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Below are two sermons on the Reformation preached by Rev. Dr. Linda Even in 
2015 and 2017, both based on the same scripture and quote for reflection 

 
Reformans Semper Reformanda 

Preached by Rev. Dr. Linda Even  

United Church of Fayetteville 
November 12, 2017 

 
 
For reflection: When smashing idols, save the pedestals.  They will be used again.  Fred Craddock        
 
Epistle Reading: I Corinthians 3 (portions)  
 
Brothers and sisters, I couldn’t talk to you like spiritual people but like unspiritual people, like babies in 
Christ.  I gave you milk to drink instead of solid food, because you weren’t up to it yet.  Now you are still 
not up to it because you are still unspiritual. When jealousy and fighting exist between you, aren’t you 
unspiritual and living by human standards?  When someone says, “I belong to Paul,” and someone else 
says, “I belong to Apollos,” aren’t you acting like people without the Spirit?  After all, what is Apollos? 
What is Paul? They are servants who helped you to believe. Each one had a role given to them by the 
Lord:  I planted, Apollos watered, but God made it grow.  Because of this, neither the one who plants 
nor the one who waters is anything, but the only one who is anything is God who makes it grow.  The 
one who plants and the one who waters work together, but each one will receive their own reward for 
their own labor.  We are God’s coworkers, and you are God’s field, God’s building. 
 
I laid a foundation like a wise master builder according to God’s grace that was given to me, but 
someone else is building on top of it. Each person needs to pay attention to the way they build on it.  No 
one can lay any other foundation besides the one that is already laid, which is Jesus Christ.  So, whether 
someone builds on top of the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, grass, or hay,  each 
one’s work will be clearly shown.  Everything belongs to you—  Paul, Apollos, Cephas, the world, life, 
death, things in the present, things in the future—everything belongs to you,  but you belong to Christ, 
and Christ belongs to God. 
 
Sermon:  Reformans, semper reformanda  

I don't often preach a "Reformation-themed” sermon, but given this year marks the 500th 
anniversary of Luther's nailing 95 theses to the door in Wittenberg, it seemed appropriate this year.  

There was much that is good and worth-lifting up that came as a result of the Reformation.   We 
also inherited some challenges with which we still wrestle.  It's fair to take a look at both.  As I reflect I 
will speak of the Church without constantly referring to the Roman Catholic Church – it was the church 
in the western world until the time of the Reformation.     

I doubt any of us, myself included, could name the 95 critical items Luther thought needed 
addressing.    Most of us could name "the sale of indulgences" – the practice of providing opportunity 
for people to buy their own or a loved one's way out of days or years of purgatory.  It did indeed ascribe 
to the church power we today do not believe it has or had; it may or may not have taken disadvantage 
of those who gave disproportionately of their income to achieve salvation.   It may also have been the 
most effective stewardship campaign in the history of the Church on earth. 

But this particular issue was part of a larger wave of reformers' concerns about powers and 
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practices the Church had assumed to itself – i.e. confession to a priest, the receipt of absolution, and the 
creation of holy orders among others—the reformers rejecting anything that could not be found in 
Scripture.  That particular criterion –sola scriptura, "scripture alone,” would come to cut both ways, both 
pastorally and in practice.  

 Pastorally speaking, with the end of the sale of indulgences and the disappearance of personal 
confession, people were left in doubt about their ultimate salvation, which became a source of great 
anxiety.  In response to this concern, the theme of soli fide, "faith alone as the "work of salvation" 
received emphasis.  A further partial response to that anxiety was the development of a complex set of 
doctrines we call "predestination" – trying to reassure people that their salvation had been 
accomplished by God in Christ and would not be accomplished by the church.    

The theme of faith alone often became interpreted as "no works are necessary."  It also set the 
stage for a theology which suggests that "right thinking" is both possible and salvific.    

The dissolution of holy orders meant that the one vocation – the one vocation—for women 
where they might achieve some independence; where they could get an education; and possibly gain 
some economic or other power was no longer available.  In response to that loss, developed the 
theology around the role of women in the home being responsible for the religious upbringing of the 
children and the religious propriety of the whole household.  It was when homemaking became a 
vocation.   We've had a love-hate relationship with both of those responses—responses from the 
reformed side of the discussion—for decades and in some cases nearly a century.    

Theologically, there is both gift and challenge from the sola scriptura approach.  Tied to it, would 
be the importance of the people having access to the Scriptures –in their own language.  (Interesting, 
don't you think, that the Reformers who insisted Scripture be published in the vernacular chose to 
communicate all their themes in Latin? )  

That gift of lay access to the Scriptures, as opposed to being forced to rely on a few to provide 
interpretation, is what puts Bibles in the pews, and leads to Bible studies weekly and monthly around 
the world, as lay people and clergy wrestle with the meaning of our Scriptures.  It is that particular 
aspect that led us to give Lily a Bible this morning.   

It is also a "gift of the Reformation" that has resulted in hundreds of translations of Scripture in 
any one language, battles about whose is authoritative and accurate, and it is the Scripture alone 
approach that gave birth to the biblical literalism that lives in our own day.   

Decades after the opening days of the Reformation, England sent her best and brightest 
Presbyterian clergy to Westminster Abbey to develop what would become and remains one of the 
definitive confessions to come from the period and to define the Reformed tradition.  Part of their 
charge was that they needed to ground each statement in Scripture.  It took them seven years.  When 
they left the abbey with this monument to the faith, they returned to a Presbyterian church in shambles 
– because when you lock up your best and brightest for seven years, you don't have a lot of leadership 
left.   

Interfaithworks recently established an exhibit, months in the making, of sacred objects/items 
from its religious partners.  Imagine the conversations of all the CNY Christian communities to determine 
which Scripture and which translation of it should be the one representing the whole Christian 
community. 

Which one would you choose?   Why?  How would you be in conversation with those who might 
think differently?  Or would you bother?  Or do we think we have “evolved” (I use the word advisedly) to 
a point where we don't think these differences matter or aren't worth engaging within our own 
Christian tradition?   Has the great Reformed motto of sola scriptura  been degraded over the centuries 
until we can no longer tell the difference between what Scripture says and what we want it to mean; or 
that we think it really doesn’t matter what someone says it means or might mean; or that we can 
pretend the parts we don't like aren't there? especially if we disagree with it?  
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The Reformed traditions, heirs of Calvin and Knox, were particularly fond of the phrases sola 
gratia, "grace alone" –referring to the fact that faith and all good things come only from the hand and 
will of God.  Soli deo gloria –"to God alone the glory" would later be shortened to "God alone" as in 
"God alone is Lord of the conscience.”   We have to ask ourselves if over the centuries we have diluted 
that powerful sentiment and standard to mean that we assume God is in agreement with our 
consciences, rather than acknowledging the need to search our consciences to see if our deeds are in 
line with God's purpose?  Have we let it degrade into an "anything goes" theology—at least anything 
goes as long as it meets cultural standards?  Have we reduced these great themes instead to "self 
alone?” 

All of these things are part of our inheritance from the Reformation –which have brought with 
them extraordinary gifts for the church in the world of every persuasion.  But we would be foolish to 
think that such gifts need not be stewarded carefully and treated with respect.  Otherwise, they become 
more burden than gift.    It is in that realization that we need to look at the final and enduring motto of 
the reformed era—Reformans, semper reformanda – "Reformed and always reforming.”  It is time to 
remember, that however it worked out, it was not the reformers first intention to leave the Roman 
Catholic Church and start new denominations.  It was their intent to reform the church from within.   
Nonetheless, once they were on their own in a brand new world, they still chose Reformans, semper 
reformanda.  With that motto, they announced that even the traditions they had founded weren't 
perfect and never would be – that the Church still and always has an obligation to reflect, to change, to 
move to transform and allow itself to be transformed by the Spirit of the living God.   The phrase that we 
know so well, "We are waiting for more light to break forth from the world," comes not from 
contemporary issues of ministry and inclusion, but is found in the prelude to the Scots Confession of 
1560.  If we want to live out the fullness of our inheritance in the Reformation, we will regularly engage 
in self-reflection as individuals, as congregations and as the church in the world, not to the point of 
paralysis, but so that more light might break forth into the world through our ministry and faith 
experience – about the glory of God, the power of Scripture, the gifts of grace and faith.  To stand 
squarely in the Reformed to tradition is to be willing to submit ourselves to the grace and the will of God 
that we might be reformed and always reforming by power greater than our own. 

Soli deo gloria.  
 

The Disunity in Which We Stand 
Rev. Dr. Linda Even 
October 25, 2015 

Sermon:  The Disunity in Which We Stand  
I've never preached a themed sermon on Reformation Sunday.  As you know, I am disinclined to 

preach something everyone already agrees with, especially in a back-patting manner for something 
accomplished by others 500 years ago in response to practices that ended nearly that long ago.      

We are a community of people who have Roman Catholic spouses and children, grandchildren 
and colleagues, and who espouse recognition, understanding and education about other religious 
traditions, perhaps especially non-Christian traditions. Yet, when it comes to our Christian brothers and 
sisters, whom we do not personally know, love and respect, we often operate on the assumption that 
when it comes to the Reformation, all we need to know was said by the conclusion of the early 18th 
century.     
 I was encouraged to address the contemporary complexity resulting from the Reformation by 
the writings of two contemporary Reformed theologians.  Today's sermon title comes from a quote by 
Stanley Hauerwas, considered by many to be the towering intellect of the American 20th century.  



4 
 

Hauerwas was raised in the Methodist tradition, and became one of the most prolific, demanding 
thinkers of the age in Christian ethics, politics, power and justice and economic disparity, among many 
other topics.  While he stayed on the "Protestant" side of the line, he approached the Reformation from 
the catholic side, deeply disturbed by the disunity wrought by that schism. 
 The second encouragement came from Presbyterian John Buchanan, long-time Head of Staff at 
Fourth Presbyterian Church in Chicago, former moderator of the PCUSA and currently the editor of The 
Christian Century.   Reminding us that 2017 will mark the 500th anniversary of Luther nailing 95 theses to 
the door at the University of Wittenberg, Buchanan encouraged preachers to address the challenges and 
tragedies in the life of faith wrought by the Reformation, and as Pope John Paul II counseled both sides 
of the divide, to base ecumenism on forgiveness and reconciliation.        
 Some context:  Without the tidal wave of change in religion, yes, but also politics and culture, 
roaring across Western Europe at the time, the Reformation as we know it would have simply been a 
small conflagration in the German States, possibly with brief flare in Nordic areas and  now would be 
obscure fodder for PhD theses.   The so-called Dark Ages were ending.  The radical notion of the human 
person as autonomous, created to be free, and bearing the image of God became a matter of 
intellectual reflection.  The feudal era faded into the rise of the nation state, when the followers of 
Zwingli and others whose work engendered the Baptist tradition would reject earthly citizenship as a 
result of baptism. With the discovery of the Americas, the known size of the Western world doubled.   
Guttenberg invented the printing press.  Throw in some of the most impressive minds and volatile 
personalities (religious and political) of that or any other age, and some religious disagreement—it’s  
unlikely that Luther or Calvin could have stopped the Reformation had they wanted to.    
 They may well have wanted to, if they could have foreseen what would happen as a result.   
Their departure from the Roman Catholic fold (which neither of them intended) would contribute to 
today's landscape of thousands of Christian communities, practices and traditions, often divided by only 
one conviction or bad experience or persuasive personality.   A key problem with that outcome is that 
our faith witness to the world of our unity in Christ, a deeply rooted scriptural value, is a depressing 
disaster.   
 Another result of the Reformation is that the challenge to the Church's authority to establish a 
certain belief or practice, combined with the rise of an understanding of individual personhood would 
eventually lead to the rejection of all authority over another person or practice. Prior to that time, the 
idea that people could be authority unto themselves was unthinkable.  Independent thought and 
practice is one thing; however, as a matter of faith and a matter of human nature, we are called and 
created to live interdependently with other humans, creatures and the creation.  We simply cannot live 
in community for long without acknowledging someone or some group has authority.  Yes, we need to 
be in agreement about how that authority is obtained. But without that agreement, there is sure to be 
chaos and violence –look around the world and into our own city streets.   As human beings we cannot 
hold together without some authority being exercised in households, nations and churches.     

The Roman Catholic Church has a new pope, Pope Francis, who is very popular with Protestants.   
Mostly, his popularity with Protestants is connected to his preaching about economic disparity and calls 
to justice.   Consistent with many of our understandings of those issues, we find ourselves excited by the 
public forum the pope has at his command for these messages.  Because of our agreement with this 
urgent international issue, we frequently engage in conversations or read articles wondering if this Pope 
will change official church position in other areas we don't agree with –as though the head of a church 
we don't belong to and don't intend to belong to has some kind of obligation to change doctrine or 
practice according to our lights.  With regard to the likelihood of that, let me pose, then answer, the 
rhetorical question: "Is the Pope Catholic?" "Yes.  This Pope is Catholic."  The difference between 
Protestants and Catholics in regard to pronouncements of the Pope is this:  Catholics acknowledge 
whether they agree or not, whether they practice as guided or not, that the Pope has the authority to 
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make those pronouncements.   
 Authority remains an issue, and in this country a nearly impossible one to address effectively.  
Often, when I hear people talking about why they aren't Catholic or aren't Catholic any longer, the 
response has something to do with authority; "No one can tell me how to…" to some version of "My 
standards should prevail" – although we manage to phrase that argument in a way that doesn’t sound 
like we want to be in charge.  Finally the argument devolves into a statement that the church should 
be loving (a word exceedingly hard to define) until we can reach the abandonment of all communally 
agreed upon standards of belief, practice or behavior.  

As often as I hear people comment negatively on another tradition's practices, I am asked 
equally often about the practices of this one.  Do we have standards for who can come to the Table or at 
what age or how we interpret Scripture or what we expect of people as members?  These questions 
come from people finding our standards difficult to discern and experiencing this to be a weakness of 
our life together.  Before anyone yields to the temptation to dismiss those concerns as the product of 
the insecure, the uneducated, the conservative, the unloving, the frightened, or the unkind,  or simply 
someone that doesn’t take part in our generous, kind and theologically sophisticated community, we 
would be wrong on all counts.  

Sometimes people express discomfort about particular issues like birth control or women in 
ministry.    I am not making light of the importance of those issues, but if we don't like it, don't go.  
Everyone gets to determine the rules and standards for their own house.  None of us would allow 
visitors to come in and kick the furniture or bite the dog.  There are any other number of house rules 
that each and every one of us has and enforces.  We do it here as well.    The Roman Catholic Church has 
and values long-term tradition.  So do we.  Before taking on someone else's comfort and security that 
comes with tradition, try changing a song we sing on a certain Sunday or how we schedule things or the 
time of worship or who does what here and answer my email and phone for the subsequent weeks.  We 
all like our traditions and feel free to mark others as silly.   

Sometimes, people point back to the herculean efforts the Roman Catholic Church of the day 
made to keep everyone in the fold.  The Reformers made no less tremendous effort.  If they were 
among us this morning, they would already have torn down the cross and all the banners, ripped the 
stole from my neck and shattered all the stained glass windows.  The Reformers destroyed untold 
treasures of art and literature in the name of religious zeal.    

Some people speak of spiritual injury or disappointment, sometimes personal slights and 
sometimes of tragic traumatic things like abuse.  No one tradition or congregation has the corner on 
those things.  Someone will surely be tempted to say, "But statistically…"  Well, were I called upon to do 
the math, I'd certainly prefer to try to calculate statistics and occurrences from a monolith of 1.2 billion 
people, rather than gathering whatever shreds of data were available from nearly 21,000 Protestant 
denominations with mere 800 million adherents.   The faithful truth is to be human is to fail, to yield to 
the temptation to abuse power when it falls into our hands, to hurt and to be hurt.  Human fallibility is 
not denomination-specific.  It is the story of our creation.  No one comes to the table with clean hands.  
We all come to this Table.  

In this country, while we are naturally resistant to any sort of top-down flow of power and 
decision-making, let us at least note what might be possible in that model which we haven't figured out 
how to access in our own.   Other than a Pope, can we think of any other international figure (religious 
or otherwise) who might have had the influence to stimulate a rapprochement between the US and 
Cuba after 50 years of not-so-veiled hostility?  Other than a Pope, can we think of any international 
figure who has the power to influence so many?  Last month our nation was offered a vision of what 
might happen if we were able to work toward more genuine mutual respect regard and shared ministry.  
The NY-Washington DC corridor was essentially shut-down for four days when millions of people (some 
of whom I suspect did not agree with all their Pope's positions, including the ones of which we are so 
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fond) came to witness and to worship with head of the largest united Christian denomination in the 
world.  I suspect we would be hard-pressed to think of another time in recent or more distant memory 
when three American cities (or even one), were paralyzed by joy, by faith, by positive witness and by 
speeches about justice, poverty, refugees and all kinds of things usually reserved for dry journals, tv 
sound-bytes and viral video.  Can we think of a time one of our cities shut down for something other 
than a natural disaster, violence or the success of a sports team?  What if, by embracing the current age 
of faith, instead of wallowing in the hostilities of another age, we could be part and parcel of 
engendering that kind of faithful enthusiasm in our own corner of the world?    
 There is no intent here to suggest we should elect a Pope or to return to the Roman Catholic 
fold.  We are invited to consider what ecumenism might look like in this day and age.  It is an 
encouragement to think, to ask ourselves questions about our beliefs and our sometimes kneejerk 
reactions; and as we approach the 500th anniversary of the Reformation's opening salvo, to ask our 
Adult Ed folk to consider spending time over the next few years addressing the challenges of the 
outcome of the Reformation for Protestants and Catholics alike that bear fruit and spoiled fruit down to 
our own day.   

It is to ask all of us to participate in those studies so that we might engage in self-examination, 
forgiveness and the works of reconciliation for a true deep, respectful and abiding ecumenism with the 
ones with whom we share one Lord, one faith, one baptism and one God who is creator of us all.   


