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Jesus used the image of shepherd and sheep a lot in his teachings. It was a very familiar and understood image of his day. Not so much today. Most of us don’t have sheep. Most of us don’t know anyone who does have sheep. We sometimes see sheep in a pasture as we drive down the road – but we don’t interact with sheep or shepherds on any regular basis. The world we live in is very different from the one Jesus lived in.

One Sunday when Fred Craddock was preaching at one of his student’s churches, he used this text – and after the service, a 10 year old boy came up to him and said: I know what you could preach on sometime. What is that asked Fred. Well, when I go out to play with my friend Jimmy, my dog comes with me. And when my mom calls me to come home, my dog doesn’t stay with Jimmy, but comes home with me.  As Fred was telling this story to a group of ministers, he then said – “Kid. That was better than my sermon No one in the congregation had a sheep – but everybody probably had a dog. “

So maybe that is a more useful image for us these days. We know how dogs are. My dog has a real passion for me. I don’t know quite how that happened, but she does. And when I come home in the afternoon, she is waiting for me. She will stop whatever else she is doing and come to see me. If I leave the house, she wants to go with me. She is loyal beyond my understanding.

That is the point Jesus is making I think. The sheep know the voice of the shepherd and follow. They trust the shepherd who cares for them. They know they are in good hands with the shepherd.

But as the world around us changes, how do we identify the shepherd, or the one who can be trusted no matter what? What does that voice sound like? 

I have been thinking about this a lot over the past year as I have had the great opportunity to teach the confirmation class – a great group of youth. And it quickly became obvious to me that helping them know this voice was more important than learning a lot about church history or all the doctrines and creeds of the past. How do they be people of faith in a world that keeps changing around them. In a world that calls them to all the newest technologies and gadgets. In a world where the church is no longer in the center of the culture? 

When I was a teenager, we did not have cable tv. We did not have portable phones. We did not have answering machines. We did not have computers, internet, or email. We did not have cell phones. Think for a moment about how these new technologies have changed our lives. We now have instant access to information, can contantly be in touch with someone – even having friends through facebook or such that we have never – and may never – meet in person. Think about how this changes us.

Last weekend, Noel was out of town on Saturday, it was Mother’s Day Weekend, and I wanted to do something special – so I went to Lowes and got the materials I needed to put up a clothesline – something she has wanted. I dug a hole in the ground with the post hole digger, cemented that pole in the ground – and I was so proud of what I had done. When she got home, she called me on the cell phone – I was out doing something – and asked why they phone at the house was not working. That’s when I realized what that wire was that I had cut through. So she called the phone company – and they promised to send a repair team in  4-5 days. Losing the phone was one thing – not a big thing really because we all have cell phones – but I hadn’t even thought about it cutting off our internet service. How would we survive for almost a week without internet? When I was growing up it wouldn’t have made such a difference. Today, it felt like a crisis. I called the phone company and asked if they could help me get out of the doghouse a little quicker – and they did. 

Our new technology has changed so much. When I was a teenager, the only way I could reach a girl I wanted to ask out was to call the home phone. That meant I might have to talk with a parent – or a brother or sister. That meant the whole family might know I had called. Today, it isn’t so. The family may not know that a youth has a girlfriend or boyfriend. No one hardly ever calls the family phone for things like that.

And with access to computers, internet, cable tv, youth can be influenced by all kinds of people and philosophies and religions across the world. Families no longer have the same amount of control about guiding a youth’s life, even though the families I know of try very hard to raise their kids well. I am just saying the game has changed. The world has changed. And I need some help getting grounded again after a week of navigating my life after getting disoriented in all the changes.

The problem is that the church is changing too. And for some of us it doesn’t feel like it used to. For some of us that is a good thing, and for others, not so good. Some of us want the church to stay the same so we have some constant to fall back on. But is that really possible? 

I have a book on my shelves entitled Everything Must Change – saying the church as we have known it cannot continue in the same way or it will simply become irrelevant and die. I think that is true. In the words of Walter Brueggemann, the only thing certain is uncertainty. I don’t really like that, but again, I think it is true. People under 40 will confirm this way of thinking. Just ask them. 

But let’s not be alarmed or afraid. When a boat filled with pilgrims was leaving the old country to come to this new land, a Congregational minister named John Robinson – late 1600’s - sent them forth with this blessing – Remember, there is still more truth and light to break forth from God’s holy word. In other words, God is still speaking. God is still living in our midst. God is still walking with us through our days. Yvette Flunders, well know African American woman pastor of Church of the Refuge in San Francisco, reminds us that the “word” is both the holy text and the gifts of Earth – our everyday experiences as human beings. God is still speaking – so the promises of God are not just found in the old texts, but in our encounters every day.  Everything has always been changing – just not as quickly as it is changing today. 

So what is the purpose of confirmation in this day and time we live in. With the church no longer at the center of the culture. When I was growing up – and even 20 years ago, every church in town had a Vacation Bible School. I noticed yesterday in the paper that in Hendersonville, 6 churches are going in together for one Vacation Bible School. We have done that here in the past as well. My mom had the opportunity to send me to 4 or 5 different Vacation Bible Schools if she had wanted to – but sending me to one, to the one at my church, was a given. No question that I and all the other children in the church would attend. 

Today we have difficulty getting children and youth to Sunday School. There is a lot of other stuff going on out there – soccer games, band competitions, debate tournaments, arts festivals. Families have such busy schedules through the week that some say – we have to have one morning a week to sleep in. Sunday is the only day. You know what I am talking about.

We also have trouble getting adults to come and participate in an educational or faith formational class. I don’t quite understand that – especially since we have such a gifted group of teachers in this church. I am guessing that some of us think we know the story already. But remember – God is still speaking. There is still more to come from God’s holy presence. How will we know who to trust, which voice to listen to, if we don’t keep ourselves actively aware and growing in faith?

What I wanted most of all during this class with the youth was to help them learn to recognize the voice of the one who calls. Those youth who have grown up in our Sunday School program knew the basic stories of our faith. They have had very good Sunday School teachers. But still, connecting the stories with our lives is a lifelong challenge. There is always more to come. 

I wanted our youth to know the voice that calls us. The voice that Abraham and Sarah heard to pack up their belongings and travel to a new land. The voice that Moses heard from a burning bush. The voice that Mary and Joseph heard in their dreams about having a child. The voice that Paul heard on the Damascus Road. The voice that many of us have heard in some way or another calling us to follow a certain path in life, to notice what is happening around us, and so forth. Have you heard this voice? Have you known  such a moment when you were called forth to live your life in a more intentional, more faithful way? Is that why you are here?

The voice will change. The voice will come to us in different ways. I am guessing in today’s world it might come by twitter, it might come by instant message – I don’t know. I trust that God will try to connect with me in a different way – I might miss it if it requires too much technology. It might come in new songs that are not like our old hymns. It might come in different styles of worship. It might come through churches that don’t look or feel much like churches have looked and felt in the past 50 years.  It might come through Bible Studies on Tuesday afternoons rather than Sunday school on Sunday morning. I don’t know.

But what I do know is that the voice continues to come and call us. Calls us to follow. Calls us to love one another. Calls us to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with each other. Calls us to be aware and awake.

The voice of God continues to speak to us today. To try new ways. To not get stuck in what we have always known. 

So what was I to teach these youth? What I wanted them to know is that God speaks to all of us, God calls out to all of us. I have tried to help them learn how to listen – which is praying. I have tried to teach them how to be thankful and grateful. I have tried to teach them to be gracious to themselves and each other when times are hard or when someone makes a mistake. I have tried to teach them to use their minds and their knowledge. I have tried to teach them to ask questions. And that means I have not taught them to believe a particular way. Being part of the church is not about all of us believing the same things. We are a people who live in the ways of Jesus, but how we do that, what that means to us, can vary greatly. 

As the world changes, I think we must go back and reflect on our sacraments – on the meanings of communion and baptism, and on the meaning of confirmation. Our parents have been asking very good questions about what all this means – and I want the whole church to grapple with those questions together. They are good questions. They are hard questions. And they are essential questions. 

Most of all, I want these youth to know they are not alone. That they are loved. That God is with them. That we are with them. It was knowing that I was loved that carried me through some of the hardest days of my life. I want them to know this deep in their hearts. 

There is more to come. More truth and light to break forth from God’s holy word. God is still speaking. Just as God spoke through the shepherd to the sheep. Our task is to know the voice. To listen for it. To remind God that we need help hearing it.  Have you heard this voice before? Do you know what it sounds like in today’s world? Maybe that is why we are here week after week together, praying, singing, listening, hoping, helping, confirming. Like Eli helped Samuel hear the voice of God calling in the night.  Sunday school teachers helping children. Friends helping friends. Strangers helping strangers. The old helping the young. Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered helping straight. Latinos and blacks helping whites. The poor helping the rich.

Can you hear it? Do you know who to follow? Are you willing to try? To try again perhaps? Because God is still speaking, there is more to come. And you and I may be the ones God is wanting to speak to. It might just be us that needs to listen. 
