
It is a privilege for me to be here this afternoon for this very special Service. I 
want to thank Donna, whom I have known for the past 16 years for her 
invitation to preach at this her Ordination Service. It has been wonderful 
spending the past two days with you and your family, thank you so much. 
Thanks too to Bishop Bill for taking a risk and allowing me to be here. I  bring 
greetings from your friends and partners in Down and Dromore Diocese and 
from Maridi in South Sudan, I had the opportunity to meet with Bishop Harold 
and Bishop Justin last week and they both send greetings and blessings to 
you Donna for this special occasion. It is special, but I wonder if you 
appreciate just how special and significant this last weekend in October 2017 
really is. It will be exactly five hundred years ago on Tuesday night, when on 
All Hallow's Eve, the 31st October 1517, a German monk and professor of 
religious studies pinned a Notice on the door of his local Parish Church in his 
home town of Wittenberg. The Church door was the Notice Board of the day 
and this Notice; the "Disputation of Martin Luther on the Power and Efficacy 
of Indulgences” better known as Luther's Ninety Five Theses lit the touch 
paper of a religious and political revolution. All across Europe at that time 
there was an increasing number of religious scholars who were questioning 
the way in which the Church was being run but any who dared to speak out 
were ruthlessly silenced. For Martin Luther it was the sale of indulgences that 
finally brought matters to a head. At that time the Church taught that when 
you died, depending on the type of life you had lived you had to spend time in 
Purgatory, a place of purging for your sins, before being sent on to heaven or 
hell. You could however, shorten your time there and be assured of going to 
heaven if you made a generous contribution to the Church. What tipped the  
scales for Luther was when indulgences were offered to enable a person to 
buy their dead relatives out of Purgatory. Luther was a New Testament 
scholar and it was this verse from St Paul's letter to the Romans; Therefore 
we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the works of the law, 
(Romans 3-28) which inspired him to write his protest. But the Reformation 
was not only just about the Doctrine of Salvation. The Church ruled supreme 
throughout Europe, all Scripture and Church Services were in Latin, only 
priests were allowed to read and interpret them to an illiterate people. Even 
kings and emperors were subject to the authority of the pope, and this led to 
a ruling elite in Church and state who enriched themselves at the expense of 
the poor. Luther began preaching and teaching in the language of the 
ordinary people and by 1522 he had translated the New Testament into 
German. In England nearly 150 years earlier the Bible had already been 
translated into English by William Tynedale, but he was condemned by the 
Church of his day as a heretic for doing so and was burned at the stake and 
his English Bible destroyed. The Church reacted to to the reformers with 
force, all attempts at change were ruthlessly put down, and just as ruthlessly 



defended, leading in many places to civil war. But the revolution, the 
Reformation could not be stopped. And today we are still living with the 
consequences, still suffering from the bitterness and the divisions, as well as 
the benefits. But one thing that we need to be very clear about is that every 
church that came out the melee of the 16th century, the Roman Catholic 
Church, the Anglican Church, the Lutheran Church, the Presbyterian Church, 
and the Baptist Church are all today radically different from their beginnings 
five hundred years ago. So what would the Reformers and those who 
opposed them make of us if they could see what we have done with what 
they had struggled for, what they had died for, and what they killed for? Is our 
world a better place? Is the Church in all its forms, in any of its forms, a better 
place, holding true to the faith, to the teachings of Scripture alone?
Looking back over the history of the Christian Church there seems to be a 
pattern of monumental change occurring roughly every 500 years with 
obvious implications for the next 500. Five hundred years ago we had the 
Reformation, five hundred before that there was the first major split in 
Christendom between the Eastern and the Western Churches, another 
division that has still yet to be healed. Five hundred years before that was the 
end of the Roman Empire and the declaration of the supreme authority of the 
pope, over the church and over the world. And of course 500 years before 
that was the birth, life, death and Resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
The same pattern emerges in the 2000 years before Christ. Go back 500 
years and it marks the end of the Prophets and the subjection of the people of 
Israel in their own land by foreign powers. Before that 1000 BC marked the 
golden age of King David, around five hundred years before that about 1446 
BC the people of Israel finally occupied and settled in their Promised Land, 
and it all began around 2000 BC when Abraham was called and set apart by 
God to become the father of his chosen special people, called and charged 
with making His Name known to all the world.
So today we stand on the threshold of another Quincentennial cycle. Like the 
reformers who are no longer here to see the mess that we have made of their 
reforms we will not be around to see the results of our legacy, and perhaps 
that is just as well. The Europe that was the seedbed of Reformation has 
turned its back on the Christian faith, Wittenberg where Luther began, London 
where the English Reformation began now rank amongst the most godless 
cities in the world. In human terms there is no way that we can stop this 
decline, no way we can turn back the tide. Markers are already being put 
down which will shape the world for the next five hundred years. From the 
vantage point of western Christianity things look bleak. In spite of having 
more resources, more information, more education, more money that any 
generation that ever went before us, or maybe it’s because of these things, 
we are outwitted and outmanoeuvred on every side, we despair at our ageing 



congregations, we agonise that nearly all of our efforts to engage our young 
people fall on deaf ears. We are surrounded on every side by a godless world 
where our beliefs are mocked, where our values are belittled, where the 
name of our Lord Jesus Christ is known only as a swear word. But we must 
never give up hope. We have our Lord's promise that the gates of hell will 
never prevail against his Church. So before it is too late we need to put down 
some markers of our own.
The whole focus of the Reformation, indeed of all reforms of the church in the 
last 2000 years, was on the supremacy of the God and Jesus of the Bible. All 
that ever was, all that is, necessary for salvation is Faith alone, in God and in 
Christ alone. In his work on the book of Romans Luther wrote this: “Faith is a 
living, daring confidence in God’s grace so sure and certain that the believer 
would stake his life on it a thousand times. This knowledge of and confidence 
in God’s grace makes men glad and bold and happy in dealing with God and 
all other creatures. Without compulsion, a person is ready and glad to do 
good to everyone, to serve everyone, to suffer everything, out of love and 
praise to God who has shown him his grace.”
And that is the core of the Ministry into which Donna is about to be ordained 
and this is the message she is called to proclaim. Salvation in Christ alone. 
And with that in mind there are a few things I want to say to each of you 
gathered here today. First to Donna. You have been called to minister in this 
place, but you must never become either a slave or a servant to those in your 
care. You are a slave, a servant only of Jesus Christ. And your work here is to 
shepherd these people on His behalf. That means you must lead them, away 
from harm, sometimes in directions that they do not want to go, always caring 
for those who fall by the wayside and lovingly and gently leading them into 
the Kingdom of heaven. To the congregation, those of you who belong to this 
parish. You will have many expectations of Donna as well. You already know 
her and you have seen and experienced the fruits of her ministry among you 
but now as a priest you will probably expect even more from her, but you also 
have a ministry to her. She is a wife and she is a mother, she is still human, 
and you know that often she will go well beyond the call of duty to care for 
you at your times of need, so please take care of her, support her in her 
efforts to grow this church, to reach out into this community, and in her 
passion for mission to other vulnerable parts of God's world. Notice when she 
is tired, or having a bad day and love her back with the same Christly love 
that she has for you. Also be aware that as a priest Donna will have other 
responsibilities within the diocese, there will be committees, meetings to 
attend, events to organise, so please allow her time to do that as well. 
And now to the younger members of our congregation this afternoon I want to 
say this. If you are like the young people that I encounter back home, you will 
probably regard Church as dull, boring maybe. You will question the faith you 



were taught as a child, you may be confused by what the church teaches and 
by what you were taught in school, about creation, about the universe, about 
life, about relationships, you may even wonder sometimes if there is a God at 
all. You may be looking for a lifestyle to adopt and I want to suggest one to 
you this afternoon. From your experience Christianity may not look that 
exciting or attractive but a headline that I came across in the Washington 
Post read: Think Christianity is dying? No, Christianity is shifting dramatically. 
The article then describes how the Christian faith is growing all around the 
world, and in some very unlikely places. Do you think Christianity is for 
Wimps? Did you know that Christians are today the most persecuted people 
in the world. Did you know that according to research it is estimated that last 
year, somewhere in the world a Christian was killed every 6 Minutes simply 
for being a Christian, and yet the Church is still growing. But here's the thing. 
Pope Tawadros II, the head of the Coptic Orthodox Church in Egypt which 
traces its roots back to St Mark, the Gospel writer, and has about 20 million 
members, was interviewed after one of the recent atrocities against Christians 
in Egypt. When asked what his church was doing to defend itself this is what 
he said; Christians don’t retaliate, that is not the Christian way, we try and 
reach out to our enemies with the love of Christ:  Go find a better example of 
a way of life than that, if you can.
And to my colleagues in the Ministry I want to say this. It recently struck me 
back home as I have observed many of my colleagues, from the luxury of my 
partial retirement, that most clergy are so busy with doing the things that they 
think they have to do, that they do not have the time to be doing the things 
that they ought to do. So all of us who are called to be pastors and ministers 
of the Gospel need to take heed of those words of St Peter which were read 
to us a few moments ago; Hear them again from a modern English 
translation; “Just as shepherds watch over their sheep, you must watch over 
everyone God has placed in your care. Do it willingly in order to please God, 
and not simply because you think you must. Let it be something you want to 
do, instead of something you do merely to make money. Don't be bossy to 
those people who are in your care, but set an example for them. Then when 
Christ the Chief Shepherd returns, you will be given a crown that will never 
lose its glory.”
The Christian Era began with just a handful of disciples who were accused 
within a short time of turning the world upside down. The Reformation began 
with a few good men who were unable to keep silent about the apostasy of 
their church. How are we going to face the next 500 years. Is the Western 
world heading into another Dark Age where the things of God are forgotten or 
are we at the beginning of a new Reformation? Could that begin here? Could 
Gilbertsville, could Albany Diocese give a lead and a challenge that would 



once again transform this nation? Are we prepared to take a stand for what 
we know is true?
In 1521, Martin Luther was summoned before the Holy Roman Emperor 
Charles V at the Diet of Worms, diet here means a formal Church meeting, 
not a weight-loss plan, and Worms is a city south of Frankfurt in Germany. 
Luther went believing that he would have an opportunity to defend his ideas, 
but his accusers would only accept a total recantation. When the verdict was 
delivered and Luther was asked to renounce all that he had done and taught, 
this is what he said: Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Holy 
Scriptures or by evident reason, I consider myself convicted by the testimony 
of Holy Scripture, which is my basis; my conscience is captive to the Word of 
God. Thus I cannot and will not recant, because acting against one's 
conscience is neither safe nor sound. Here I stand; I can do no other. So help 
me God. Let all of us here today be so sure of our faith, so convinced by the 
power of God within us that we will be able to echo those words when our 
faith is tested to the extreme. Here I stand; I can do no other. So help me 
God. Amen.
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