give thanks for “all the saints who from their labors rest.” 
We remember both he biblical saints who first answered Christ’s invitation to discipleship and shared the
Gospel of Jesus Christ with others, as well as saints in our own lives who were faithful in passing on the
Christian faith to us.  On All Saints Sunday, we especially remember those saints who have died in this past
year, giving thanks for the lives we shared “in our pilgrimage on earth” as we look forward to that day when we
will be reunited with them in the eternal home that Christ has prepared for us, where “death will be no more;
mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away.” (Revelation 21:4).  On
Sunday, November 11, we join with Canadians across the country in remembering those who gave their lives
“In Flanders Fields” and in all battles that were fought to preserve freedom and liberty, observing a moment of
silence “to mark the sacrifice of the many who have fallen in the service of their country, and to acknowledge
the courage of those who still serve.” (Royal Canadian Legion).

Try to remember.

The importance of remembering and the dangers associated when people fail to remember can be seen in
today’s Gospel lesson, where Jesus says to the “Jews who had believed in him” that “if you continue in my
word, you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.” (John 8:31-32). 
The conditions that are required if one is to receive what Jesus promises are expressed with two terms that are
distinctive in John’s writings: “continue in” (meno) and “word” (logos).  All that Jesus promises is dependent on
a person’s continuing relationship to the Word “that became flesh and lived among us … full of grace and
truth.” (1:14), promises that are built around “truth” (aletheia).  The liberating power of this truth is
unknowable apart from being Jesus’ disciple, which in turn depends on one’s relationship to Jesus’ Word.  The
truth and freedom that Jesus promises are not abstract principles, but like light and life are bound to the Word:

· “What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people.  The light shines in
the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.” – 1:4-5.

· “The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.” – 1:9.
· “Again Jesus spoke to them, saying, ‘I am the light of the world.  Whoever follows me will never walk in

darkness but will have the light of life.’” – 8:12.

The truth is the presence of God in Jesus, “God’s only Son, our Lord.”



Jesus’ interpretation of freedom evokes a curious resistance from his listeners, who have been identified as
Jews who were among those who believed that Jesus is “the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” (Matthew
16:16).  They rebut Jesus’ words by appealing to their heritage as “descendants of Abraham,” a phrase used in
both Matthew and Luke’s accounts of the ministry of John the Baptist:

· “Do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our ancestor’; for I tell you, God is able
from these stones to raise up children to Abraham.’” – Matthew 3:9.

· “Bear fruits worthy of repentance.  Do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our
ancestor’; for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham.” – Luke 3:8.

Referring to their presumed heritage, Jesus’ audience declares that “we are descendants of Abraham and have
never been slaves to anyone.  What do you mean by saying, ‘You will be made free’?” (8:33).  Of course, even
someone with a basic understanding of the history of Israel realizes that they have failed to remember Israel’s
past enslavement in Egypt and Babylon and their current subjection by Rome.  As Jews, they would have
gathered at the Seder table at Passover in obedience to the Lord’s command that “this day shall be a day of
remembrance for you.  You shall celebrate it as a festival to the LORD; throughout your generations you shall
observe it as a perpetual ordinance.” (Exodus 12:14).  When God brought his people out of slavery into
freedom, he led them to Mount Sinai where he gave Moses the Torah, the teaching for God’s people as to how
they are to live as a people who have been “freed to serve him without fear, holy and righteous in his sight all
the days of our lives” (Luke 1:74-75).  The Torah begins with a call to remembrance: “I am the LORD your God,
who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; you shall have no other gods before me.”
(Exodus 20:1-3).  Israel’s continuing existence is dependent on their hearing and remembering that “the LORD
is our God, the LORD alone” (Deuteronomy 6:4), and that they are commanded to remember this confession of
faith (shema) from generation to generation:

· “You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. 
Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart.  Recite them to your children and
talk about them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise. 
Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on your forehead, and write them on the
doorposts of your house and on your gates.” – Deuteronomy 6:5-9.

In their failure to remember what the Lord commanded of the people of Israel, the Jews in Jesus’ audience had
forgotten not only the teaching of the Torah but of their identity as God’s covenant people and the promises
that God made when this covenant was established with their ancestors:

· “I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a
blessing.  I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the
families of the earth shall be blessed.” – Genesis 12:2-3.

· “[The LORD] brought him outside and said, ‘Look towards heaven and count the stars, if you are able to
count them.’  Then he said to him, ‘So shall your descendants be.’” – Genesis 15:5.

· “I will make you exceedingly fruitful; and I will make nations of you, and kings shall come from you.  I
will establish my covenant between me and you, and your offspring throughout their generations, for
an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your offspring after you.” – Genesis 17:6-7.

“In their desire to distance themselves from Jesus, they have already begun the process of distancing
themselves from their own history.” (Gail O’Day).

Jesus’ response to these people who have forgotten not only their own history but God’s covenant with them
is to remind them that freedom is a gift; one cannot lay claim to freedom by virtue of one’s heritage.  As the
slaves in Egypt and Babylon were unable to free themselves but were dependent on God’s intervention for



liberation, so also can one not free themselves from bondage to “sin, death, and the power of the devil” (Small
Catechism) by their own strength and understanding, but only through the liberation Word that is present
among them in Jesus Christ:

· “Very truly, I tell you, everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin.  The slave does not have a permanent
place in the household; the son has a place there forever.  So if the Son makes you free, you will be
free indeed.” – 8:34-36.

If one recognizes the truth of Jesus’ identity, that he is the Son of God, then freedom is possible: “For God so
loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have
eternal life.” (John 3:16).  The covenant promise that the people of Israel are called to remember has been
fulfilled in Jesus Christ, “in order that the world might be saved through him.” (3:17).  As “long ago God spoke
to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets … in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son,
whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he also created the worlds.” (Hebrews 1:1-2).

· “The Word is the gospel of God concerning his Son, who was made flesh, suffered, rose from the dead,
and was glorified through the Spirit who sanctifies.  To preach Christ means to feed the soul, make it
righteous, set it free, and save it, provided it believes the preaching.  Faith alone is the saving and
efficacious use of the Word of God … The Word of God cannot be received and cherished by any works
whatsoever but only by faith.  Therefore it is clear that, as the soul needs only the Word of God for its
life and righteousness, so it is justified by faith alone and not any works; for if it could be justified by
anything else, it would not need the Word, and consequently it would not need faith.” – Martin Luther,
The Freedom of a Christian, 1520.

Try to remember.

On this Reformation Sunday, we Lutherans are called to remember our history and heritage as people whose
history began with an Augustinian monk who sought to reform the Church so that it might be faithful to God’s
holy Word.  We remember that Martin Luther posted his Ninety-Five Theses on the door of the Castle Church
in Wittenberg to invite others into a discussion that he sought “out of love and zeal for bringing the truth to
light …”  In opposition to the practice of selling indulgences, which Luther believed “were helping people avoid
God’s own work of imposing the cross upon the sinner to eliminate the evil remnants of sin from a believer’s
life” (Timothy Wengert), Luther based his theses on the words of St. Paul in his letter to the Romans, that “the
one who is righteous will live by faith” (1:17) and that “a person is justified by faith apart from works prescribed
by the law.” (3:28).  Among the theses that Luther posted is his position that “any true Christian, living or dead,
possesses a God-given share in all the benefits of Christ and the church, even without indulgence letters.”
(Thesis 37).  In his Sermon on Indulgences and Grace that was written for a wider audience than the Ninety-Five
Theses, Luther once again emphasizes the centrality of God’s grace in freeing people from the bondage to sin
that prevented people from experiencing God’s love and forgiveness:

· “… it is a tremendous error when people imagine that they can make satisfaction for their sins, which
God instead always forgives gratis out of immeasurable grace while desiring nothing from this [grace]
except that one live well from then on.  Whenever Christianity demands something further, it may and
should set such a thing aside and not impose anything heavy or unbearable.”

On this Reformation Day, we are called to remember not only what happened 501 years ago, but why it
happened and what it means for us as Lutherans today.  Our definition of “Lutheran” has changed greatly in
our lifetimes; for many of us, our Lutheran identity was a family heritage that was bestowed on us by our
parents and ancestors (my father’s family have been Danish Lutherans for hundreds of years).  One’s Lutheran
identity was as much about our ethnic heritage as it was about our theological foundations.  But that has



changed greatly; today, many of the fastest-growing Lutheran churches as in Africa and Asia, and many
Lutherans in North America are not “cradle Lutherans” or persons whose family heritage was traditionally
Lutheran.  Being “Lutheran” is less about the family into which one was born or the country of origin of our
forebears and more about what we believe and teach, what we remember about who we are and what is most
essential to our identity.  

· “In short, the church is a dwelling, in order that God may be loved and heard.  Not wood or stones, not
dumb animals, it should be people, who know, love, and praise God.  And that you may be able to trust
God with certainty in all things, including cross and suffering, you should know that it is the true
church, even though it be made up of scarcely two believing persons.  That’s why Christ says: He who
loves me keeps my Word; there I will dwell, there you have my church … if only they have before them
the Word of God and believe and trust in the same, there is most certainly the real, ancient, true,
apostolic church.” – Luther’s Works 51:309-311.

On this Reformation Sunday, we remember the Reformers who sought to bring the Church back to its
foundations built upon the holy Word of God and being “steadfast in your Word.”  We remember generations
of Lutherans who have gathered around Word and Sacrament, who built congregations, who taught their
children about the love of God in Jesus Christ.  We remember our ancestors in this congregation who
established this assembly of God’s people here in this place, where many of us were nurtured and taught what
it means to be a Christian.  We remember the promises our parents made at this baptismal font; the promises
we made when we affirmed our baptismal promises at Confirmation; and the promises we make every week
when we affirm that we will go in peace to love and serve the Lord, to “go make a difference in God’s world.” 
On this day, we remember who we are, the one who has called us together, and our purpose to be “the
assembly of all believers among whom the Gospel is purely preached and the sacraments are administered
according to the Gospel.” (Augsburg Confession).
Try to remember.

There is more to the opening song of The Fantasticks than an invitation to recalling our past; there is also a call
to action: “Try to remember, and if you remember, then follow.”  We are called to remember all that God has
done for us in Jesus Christ, the Word that is our great heritage, and the roots of our church’s history and
witness in the Reformation.  But being a Christian is not solely about remembering; it is a remembering that
becomes active in following the one who calls us to follow him in his path to the Cross, the means through
which Christ defeated the forces that would enslave us so that we might truly be free.  When we abide in the
Word that is Jesus Christ, we will be Christ’s disciples who will know the truth that will truly make us free.  We
remember the one who calls us to follow him in the way that leads through the Cross to resurrection and
eternal life, our true path to true freedom.

Try to remember what God has done for us in Jesus Christ – and if you remember, then follow.  Amen.


