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ECCLESIA REFORMATA, SEMPER REFORMANDA
The Church Reformed and Always To Be Reformed

Jeremiah 31: 31-34 & Romans 3:19-28

492 years ago, on the eve of All Saints' Day (a day we know as Halloween), October 31, 
1517, a young Roman Catholic Priest by the name of Martin Luther posted on the door of the 
Castle Church in Wittenberg, Germany, a list of 95 theses, or statements, and requested a 
meeting of the church leaders to discuss and debate the substance of these 95 theses.

At the time, Martin Luther had no idea what drastic changes this simple act would 
bring upon the church, but posting those 95 Theses began a chain reaction that resulted in 
the events that we know today as the Protestant Reformation.

We Presbyterians celebrate and observe this last Sunday in October as Reformation 
Sunday, the birthday of the Presbyterian Church.

And by the way, did you know that 2009 marked the 500th birthday of our founder, 
John Calvin?  Yes, on July10, 1509 Calvin was born in the town of Noyon in the Picardy region 
of France.  

Always intrigued with church throughout his formative years, Calvin entered 
Montaigu College with the intent of becoming a priest.  However, Calvin’s father, who 
happened to be footing the bill for his son’s education, withdrew his son from Montaigu and 
enrolled him in the University of Orléans to study law … believing his son would earn more 
money as a lawyer than as a priest.  I think that was a pretty good hunch.

After a few years of quiet study, Calvin entered the University of Bourges in 1529.  He 
was intrigued by the presence of Andreas Alciati, a humanist lawyer.  Humanism was a 
European intellectual movement which stressed classical studies.  During his eighteen-month 
stay in Bourges Calvin learned Greek, a necessity for studying the New Testament.

Sometime during this period Calvin experienced a sudden religious conversion.  Not 
much is known of the surrounding circumstances, in the preface to his Commentary on the 
Book of Psalms: 

“God by a sudden conversion subdued and brought my mind to a teachable 
frame, which was more hardened in such matters than might have been expected 
from one at my early period of life. Having thus received some taste and knowledge 
of true godliness, I was immediately inflamed with so intense a desire to make 
progress therein, that although I did not altogether leave off other studies, yet I 
pursued them with less ardor."  

John Calvin’s birth 500 years ago and his conversion 20 years later, have brought us to 
where we are today … The Presbyterian Church (USA).  But many of the church growth 
experts out there are saying that “denominationalism” especially among those called 
“mainline” is dead and dying.  If we want to grow … lose the moniker – forsake your heritage:

“But soft, what light from yon window breaks?  It is the church growth 
expert, whose advice I should take. O Presbyterian, Presbyterian; wherefore art thou 
Presbyterian?
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“Deny thy father and refuse thy name, and your pews I’ll fill and bring you 
great fame.”

Well, I cannot do that.  I am proud to be Presbyterian, and it’s not just because this is 
Reformation Sunday.  I will not deny my Presbyterian fathers and mothers, because there is a 
tremendous depth of theological wisdom contained in our church beliefs.  Our faith tradition 
goes back over 450 years, built upon the HEART of Martin Luther and even more so upon the MIND
of John Calvin.  

It’s Calvin’s declaration, upon his conversion, that speaks to MY heart and what we 
stand for: “Having thus received some taste and knowledge of true godliness, I was immediately 
inflamed with so intense a desire to make progress therein…”  That desire “to make progress 
therein” has been a guiding force for our denomination and for me personally for years.  And 
the one gift of our Presbyterian faith to the church universal is the phrase I quoted in the 
sermon title: Ecclesia Reformata, Semper Reformanda … As a church, we are Reformed, and 
Always Being Reformed according to the word of God.


The Church Reformed, and Always to be Reformed.  It is actually quite a radical idea.  It 

does not mean we’re a church that is always changing, chasing after whatever is the latest 
craze or new idea on the religious horizon.  To be Reformed, Always Reforming means that we 
honor what has gone before, even as we worship a LIVING God, who calls us to NEW opportunities 
today.

As Presbyterians, we stand upon a tradition of reformers grounded in God’s word, even as 
we are RE-formed by God’s Spirit into NEW ministries, NEW habits, NEW ways of living out the call 
of Christ here and now. (Anna Case-Winters, “What Presbyterians Believe: Our Misused Motto”, 
Presbyterians Today, May 2004.)


People seem to like the phrase “reformed, always reforming” until they try to put it into 

practice.  We think others should do some reforming, and the sooner the better, but personally
we’re just fine with the way things are … so don’t think of changing a thing.  We say that 
about our own lives … Lord knows we say it often enough in the church.  You know the phrase: 
“We’ve never done it THAT way before…”

G.K. Chesterton wrote that many people believe that if you just leave things alone, you 
leave them as they are.  But that’s not true.  If you leave a white fencepost alone it will soon be 
a black fencepost.  If you want it to be white you must keep painting it again.  Or to put it 
another way, if you want the old white fencepost you must have a new white fencepost.
(Paraphrased from G.K.  Chesterton, Orthodoxy, p.  115; quoted by Garry Wills, Certain 
Trumpets: The Call of Leaders, 1994, p. 143.)

We buy into the Myth of the Status Quo that says, “Things are fine, so let’s just avoid any 
changes.” But the truth of the matter is … EVERYTHING CHANGES.  I know that’s true … you 
see, I’ve looked in the mirror lately.  If you have kids or grandkids, you know how quickly and 
how persistently change happens.  Think of the recent advances in computers, televisions, cell 
phones and music technology … you know how different things are now from even just a few 
years ago.  So, the idea of a static Status Quo is a myth.

Sadly this myth also has a dark underside.  The message that says, “Things are fine, so 
don’t change a thing” contains a subtext that whispers, “I benefit from how things are now, so 
don’t change a thing lest I lose my privilege and my advantages.” 
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God knows the world is not a level playing field.  The powerful write life’s rules to protect 
themselves.  Money is spent to make sure that wealth continues to be controlled by the 
wealthy.  Race and ethnicity are still used to “keep people in their place.”  Am I right?  I think so.


In our Presbyterians Today magazine a couple of months ago, there was an article 

about Archbishop Desmond Tutu speaking at the Presbytery of New York City.  He challenged 
that Presbytery and all Presbyterians as he spoke these mischievous but poignant words: 

“What was God before God was a Christian? Instead of worrying about who’s 
admitted into heaven, we should be helping God care for this wonderfully diverse, 
global family.”  

A week ago Saturday, myself and five of your Lakewood family members attended a 
meeting at Christ Episcopal Church out in Ponte Vedra.  Along with about 120 other folks 
from Presbyterian, Methodist and Episcopalian congregations, we were challenged to begin 
thinking about justice issues in the city of Jacksonville.  Now, you have to understand that we 
(and that’s churches in general) do a great job in the area of “acts of mercy” … ministries like 
the Sulzbacher Center, the Sanctuary on 8th Street … feeding the hungry and caring for the 
homeless.  But why are there homeless people and hungry children.


It reminds me of the story about a great city with a large river running through it 

(could it be Jacksonville?).  One day one of the members of a congregation was walking 
beside the river and heard a man in the middle of the river calling for help.  He dragged the 
wounded man to safety and took him to his congregation where he received much care.  

The next day, the loving congregation sent the parishioner back to the river and to his 
surprise he found three people calling for help.  The members worked hard together to care 
for the three who they had rescued.  But day after day, there were more and more people in 
the river, and soon the rescuers and their resources were nearly exhausted.  

Finally, some of the members of the congregation stopped long enough to figure out 
a better plan.  During their meeting, one member suddenly jumped up and shouted, “Why 
don’t we go up the river, find out WHY the people are being hurt, and WORK with them to do 
something about it?” 

In the history of this congregation, we’ve been doing a great job at acts of mercy, but 
what have we done to change the “system” … finding out WHY people are hungry and 
homeless and then attempting to help them do something about it? The Church Reformed
and always to be reforming … is there need for reformation today?


Back in the days of the Reformation, three groups emerged seeking to change the 

status quo … the way things were done under Roman Catholicism.  The Anabaptists and 
Mennonites wanted to withdraw from the world entirely.  The Lutherans reluctantly participated 
in this world, but mostly were waiting for God’s kingdom to come.  It was the Presbyterians, led 
by John Calvin, who were determined to go forth into the world, seeking to bring it into line with 
the gospel of Christ by grace, by prayer and by faith.

For the Anabaptists, the key bible verse was “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly 
Father is perfect.” (Matthew 5:48)  For Luther and his followers, the key verse was “Take heart; 
your sins are forgiven.” (Matthew 9:2)  Both of those verses are good and inspirational.  But as a 
starting point for faith, they are too focused on us as individuals … as if all that matters in this 
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world is what is going on between you and God.  Be perfect.  Your sins are forgiven.  Your soul, 
your needs are supreme.  

Calvin did not disagree with those verses, but chose a different starting point for 
Presbyterian theology, repeating instead: “If God is for us, who can be against us?”  (Romans
8:31)  Instead of starting with the forgiveness of sins for individuals, Calvin started with the 
reality of the God who is there for us … the One who was and is and is to come, the One who 
empowers us through the indwelling Spirit to do great things and to make a difference.  “If 
God is for us, who can be against us?”  

It is that perspective that frees us to say, as INDIVIDUALS and as A CHURCH, “we are 
reformed, and always being reformed according to the grace and word of God.”  The plan that is 
both our present reality and future blueprint doesn’t come from within us, but from a loving 
God, the ground of all being.  Anything that we do … anything we are able to accomplish … 
isn’t dependent upon our moral tool-belts or our spiritual resources; rather it springs forth 
persistently, powerfully, radically from the Spirit of God, that still moves over the face of 
creation calling forth order and light and true life.  

Reformed, always reforming simply echoes the promise of Jeremiah, in which God says:
“But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those 

days, says the Lord: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; 
and I will be their God, and they shall be my people … for they shall all know me, 
from the least of them to the greatest, says the Lord…” (Jeremiah 31:33-34)

The Brief Statement of Faith of our Presbyterian Church begins with this phrase: “In life 
and in death we belong to God.”  

Before our days and beyond our days, God is: Alleluia.
Through all our days, WE – as a community, a nation, a family – belong to God: Alleluia.
We have been reformed; we are always being reformed by a gracious God; therefore we do 

not lose heart.  
The status quo shall not be the rule.

What repentance is to our INDIVIDUAL HEARTS, reform is to our INSTITUTIONAL SOUL.  

As Presbyterians, we have been reformed and will be reformed by the One whose 
covenant has been written upon our hearts, who sends us into the world so that ALL may know 
the Lord, from the least to the greatest.

Ours is not some tragic tale of woe, like Juliet and her poor Romeo.  In life and in death, we 
belong to God.  

Where repentance is needed, God is anxious to welcome us home.  
Where reform is needed, God acts upon us and through us.  

While we have life and breath, let us humbly honor our Presbyterian calling as 
“reformed reformers” sent forth to love and serve ALL of God’s people … in the name of the 
Lord.

Amen and Amen.


