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“Always Reforming”
1 Corinthians 12:12-31; Ephesians 4:1-7, 10-16 February 12, 2017

John R. Franke: 
Over five hundred years after his birth, the name of John 

Calvin continues to evoke reaction in the life of the church, 
particularly among those who identify themselves as Presbyterian 
and/or Reformed. While Calvin is universally acknowledged 
for his historical significance in the origins and development 
of the Reformed tradition, he is viewed in vastly different ways 
when it comes to assessing his contemporary significance. For 
many, he simply represents an outmoded form of Christianity 
best consigned to the distant past. For a few, he continues to be 
viewed as the standard bearer of Reformed orthodoxy and his 
teachings are followed quite closely as the best exposition of the 
Bible and theology ever produced in the history of the church. 
The first group tends to ignore Calvin while the second follows 
him too closely. Both of these approaches miss the enduring 
significance of Calvin as a reformer.

Calvin stands at the headwaters of the Reformed tradition as 
a leading architect of the idea that the reformed church is always 
reforming according to the Word of God. This is reflective of his 
concern for the continual reformation of the faith and practice 
of the church in the context of ever-changing circumstances and 
situations. For Calvin, the life of the church is never simply about 
continuing to do what we have always done. Instead, it involves 
the ongoing assessment of our beliefs and practices in light of our 
understanding of the Word of God as it pertains to our particular 
situation. The advance of knowledge, changing circumstances, 
and new experiences require the continual reformation of the 
church.

From this perspective the process of reformation is not, 
and never can be, something completed once and for all and 
appealed to in perpetuity. In the words of the German Reformed 
theologian Jürgen Moltmann, reformation is not “a one-time act 
to which a confessionalist could appeal and upon whose events a 
traditionalist could rest.” The church is always reforming. That’s 
why we say in our constitution that the church is called to be 
a provisional demonstration of God’s will for all people. We’re 
not there yet—but we’re working on it. While we don’t arrive, 
it’s helpful to ask: where are we supposed to be headed in this 
process of continual reformation and how does it occur?

The texts we’ve read this morning point us in the right 
direction: unity, peace, and harmony in our interactions with 
others. In 1 Corinthians 12, Paul employs the metaphor of the 

body made up of many different parts functioning together 
in mutual interdependence for the common good with no 
dissension. In Ephesians 4, Paul pleads with the church to live 
a life of unity and peace. The reason for Paul’s insistence on this 
way of life is connected to his understanding of the gospel. He 
views the human condition as one of alienation from God and 
estrangement and hostility among humans. In response to this 
situation God has sent Jesus into the world to reconcile human 
beings not simply to God, but to each other and bring them to 
peace.

In Paul’s letters, a focal point of this activity is the relationship 
between Jews and Gentiles and the salvation that the gospel 
proclaims brings peace among them. In fact, Paul is more focused 
on this horizontal dimension of salvation than the vertical. The 
spirit is given to the church to empower it for participation in 
God’s mission to establish a new community that transcends the 
divisions that so easily divide and cause hostility and suspicion 
among human beings made in God’s image. In the New Testament 
this vision of new community is focused on the inclusion of 
the Gentiles in the family of God. Ephesians asserts that the 
establishment of this inclusive community is part of the salvific 
mission of God to establish peace in the world. This divine plan 
is intended to bring unity to that which is currently scattered and 
fragmented in order to restore harmony to creation.

In chapter 2 of Ephesians, Paul lays the groundwork for the 
importance of the unity in this new community called the 
church that he urges in chapter 4. Peace and unity are required 
because through Jesus Christ, the two groups, Jew and Gentile, 
have been made one and the dividing wall of hostility has been 
broken down (v.14); one new humanity has emerged in place 
of two, bringing peace to the world (v.15); both groups have 
been reconciled, putting hostility to death (v.16); both groups 
participate in the Spirit and have access to God (v.18); Jew and 
Gentile are no longer strangers and aliens to one another (v.19). 
Through Christ and the Spirit, Jews and Gentiles are members 
together in the family of God.

The good news of the gospel is peace in the world and the 
end of the violence and hostility that destroys life and leads to 
death. This is a fundamental part of the message of salvation. The 
church is called to be a sign, instrument, and foretaste of God’s 
peaceable kingdom. Hence, Paul exhorts the church “to lead a 
life worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with 
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all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one 
another in love, making every effort to maintain the unity of the 
Spirit in the bond of peace.”

Returning to the question we posed a few moments ago: 
Where are we headed in the process of continual reformation? 
Short answer: Peace and harmony—in the church and in the 
world. For the church in the context of the ancient world, it 
meant peace between Jew and Gentile. For the church in the 
context of Christian Europe, it meant peace among competing 
Christian communities. For the church at the outset of the 
third millennium, it means peace among the religions of the 
world. Apart from such religious peace, there is no hope for 
the peace God intends for the world. As mentioned earlier, the 
call to continual reformation means responding to the Word 
of God in relation to our particular circumstances. In 1517 
talk of pursuing peace among the religions of the world would 
have been unthinkable (in the sixteenth century the church 
couldn’t even manage peace between Catholics, Lutherans, 
and Calvinists with devastating consequences). In 2017 peace 
among Christians, Jews, Muslims, and Hindus (among others) 
is imperative—the future of the planet may depend on it.

If the process of continuing the reformation of the church 
leads us to pursue peace among the world’s religions, another 
question is how do we do this? How can we actually move the 
church in this new direction, particularly knowing that many 
may not view such a change favorably? I suggest we start by 
reminding ourselves exactly what, or more accurately, who the 
church is. We are the church. You and I and those around us are 
the church. And when we change, the church changes; when we 
are transformed, the church is transformed because WE ARE 
the church.

On February 25, Second Presbyterian Church is hosting 
the Kenya Carnival, an interfaith event to raise money to send 
children in Kenya to secondary school. I’ve invited two friends 
of mine, Allison Shivers and Lainey Slack to speak with you this 
morning about their experience participating in this work.

Allison Shivers:
What the Kenya carnival means to me is that I get to hang 

out with my friends and do something that changes the world. 
I have been to all of them but one. The carnival is a blast. There 
are games and activities for children of all ages. I hope to see you 
all at this next Kenya Carnival. The Kenya Carnival is basically 
one giant fun fundraiser here at Second Presbyterian Church. 
We need to raise $350 to send one children who lives in Kenya 
to post secondary school. We want to send 100 students to 
school. There are several religions that help with the carnival, 
and it reminds me that we are all children of God.

Lainey Slack:
It can be difficult to not let yourself fall into a place of self-

righteousness and carry around this idea that you’re better than 

others because of the mission trip you took to a third world 
country. But it’s easier when you open your eyes to realize that 
the people you helped have given you more than you could ever 
give them.

This past summer, for the first time, I left my family and my 
safety bubble at home to spend two weeks with thirteen people I 
barely knew in a country I had never set foot in and now, all I can 
think about is my return. Before I left, all that people would tell 
me was “Oh wow, that will be life changing” as if I didn’t know 
that, as if they were warning me about something I didn’t already 
realize. But the truth is, it wouldn’t have mattered how many 
people told me that, nothing could have prepared me for the life 
transforming journey I was about to embark on. While in Kenya 
I got to see what it really looks like to be a part of a community, 
I saw the way the people cherished each other. Amidst all the 
pain and struggle and hardship, I have never seen such beauty. 
There’s something so graceful in the way they live. Surrounded by 
earth that is untouched by skyscrapers and office buildings. It’s a 
place where children have God’s earth as it was intended, full of 
mountains and the beauty of creations. My trip to Kenya taught 
me so many things that I will carry with me forever, but I’d have 
to say that the biggest thing it did for me was give me a sense of 
perspective. We cannot control life, or what happens to us, but 
we can control how we see it, how we react to it. It’s your choice 
to decide what you are going to make out of it. Each day, since 
the moment I arrived at the airport—Africa-bound—until this 
very moment as I speak to you, has been a chance for me to grow. 
I realize now, that every day, every situation God throws at us, 
is a chance to grow and learn. Ralph Waldo Emerson said, “It is 
one of the most beautiful compensations of life that no man can 
sincerely try to help another without helping himself.” There is 
no shame in feeling good about the charitable or hospitable work 
you have done. It is not selfish; it is God’s way of allowing you to 
show his love, to do his work. I used to have dreams of being a 
travel photojournalist and capturing moments and people that 
change the world. But I left Kenya with dreams of being the one 
who changes the world. Seeing my ability to touch other kids’ 
lives and what it does for those around us, reformed me. There 
is no other way I can imagine spending my life. I left my heart 
in Chulaimbo, Kenya, in the hands of the UMOJA children. So 
now, I ask you, be a part of your church, get involved. Let yourself 
be REFORMED.

John R. Franke:
I hope all of you will participate in the Kenya Carnival this year. 

You’ll see people of different religious traditions working together 
for peace and the common good of the world, helping Kenyan 
children attend school and receive life changing education. This 
is what the Kingdom of God looks like! When we participate 
in such work, not only do we continue the reformation of the 
church, but our salvation—and that of the world—draws near.


