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Reformation Sunday 
October 27, 2024 

Rev. Prof. David Fergusson 

Readings: Psalm 124; Matthew 13: 31–35 

I’m glad to be with you this morning and I thank your minister Chris Currie for his invitation and 
welcome. He was a distinguished doctoral student in Edinburgh and we have followed the course of 
his ministry with interest and pride. This is our first visit to New Orleans and we are delighted to 
have a brief opportunity to explore its sights and sounds.  

I also thank the Caledonian Society for their invitation to preach on this Reformation Sunday. 
Whatever the message, at least I have brought the right accent for such an occasion. I recall preaching 
in Richmond, Virginia several years ago. At the end of the service, a gentleman approached me and 
said he could just as happily listen to me reading the telephone directory. I wasn’t quite sure how to 
take that, but I think it was intended as a positive comment. But don’t times change rapidly? Do we 
even have telephone directories nowadays? 

How should we celebrate the Reformation today? We’ve had to think hard about that amidst a series 
of anniversary celebrations this century. The most recent was in 2017 when we marked the 
quincentenary of Martin Luther’s break with the Roman Catholic Church in 1517. The Reformation 
came to Scotland relatively late in 1560 and it followed the Swiss stream in its adherence to more 
Calvinist forms of theology and practice. With the opposition to bishops in Scotland, a Presbyterian 
form of church government emerged. This would eventually be exported to other parts of the world. 
And here we are today in St Charles Avenue Presbyterian Church.  

With what labels are we most comfortable? I suppose we’d all be glad to own the name Christian and 
we would say that Christianity was our faith. But what comes next? How do we describe ourselves to 
others? We have various options – Protestant, Presbyterian and Reformed are amongst them.  

Protestantism and the Reformation movement are often taken to be one and the same thing. In the 
past, that seemed right. There were widespread protests against corruptions and abuses in the 
Roman Catholic Church at that time – some of these were inside the church and others came from 
those who broke away to form their own communions. But I wonder now whether the term 
‘Protestant’ serves any useful purpose. We are not protesting against anyone so much as seeking to 
make our own contribution to the wider Christian church, conscious that we can benefit from the 
riches of other traditions. The Second Vatican Council in the 1960s abandoned any notion that other 
Christians were heretics or schismatics. They were described as ‘separated brothers and sisters’ and 
recognized as having a contribution to make. Catholics and Protestants have now made their peace. 
George Lindbeck, the distinguished Yale theologian, was a Lutheran observer at Vatican II in his 
younger days. He recalls hearing a speech in St Peter’s Rome by the Archbishop of Strasbourg who 
said that the churches of the Reformation had rightly drawn their attention to the doctrine of 
justification by faith. Lindbeck was surprised to find himself crying at that moment, the only time he 
had done so in public apart from funeral services. The Archbishop appeared to be saying that Luther 
had been right, at least in part. Roman Catholics are our sisters and brothers in Christ and we are no 
longer in a state of protest at their church.  

So what distinguishes us as Reformed and Presbyterian Churches? What do we bring to the 
ecumenical table? Here briefly are three suggestions.  
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i) The education of the whole people of God. The Reformation was closely allied to the great projects of Bible 
translation. William Tyndale famously said to one of his critics, ‘If God spare my lyfe ere many yeares, 
I wyl cause a boye that dryveth the plough, shall knowe more of the scripture then thou doest.’  He 
was burned at the stake at the age of 42, but not before he had completed his translation of the New 
Testament and portions of the Old, much of which was incorporated into the King James Bible. The 
Bible was for everyone. And the public reading and preaching of the Word was a regular form of 
weekly instruction. This contributed to literacy rates. It was important that everyone should read so 
that the Bible could be accessible. One result of this was that by about 1700 Scotland had the highest 
literacy rate in Europe after Prussia, and on this educational soil the great Enlightenment thinkers in 
Glasgow, Edinburgh and Aberdeen would later flourish. A learned ministry and an educated public 
were Reformed priorities and should continue to be so today. These can be valued by the church 
catholic of which we are a part. 

ii) The worship of the whole people of God was also central to the Reformation. The church service was an 
act of participation in which everyone was involved, not a performance only by the priest and maybe 
the choir.   A performative element remained and good choral singing eventually returned – thanks be 
to God. But from the outset it was important that everyone should sing and listen and celebrate the 
sacraments together. The first church built in Scotland after the Reformation was a round church. It 
continues to be a centre of worship today the congregation surrounding the pulpit, the table and the 
font. Seated in a round, the congregation worships together rather than viewing from a distance. This 
had some impressive results. In times when literacy rates were still low, people would internalize 
their faith by singing the Psalms. Many people could recite and sing all 150 Psalms from memory.  

John Durie, minister at St Giles, the High Kirk in Edinburgh, was banished into exile for his criticism 
of the King. When he was restored to his pulpit in 1583, a great crowd of two thousand people 
followed him up the Royal Mile, reversing the order of regal procession and singing in four-part 
harmony the Old 124th, ‘Now Israel may say and that truly’, one of the battle hymns of the 
Reformation. Their sound reverberated up the narrow streets and wynds. The singing of Psalms 
would later be supplemented by paraphrase of other Scriptural passages and hymns about the 
Christian faith. The churches of the Reformation played a leading part in this movement which 
continues to this day. Recently in Cambridge we celebrated the life of Timothy Dudley Smith, a 
neighbour of ours who died at the age of 97. You may know some of his hymns – ‘Tell out my soul’ 
and ‘Lord, for the years’ have become firmly established in our repertoire. 

Education and worship are for the whole people of God. What this entailed in practice was the priority 
of the local church, the congregation that gathers regularly in a given time and place. This is where we 
are regularly nourished by Word and sacrament, where several generations meet together, and where 
people support each other in a multitude of ways. The church is more bottom up than top down. 

In my own ministry, I have been privileged to serve the Church of Scotland at a more national and 
public level, particularly in recent years while serving as Dean of the Chapel Royal. My time has 
spanned the death of Queen Elizabeth and the coronation of the new King. These have produced 
moving public spectacles broadcast around the world – major national events in which the church 
has been closely involved. But amidst all this, I have become increasingly conscious that the 
institutional church can function only as it is expressed across in local congregations who gather 
faithfully each week, and who generate money, resources and activities that are at the heart of our life 
as the body of Christ. The high church, visible and prominent only occasionally, reposes upon the 
earthed church, active constantly in its worship and service.  



3 
 

In times of church decline, it is especially important that we recognize this. Where two or three are 
gathered, Christ is in our midst. And these parables that we read this morning speak of the kingdom 
of God growing from small and seemingly insignificant sources – the tiny mustard seed and the yeast 
in the dough. We need these stories to keep us humble yet confident in our faith, assured that the 
work of God continues steadily in what we do, even when appearances suggest otherwise. 

I spoke earlier of the importance of what has been called ‘receptive ecumenism’, a process not of 
condemning other churches from afar and asserting our own uniqueness but rather a way of each 
contributing to the wider good of the whole. In 1969, Joseph Ratzinger who much later became Pope 
Benedict delivered a radio broadcast which has since proved strangely prophetic.  From the crisis of 
today the Church of tomorrow will emerge -- a Church that has lost much. She will become small and will have to start 
afresh more or less from the beginning… In contrast to an earlier age, it will be seen much more as a voluntary society, 
entered only by free decision. As a small society, it will make much bigger demands on the initiative of her individual 
members. 

This might sound defeatist or a signal a retreat from the world, but he continues on a more hopeful 
note. The Church will be a more spiritual Church, not presuming upon a political mandate, flirting as little with the Left 
as with the Right…. But from a more spiritualized and simplified Church, [people] will discover the little flock of believers 
as something wholly new. They will discover it as a hope that is meant for them, an answer for which they have always 
been searching in secret.’ 

This is the secret of the first Christians, of the gospel first proclaimed around the Galilean 
countryside and shoreline, the message of the seed and the yeast. The Reformation was not so 
different with small bands of Christian people in Wittenberg, Geneva, Strasbourg and Edinburgh 
uncertain of their future and wondering how it would turn out. And so it is today for many Christian 
communities suffering persecution in foreign lands. Yet we can celebrate with them the promise of 
the gospel, the hymns we sing, the Scriptures we read, the enrichment of our lives by fellow 
Christians, and the opportunities that are given to us to serve God in this time and place. On this 
Reformation Sunday as Christians who belong to the one, holy, catholic church, we have good cause 
to be grateful.  

  


