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I can still remember our first day of confirmation on the 3rd Sunday of September last year. I had set up the room with pieces of paper on the walls with sayings like – making good grades, being a great athlete, making a lot of money, having a lot of friends. And I asked the youth that day – what is the main thing in life?  Is it being popular? Is it having everything you want? Is it having fame and fortune?  We asked that question of every saying on the wall.

What happens when, as an athlete, we become injured and can no longer play? Or what happens when we lose our good looks and are no longer the most beautiful person in the class? What happens if we become sick or are in an accident and can no longer play the drums or the guitar? What is the main thing then?

That is where we began this journey 9 months ago. It has been a fascinating conversation – these youth are very bright and curious. There have been times when they asked a question when I would have to say – I don’t have any idea, but I will go and research it and see what I can find.  

We have talked about God and the Bible – about how people understood God in times past. We have talked about Jesus and what he taught and who he was. We have had times of prayer, have talked about current events, have talked about the relationship between science and faith. It has been a good journey.

Of course, we didn’t have all the answers. We gave a high priority to asking good questions more than having the right answers. 

I kidded with the youth at the beginning that there would be a test at the end of class – and they had to pass the test in order to be confirmed. I told them about the young man who went to college – a conservative Bible college that allowed him free tuition and room and board in exchange for him working on the farm during the summer – and to graduate, on one day in his senior year, all the seniors had to write out without notes the contents of the New Testament in order from Matthew 1 to the end of Revelation. I thought that might be a good final test – until I realized that the rest of us in the congregation would fail it miserably. But it is something perhaps that we can aspire to – we’ll work on it.

And I reminded them that in some traditions – perhaps one you grew up in – it was required of the confirmands that they stand in front of the congregation – or the deacons – and answer particular questions with particular answers. Answers that had to be memorized throughout the year. But we do not require that. Again, I don’t think it fair that we would ask of them what we ourselves could not do.

But I would, on occasion, give them a pop quiz.  How many books are in the Bible? How many in the New Testament? How many in the Old Testament?  What do you call the books that tell the story of Jesus life and ministry?  Where in the Bible would I find the story of Moses, the story of Daniel and the lions den, the story of Paul on the Damascus Road.  

We talked a lot about Jesus – and we talked about how Jesus was always calling people to love each other, to offer compassion and care. How Jesus called on people to not just follow along with the crowd, but to live as if their lives really mattered. And we wondered why Jesus talked about these things so much – and if Jesus way of thinking would still work in our world today. Is it really possible to love someone who has done you a terrible wrong? Is it possible to love your enemy? It seems hard enough to just love someone that we already love.

And so, I have chosen for our text today the story of the greatest commandment – found in all four of the gospels in some form or other. The way Matthew tells the story, it is as if the religious leaders were giving Jesus a final exam. And while it was common in that day and in that tradition for the religious leaders to enjoy a good debate, the purpose of this exam was not done in that spirit. The intent was to trap Jesus – to have him say something that would be scandalous and get him into big trouble. They were looking for a way to get rid of him.

Jesus had already outwitted the Sadduccees. Now the Pharisees put before Jesus their best Torah scholar. And they know they got Jesus boxed in. Because the question this scholar asked is – what is the greatest commandment.  That’s a tough question. In fact, one might say an impossible question. For there were 613 commandments that Moses had come up with – so how could one choose just one commandment as the greatest. The scholar was ready to pounce with a follow up question as soon as Jesus gave an answer.

Jesus replies by saying – You shall love God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.  This is a quote from Deuteronomy. And then he says – this time quoting from Leviticus -  and a second is like the first – you shall love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.

Jesus once again managed to outwit the Torah scholar with his answer – giving no room for a comeback question. For in his answer he first of all shows himself to be orthodox – that is, his answer is directly from the heart of Jewish tradition. A devout Jew would say this phrase several times every day. Loving God was at the very core of Jewish faith.

But by adding the second commandment – loving neighbor as self – Jesus reminds the scholar – and all who were listening – that the question asked was based on an understanding of rules – and that good theology is never based on rules. Living a good and faithful life is not about following all the rules and regulations that have been set down before us. No, Jesus says – look at what all the commandments come from. It is from a heart of love. The whole law is about love – not about figuring out how to not break a rule. To love God with heart, mind, and soul – and neighbor as self – this is who we are and what all our commandments come from. This is the greatest commandment. This is the main thing.

If you remember nothing else from our nine months in confirmation, I hope you will remember this. Jesus taught us that God is love, and that our main thing in life is to strive every day to grow in love. To strive to love the one who seems unlovable, for this is what God does. To love the one who just irritates the fool out of you. And remember, loving does not mean we have to like what the other person does. To love those who are poor – and those who are rich. Those who are young and those who are old. To love also means we must work at forgiveness – not to walk around with a grudge or a chip on our shoulder for something that someone has done to us. 

This is the heart and soul of our faith. And it is not easy. We cannot simply say – God is love – God loves you and I love you – and that is it. No, those are just words. The main thing is to love from the deepest place in your heart. To love because in loving we help to create the world we most want to live in. A world that God has imagined for us.

So, confirmation today comes to an end. But the task of loving begins every day again. That is what I hope you walk away with. That is what I hope you will remember when someone asks you about confirmation 20 years from now. That we talked about love. That we tried to understand why Jesus talked about love so much. And I hope you will also say – and I have tried every day of my life since confirmation to live into this main thing – loving God and loving neighbor.

I will miss teaching you. I will miss hearing about your week. I will miss the joy of hearing your questions and knowing what you are curious about. What a delight this year has been. Thank you for allowing me room in your lives to share these time with you. I too am left with the reminder that it’s love that I must work on, that this is the main thing that will never end. 

So here is the final exam. One last quiz – what is the main thing?  What is it that matters most of all? If you know this, if you practice this everyday, you will be faithful in your living and you will find peace. So may it be. Amen.


