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The Reformation at 500: Semper Reformanda 
 

This is the very last week of our fall sermon series, as we’ve spent the last 
5 Sundays reflecting on how this year, on October 31st, marked the 500 
year anniversary of the Protestant Reformation, dating it to that moment 
when as a young monk Martin Luther posted his 95-theses of protest to 
the church that set in motion a period of dramatic change for European 
church and society.  

I know that delving deep into this theological history isn’t everyone’s cup 
of tea, and so you might be glad that we’ve reached the end of this series, 
and that in the weeks ahead we can move on to other themes, 
Thanksgiving next Sunday, and Advent soon after that.  

For others, though, and for churches all around the world really that have 
been commemorating this 500 year mark in various ways, this is 
important history to remember…important for the good and the bad of it, 
the legacy of progress and the legacy of violence, division, and 
prejudice; important also because for a denomination like ours, this is of 
course our history; and important more broadly because not only did the 
Reformation change the church, but it also propelled western European 
society to change in dramatic ways, moving it from the medieval into the 
modern world.  

So we’ve mostly been studying the theological ideas behind this history—
ideas like the sovereignty of God; ideas like the individual human soul 
being justified or made right or saved by God’s grace alone; ideas like 
that scripture should be translated into the local languages, and that 
each Christian should be free to read and interpret the Gospel for 
themselves; ideas like the “priesthood of all believers,” that we all have a 
role in representing God’s love to one another, that every vocation in its 



own way is like a “mask of God,” a way that God is hidden but still active 
in the world… 

We could just as well have spent our time on the major effects on society 
that the Reformation had—ushering in a basic political change from a 
fiefdom structure with hereditary lineages ruling over the peasant classes, 
to the rise of a merchant class, a middle class, and a nation state, or more 
democratic forms of distributing power; or how it lead to a basic but 
profound economic change as well, from feudalism to capitalism leading 
to the industrial revolution and globalization; a change in human rights 
and an emphasis on individual freedom, including public education, and 
freedom to pursue secular research like science and technology; a 
revolution in communications with the emphasis on the printing press 
and mass communications, maybe the earliest versions of social media 
and the internet; also a deep yearning for religious liberty that would 
eventually lead to our ancestors in faith making the journey here to the 
New World.  

*** 

With all that said, with all of that history behind us, I think there’s a very 
interesting question for us to ponder as we come to the end of this series, 
which is—given that all these huge changes were initiated or started 500 
years ago, what are the big changes that are being initiated and are 
starting to happen now in our world today….big changes to the church, 
big changes to society? 

I’m not the first to point this out, many others have, including the 
theologian Phyllis Tickle who popularized the notion, but there seems to 
be an interesting pattern when it comes to looking at the history of the 
church—that pattern being that about every 500 years the church tends to 
go through an intense period of change and reorganization. At about 
500 AD, for example, the monastic revolution happened, the church 
taking the form of monasteries lead by monks and nuns. At about 1000 
AD the so-called “Great Schism” happened, in which the church divided 



into its Eastern and Western forms. And then of course, in the 1500s as 
we’ve studied, the Protest Reformation that set in motion all the changes 
we’ve been remembering.  

That would mean that, now 500 years on, we might be right at that 
moment of entering our own time of dramatic change. Phyllis Tickle used 
the phrase “Rummage Sale,” that every 500 years the church needs to 
clean out the attic in a sense, needs to figure out the stuff that was once 
useful, but now is more like clutter getting in the way of what needs to be 
done for today, in order for us to fulfill our unique, 2017 sense of mission 
and call. 

Thinking about all of the disruption and violence of the Reformation, that 
literally lives were at stake in this debate 500 years ago, Rummage Sale is 
a useful but probably too soft of a metaphor really. Phyllis Tickle has also 
described it as a “semi-millennial tsunamis” that both destroys and 
reorders certain aspects of church and society.  

What’s the tsunami that’s happening in our world today? That’s in many 
ways a haunting image given the increase in violent storms over the last 
years, and it raises the question of whether climate change and what’s 
happening to the earth these days might be the big tsunami of our time. 
Out of the many books that have been published in honor of the 500-
year anniversary of the Reformation, the most powerful one I’ve read over 
these weeks is titled Eco-Reformation: Grace and Hope for a Planet in 
Peril. The thesis is pretty simple. That book argues that 500 years ago the 
critical issue of the time was the question of individual human salvation—
how could an individual be made right before God? Was it a matter of 
individual effort, and relying on the merit that the church could offer 
through selling indulgences, etc? Or was it a matter of God’s grace? Was 
being accepted God’s work and ultimately God’s gift?  

If that was the big issue 500 years ago, what if the big issue for us today is 
not the concern for the salvation of individual souls, but what if the big 



issue is a concern for the planet, a concern for the state of God’s creation, 
a concern for the sustainability and salvation of life itself?  

Here’s the slogan that the Lutheran World Federation has taken as their 
theme in honor of this 500 year mark, connecting the dots between 500 
years ago and now, “Salvation: Not for sale. Human beings: Not for sale. 
Creation: Not for sale.”  

Of course I offer this “Eco-Reformation” hypothesis knowing well that this 
is a matter that many in this church care deeply about, and I am proud of 
our work to try to lead on this front. And I know also that four autumns 
ago now you probably called me as a young Pastor in part to help out 
with this Rummage Sale that we’re in the midst of, this time of exciting 
but also daunting change in the church and in society. And I’m very 
grateful that you’ve encouraged me to experiment and play around a 
little bit with new expressions of church, with trying out different ways of 
being the church today. So I think about some of the non-traditional 
things we’ve done and studied…studied darkness as a spiritual theme in 
Advent and went outside and took a “night walk” together to experience 
darkness first hand; studied the birds of the bible with a master naturalist 
from the Otter Creek Audubon Society and looked at feathers under a 
microscope; studied the trees of the bible and sat outside for worship 
under some old sugar maples; worshipped downstairs in different 
configurations; worshipped off-site at the Hannaford Career Center 
kitchen while prepare hundreds of pounds of spinach on one occasion 
and soup on another to give to the food pantry at HOPE; experimented 
with including the Season of Creation as new part of the liturgical year; 
held a streamside baptism, baptizing a new child of God into the local 
watershed and immersed in the wonder and wildness of creation… 

*** 

Semper Reformanda, is Latin for “always reforming,” or “perpetual 
reformation,” and it was a slogan that came into use about 100 years after 
the Reformation began, and it’s a wonderful phrase to keep in mind as it 



reminds us that as the church we’re not so much in the business of 
“conforming,” as Paul put it in our scripture for today, as we are in the 
business of “transforming,” and “renewing.”  

As we come to the end of this series, I can’t help but feel awe at the 
enormity of the changes that were initiated 500 years ago, during what 
had to be a daunting and confusing but also quite exciting time to be 
alive and to be the church. The same, I would say, for now. This also is a 
daunting and confusing but also quite exciting time to be alive and to be 
the church. There seem to be big changes afoot. There’s certainly more 
reforming to do. There’s more transforming and renewing to do. There’s 
more experimenting to do.  

And we get to be a part of it.  

	  


