
Reformation Sunday, 2020       Psalm 46 

 Reformation Sunday is generally our once-a-year opportunity to give ourselves a shout 

out as Protestants, and particularly as Lutherans: to review the history of the 16th Century that led 

to the Reformation movement; and to acknowledge the reasons why this reforming was 

necessary and the impact it had not only on faith, but on education, science, and politics.  To 

pursue that direction, I generally preach on the lectionary lessons from the Gospel or from one of 

the letters of Paul.  This year, however, I found that I wanted to take a different direction.  I 

discovered that I just didn’t have it in me to focus on history or theology in the midst of so much 

turmoil and anxiety.  Rightly or wrongly, I felt that what we need now are words of 

encouragement, strength, and reassurance, and that led me to preach instead on the Psalm 

assigned for this Sunday, Psalm 46,( the basis of the famed Reformation hymn penned by Martin 

Luther, “A Mighty Fortress is our God”).  And as I considered how to preach on this text, I kept 

thinking I had written about it rather recently, but I couldn’t figure out why or where.  Then it hit 

me---I used this 46th psalm as the basis for my first midweek devotion back in March during the 

Pandemic, for the same reasons I was drawn to it for this Sunday—the reassurance it provides.  

And I have to say, I found it perspective giving now to look back at that first midweek devotion 

of this pandemic era.  A lot has happened since then, so here’s a reminder of the time-line: Gov. 

Walz shut schools down, prior to their going virtual, on March 18.  The original Stay-at-Home 

order, which would be extended, went into effect on Friday, March 27.  And on Wednesday, 

March 25, exactly 7 months ago to this Reformation Sunday, I decided to start the practice of 

writing a mid-week devotion to help us all stay connected during the lockdown period.  As I said, 

it was based on the same text I’m using this morning, because I was looking for a reassuring 



Scripture.  Here’s how that devotion began, and remember this is two days before the Stay-at-

Home order even began:   

I wrote, “I first happened upon the term “negative capability” when I was studying poetry 

in college; this term was coined by the Romantic poet John Keats.  It refers to the capacity to live 

with uncertainty without becoming irritable.  I was struck by this notion at the time because it 

was so unlike me, and several decades later, it is still so unlike me!  I have low negative 

capability; living with uncertainty does indeed make me irritable.  And anxious!”  

I continued, “All of us are having our negative capability capacity stretched to the max 

right now.  Living with this Covid-19 pandemic is virtually a test case for how much uncertainty 

and ambiguity we can bear without losing our temper, our civility, or even our minds.  We don’t 

know how this pandemic will play out.  We don’t know how long it will take to play out.   We 

don’t know if we ourselves or someone we love will get sick with the virus.  And if they do, we 

don’t know how severely ill we or they will get.  We don’t know to what extent the measures to 

prevent the pandemic will ravage our economy, our cultural institutions, our government, our 

societal structure, even the church.  We don’t know what the world will be like when all of this is 

over.  There would seem to be very little, in fact, that we do know!”   

So that’s what I wrote, and isn’t hearing that a bit like finding a little pandemic time 

capsule?  2 days before the lockdown even began in earnest, I was already expressing anxiety 

over the uncertainty and the unknowns that lay ahead, but I think we did all feel that way as this 

whole pandemic took hold initially in our nation.  Just accepting the extraordinary nature of what 

was happening  was overwhelming in those early days. And yet, given what has happened 



between then and now, my words seem highly ironic and maybe naive; we had no idea what was 

yet in store for us on March 25; we’d hardly begun to learn the true meaning of anxiety, 

irritability, and impatience!   Right?  I mean, since that time 7 months ago, close to 225,000 

Americans alone have died, the pandemic has grown much worse, particularly in our own state 

and area.  Think of everything that didn’t happen at all or happen in person since then… :  

worship, school, Easter, July Fourth fireworks, the State Fair,  sports events, fine arts events, and 

for a time, virtually everything was closed or shut down.  Getting a hair cut or your teeth cleaned 

or walking into a store or restaurant just wasn’t possible. Much more crucially, since that time, 

George Floyd was tragically killed within our own state, and protests and riots overtook our 

nation and the world in regards to racial injustice and policing.   Since that time, the election 

season has turned out to be a whole mess of stress and anger, and it’s not over yet.  And now in 

the next weeks, there’s no Fishcake Dinner, no in person worship for All Saint’s, Thanksgiving or 

Christmas, no Julebyen in its usual form.  When we held our last in person worship on March 15, 

I thought it quite likely we’d be back together by the coming Easter on April 12.  Now I fervently 

hope we’ll be back in person by Easter of 2021, and of course, preferably before. But who 

knows? Oh, and winter seems intent on coming a month or two early, to top it all off.  But 

again---last March 25 when I wrote those words, we little knew just how deep we would need to 

dig to find the ability and the faith to live with uncertainty and ambiguity.  What a crazy journey 

we’ve been on!   

Here’s the thing though--we’ve been on the journey together, with one another, and with 

our Lord.  And in spite of everything, here we are today, 7 nearly unimaginable months later, still 

intact.  Still connected.  Still worshiping. Still functioning as the Body of Christ within Knife 



River, Minnesota.  Still bearing the grace of God for each other, for our neighbors, and for people 

we don’t even know who are connecting with us through these virtual worship services.  And to 

me, that simple reality of ongoing connection is a powerful witness to the truth of Psalm 46.   I 

believe we do find reassurance and comfort in the very opening words of this text:  “God is our 

refuge and strength; a very present help in trouble; therefore, we will not fear….”   Do you hear 

what a counter-cultural message that is to our present culture of fear mongering, especially 

during election season?   “Be afraid; be very afraid” the world is telling us.  And not without 

reason, as most of us feel like our world is shaking, all is changing, and things as we knew them 

are tottering on their foundations.  The Psalm uses some graphic images to describe this kind of 

worldly turmoil that we probably can relate to rather easily:  we read of mountains shaking, the 

earth changing,  nations in an uproar, kingdoms tottering.  We actually had an earthquake and the 

danger of a tsunami off of Alaska this past week, the earth is certainly changing in terms of our 

immediate environment with this abrupt transition to snow and cold, and governments 

everywhere—including our own—seem alarmingly unstable and unprepared for all that is 

happening.   Yet in the midst of all of this, our Scripture presents us with a message not of fear, 

but of encouragement. This Scripture looks all of that turmoil in all of its unexpected longevity 

in the face, and declares:   “God is our refuge.  God is our strength.  God is a very present help in 

trouble,” which is to say--in the immediate moment of right now!  In real time, God strengthens 

us, shelters us, and helps us---all of that regardless of the level of turmoil in the world.   

This Psalm paints a picture of God’s vision for our world, of the city of God.  A river 

flows through that city, much like the Knife River flows through our village perhaps?  And in 

this City of Scripture, as in our village, that river makes glad the community.  The community 



remains and continues, in spite of the turmoil  around it.  And why?  We read, “God is in the 

midst of the city.”  How powerful a promise is that?  God is in the midst of Minneapolis where 

George Floyd was killed; God is the midst of Chicago and every city experiencing an outbreak of 

Coronovirus, God is in the midst of Knife River, of Two Harbors, of Duluth. God is in the midst 

of the City, of the struggles and turmoil; not indifferent to the troubles or to us; but passionately 

engaged and involved.    

How can we know this?  I’m reminded of something “Mr Rogers”, the Presbyterian 

minister and television personality, once wrote: “When I was a boy and I would see scary things 

in the news, my mother would say to me, "Look for the helpers. You will always find people 

who are helping.”.     Seeing people helping us and others is the way we see God at work,  God 

in the midst of the turmoil.  That kind of love-in-action is always inspired by God and is an 

encouraging witness to God’s presence among us and God’s will still being done.  And there are 

so many helpers, even within our smaller setting.  We see neighbors buying groceries for others, 

volunteers working at the Two Harbors food shelf. We see church members calling on those who 

are isolated, mailing lessons to children for Christian Education, sewing quilts for people around 

the world and in our own village, checking up on the church building when we can’t use it as 

often, hosting or attending meetings or studies on Zoom, giving generously to multiple charitable 

causes.  Our women’s group just this last week decided that individual women would “adopt” 

someone who may be more isolated and intentionally connect with them at least monthly.  Lots 

and lots of helpers.  We are among those helpers as we mask, as we observe social distancing, as 

we check on our neighbors, as we do what we can where we can,  as we pray for the helpers and 

all of our hurting world.  This all becomes one of the ways God is our helper, our strength, and 



our refuge---we become Christ’s hands and feet in this difficult time.  Times are challenging; but 

God is always good.  We might chose to follow the advice in the last paragraph of the psalm:  

“Be still and know that I am God.”  This is a favorite Bible verse for many.  Right now we may 

feel frantic, harried, stressed, and as though we must take urgent action without knowing what 

that would actually be.  This verse is an antidote for that.  We should probably all start each day 

by praying it slowly and taking it to heart.  “Be still and know that I am God”.   Even now,  

especially now, take time to be still and to reflect on how God is still God; God is still stronger 

than anything the world can throw our way; God is still our refuge and strength, a source of calm 

and patience, as we deal with uncertainty, as we enlarge our own negative capability, as we dig 

deep within our reserves of faith and strength, as all of this goes on so much longer than we 

expected and is so much harder than we hoped.   Much is uncertain, but God’s love is absolute.  

God is our refuge, our strength, and a very present help in times of trouble. Claim that truth, 

believe it, live it.   Amen.  


