
Bayer looks at Luther’s legacy

Reformer 
brings nations 
TOGETHER

THE PUBLIC LECTURE

LCA International Mission sponsored guests from partner churches in the Asia-Pacific 
region to attend the Martin Luther@500 conference in Melbourne from 28 June to 3 July.
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‘Luther’s work is full of promise … 
[providing] an orientation for us today. 
But the promise of his work has not 
yet reached its fulfilment. Either we 
have not realised it, or we have lost it 
and need to recover it. In this sense, 
Luther is still ahead’. 

These are the words of respected 
German Lutheran theologian Oswald 
Bayer, who delivered the public 
lecture for the Martin Luther@500 
conference, Luther ahead: from 
promise to fulfilment. Professor Bayer's 
four decades of intensive study on the 
reformer and his theology offer fresh 
insights that introduce Luther in a new 
and vibrant way. 

Dr Bayer presents a Luther who 
reveals a deep theology of word and 
promise that spans the ages, from the 
16th century to our time. He invites 
us to share in the richness of Luther’s 
legacy and highlights the relevance of 
Luther’s writings to contemporary life. 

Significantly, Luther is presented as 
a learner among learners: the pastor 
who is a fellow learner communicating 
and connecting with his Christian 
community. Luther is always ready 
to facilitate a conversation with us, 
meet us in today’s world, and help us 

tackle the challenges we face. Luther 
is ‘a strategist who takes the initiative, 
makes plans, lives a fully engaged 
life, and uses to advantage the 
opportunities that present themselves’. 
Threaded throughout Professor 
Bayer’s paper is the centrality of the 
Holy Spirit’s work in us. He quotes 
Luther’s declaration of faith as ‘a lively, 
risk-taking confidence in God’s grace’, 
enabling a freedom that ‘establishes  
a new access to the world’. 

In Bayer’s words, ‘Faith is the courage 
to expect the rescue of all things … 
[and] in the promise of this courage, 
the God who frees us reveals himself 
to us as the crucified and risen 
Lord, who lives and reigns forever’. 
This is God’s promise; and belief in 
this promise creates a new situation 
between God and the believer. 

A number of Oswald Bayer’s  
books and articles have now been 
translated into English. For me – and 
others, no doubt – the Luther ahead 
lecture was a memorable introduction 
to a remarkable scholar and 
inspirational theologian.  

Dr Eleanor Long is a retired academic 
and CEO. She is a member of St Johns, 
Southgate (Melbourne).
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Scholars, theologians, bishops, church 
leaders, clergy and lay people from 
14 countries gathered in Melbourne 
recently, united by an interest in Martin 
Luther. 

Hosted by the Australian Lutheran 
Institute for Theology and Ethics, under 
the umbrella of Australian Lutheran 
College, the Martin Luther@500 
conference attracted 180 people to the 
Catholic Leadership Centre across five 
days from 28 June. It is one of several 
such events scheduled internationally 
in the lead-up to the 500th anniversary 
of the Reformation in 2017 and is the 
main theological conference of its 
nature in the Southern Hemisphere. 

Exploring the way Luther’s theology is 
received today and its significance for 
Christianity in the future, the conference 
included worship, lectures, small-group 
discussion and debate, and music. 

Participants came from Russia, 
Sweden, Finland, India, Fiji, Germany, 
the US, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Thailand, Singapore, PNG, Australia 
and New Zealand. There were also 
representatives of denominations 
including Catholic, Anglican, Uniting, 
Presbyterian, Baptist, Churches 
of Christ, and Australian Christian 
Churches. 

Approximately 200 people attended the 
public lecture by German theologian 
Oswald Bayer (see story this page), 
while keynote speakers included 
Catholic scholar Dr Franz Posset. 

500 years on, what would Luther say? 
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