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Reformed….and Always Reforming 
 
It’s one of the ways we describe ourselves as Presbyterians: Reformed, and always reforming. 
Something that holds us together, a common identity of sorts. Except when it’s not, of course: 
when we don’t agree what “Reformed and always reforming” looks like, or how we be that, or 
how we even talk about it. How do we balance our gospel identity with our desire for gospel 
relevance? 
 
We know that tension here in this Presbytery, in some of the theological struggles and conflict 
we have experienced over the past decade, and the separation and enduring grief that caused. 
Shirley Guthrie, a well-known Presbyterian theologian, has written about this theological 
conversation in the life of the church. On one hand, Guthrie says, are “true believers,” focused 
on defending and maintaining their understanding of Christian faith and life, and of the church’s 
mission in the world, in opposition to others (both inside and outside the church) who differ 
from them. Others he names as “the pluralists,” those who seek relevance for the Christian 
faith, by standing for open and broadly inclusive understanding and practices and placing their 
faith in service of what they believe are the best values and goals for society. But in so many 
cases, Guthrie says, we find it difficult to be both, at least in community with each other. 
 
I’ve been reflecting this week on the inherent tension of our foundation—Reformed, and 
always reforming—for a couple of reasons. One is simply the context of conflict in which we 
find ourselves as a society today, seen as clearly as anywhere in the political disputes in 
Washington, described in a Thursday analysis of the first day of the impeachment hearings by 
phrases like ”dueling narratives” and “competing claims” and “divergent worlds.” There, the 
conjunction that joins the tension is “or”—as in fight or flight, without any seeming way out of 
the mess—and not the “and” that we claim in our identity (if not always live out).  
 
I’m also seeing a Reformed-reforming dynamic in some of key issues before the Presbytery this 
weekend. There’s change in the wind, to be sure, and on the agenda, whether in proposals 
from the Leadership Team around structure and spending, or in the broader meeting theme of 
Living and Breathing Renewal. We are reforming, changing, in how we understand ourselves 
and our practices. But how much reforming is too much, or too little, and how do we decide?  
 
Reformed, and always reforming, these two. To speak into our hopes and fears, our prayers and 
our commitments, our yearnings and disagreements, in ways that open rather than close the 
door to another? To turn to each other and use our conversations as the path to a hopeful and 
faithful future? To ask, What do you see? What are you experiencing in your life and church? 
What do you wish were different? 
 



I have watched those questions being asked in the work of the Presbytery this year, in 
committees and congregations by faithful leaders. We don’t always agree, to be sure. Still, I am 
encouraged by what I see as a very reformed conversation for today, and maybe one that 
points us toward Advent as well: a people asking what’s possible, not simply what’s wrong. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


