In the summer between my freshman and sophomore years of college, I enrolled in an introductory philosophy course.  The class lasted for five weeks, and during that time, I had the opportunity to reflect upon some of the most fundamental questions of life, such as:  What is knowledge?  Is there a God?  And what is the meaning of human existence?—to name just a few.  The professor of the course was an outstanding teacher.  He loved rigorous philosophical debates, and he had a real talent for making difficult concepts intelligible.  Indeed, a couple of us in the class used to call him “Socrates” because of his great talents as a teacher.  He was truly an inspiration to us and we greatly valued his intellectual judgments.  

  Near the end of the course, I had a fateful meeting with him in his office.  The purpose of our meeting was to discuss my final paper for the class, but once we had gone over it, we entered into a discussion about other issues.  Eventually, he asked me, “So, what is your major?”  I told him that I was going to major in religious studies.  When he heard my response, he paused for a moment, and then leaning forward, he said with a look of disbelief, “But you don’t believe in God, do you?”  At the time, I felt embarrassed by his question, and I had no idea how to answer it.  I eventually found a way to dodge his question, and after a few minutes of idle banter, our conversation ended and I went home.

In the months following this event, the professor’s question stayed with me.  I was haunted by what he had said and the way he had said it.  It was clear to me that he had little respect for religious belief, that he considered it to be a vestige from the childhood of humanity, and I wondered why he thought that way.  This was a professor I admired.  I genuinely valued his intellectual conclusions, so his opinion was not something that I could easily dismiss.  For this reason, I began to think long and hard about whether or not it was reasonable to believe in a loving God who is both the source of all that is and who wishes to have a relationship with humanity.  As I thought deeply about this issue, I began to see that I was, in essence, facing the following dilemma:  I could either believe that reality has a transcendent meaning or purpose, or I could believe that it doesn’t.  Although I recognized that I would never know for sure which option was correct, I knew that I could not remain agnostic.  I had to choose because I recognized that my choice would have real implications for how I lived my life.  If I accepted the reality of a loving and gracious God, I would think and act in radically different ways than I would if I did not accept such a reality or if I remained agnostic on the issue.  Needless to say, I chose to accept the reality of a loving and gracious God, and in doing so, I reaffirmed the faith that I had received as a child.  

Since early October, I have been preparing 14 teenagers for confirmation, and if all goes well, they will be confirmed today at the 10:30 service.  Over the last few months, I have consistently reminded these teenagers that confirmation is an adult commitment to Christianity.  I have told them that as they prepare for confirmation, they are being asked to face the same dilemma that I wrestled with in college.   That is, to decide, after much reflection, whether or not they believe in the existence of a loving, gracious God with whom they can have a relationship.  Of course, there are many other principles that they must accept to be an adult Christian, such as the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ.  But before accepting this teaching or others, they must first chose to believe that there is a loving, transcendent being that is the source of all life and the goal of all human striving.  Throughout the confirmation class, I have also emphasized that the confirmands must make this choice themselves.  That is what an adult commitment means.  They can not let their family members or friends decide for them.  They must take the leap of faith on their own.  And happily, all 14 of them have chosen to take that leap.

Although the confirmands have chosen for themselves to make adult commitments to Christianity, I have reminded them that their spiritual lives are not lived alone.  As they strive to strengthen their faith in God and live into the demands of Christian discipleship, they will have the support of you all, their brothers and sisters in Christ.  And so, I want to conclude by pointing to three challenges that I believe most of them will face as they live out their Christian lives in contemporary American society, and I hope as they face these obstacles, you will be there to help and support them.  

 First, many of them will face intellectual challenges to their faith.  They will encounter folks, perhaps friends or teachers, who will argue against the claims of Christianity, and as a result, they will have dark nights of the soul.  They will have moments when they question the tenets of Christianity.  I want you to tell them that doubt is ok.  That it is a normal part of genuinely putting one’s whole trust in God and His promises.  Encourage them to ask questions, but help them avoid crippling doubt—the kind of doubt that leads to despair. 

Second, in our culture today, one often hears how important the acquisition of material goods is.  The culture tells us that if we buy all the latest electronic devices, big homes, and other material pleasures, we will find fulfillment in our lives.  The Gospel teaches us to resist this hollow message, but as 21st century Americans, it is often hard to do.  As the confirmands struggle with the temptation of materialism in their lives, I ask that you guide them in your words and deeds towards a life lived in accordance with God’s will, not the will of the culture.  Help them see that true fulfillment can only be found in the loving embrace of God.

Finally, as the confirmands go through life, they will be tempted by the allure of status—the desire to be seen as socially superior to others.  This temptation has been with us for all of human history, but its power is very strong in our own culture, and it is something that all the confirmands will struggle with as they go through their lives.  All of them will be tempted to seek their own glory, rather the glory of God.  As their Christian brothers and sisters, you are called to support them as they try to live counter-culturally, as they struggle to remember that they are here to build God’s Kingdom, not their own. 


Friends, as the confirmands face these three challenges in their lives, I hope that you will be there to support them, for the church is one body and all of its members are called to care for one another.  AMEN.  
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