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Paul D. Erickson
Amos 6:1a, 4-7 

    Alas for those who are at ease in Zion, and for those who feel secure on Mount Samaria, Alas for those who lie on beds of ivory, and lounge on their couches, and eat lambs from the flock, and calves from the stall; who sing idle songs to the sound of the harp, and like David improvise on instruments of music; who drink wine from bowls, and anoint themselves with the finest oils, but are not grieved over the ruin of Joseph! Therefore they shall now be the first to go into exile, and the revelry of the loungers shall pass away.

1 Timothy 6:6-19 

Of course, there is great gain in godliness combined with contentment; for we brought nothing into the world, so that we can take nothing out of it; but if we have food and clothing, we will be content with these. But those who want to be rich fall into temptation and are trapped by many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, and in their eagerness to be rich some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pains.  But as for you, man of God, shun all this; pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance, gentleness. Fight the good fight of the faith; take hold of the eternal life, to which you were called and for which you made the good confession in the presence of many witnesses. In the presence of God, who gives life to all things, and of Christ Jesus, who in his testimony before Pontius Pilate made the good confession, I charge you to keep the commandment without spot or blame until the manifestation of our Lord Jesus Christ, which he will bring about at the right time--he who is the blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords. It is he alone who has immortality and dwells in unapproachable light, whom no one has ever seen or can see; to him be honor and eternal dominion. Amen. As for those who in the present age are rich, command them not to be haughty, or to set their hopes on the uncertainty of riches, but rather on God who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. They are to do good, to be rich in good works, generous, and ready to share, thus storing up for themselves the treasure of a good foundation for the future, so that they may take hold of the life that really is life. 

Luke 16:19-31 

"There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously every day. And at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, who longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich man's table; even the dogs would come and lick his sores. The poor man died and was carried away by the angels to be with Abraham. The rich man also died and was buried. In Hades, where he was being tormented, he looked up and saw Abraham far away with Lazarus by his side. He called out, 'Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue; for I am in agony in these flames.' But Abraham said, 'Child, remember that during your lifetime you received your good things, and Lazarus in like manner evil things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in agony. Besides all this, between you and us a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who might want to pass from here to you cannot do so, and no one can cross from there to us.' He said, 'Then, father, I beg you to send him to my father's house—for I have five brothers--that he may warn them, so that they will not also come into this place of torment.' Abraham replied, 'They have Moses and the prophets; they should listen to them.' He said, 'No, father Abraham; but if someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent.' He said to him, 'If they do not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither will they be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.' " 
True Life

Today is Confirmation Sunday, which means that, after three years of studying the bible and the theology of the church and completing their requirements for sermon notes and forum and service credits, these 34 young people are ready to affirm their baptism and move into increased responsibility in the life of the church. As with many other things in the church, Confirmation Sunday is a time ripe with traditions. We gathered the young people, as is tradition, for pictures and rehearsal yesterday morning, first serving them the traditional breakfast of caramel rolls and orange juice. We then had them put on the traditional white robes and red carnations for the traditional confirmation portrait. We’ve had the same photographer for a number of years, and he has his own tradition, telling the same joke that he always tells, donning a neon green wig and claiming to have joined the “Hair Club for Men” in an attempt to get the kids to smile a bit. 
We then have the kids practice sitting and standing together and walking to the correct places, and then Pastor Aune has a tradition of his own. I don’t know if this was passed on to him by Pastor Langness when he retired, or if this is Pastor Aune’s own personal touch, but every year in the five times I have been present for this rehearsal, Pastor Aune explains to the confirmands that, after each group has received their bibles and certificates, they will be invited to turn and hug their parents and grandparents and sponsors who have gathered around them. He then says something like this: “I know this might be hard for some of you to engage in such a public demonstration of affection, but this is important for you to do. And, who knows? There might be a little white envelope with a 50 dollar bill in it for you.” 


We all have our traditions, and traditions serve an important function in our world. They remind us of our history; they connect us with those who have gone before us and those who will come after us; and they help us see that we are a part of something much larger than ourselves. And yet, as much as today is a day of traditions, it is also a day when each and every one of you has the opportunity to decide how many of these faith traditions you will continue in your own lives. Up until now, I would guess that most of you have come to church because that’s what your family does. You have participated in confirmation because that’s what was expected of you. But now that that’s done, you have the opportunity to decide for yourselves how you want to live your lives and how you want to express your faith. 

Will you continue the tradition of active participation in the worship and service life of this or another congregation? Or will you set that one aside? What other choices will you make in this and other arenas as you experience increasing amounts of freedom to make such choices for yourselves? How does your relationship with Christ affect the choices you make? How will you balance the sometimes conflicting demands of tradition on the one hand and free expression on the other as you fashion a life that is truly your own? How do you remain faithful to God in a world that so often seems to contradict the values of our faith?

These are some of the questions that young Timothy was considering when he received the letter from Paul we now call First Timothy. The letter is filled with sage advice from an experienced, older Christian to this young man of faith, who was wrestling with how to live a life of faith in a world filled with temptation and conflict.
Paul details how many in the world succumb to the temptation of gathering more and more financial wealth, then he gives Timothy this advice: “But as for you, man of God, shun all this; pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance, gentleness. Fight the good fight of the faith; take hold of the eternal life, to which you were called and for which you made the good confession in the presence of many witnesses.” He continues by encouraging Timothy to follow all the commandments, and then says that for those who are rich, “They are to do good, to be rich in good works, generous, and ready to share, thus storing up for themselves the treasure of a good foundation for the future, so that they may take hold of the life that really is life.” This last phrase is really what it’s all about, “that they may take hold of the life that really is life.”
This is why Paul tells Timothy to follow the commandments and pursue righteousness, this is why your parents have brought you to Sunday School and confirmation, this is why we invite you to gather in this place for worship and learning and service week after week, year after year; not to follow some mindless tradition, not to please our parents or grandparents, not to hopefully earn some kind of reward at the end of it all, but so that we might discover and know and live the life that really is life.

The true life, which God offers to us all, is an amazing adventure in which we seek to follow the traditions handed down to us but in a way that allows us to experience a life that is altogether new and unique. What will this mean for you? What choices will you make, what values will you choose to live by, how will you fashion a life that doesn’t just skim the surface of existence, but which explores the depth and richness of all that God offers?
For example: I’m sure there will be many family gatherings following today’s service, and there probably will be a few little white envelopes for each of you, as your friends and family members express their pride and congratulate you on this accomplishment and rite of passage in your life. What are you going to do with the money you receive? Do you have your eye on a new Ipod or some other high-tech device? Or would it be possible to consider using a good portion of the money you receive to express the values most important to you? At the very least, I would think that tithing the gifts you receive, or sending ten percent to support the work of Feed My Starving Children or our partner churches in Guatemala or Tanzania or some other organization you believe in would say a lot about the kind of world you want to live in. 
And what about the rest of your life? What will the choices you make about the kind of car you drive, the kind of education you pursue, the kind of family you create, what will all these things say about what’s important to you? Will you mindlessly follow or reject the traditions, or will you seek to discover the path that leads to the true life that God intends for us all, a life of compassion, service, love, and joy?
I realize that the choices we have to make will not always be easy, and that the path we are to take will not always be clear. But I have come to understand that there is wisdom in many of the traditions that have been handed down to us. These are the guideposts that have shaped the lives of many who have gone before us in the faith, these are the pointers that have helped them find their way. These are the ingredients of maintaining a vibrant relationship with Christ, and that is what will finally save us all. There will be many voices that call us to abandon these traditions, to take a shortcut to happiness, but, I can assure you, more often than not, the shortcut will turn out to be a dead end, leading not to life, but to loneliness and despair.  
If this does happen, and we find ourselves stuck at the end of one of those dead end streets, know that there is one final tradition that can make all the difference: the tradition of grace, in which we will always be welcomed back into the community of believers who are committed to walking together on the path that leads to new life. This is the life that our parents hoped for when they brought us to the waters of baptism, this is the life that our God dreamed for us from before we were even born, this is the life that is available to each and every one of us as we journey forward, trusting in God’s spirit every step of the way. Thanks be to God; amen.
