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The commemoration of the 500th anniversary of the Protestant Reformation 
has gone down in history as one of the most important achievements in the 
ecumenical movement and in the life of the Church at large. A question that 
remains fundamental up till our very day is the following: “Does Martin 
Luther’s lived theology have anything to say to us today?” 

For this reason, academics and ecumenists from a number of distinguished 
European Universities including the University of Malta came together to 
interpret anew the theological gifts received through the Lutheran Reformation 
in their appropriate historical and ecclesial context. 

The conference proceedings are divided into three parts: the exploration of 
the historical context, the major theological issues within that context, and an 
appraisal of the spirit of the reformation today.

This endeavour revealed significant insights: a commitment to narrate 
the story in a different way, a celebration of the return to the sources of the 
Christian faith that has actually produced a process of regeneration of the faith 
both for Lutherans and for Catholics, and a mutual recognition that ought 
never be underestimated.

Whatever its impact on history, the Reformation remains meaningful, first 
and foremost as a spiritual event focusing on the relationship of the self with 
God, as an opportunity to bring out the riches in both traditions, and as a 
reminder that dialogue opens up fresh avenues of thought.
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“It is always a good thing when Catholic 
theologians take Martin Luther seriously. 
He had many flaws, but being religiously, 
theologically, and culturally irrelevant 
is not one of them. As a theologian who 
embraces Luther’s key insights, I was 
heartened to see this book.”

Miroslav Volf
Henry B. Wright Professor of Theology  

Yale University
Founder and Director of the Yale Center  

for Faith & Culture

“This book definitely deserves its place 
among the many efforts done in ecclesial 
and academic settings throughout 
the world to commemorate the fifth 
centenary of the start of the Reformation. 
Organizing this conference in Malta, the 
place where the first agreed statement 
of the international dialogue between 
Lutherans and Catholics on ‘The Gospel 
and the Church’ saw the light in 1971, 
gave the conference an ecumenical 
touch. Hence this volume not only 
contributes to a better understanding of 
Luther’s personality and aspects of his 
theology, but it is also a plea to pursue the 
Lutheran-Catholic dialogue today.”

Peter De Mey
Professor of Ecclesiology and Ecumenism
Faculty of Theology and Religious Studies  

KU Leuven

“This volume gathers the perspectives on 
the Reformation of scholars in theology 
and in history from different European 
countries and with different confessional 
backgrounds, mainly Protestant and 
Catholic. It is a contribution that 
promotes international research on 
Martin Luther. At the same time it is an 
impressive testimony how such research 
is being done today in an ecumenical 
spirit and by the different churches 
together.”

Dagmar Heller
Director, Institute for Ecumenical Studies 

and Research, Bensheim

“Does Martin Luther’s lived theology 
have anything to say to us today? Berry’s 
volume The Spirit of the Reformation 
features a fascinating collection of 
academic and ecumenical voices 
discussing the Wittenberg Reformation 
from today’s perspective. Re-evaluating 
its history, discussing the lessons learnt 
and proposing reconciled diversities as 
an ecumenical option make this work 
inspirational and definitely a must 
read for ecumenists, historians and 
theologians.”

Wojciech Szczerba
Evangelical School of Theology, Wroclaw

JOHN ANTHONY BERRY is Associate Professor of Fundamental and 
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degree in Theology from the Pontifical Gregorian University in Rome 
with Summa cum laude. His recent publications are Yves Congar’s Vision 
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Concluding Reflections

George Grima

After listening to the conference papers, with some discussion in 
between, there is place only for some general remarks. A rather 
obvious remark is that whatever reflections we may share with each 
other at the close of any conference, especially a conference like the one 
we have just had, can never be final. Our reflections and discussions 
can perhaps be best understood as a small part of our individual and 
collective effort to understand afresh the significance of an event that 
marked so deeply not only the history of Christianity but also so many 
cultural, economic, political and other social aspects of our life in the 
past 500 years.

The programme of this conference has focused on the context 
of the Reformation, the theological issues it raised and its spirit or 
continuing relevance for today. I wish to make a very brief remark on 
these three objectives that have been set for this conference.

There is, first of all, the context. How the Reformation fits within 
the big historical changes, especially within the political sphere at the 
time, is a matter of debate. It may not have brought about those changes 
by itself alone, but it could well have acted as a catalyst. Whatever its 
impact on history, the Reformation is meaningful, first and foremost, 



as a spiritual event focusing on the relationship of the self with God 
at every moment of his or her life and, particularly, at the moment of 
death. It is precisely faith as trust in a merciful God that Martin Luther 
sought to bring back to the centre of Christian life.

‘Meaning’ is shaped and sometimes distorted, depending on the 
mode we try to seek it. It is natural to try to defend yourself in the 
presence of a situation that you perceive as a threat to what you believe 
in perhaps so strongly. The outcome of this mode of seeking has been 
the Counter-Reformation that drew the line between Catholic doctrine 
and Lutheran teaching or orthodox and heretical belief. The Report of 
the Lutheran–Catholic Common Commemoration of the Reformation 
this year reflects the journey that we have made in the course of 
the last 500 years. We started from ‘conflict’ and are slowly moving 
toward ‘communion.’

This conference has an important significance for the history 
of ecumenism here in Malta. In fact, Malta has been the venue for a 
meeting in February 1971 at which the Joint Lutheran-Roman Catholic 
Study Commission on “The Gospel and the Church” finalised its report 
on the progress made in the previous five years in clarifying further 
the theological questions and improving relationships between the 
Lutheran churches and the Roman Catholic Church. As far as I know, 
Malta’s contribution to this important milestone in the history of 
ecumenism was simply that it provided a venue for the meeting and, I 
would assume, a hospitable environment. I am sure that what we have 
not done in 1971 we have been trying to do, at least partially, yesterday 
evening and today. We too placed on the table some of the traditionally 
disputed theological issues between Catholic and Lutherans and 
considered how we can move forward in better understandig ourselves 
and each other.
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This brings me to my second remark, namely, the particular 
theological issues we brought up for consideration and discussion. We 
have actually touched on some of the core theological issues between 
Catholics and Lutherans. We have tried to recover aspects of the 
Christian tradition that need to be seen as ‘both and’ rather than ‘either 
or’: justified by faith and called to be God’s humble servants; sinners 
and yet men and women created in the image of God; salvation as a gift 
offered by a gracious God to everyone and salvation that we can only 
deserve by letting God help us not to reject it; baptism as the sacrament 
of initiation in the Church and as a vocation to contribute to its ongoing 
reformation; the hierarchical priesthood and the priesthood of the laity. 
As we have seen, in trying to do justice to both sides implied in each 
one of these theological issues, while taking into account the particular 
convictions of the Lutheran churches and the Catholic Church, we 
have been seeking to bring out the riches in both traditions.

The last section has been rightly devoted to the spirit of the 
reformation today. The Reformation was a historical event that initiated 
a tradition which embodies more than an ongoing argument. It can 
be fully understood, if Luther is seen as a figure, surely a prominent 
one, among so many other figures that worked for the reform of 
Christian practices and Church institutions. One of the ways in which 
the spirit of the Reformation can be kept alive is to present Luther in 
dialogue with contemporary theologians and spiritual writers who 
have themselves sought to open up fresh avenues of thought. And in 
view of the contemporary ecological concerns, it is certainly important 
to try to uncover how differences in belief of Lutherans and Catholics 
about the destiny of the world can strengthen our common response 
to a world that is crying for justice and salvation. I have been on the 
receiving end at this conference.

Let me just say that I am thankful to what I have received from the 
speakers and the other participants.

227

C o n C L u d I n g  R e f L e C T I o n S 


