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As most of you know, our service at 11am, this morning, is our Confirmation service.  

We will rejoice with a group of young men and women who worked throughout last year 

– and through the pandemic spring – to explore their faith and make that determination of 

wanting to make God…their relationship with Jesus…an active part of their lives.  As a 

minister, this is always a day to which we look forward with great anticipation.  As a 

father with two daughters who will be standing up in front of the congregation as part of 

that group, it is that much more of a joyous event for me today.  So, it is in the context of 

that confirmation experience that this message was written and I will tell you all that you 

are going to get paroled a bit early today – because this message was written to fit within 

the context of that very full confirmation service at 11am, so it’s not nearly as long as my 

typical Sunday sermon.   

 

I want to start, however, with that passage from Matthew 19.  I think it’s fair to say that 

this is a long-troubling passage for the 21st century American Christian suburbanites.  As 

we drive our reliable cars to our dependable places of work and then return to our well-

maintained homes with microwaves, central air conditioning, and cutting edge smart-

home technologies, we tend to shy away from Jesus’ command to ‘sell all your 

possessions and give it to the poor.’  I think if we’re honest about it, we’d have to admit 

that we’d rather ignore this passage than struggle with the implication it might have for 

our lives.  Now, I wholeheartedly believe that this aversion that we have stems from a 

misguided understanding of Jesus’ message here, but the truth is that I’m not going to get 

into to the fiscal theology of this or any other Scripture today.  That’s a conversation for 

another time.  I am, however, going to get into this passage that so quickly rubs us the 

wrong way because I fear that, in shying away from this exchange between Jesus and that 

rich young man, we miss the underlying point that is pervasive throughout so many of 

Jesus’ more abrasive and off-putting proclamations.   

 

This is far from the only time that Jesus points in this direction. 

• ‘I came to set father against son, and mother against daughter.’ 

• ‘Let the dead bury their own dead.’ 

• ‘I came not to bring peace, but a sword.’ 
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• ‘It’s easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to 

enter the kingdom of God.’ 

 

I could go on and on with these.  Repeatedly throughout Scripture Jesus made these bold, 

and sometimes scary, claims that reflected a far more basic point of faith – choose God.  

In our passage from Romans this morning, and elsewhere, Paul often referred to the same 

notion as ‘setting our minds on things of the Spirit.’  I was reading Psalm 119 earlier this 

week and it speaks of ‘inclining your heart to God.’  There are many ways to come at this 

same underlying notion of choosing God, but I think it is key to understand the manner in 

which Jesus approached the question of our faithfulness to God.  I think it is imperative 

to note that Jesus, repeatedly and admittedly somewhat hyperbolically, places the notion 

of choosing God in the context of denying those things that might get in the way of our 

faith.   

 

For those of you who are more fiscally minded, it’s what is referred to, in financial terms, 

as ‘opportunity cost.’  The detail we have to see in Jesus’ evocative proclamations is that 

Jesus is bringing out the fundamental truth that inherent in every ‘yes’ is a ‘no.’ 

• When we say yes to marriage, we also say no to romantic relationships with 

anyone else – ever. 

• When we say yes to having children (as every parent is reminded every day), we 

also say no to the freedoms and flexibility that we once knew. 

• When we say yes to helping a friend, we say no to whatever else we might have 

had in store for that period of time. 

 

Inherent in every ‘yes’ is a ‘no’ to that which would get in the way of our following 

through on our yes.  That is core to the choice of discipleship, and I remain convinced 

that that is really what Jesus is trying to say in these stark and striking declarations 

throughout his preaching that we read in the Gospels. 

• When we say yes to faith – we say no to a life driven by material gain. 

• When we say yes to faith – we say no to self-indulgent pursuits of power and 

worldly achievement. 

• When we say yes to faith – we say no to living in the flesh. 

• When we say yes to faith – we say no to contentment with poverty, homelessness, 

disease, war, racism, bigotry, terrorism, hunger, abuse, adultery, and faithless 

societies. 

• When we say yes to faith – we say no to everything and anything that stands in 

the way of our relationship, or anyone else’s relationship, with God. 

 

When Jesus preaches about hating our families, giving up every dime we have, or 

ignoring the grief of death, we tend to get caught up in the details of that particular 

statement and miss the underlying message that faith is a choice not only to say yes, but 

to say no to everything that stands in its way. 

 

As we progressed toward this morning, our confirmands were faced with two choices – 

whether or not they felt drawn to confirm their faith at this time, and whether or not they 

desired to become members of this particular community of faith that we call North 
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Shore Congregational Church.  I want to publicly commend this group of young 

Christians for taking those decisions seriously.  As we celebrate and rejoice with them, 

however, I want to encourage all of you to consider what choices you are willing to 

make. 

 

The truth is that we tend to view confirmation as a one-time event and, in the ritualistic 

sense, it is a one-time event.  In the life of Christian discipleship, however, it is a daily 

event...it’s an hourly event.  It’s a constant choice that we make in our lives of faith.  

Every time we face a desire for material goods – every time we face a draw to claim more 

power – every time we are confronted with homelessness or poverty – every time 

someone challenges us to look within at the biases we may hold – every time we come 

face to face with the temptations of this world – we are once again making confirming 

our ‘yes’ to God! 

 

I am convinced that Jesus’ stunning and off-putting claims throughout the Gospels were 

never meant to serve as blanket condemnations of the trappings of this world – they were 

blanket condemnations of the risk of being trapped by them.  To live a Christian life is to 

live a life in which we daily confirm our faith in Jesus not by claiming some emotionally 

powerful ‘yes’ to our faith in him – but by proclaiming a heartfelt ‘no’ to that which 

stands in his way.  So for all of you who are confirmed today, and to the many who were 

confirmed years ago, I ask one question: today, and tomorrow, and the next, and the next 

after that – will you open your eyes to see those moments in which you are confronted 

with the decisions of your faith and, more importantly, to which will you say ‘yes’ and 

‘no?’ 
 


