Gods’ peace with you!

Reading the sermon text together gets the text back to where it belongs to: Into the hands of the people. So let us read together from the bulletin the story of Pentecost. Afterwards everybody is again invited to speak out loud the sentence, phrase or word, which has become important to u. Let us read from the Acts of Apostles. Chapter 2, the verses 1-21:
The Coming of the Holy Spirit

2When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. 2And suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting. 3Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them. 4All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability. 

5 Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. 6And at this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in the native language of each. 7Amazed and astonished, they asked, ‘Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? 8And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language? 9Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, 10Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, 11Cretans and Arabs—in our own languages we hear them speaking about God’s deeds of power.’ 12All were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, ‘What does this mean?’ 13But others sneered and said, ‘They are filled with new wine.’ 

Peter Addresses the Crowd

14 But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed them: ‘Men of Judea and all who live in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and listen to what I say. 15Indeed, these are not drunk, as you suppose, for it is only nine o’clock in the morning. 16No, this is what was spoken through the prophet Joel: 
17“In the last days it will be, God declares,
that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh,
   and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,
and your young men shall see visions,
   and your old men shall dream dreams. 
18Even upon my slaves, both men and women,
   in those days I will pour out my Spirit;
     and they shall prophesy. 
19And I will show portents in the heaven above
   and signs on the earth below,
     blood, and fire, and smoky mist. 
20The sun shall be turned to darkness
   and the moon to blood,
     before the coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day. 
21Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.” 

AMEN.

Since when do u think Confirmation is done in protestant churches? 
The first time that a protestant confirmation was required was 1539 in Ziegenhain, a small village north of Frankfurt in Hesse, Germany. – I apologize that it was us again…--- It was the reformer Martin Bucer, who called for it. Martin Luther was against it. Luther argued baptism would be enough. He represented the radical opposition to the Catholic Church, which had developed especially during the Middle Ages a confirmation as sacrament. A sacrament means that Gods invisible presence becomes real in a visible rite. As this rite was usually done by the bishop, confirmation was for the reformers to close to church and its humanity. This is the reason why we protestants still know only 2 sacraments – baptism and communion. But there were certainly also positive aspects of confirmation; people, especially young people, were called to deal with their faith, their doubts, their identity. And, certainly the educational aspect: they should learn something. So Martin Bucer, who served in Strassbourg, developed 6 key points for confirmation as a compromise; while the child baptism should remain confirmation would be 1) remembrance of baptism, 2) examination of the Christian teaching 3) avowal of the confirmands, 4) laying on hands, 5) prayer and 6) allowance of communion. 

Ben, Graham, Isaiah, Lucas, Maya and Mia - latest at this last point you realize that things have changed – you have been invited by this church to communion from the beginning.  That u learned something u demonstrated impressive last week by leading us in worship. And let me say this very clear: I remember very well, how we started 2 weeks ago at the closing retreat working on it in the morning by explaining once more the individual elements of the worship – and at the last run through on this day @ 11.30 in the night you owned it. Last week we saw you not only performing, but also being absolute present, being there. Your worship last week was the last proof that u r from my side ready for confirmation.
Traditionally the church celebrates confirmation on Pentecost. This tells us already a lot about both – Pentecost as well as confirmation. 

Pentecost is greek and means “The 50th day. Pentecost is the 50th day after Easter, after Jesus resurrection from death and Jesus victory over death. Pentecost is historically and symbolically related to the Jewish harvest festival of Shavuot, which commemorates God giving the Ten Commandments at Mount Sinai fifty days after the Exodus. You see what happened: We took over this Jewish date, but we commemorate the descent of the Holy Spirit upon the followers of Jesus. For this reason, Pentecost is also the "Birthday of the Church". 
And this is now exactly the reason why we celebrate confirmation traditionally on Pentecost:  Because 50 days after Jesus death the Holy Spirit sends now US out to fulfil the mission Jesus died for. It is like a relay – the torch gets handed over to people, who are willing to commit themselves to Jesus message.   
The text we read today as sermon text together exposes the nature of Jesus message, the nature of the Holy Spirit, the nature of baptism and confirmation, the nature of our faith in general. … The nature of all is: “To understand each other,” It is about understanding. Who ever wants to understand another person has to talk with this person. Who ever wants to talk to somebody needs to bridge distance, needs to overcome fear and hesitation, because each encounter can have the power to change us. Who ever talks to somebody will not kill the other one. As long as we talk the weapons are silent. As long as we try to understand the language of the other we are in a good relationship to each other. Disinterest is the death of all relationship. If this happens between nations as a result of this speechlessness often enough another language takes over: The language of weapons. And this language brings death and harm. How many killings our neighbourhoods have seen alone in the last weeks?  To be a Christian means to be open for the Holy Spirit, to be open to get led into encounter, to be open to learn other languages, to be open to understand and learn more from another person – even this is difficult. 

Five of you decided NOT to get confirmed today, but affirmed. I need to confess that I was shocked in the moment I heard about your decision two weeks ago @ our closing confirmation retreat in Delaware. I had the feeling that I had failed. But then we started talking. Do u remember this Sunday morning? It was one of the best discussions I do remember – and I got very proud about you. You developed the differentiation between confirmation and affirmation. You had understood that confirmation would be the confirmation of your baptism. 5 out of you 6 expressed the wish to get more time for your search. Search for faith, search for identity. I don’t know many other teenagers, who would have had the courage and the maturity to speak up. How much easier is it often for us, just to say nothing, just to do what we get told to do and to keep our freedom only in our thoughts? It makes me proud as your decision is also a feedback for us, your teachers, Meg, Eda and me. But also a wonderful feedback to your families and this church. Because only in an environment of trust, respect and real partnership this decision was able to get expressed in the way you did it. 

So let me now talk to u Nancy, to u Dwan, to u Meg and to whom ever, who had feelings of failing. You had tears in your eyes last week, Meg. Don’t cry, be proud! The first message of our text today goes to our selves – to understand and to respect, to learn the language of these 6 young people. Sometimes it is hard to accept a decision of somebody we love where we would have decided different. Lucas, do u remember how early you brought the word “acceptance” into our class? Do u all remember that pretty much from the beginning you all summarized Christianity as “freedom” and “acceptance”. Especially as former catholic I don’t know many people who would have chosen “freedom” and “acceptance” as core attributes for Christianity. Your summation let me hope and proofs, that your parents and this church did a pretty good job in educating you the Christian path. 
Your decision to keep the confirmation to your baptism at this time still open, but to ask to affirm your faith journey so far and for the future educates us as church: A serious confirmation class process cannot be squeezed into 12 sessions within 3 short months. Especially not, when then in the end even not all of these few agreed sessions get attended. A journey, which invites young people to find faith identity, personality and emotional character needs time and space. There is a reason why in my home country a confirmation class lasts between 9 to 24 months – and that there is no misunderstanding: with weekly meetings of 60-90 minutes.  Being aware that church doesn’t have anymore top priority in our society – I fight for it, having u 6 in mind. Because I deeply believe that only with the slogan “church first” we can meet and fulfil our faith. By turning around our name “First Church” to ‘church first” we have our confession and battle cry. Not because of church itself; church ahs no end in it self. Church has been for me always a space of freedom and self-development and –fulfilment.  Randy told me once about this bumper sticker he saw once – it seems that he always see interesting bumper stickers… this one said. “Safety third”. Why third? Don’t we usually say “Safety first”? And Randy told me how he discussed once with friends what they whish for their kids. And they said: First love, then adventure and then safety as third. You 6 will receive later in this worship all this bumper sticker “safety third” – to remind u always that there are more important things in your life. 
Compare the organizations u know, your sports clubs, your theatre groups, your conservatory. Ask yourself: Which other organization gives you the space to ask the last questions? Whenever you ask for the sense and meaning of your life you ask theologically. Which other organization do u know and u belong to challenges u to ask question of life and death over and over again? Where is the space, where u can be open for questions like “Who am I?”, “Who do I want to be?”, “What is my call on earth in this, my life?”, “Which relationships are good for me, which are not?” Which values do I want to follow, which friends do I need to follow these values?” And: What do I do, when I have to realize that I am in trouble??
Do u remember that we talked in the van back from Delaware about drugs?  Do u remember that we agreed how important it is to have the right friends? I hope that u can add also trustful relationships to family and church. When immature buddies call for coma drinking I hope that u can flee the group pressure. On the other side – I hope that you get on one point once so drunk that u feel so really sick afterwards. Egad, I don’t want to switch with u anymore– What a stress to figure out all these boundaries and connected with this: to figure out for which purpose on earth God has called us. I remember how difficult it was for me and how long it took. Take your time. You are still teenagers. You don’t need to experience everything in these early days. Safe some experiences for later. The twenties are much more fun. 
You, Isaiah, you have received already a call. As proud I am for the other 5 and their honesty to need some more laps of swimming – I am proud that u will confirm today your baptism and will become by yourself a member this church family. You are the son of a preacher and somehow I have the feeling that on point I will share this pulpit not only with your dad, but also with u. And I will be proud that u had been in my confirmation class.
I need good people on my side. I need mature young people like u to do my ministry. This church needs u. 
And I will tell u why! When u look back into the text we read together u find in the second part the verses 17 and 18. Here Peter quotes the prophet Joel. (17) “In the last days it will be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy [-ei], and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams. 
(18) Even upon my slaves, both men and women, in those days I will pour out my Spirit; and they shall prophesy [-ei].”
Two messages are hiding in these two verses – both call us to be a prophetic church according to 2 aspects: 

Verse 17: The young people shall see visions and shall get the old men to dream their dreams again. The young generation is called to help the older generations to discover the old dreams again they dreamed once as young people. The prophet Joel calls for intergenerational listening, encouraging, and jointly prophetic acting. By the way, congregation: Did u realize that our 6 young people last week included the children in their sermon as well the whole congregation? They reached out to you. Let us give them today our answer by affirming and confirming them…
Verse 18 is social prophetic – the Holy Spirit shall be poured out also upon the slaves. The Holy Spirit doesn’t know anything about the dependencies our relationships are often are build on – rich and poor, employer and employee. The Holy Spirit doesn’t care about social differences. Social differences don’t have meaning for a prophetic faith community. And further on: The Holy Spirit doesn’t care about the gender. Please have in mind: Still 1915 the House of Representatives rejected a proposal to give women the right to vote – so patriarchal has been our society until not too long time ago.  But 2300 or even 2800 years ago the prophet Joel sees already the Holy Spirit poured out over men AND women. 

A Pentecostal church is always a prophetic church. And now Isaiah:  Are u aware that the top 1% of the population in our country has more financial wealth than the bottom 95% together? U will join today a prophetic church. I congratulate u! Do u know any other organization, which has such a broad, literally “catholic” approach? If a non-faith person is interested in eco-justice he or she can join Greenpeace. If a non-faith person is interested in social justice he or she can join an organization active for example in affordable housing. If a non-faith person is interested in peace he or she can join a peace corps. Hopefully this non-faith person does have not too many interests. Because if, it could become with the time pretty expensive and complicated to join and be active in so many organizations. But as member of a church, especially our church, you get an All-Inclusive package. You can pick what ever you are interested in and what God calls u to do. Because in church u can be whole. 
Pentecost is the birthday of the church. Pentecost is, where we accept Gods call to change this world according to her will for justice and peace for EVERYBODY on this planet – inclusive creation itself. If affirmed or confirmed – today we open a new chapter in the life our church … with 6 new covenantal relationships. Welcome all of you! 

AMEN 
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