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REFORMATION TALK 

 

I wrote in the Magazine that “This year it is 500 years since Martin Luther 

nailed something to the church door at Worms and started the Reformation. I 

remember “Worms”, I’ve even visited Worms, but ask me what it was he nailed 

to the door and I’m not very sure.” 

 
I was wrong. It is not 500 years since “Martin Luther nailed something to the 

church door at Worms,” because it was on 31 October 1517 that Martin Luther 

nailed a long list of points for disputation – Ninety-Five Theses – to the door of 

the church in Wittenberg 

 

. The point of this talk is to give us an overview of the Reformation, so we at 

least have some idea what is being talked about and celebrated this year. 

             
If you want to read and learn more, there are many resources to suggest. 

Diarmaid’s DVD, BBC website, a few good books … 

 
We start with Martin Luther. Born in Saxony in 1483, his father was a copper 

miner. It is suggested his was not an easy upbringing, and he was not a man 

who could find peace. In 1505 he entered the monastery of the Reformed 

Augustinians. The story goes that he was caught in the middle of a thunderstorm 
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and, in fear, he prayed to St Anne, mother of the Blessed Virgin Mary – you 

spare my life, I will become a monk. The Order he entered were one of the 

strictest. Luther was one of those men who always feel a failure, always feel 

guilty, he did felt he did not, would never, come up to the standard God 

demanded. The Reformed Augustinians were probably not a group of people in 

whose presence he would find peace. He was ordained a priest in 1507, and 

started teaching at the University of Wittenberg.  

          
Wittenberg was a new University, up here in north Germany (Worms is much 

further south). By 1517 Luther was a Professor in this University. The phrase 

“angry young man” could have been written for him.  

 
There was quite a lot to be angry about. One description of the Church at this 

time calls it “worn-out”, but in many ways it was worse than that. Papal power, 

based in Rome, was huge. Rome, the Catholic church, had huge influence right 

across Europe. Interestingly, their power in Germany was greater than 

elsewhere. The kings of England, France and Spain were dutiful sons of the 

church, but the power of Rome was somewhat balanced by national, royal 

power. Germany, however, was politically fragmented – a network of petty 

princedoms, ecclesiastical territories, and self-governing cities, and Rome had 

far more fingers-in-pies, far more direct influence, far more influence in tax – 

what do we get angry about? Tax. There had been a rise of nationalism in 

Germany, and everyone knew that those who lived south of the Alps were 

morally and culturally corrupt. Sixteenth century Germany was, by all accounts, 

a pious and orthodox Catholic Society – but what they saw in Rome, at the 

controlling centre of the Church, was corrupt.  
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On 31 October 1517 Professor Martin Luther nailed a long list of points for 

disputation – Ninety-Five Theses – to the door of the church in Wittenberg. It is 

not as dramatic as it sounds. The conventional method of initiating academic 

debate within the theology faculty of the University was to post theses in 

advance. The door of the Castle Church was the university’s bulletin board, so 

this is probably no more dramatic than pinning up the lecture list – indeed, he 

probably used a brush and glue, rather than hammer and nails. 

 
The debate was about indulgences. The whole question of sin and penance. 

Confession to a priest guaranteed forgiveness from God, but the belief was there 

was there was a debt to be paid. Some of the debt could be worked off in this 

life through the performance of penances. The rest would be extracted in 

purgatory – a place in the afterlife where the souls of most of us (all of us 

except those who were truly wicked, or excessively saintly) would suffer and be 

cleansed for a while, before, debt-free and purified, entering the joy of heaven.  

 

Indulgences were a certificate remitting some of the punishment due in 

purgatory in exchange for the performance of a good work (originally that good 

work would have been going on Crusade), or giving money to a good cause. 

The Popes argued that, as heads of the Church of earth, they could draw on the 

surplus good deeds of the saints, and sell them on to the rest of us. It’s easy 

enough to criticise the church for abusing the system, but it works two ways – 

when humans give something, we want recognition of our gift, we want to 

know it has done good, and actually we want it to have done good for us.  
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In 1515 the Church, Pope Leo X, needed to raise money to build the new 

Renaissance Basilica of St Peter’s in Rome. Donate to the building project, and 

you will get something in return – we will sell you an indulgence. In Germany, 

organisation of the fund-raising, the sale, was given to one of the Prince 

Bishops, Albrecht of Brandenburg – one of the books describes him as “the 

worst of worldly prince-bishops”. He decided it was only right to keep a 

percentage of the proceeds to pay back the bankers who had financed his 

purchase of the archbishopric of Mainz. Fronting the campaign was a 

Dominican friar, Johan Tetzel. He went about his work in a crude and 

materialistic way, but an effective way – the slogan was “As soon as the coin in 

the coffer rings, a soul from purgatory to heaven springs”. Luther was appalled 

by Tetzel’s methods, he was appalled at the popular response, which seemed to 

show no understanding of the need for true repentance. Dominicans and 

Augustinians had no love for each other.  

 
Luther was one of those, and not the only one, debating, arguing, challenging 

with Pope Leo and the Catholic hierarchy. His 95 theses was just part of this 

debate – it was nothing new. He was one figure, but it was his protest that seems 

to have gained momentum. The debates, the protests, were about indulgences, 

about the power of the papacy, and where does Christian authority lie? Where is 

the source of religious authority? Is it in the man who occupies the seat of St 

Peter, and those who advise him, those further down the pecking order who lead 

a church – or, argued Luther and others, is the infallible source of religious 

authority, Scripture itself.  
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The bottom line of all of this is, how are we saved? The word “Justification”, 

how do sinful men and women become acceptable in the eyes of God, and 

consequently qualify for heaven. In a world where the alternative was hell – a 

place of eternal damnation, eternal punishment. The medieval person knew the 

reality of hell, knew the reality of death, and needed to know that they would 

spend eternity in heaven, not hell. It was agreed that humanity had lost God’s 

friendship because of the Fall, because of the sin of Adam and Eve. That sin 

stained everyone. God had taken the initiative to restore the friendship. He 

became human in Jesus, he suffered death on the cross, and atoned for sin. This 

is a German picture from about 1470. Now we can be saved. All mainstream 

church thinkers agreed on that – differences were as to how individual 

Christians might be saved, what the role of the Church was in helping you to 

salvation, and whether everyone could be saved. Medieval Christians were a 

pious lot. They used the image of the man of sorrows, they lived in a suffering 

world, and knew Christ shared that suffering. The reformers put the primary 

focus of Jesus Christ. Believe in him, share in his suffering, you will share in his 

resurrection. 

 
In 1520, Luther was excommunicated by Pope Leo – he retaliated by publicly 

burning the Bull of Excommunication in Wittenberg. In other circumstances, 

the full force of the Church would have destroyed Luther. But Luther’s patron, 

Frederick the Wise of Saxony, although thoroughly old-fashioned in religion, 

was proud of the university he had founded, and of its new superstar professor – 

he, and other German, protected Luther from Rome. 
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The leaders of the Holy Roman Empire – that’s all this but in purple - were 

summoned to the Diet of Worms – I knew Worms came into it somewhere. 

They met 28 January to 26 May 1521. Luther appeared, under guarantee, of safe 

conduct in April. By now he was a prolific author – he’s been described as the 

Richard Dawkins of his day – and his 25 books were bought as evidence of his 

heresy. That’s just worth reflecting on – 25 printed books. It’s 50 odd years 

since the invention of printing, and now we’re in a position where printing is 

normal. In most urban centres across what we now know as Germany there was 

a printing industry – widely scattered, difficult to control. In England, most 

printers are in London, easier to control. Hang on to that thought. Books are 

now transmitting opinions, not just knowledge or edification – people are able 

to share ideas, promote debate, ferment rebellion – we’re in exciting times.  

 
In Worms, the Church is trying to affirm its authority, to hang on to its power. 

Luther is up against that power, and he is a brave man. Tradition has it that he 

stood before the Council and uttered the phrase “here I stand, I can do no other”  

 
– you can even buy Luther socks. 

 

What he actually said was, “Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the 

Scriptures or by clear reason (for I do not trust either in the pope or in councils 

alone, since it is well known that they have often erred and contradicted 

themselves), I am bound by the Scriptures I have quoted and my conscience is 

captive to the Word of God. I cannot and will not recant anything, since it is 

neither safe nor right to go against conscience. May God help me. Amen.” 
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That would not have been what the Council wanted to hear. But Luther had 

powerful friends. Frederick smuggled him to the safety of his castle at 

Wartburg, and Luther spent a year in hiding – translating the New Testament 

into German.  

 
Here is a huge part of the Reformation – the Bible in the language you can 

understand. We need move away from Luther for a while, because freeing the 

bible from Latin, freeing it from the control of those at the centre is woven into 

everything the Reformation was, everything the Reformation stands for.  

  
Three hundred years before Luther went anywhere near a church door, in 1215 

the Fourth Lateran Council decreed that the bible should only be written in 

Latin - “The secret mysteries of the faith ought not to be explained to all men in 

all places … For such is the depth of divine Scripture that, not only the simple 

and illiterate, but even the prudent and learned are not fully sufficient to try to 

understand it”. The approved Latin text was by St Jerome, and dated back to the 

fourth century. He had translated it from the original Greek and Hebrew 

sources.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is a Wall painting of the Seven Deadly Sins (note the devil in underpants 

on the bottom right) in the church at Hessett in Suffolk. These pictures, 

windows and stories, plus the rituals of the church, were all there was. There 

were very few printed bibles, most people could not read. Laity, and probably 

many clergy too, had a very limited knowledge of the bible, its stories and what 
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we would call doctrine – what you should and shouldn’t believe. The Reformers 

wanted to change that.  

 
This is John Wycliffe, an Oxford scholar who in 1381 claimed that if the Bible 

was the only authority in matters of faith “all Christians, and lay lords in 

particular, ought to know holy writ and to defend it” (page 26). Wycliffe started 

a translation, but he died in 1384. 

 
Erasmus (1466-1536) was Dutch, he was in Cambridge 1511-4. He used a fresh 

Greek text and Latin translation, and started to produce an English version.  He 

asked how is it “that people give themselves so much trouble about the details 

of all sorts of remote philosophical systems and neglect to go to the sources of 

Christianity itself? … I should wish that all good wives read the Gospel and 

Paul’s Epistles; that they were translated into all languages; that out of these the 

husbandman sang while ploughing, the weaver at his loom; that with such 

stories the traveller should beguile his wayfaring” (page 34). Imagine – women 

reading the bible!! As one example, Erasmus translated metanoeite as “repent” 

rather than the official “do penance”. Think of the difference between “doing 

penance”, which is something the Church controls, and “repenting” which is far 

more personal. This is Reformation.  
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Five hundred years ago, William Tyndale started another translation of the bible 

into English. He wanted to do it in London, but the Church had power over the 

printers. Tyndale could find no safe place to translate in England and moved, in 

1524, to Wittenberg. His translation had a colloquial vigour, into living English 

(apparently when they Magi came to the stable they were “marvellous glad” – 

sounds as if it was written in a Yorkshire accent!). He produced a 

comprehensible and popular translation, but it was not going to get very far in 

England, because our King was Henry VIII.  

 
Henry had been king since 1509. He was a good Catholic. He was married to 

Katharine of Aragon, a good Catholic queen. Henry was a clever theologian in 

his own right. In 1521 Pope Leo X conferred the title of Defender of the Faith 

on Henry for his book 'Assertio Septem Sacramentorum', which affirmed the 

supremacy of the Pope in the face of the reforming ideals of the German 

theologian, Martin Luther.  

 
Henry’s right hand man in this battle against reform was Cardinal Wolsey, the 

butcher’s son from Ipswich, who rose to be a Prince of the Church. This was 

where power lay. He and Henry were very close. No reform was likely in 

England. 
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In Switzerland, Germany, and many places in Europe, the Reformation was 

taking hold. In Zurich the leading figure was a preacher at the town’s leading 

church, a man called Huldrych Zwingli. In 1516 he was preaching that Scripture 

was the whole basis of truth, that the power of popes and councils was illusory. 

In Lent 1522 he presided over a meal of sausages – and you can’t eat meat in 

Lent, the Church says so. It was a question of liberty, and the town council 

backed him against the bishop. Within two years religious images had been 

removed from the town churches, fasting and clerical celibacy were abolished – 

imagine the excitement. Eat of the good things God has given you, enjoy the 

God-given pleasure of sex. In 1525 the Latin Mass was abolished, now you can 

worship God in your own language, in words you can understand, this barrier 

has gone. Across Switzerland, independent towns, individual cities had their 

own reformation – new ideas, new freedoms, new excitement.  

 
In Wittenberg, the pace of change was fast. While Luther was away, safe in the 

castle at Wartburg, translating the bible, his friend Andreas von Karlstadt forced 

the pace of change. Images were removed from the churches – after all, the 

Bible told you to remove all graven images - the mass was celebrated in 

German. The Holy Spirit was at work, sweeping through the churches – and 

sweeping too fast for Luther. When he returned he was appalled at the speed of 

the changes, of all that had been done in his name. He accused Karlstadt of 

swallowing the Holy Spirit “feathers and all”, and did his best to reverse the 

changes. The phrase about sowing the wind and weeping the whirlwind seems 

to fit. Departure from the time-honoured teachings and traditions of the Church 

seemed to be leading inevitably to anarchy and rebellion. In 1524-5 there was 

basically a peasant’s revolt in Germany, Switzerland and Austria. The rebels 

pulled down nobles’ castles, sacked monasteries, and did it all in the name of 

the Gospel. Luther saw his theology transformed into revolutionary ideology, 

and in May 1525 published a pamphlet urging princes to slaughter without 

compunction the “robbing and murdering hordes of peasants”. But as order was 
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restored, the pendulum did not swing back completely. Princes adopted this new 

Evangelical faith, the Catholic church was transformed, and by the mid 1540s 

most of north Germany was Lutheran, Switzerland and Austria were Lutheran. 

The Low Countries, Scandinavia too – the political and religious map of Europe 

had changed for ever.  

  
Back in England, Henry was married to Katherine. He had been married since 

1509. He was bored. He wanted a son – more than that, it was his duty to have a 

son, it was her duty to provide him with a son. Katherine had failed. In the mid 

1520s Henry starts to pursue Anne Boleyn. Her sister Mary had already been 

the King’s mistress, but Anne wasn’t going to sell herself cheap. She wanted to 

be his wife, she would give him the son he needed. As I’m sure you all 

remember, Katherine had been married to Henry’s brother Arthur. Arthur had 

died within five months of their marriage, and Katherine assured Henry she was 

still a virgin. Henry convinced himself that her failure to produce a son was 

God’s punishment on him for having married his brother’s wife. The poor 

woman was pregnant six times, but only Princess Mary had survived. Henry 

was certain that he had to divorce Katherine, but she refused to go quietly. 

Henry appealed to Rome to allow him to end his marriage, Rome was having 

none of it.  

 

Henry was caught in European politics, in the turmoil of the Reformation. 

Katherine and the Catholic power – don’t forget her family were Spanish, 

Spain, Portugal, they remained Catholic countries. The Pope was not going to 

upset them by allowing Henry’s divorce. Henry was naturally a good Catholic, 

he had little time for these radical new ideas. But there were many others in his 

court, his circle, who did. These advisors, these courtiers, were pushing him to 

make the break. He could see the power of Rome declining, he could see the 

advantages of taking more power to himself, he wanted rid of the wife, he 

wanted Anne – and he knew that God was telling him to take this young wife 

because that way he would have a son. You can understand all the logic – and 

the scriptural justification, the bible says you should not have married your 

brother’s wife – so you must now do God’s will. If the Pope and the Catholic 
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church is stopping you, they are against God’s will. It is time for Reformation – 

follow the word of Scripture.  

  
Cardinal Wolsey was forced from power in 1529. Thomas Cromwell became 

the Kings adviser – he would reform, he would get the King what he desired. In 

1532 Henry married Anne secretly. In 1533 he had a public marriage.  

 
In 1534 the Act of Supremacy proclaimed the King was the Head of the Church. 

Henry appointed Thomas Cranmer, an Evangelical, heavily influenced by 

Luther’s ideas, as the first Archbishop of Canterbury.  

            
I wrote in the magazine that “I remember that the White Horse Tavern in 

Cambridge was where the Reformers drank – Cranmer, Latimer, Coverdale and 

Tyndale. Cranmer became Archbishop, Coverdale and Tyndale produced 

English Bibles, but I’ll need to look Latimer up.” 

 
Thomas Cranmer was born in 1489, at Ashlockton, 12 miles east of 

Nottingham. He studied in Cambridge, became a fellow of Jesus College, lost 

his fellowship when he married the daughter of a tavern keeper, sadly she died 
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in childbirth. He was allowed back into college. He became a priest in 1523, 

came to the attention of King Henry, argued the King’s case for divorce in 

Rome in 1530, became ambassador to the Holy Roman Empire in 1532, and 

spent time in Germany. While there, he married Margaret Osiander, the niece of 

a Lutheran Reformer – so Henry’s new Archbishop of Canterbury was certainly 

a reformer.  

 
Hugh Latimer was a Fellow of Clare College. When he received his degree in 

1524, his disputation was to refute the new ideas coming from the Continent. 

He described himself as “obstinate a papist as any was in England”. But as he 

debated and argued, his mind was changed – within 4 years he was hauled 

before Cardinal Wolsey and warned about his dangerous beliefs. The next year, 

Wolsey was gone, and Latimer was a leading radical, a leading reformer.  

 
Reform was not always straightforward. As we’ve seen, William Tyndale – one 

of those who, the story goes, drank at the White Horse Tavern, had had to 

produced his English bible in Germany. Although there were several thousand 

of Tyndale’s English bibles circulating in England by 1535, it was too radical 

for Henry and the new Church of England.  Tyndale was captured, and in 1536 

burnt at the stake for heresy. His final prayer was “Lord, open the King of 

England’s eyes”. 

 
His prayer was answered. The very same year, 1536, Thomas Cromwell issued 

an injunction to parish clergy to set up a Bible in Latin and English in choir of 
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every church and to “comfort, exhort, and admonish every man to read the same 

as the very word of God and the spiritual food of man’s soul”. It would be 

fascinating to know the mechanics of a decree in London causing a bible to be 

placed in St Edmund’s in Allestree (if it ever was). The bible was The Great 

Bible. Miles Coverdale was the translator. The frontispiece shows Henry VIII 

handing copies out. Later Coverdale’s translation of the psalms was the one 

used in the Book of Common Prayer – so we used them regularly at Choral 

Evensong. 

 
Also in 1536, the Act of Suppression was passed. Henry turned his attention to 

the monasteries. There were religious reasons for doing this. Monastic orders 

were part of the European church, monastic orders took their orders from Rome, 

and who was in charge now? It was Henry, not Rome.  

 
There were theological reasons for doing this. You could argue that monks, with 

their knowledge, their teaching skills, their expertise, would be ideal for 

teaching a new reformed faith. But religious institutions are innately 

conservative, and these places were unlikely to reform. Indeed they were seen 

as barriers to change, and needed to be swept away.  

 
Mostly though, there were financial reasons for doing this. Monasteries were 

rich, and Henry needed the money. He lived a lavish lifestyle, his army and 

navy were incredibly expensive, and why should these monasteries pay their 

dues to Rome? He was head of the Church, and all this is his. First, religious 

houses with income of less than £200 per year were confiscated by the king. 

Then the richer ones. Darley Abbey was worth £258 14s 5d, but on 22 October 

1538 Thomas Page, the Abbot, and 13 of his canons surrendered the keys of the 

Abbey to Dr Legh the Crown Commissioner. I’ve given you the details on the 
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sheet. Two days later, Robert Sacheverell, gentleman of Ashbourne, bought the 

contents of the church, the Lady chapel and St Scythe’s chapel, the lamps, 

candlesticks, organs, choir stalls, altars, great crucifix, alabaster tables, timber, 

paving, gravestones and metal on them, clothing, chests, and tables, all for £26. 

Another £4 17s 4d was spent on the bedsteads and bedding from the Lowe, 

Glasse, Second, Great, and Mayfield Rooms, four inner chambers, and 

servants’ rooms, £16 4s 2d paid for furniture and utensils of Hall, Buttery, 

pantry, Parlour, kitchen, pastry larder, Brewhouse, and bakehouse – etc., etc. 

The Abbot and the canons were pensioned off – the Abbot got a pension of £50, 

Thomas Tutman, the schoolmaster got 26s 8 d. I like the way the clergy get 

more than the teachers! 

 
I’ve always struggled to get my head round the power of reform. I lived for 

seven years in the middle of the Abbey ruins in Bury St Edmunds. The great 

abbey church, one of the largest in Christendom, an abbey that had stood for 

centuries, had been visited by kings and princes, holding vast power – religious 

and economic – over huge areas of land, and large numbers of people. Within a 

decade or two, it had all gone. Stand in the ruins of Fountains or Rievaulx, walk 

round Darley Abbey – how did it all go, and go so thoroughly? 

 
But, being a railway enthusiast, I come across disused stations, miles of track, 

and wonder how we let all that go. The world has not changed much since the 

16th century. Wealth and power and money were held by a small number of 

people. The King and a sufficient number of people stood to get very wealthy 

when the monasteries all went – so they were happy to dismantle it. Those 

lower down the pecking order let them do it, because it had little to do with 

them and they were powerless to stop it. Not much changes. We’ve seen how a 

political idea, a political goal, can be pushed through with very little kick back. 

Many monks spent their lives caring for the poor and the sick, ensuring they 

were fed and cared for – but in our time we see those support structures being 

dismantled, with very little protest.  
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I suspect that for most people, life changed very little. If you were at the bottom 

of the pile, life was short, brutish and hard, and remained so. Some of the 

support structures went, but others sprung up – in Bury St Edmunds the Town 

took over many of the functions of the Abbey. You may even have been better 

off – there would have been work going, presumably Robert Sacheverell, 

gentleman of Ashbourne, paid someone to help carry the contents of the church  

at Darley Abbey away. You may have worked for the Abbey, now you worked 

for someone else – I would like to think that the monks were good employers, 

the greedy capitalists were not, but I don’t suppose that was the case. Even if 

most of the wealth disappeared, there might be enough pickings from the rich 

man’s table to improve your lot slightly. While well-off C21 Vicars might shed 

a tear at the loss of beautiful monastic libraries, most people didn’t.  

 
And now religion was yours’. We will look in a fortnight’s time at how the 

worship of your parish church changed. In Darley Abbey you no longer had a 

church. I wonder how much changed, or remained the same, in Allestree. This 

is Kirk Ireton – a less renovated church than ours’. You understood church more 

– more of your worship was in English. Presumably this made you feel more 

included, more valued, this bought you closer to God. Statues, images of saints 

were removed, wall paintings white washed over, ritual simplified – but hold 

that story for a fortnight. Let’s continue with the journey of history.  

    
When Henry VIII died in 1547 – and he saw himself as a Catholic through to 

his death - his son Edward became King. Edward was an evangelical, brought 

up with evangelical teachers. One of the new King’s first acts was to order that 

the Epistle and Gospel should be read in English at all services and Archbishop 

Thomas Cranmer’s 1549 Book of Common Prayer – the forerunner of our Book 

of Common Prayer - is saturated with scripture.  
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Edward’s reign was short, and Mary (daughter of Katherine of Aragon) became 

Queen. She was a Catholic, she had never accepted this new faith, she was a 

good daughter of Rome. In many places, Vicars and churchwardens went to the 

barn where they dumped the statues of the saints, dusted them down, put them 

back in church. They washed the whitewash off the walls. If Mary could have 

had her way, she would have burned all English bibles, she succeeded in 

burning Cranmer and Latimer. But she could not turn the clock back 

completely, the Reformation had gone too far. 

 
In 1558, Elizabeth I came to the throne – a Protestant. She was a woman who 

allowed a level of religious tolerance – “I will not open a window into other 

men’s souls” – she liked what had come to be called Anglican worship, again 

we’ll look at her patronage of musicians in a fortnight. Yet she had to stand 

against Philip of Spain and the might of the Catholic church. 

 
English services, English bible. In 1560 the Geneva Bible was produced, and 

dedicated to Queen Elizabeth. It is also known as the Breeches Bible (“they 

sewed fig leaves together and made themselves breeches”) This is the copy on 

display in Hexham Abbey. It was a combination of the Great Bible plus 

Tyndale’s translation, and is the first bible divided into chapter and verse. The 

phrase from 1 Corinthians 13 “for now we see through a glass darkly” is 

Geneva Bible. This bible gained currency. 
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After Elizabeth, in 1603 James VI of Scotland became James I of England. By 

then the bible in English had entered the stream of consciousness of the English 

people. James came from a more reformed church, and that clash between the 

Reformers of Scotland and the Established Church of England is a story for 

another day. Our Anglican Church was moderate. Religious fervour had abated 

and most people wanted a quiet life. King James pushed for The Authorised 

Version. Prayer Book and Bible, the bedrock of our reformed church.  

 
His son, Charles, had to face the wrath of the Puritans when our county 

exploded into Civil War. For them the Reformation had not gone far enough. 

They fought to remove the King, the head of the church. They fought to remove 

the bishops. They stabled their horses in the nave of Durham Cathedral. Across 

East Anglia, Parliamentary Commissioners ensured that all statues, all stained 

glass, anything that distracted from the Word of God, all these things went. For 

some, even that wasn’t enough. Many Puritans crossed the seas to settle in the 

New World – it would be fascinating to know more about the Reformation from 

the American perspective.  

 
And the story continues. I could talk for hours about the development of 

industry, of technological progress, and new ideas that changed the world. How 

Joseph Pease and the Quakers of Darlington – men who, as non-conformists, 

were barred from Universities and the Anglican trappings of Society, and put 

their energy, their skills, their faith, into developing the modern world.  
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In the last century we have lived through so much evil. Where Christian 

countries have fought with each other, and millions have died. May God forgive 

us that some of Luther’s less enlightened views – like most of his 

contemporaries he was very anti-Semitic – his views were used by German 

nationalists and by the Nazis. We have seen other doctrinal systems, no less 

evil, flourish and die – as we mark the Reformation, there is something ironic 

that it was the Orthodox church, about as unreformed as you can get, which 

survived the decades of communism.  

 
Now in the West we face the challenge of other religions, and of those who, 

using all the freedoms of the Reformation, have made a conscious decision not 

to believe in God or follow any religion. Radio 3 had a fascinating programme 

about the influence of the Reformation on Germany. How Angela Merkel, the 

daughter of a Lutheran Pastor, lives her faith, how her country copes with all the 

challenges, 500 years after Luther. We have the same questions and challenges 

here.  

 
At the basis of the Reformation is the importance of an individual’s response to 

God. There are 2 billion people alive today who call themselves Christians. 

Across this world, men and women seek to follow Jesus. None of us are perfect, 

but across the world most Christians can read the Scriptures in their own 

tongue, much church leadership is inspiring, and men and women are involved 

and active in their faith. While individuals continue to respond to God’s love in 

Jesus, the story of the reformation continues.  


