We All Need a Shepherd
Confirmation Sunday

Psalm 23, John 10:1-10

May 15th, 2011

Dear friends in Christ, 


This morning, four of our young people are being confirmed.  These are remarkable youth who I’ve loved getting to know this past year and who add so much to the life of this congregation.  Confirmation has long been a part of the faith development process in the Lutheran church.  In Baptism, God receives us into the Christian family.  For many, this occurs as a baby, at an age too young to remember.  It’s symbolic of God’s grace, God receiving us and loving us and saving us not because of anything we do, but because God is love.  In confirmation, after a period of instruction and growth, we say yes to our Baptism, confirming our faith in God, saying for ourselves what was often said for us years earlier.


Many associate confirmation with education, learning the basics of the Christian faith from the Lutheran perspective.  And there is a strong educational piece to what we do.  Over the past two years these young people have studied the Lord’s Prayer, the Apostle’s Creed, the Sacraments, and the 10 commandments.  This year we focused entirely on the Old and New Testaments of the Bible.


At the end of the two years, I have each student write an 800 word faith paper.  Part of what I ask for them to write about is what they know about God the Father, Jesus the Son, the Holy Spirit, Baptism, communion, the Bible, faith, eternal life and prayer.  They all did this remarkably well.  

But confirmation is not only about what we learn in our heads.  In fact, I dare say, that’s not what’s most important at all.  What’s most important is the heart.  It’s coming to faith, believing in God, trusting the good news that Jesus Christ died for us, and then seeking to live in that relationship every day.   You can know lots of things about the Christian faith in your head, but if it never reaches the heart, you’ve missed the point.  


This morning’s lessons are perfect for our confirmands, and ideal for all that seek to walk by faith.  For in the lessons, the writers use the picture of God as the Good Shepherd.  As the shepherd watches over his flock, so also is God our guide and protector.  The confirmands wrote some wonderful things in their papers, so what I’m going to do today is use examples from their papers to talk about God’s guidance and protection, something we all need every day.

Of all the psalms, Psalm 23 is probably the best known and most loved.  There we read, “The Lord is my shepherd.”  As the shepherd, the Lord leads to green pastures and still waters and right pathways.  In John 10, Jesus is the Good Shepherd, who calls his sheep by name and leads them out to pasture.


In addition to asking the kids what they know about the Christian faith, I also asked them to describe their faith journey to this point.  It is remarkable how God has been at work and guided them, each in their own, unique way.


Almost 14 years ago to the day, May 18th, 1997, Amanda was Baptized right here at Our Saviour’s Lutheran.  Some of you may have been here for that morning of celebration.  She grew up in this church, and God has used her family, the Sunday school program, vacation Bible school, and youth leaders to shape her faith.

Alexis was also born in Salt Lake, but baptized at Christ Lutheran, where her mom attended.   At about the age of two, she and her mom came to Our Saviour’s.  She writes, “I loved to be involved in all things at church like Sunday school, Vacation Bible school, and the camps.  Sometimes I wish I was still in Sunday school with the little kids because it was just fun…”  


Austin was also born in Salt Lake, but Baptized at Redeemer Lutheran, where his family attended in his early years.  Austin also mentioned summer Vacation Bible school and wrote concerning the music, crafts, and games, “All of this together made for a great time, and one of my favorite experiences with God.”  Austin’s family later was guided by the Lord to Our Saviour’s.

 Derick, on the other hand, has been all over.  He was born in North Carolina and Baptized at Green Lake Bible Camp in Mn. near his grandparent’s property.   His family moved from North Carolina to Reno, NV. where he attended Good Shepherd Lutheran.  Another move took the family to Tucson, AZ., where Derick was very involved in Sunday school and Bible school at Resurrection Lutheran.  In 2008 another move brought them to Salt Lake, and he has been at Our Saviour’s since.  In all those places God has been at work guiding his life.

“The Lord is my shepherd.”  The Lord guides.  The Lord brought these kids together to this place, for this time, in a variety of ways.  The church has been important of their lives, but what’s really interesting is that in every case, there was something beyond the Sunday morning experience that led these kids to a deeper faith.  Amanda, Derick, and Alexis all wrote about their experiences at Flathead camp in Montana.   Derick described an evening worship based on the woman caught in adultery when Jesus says, “Let him who without sin cast the first stone.”  Derick writes, “The pastor handed out stones for us to hold and told us to look inwards and reflect on our own faults, then we were to lay our stones before the cross and be forgiven.  God’s power was shown that night as more than 100 people realized how much they truly needed forgiveness.  It is impossible to describe.  That was the turning point in my life that allowed me to truly believe in Christ.”
For Austin, it was the death of his grandfather that deeply affected him.  He writes of a very difficult time in his life, not knowing what, if anything, to believe about God.  He describes it as a dark time, affecting his whole life.  He came to confirmation reluctantly, to put it mildly.  But then the voice of Good Shepherd, who had been guiding all along, finally spoke to him.  Listen to Austin’s own words, as he describes this life changing experience that occurred during class just a few months ago.

“After our lesson that evening, the pastor and our leader walked around and blessed each student individually with words meant just for them.  My original idea was to panic and refuse their touch, but God said no.  I begrudgingly sat still and allowed their blessing.  I was surprised immeasurably by what I felt.  When I listened to their words and heard what they said about how God loves me and my gifts, my first reaction was a smile.  With my eyes closed in reverence, I felt the muscles of my face contort themselves in a way which had been absent since grandpa’s death.  Secondly, I felt the most amazing sensation that had ever passed through my body.  It was like an electric impulse, passing through my nerves at a gentle speed, creating a small shiver as it went.  I have no doubt that this was the Holy Spirit entering me.  I let it enter and was, for the first time in a long time, happy.  I heard God speaking, felt his divine presence, and every feeling of abandonment by Him was expelled from my body.  It was harmonious, perfect, and I was at peace, finally.”  Those are some pretty powerful words from a 13 year old, and we thank God for God’s guidance.
In the confirmation service we will offer this prayer for each student.  It begins, Father in heaven, for Jesus’ sake, stir up in this young man or woman, the gift of your holy Spirit.  Confirm his or her faith, guide his or her life, empower him or her in serving.

That’s a prayer for God’s presence and guidance for these students, but it’s also a prayer for us.  We all need a shepherd to stir up in us the gift of the Holy Spirit, confirm our faith, guide us and empower us to serve.  The Good Shepherd does that for us, even as it has done so with these four confirmands.
The other thing the Good Shepherd does, is protect.  Psalm 23 says, “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil; thy rod and thy staff- they comfort me.”  In John 10, Jesus describes himself as the gate for the sheep.  He blocks the entry to the sheepfold so that thieves and bandits and other predators cannot enter.
Confirmation is a time to confirm our faith and rejoice in God’s guiding presence.  But it’s also a time to ask for and seek God’s protection.  I have no illusions about the challenges that will lie ahead for these kids as they move forward in their faith journey.  There are all kinds of figurative bandits and thieves that will seek to rob them of their faith.  And not only them, but all that believe.  It’s a constant battle to remain faithful to the Lord and not give in to the temptations of the evil one.
I’ve always felt that it’s what happens after confirmation that really matters.  Confirmation day is one important step in the faith journey, but it’s just one step on the way.  The key to a life-long faith, I think, is to find ways to keep young people connected following confirmation and allow them to use the gifts God gives.

This is a talented group of confirmands.  Here are some ways they are willing to serve.  Amanda writes, “I love reading, arts, crafts, singing and writing books, poems, and short stories.  I also play clarinet.  I’d like to be in church dramas, and I will certainly join the adult choir.”  Alexis says, “The thing I love to do is sing.  The way I can serve God is I can help at church and help people if they need a singer.”  Austin is also musical, singing and playing cello, but he adds the following, “I find great pleasure in moderately long hikes and short nature walks.  If a church outing to the mountains was planned, I could suggest some excellent places to camp.  Once there, I could lead a group through the beauty of unspoiled creation, possibly performing a service project along the way.”  Derick is also a talented musician, a clarinetist who would be willing to help organize a youth band and learn the sound board.  In addition he writes, “Although I am terrible at drawing freehand, I see myself also as having good artistic vision.  I work well with computerized drawing software and could design posters or images for the church.”  What a talented bunch.  What gifts they bring to our church!
There will be times of fear and doubt and anxiety ahead for these kids as there is for all of us.  But the best way to make one’s way through that is to be connected in the body of Christ and use our gifts and talents to serve one another.  When we share God’s love, we also know God’s love and protection.
Included in the confirmation prayer is the following, “Give him or her patience in suffering, and bring him or her to everlasting life.”  That’s the prayer for protection.  Protect these kids when suffering comes, and don’t let them give in to anything that would take them from God.  That is our prayer as well.
The Good Shepherd guides.  The Good Shepherd protects.  On this day of confirmation , we give thanks for God’s guidance and protection in bringing these young people to this point in their  lives, and we pray God will guide, protect, and bring them to everlasting life.  And may our prayers for them, be our prayers for one another as well.  Amen
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