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REFORMATION DAY 

Statement 

HON CHARLES SMITH (East Metropolitan) [5.37 pm]: I am not sure how I can follow on from the statement 
made by my colleague, but I will give it a go. A single event on a single day 501 years ago changed the world 
forever. That day is, as some members may be aware, Reformation Day. 

On 31 October 1517, German monk and scholar Martin Luther purportedly nailed his Ninety-five Theses to the 
door of the All Saints’ Church in the town of Wittenberg in the old Holy Roman Empire. This protest provoked 
debate over the authority and practices of the medieval Roman Catholic Church and was the catalyst for the 
formation of the Protestant strain of Christianity. The Reformation was a pivotal historical event in western history. 
It changed the course of religious, institutional and cultural history in the West forever. Protestant churches were 
based on Martin Luther’s ideas, separated from the Catholic Church, which itself would go through a period of 
reform and modernisation. From the Reformation came the Enlightenment, liberalism, a greater separation of 
church and state, new forms of government, devolving religious practice and authority, and new attitudes toward 
faith. Protestant universities and scholars led the way in the emergence of the new natural sciences in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries. Slowly, one notion that a few radical Protestants put out—that freedom of speech and 
of worship were actually good things, not just unavoidable necessities to be tolerated—became the norm. 

Protestants also asserted a right to challenge their leaders. In performing that duty, the Scottish radical John Knox 
wrote in 1558 that “all man is equal”. A generation after Knox, King James VI of England and Scotland accused 
his Protestant subjects of plotting a “democratic form of government”. All these events associated with the 
Reformation profoundly shaped the culture, social order, politics and institutions of the West. It is a real pity that 
our students in Australia are not taught more about this and other momentous events in western history. This 
historical event is yet another example of the shining light of the Christian foundations of our common law and 
democracy. The reformation of the church and the Enlightenment contributed to the advance of literacy, freedom 
of thought, conscience, belief and freedom of religion in the West. 
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