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I.

Each year on Pentecost Sunday, we confirm our 8th graders. It’s a wonderful day for our kids, their parents and family. It’s a wonderful day for our church school and congregation, as we celebrate each child’s growth in faith as our kids have studied and applied themselves over the years.   

In the act of the faith community teaching and learning, something foundational is communicated.  Something life-giving transacted.  

When a child is baptized, we commit to welcome each child, encourage and pray for each child, love, nurture and teach each child the love of God in Jesus Christ.  We commit to become each child’s Christian family, so that all of us may grow into the fullness of Christ.

Then a whole host of people go to work.  Pastors preach, elders eld, deacons deak, trustees entrust, choir members sing, teachers teach, members pray, hosts serve, people give:  united as one in ministry.  We all grow to know the children, sharing the real truths of our lives, the words and songs and stories that have formed us;  the experiences that have been turned into encounters, the encounters that have been transformed into life-changing realities that shape us as God’s people.  And through this symbolic laying on of hands, slowly a disciple is formed and comes of age.  






II.

What we celebrate is each child’s individuality; a formation for the beginning of each child’s unique faith journey. 

Confirmation is not an “easy” process.  In confirmation, our youth learn about creation and the psalms and the Holy Trinity;  Jesus’ death and resurrection and Pentecost.  They learn about the time lines of the Bible and its history. They learn about worship and being church and our mission as a congregation.  They go to summer camp and youth retreats and participate in lock-ins and service to the community.  They question what they believe, and articulate their faith as it seems true to them.  They cast what they have heard from us and seen in us, into their own frame of reference.  They look deep within to say what is real, and what makes sense to them.

Because people like Sharon Schumann and Joyce Oatman work with them, someone walks with them along life’s journey, they have Christian friends leading, guiding, interpreting God’s love to them, they have a profound experience .

It’s not an end, but a beginning;  not a conclusion to their faith journey, but a departure point.






III.

This is no more true than in the story of the call of Samuel.

Because Samuel had been a miracle child, his mother Hannah dedicated him to serve in the house of God at Shiloh.  At a tender age, she gave him up to full-time temple service as an altar boy or assistant.  Morning, noon and night, he had duties in the temple, serving alongside the priest Eli.  He learned about the God of Israel, and absorbed the ways of holiness, purity and devotion.  Samuel grew up in the presence of the LORD.

But our text says that still, up to that point, Samuel had not yet experienced the LORD.

But then one night he heard a voice;  a voice which called him by name.

He went to the priest Eli to confirm the voice and interpret the voice, so he could understand what the voice was saying.

Thankfully Eli had the presence of mind to wake up each time, rise from his sleep, open his eyes and care for the boy Samuel, instructing him in the oft-mysterious ways of God.

When Samuel came  back to him for a second time, then a third time, Eli knew.  It was God.  He told him to say to Yahweh “speak for your servant hears.”






IV.

What Samuel began with was schooling in religion.  What Samuel ended with was relationship with God.  Sometimes, as youth and adults, we mistake religion as the be-all and end-all of existence;  and church membership as the end of the journey.  That’s when we miss what the religious enterprise is all about.  Sometimes we mistake human voices for God’s voice.  Then religion becomes about rules, right and wrong behaviors, religion becomes about control. 

But if we let God speak to us--  at age 14 or age 44 or age 84--and other humans around us rightly help us interpret God’s speaking--  then what ensues is a relationship where God calls us, God speaks to us;  God communicates with us. 

We go beyond religion as rules of right and wrong, good and bad behaviors, to a relationship of grace, mercy and peace, because we understand God is a God who desires a relationship and wants intimacy with us.  God speaks to us so that we might listen, and hear.  Then God listens to us that we might speak, and learn.  Our ears tingle, our hearts expand, our minds know, our passions burn, our bodies strain to love God..

God spoke to Samuel that night.  Through that relationship, Samuel went on to become a great prophet and teacher known throughout all Israel “who never let any of the words of God fall to the ground.”

As long as there is someone there to help kids listen and understand the voice of God, the church is in good hands.  As long as there are faithful Christians around to help kids listen and respond, the church’s future is secure.  God will keep calling children and youth to serve God.






V.

This morning, as we celebrate the growth in understanding and commitment in one young man’s faith journey, we celebrate that God speaks to each one of us;  God chooses us, and calls us particularly and personally, again and again.  Not only our eighth graders, but every single member of the church should ask themselves on a regular basis:  “Do I hear God’s voice in my life?  How am I responding?  What do I believe, and how am I living out my faith in my life?”

Baptism and confirmation are the beginnings of a life-long journey of faith and service, a journey that invites us again and again to confirm who we are, truly is who God calls us to be.  Amen.

