
This sermon was given by Pastor Joel on Reformation Sunday, October 28, 2012. In this sermon 
entitled, "A Visit from John Robinson", he portrayed Rev. John Robinson, pastor to the Pilgrims

when  they were in Leiden, Holland, before sailing on the Mayflower to America.
 The gospel lesson for this 

Sunday was from Mark 10:46-52. 

 

 

 Good morning to you children and good 
morning to you all here in this place of God's most 
holy and gracious presence. I come to you as one 

from beyond the grave. My name is John 
Robinson. I was one of the founders of the 
Congregational Church from which you are 
descended, and the pastor to the Pilgrims. 

 

 Do any of you know who the Pilgrims 
were? The Pilgrims were the people who came to 

America from England to form the Plymouth 
Colony in 1620 and I want to tell you all just a 

little about them and about my role in their lives. 

 

 Let us pray. Most Gracious God, may we 
strive as Saint Paul did ascribe, to "Rejoice 
always, pray constantly, give thanks in all 

circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ 
Jesus for you". Amen. 

 
 A joyous and uplifting Reformation 

Sunday to you all! You may be wondering what a 
Pilgrim like myself is doing here with you to 
celebrate the Protestant Reformation. Well, 

though we were late into it, we certainly were a 
part of that great movement that swept across 

Europe and the Christian Church. Of course it all 
began with the young German priest Martin 
Luther, who in 1517 nailed his 95 theses or 

complaints against the Roman Catholic Church, to 
the door of the Wittenburg Church. He of course 
was followed by others including Ulrich Zwingli 
and John Calvin in Switzerland, John Knox in 

Scotland, and many more. 
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 But there had long been religious unrest in 
England, even before Luther, and by the late 
sixteenth century, there were many who were 

calling for a reformation of the Church of 
England. They were called Puritans because they 
wanted to purify the church. However, in 1603 
when King James I took the throne, he wanted 

everyone to conform and began a persecution of 
those who dissented, including the Puritans. 

 

 Now, there was a group of Puritans who 
called themselves Separatists, who sought to form 
their own churches patterned on scripture and the 
early church. And even though it had been made 

illegal and people were being put in jail for it, 
some were worshipping secretly in groups outside 

the official Church. That is what I became, a 
Separatist. 

 
 I had been in school to become a minister 

in the Church of England but I agreed with those 
who thought a different church should be formed, 
so I joined a group of Puritans who were meeting 
in the little town of Scrooby. We met in the home 
of the local postmaster, Mr. William Brewster. I 
soon became the assistant pastor. Another man 
there, Mr. William Bradford, would later sail on 

the Mayflower to America, and would write, 
describing himself and his followers as "pilgrims 
and strangers upon the earth" and it was from 

those words that we would later become known as 
the "Pilgrims." But at that time, we simply called 

ourselves "Separatists." 

 Now, things were not easy in England for 
those who did not agree with the king and who did 

not conform to the Church of England. So, we 
decided we would leave the country. But we had 
to do this secretly. Well, things did not go well. 

We had made arrangements with a ship captain to 
sail to Holland but he turned us in to the 

authorities and some of us ended up in jail for a 
few months. We tried again and finally made it 

out of England and after some time ended up in a 
city named Leiden, Holland. 
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 Well, we established our church and I was 
the pastor there. We had to work hard. Being in a 
city of 40,000 people was very different than most 
of us were used to. We had been farmers and had 

other professions in small villages back in 
England. It was difficult to learn the culture and 
language and our children became more "Dutch" 
as time went on and we were afraid of losing our 
English identity. It took time for us to get used to 
it but we worshipped together and were a people 
unto ourselves, "called out" as the Apostle Paul 

said, committed and faithful to our God. 

 Some of the things I tried to teach my 
people were: "the importance of enlightened, 

scholarly ministers who lived with their people 
and served as their teacher; the importance of an 

educated laity who could read and study the Bible 
for themselves; the independence of the local 

congregation from king and bishops; and reform 
of the church from crown and bishops, and reform 

from corruption and superstition." (from Our 
Pilgrim Heritage, by Rev. Dr. Robert Merrill 

Bartlett) 

 We knew we could not stay there in 
Holland. We decided we would move again, this 

time to the New World, America. Plans were 
made and on July 22, 1620, a group of about 125 

of our members, only about one third of our 
congregation, would set sail from Delfshaven, 

Holland, on a ship called the Speedwell, to go to 
England and meet the Mayflower. Since I felt it 
my responsibility before God to stay with the 

majority who remained there in Leiden, I did not 
join those on the Speedwell. It was my hope to 
join them in the new settlement at a later date, 

though I would never get there. 
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 So there at Delfshaven, we gathered. It 
was a time of great sadness as we made last 

embraces before the departure. I spoke fervently 
to my people there. I fell on my knees upon the 
deck of that ship, tears streaming down my face, 
hoping some encouragement to give them that 

would somehow support them through the trials 
and difficulties that surely lay ahead. I reminded 

them to be ever open to God's continuing 
revelation. That they should not become like the 
Lutherans who are unwilling to learn anything 

more than what Luther saw. Or like the Calvanists 
who think he saw all of God's truth, though he saw 

only a part. 

 

 I said to them, "I charge you before God 
and his blessed angels that you follow me no 

further than you have seen me follow Christ. If 
God reveal anything to you by any other 

instrument of His, be as ready to receive it as you 
were to receive any truth from my ministry" and 

then I said these words that are often quoted 
within your own United Church of Christ, "for I 

am verily persuaded the Lord hath more truth and 
light yet to break forth from His holy word." 

 

 This is the message given to us through the 
gospel reading today from Mark chapter 10. That 
the poor beggar Bartimaeus, though he was blind, 
was able to see the greater truth than Jesus' own 
disciples who sought seats of honor at his side. 
Through his humility, Bartimaeus was willing, 

through faith, to give up all he possessed, throwing 
off his cloak and calling out to Jesus, was able to 

see what more truth and light God had yet to break 
forth. 

 

 So too, in your own day, God is revealing 
more truth and light. In this time, when so many 

within the Church seek to cling to the ways of the 
past, to human traditions and practices that no 
longer speak God's truth, that no longer reveal 

God's light, you are called to stand up, throw off 
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all that weighs you down and holds you back, and 
with faith in Christ and a heart open to the Spirit 
of God, hear the voice of that Still-Speaking God 
and proclaim it to all! Proclaim what your church 
calls "Continuing Testament", the belief that God 

is not done yet, our God is not dead, that we 
worship a God who is as alive and as active today 
as God was in the times of Moses and of Jesus and 
that our God has more truth and light yet to shed 

upon us, now in our day and our time! 

 

 This is my message to you. In this time, 
when the world is in such a state of flux, of 
turmoil and challenge, when the church is 

undergoing great change and is in need of a new 
time of reformation, go out from here now, 

speakers of God's truth and bearers of God's light, 
opening your eyes, pressing forward into a new 

future, into the new world God has in store for you 
and for all God's people. Amen. 
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