As a seminary student, you hear all sorts of horror stories about the kinds of tests you’re going to have to pass in order to graduate and get ordained.  All sorts of theological gymnastics, feats of scriptural memorization, mastery of a host of obscure historical facts – it’s the kind of stuff that makes seminary students wake up screaming.
There is one test I heard of that would really be a life’s challenge.  As the story goes, a professor teaches a challenging and involved class on evangelism.  At the end of the semester, he passes out an exam to his students with the caution to read the entire test through all the way before they should start taking the test.  As the students start reading their tests quietly, they each realize that they haven’t studied enough.  With each question and each page, the classroom starts to fill with groans.  This test is completely impossible.  It is the longest, most challenging test that ever existed – no one could pass.

But then, the last page of the exam.  It says, “You may attempt to complete this exam as written.  Or, you may sign your name at the bottom of the page, turn in this exam, and receive an A.”  Really?  You don’t have to do anything, after all those questions and all that panic?

Some students can’t do it.  Some turn in the exam without signing it, and storm out the classroom in anger and frustration.  Some work the entire class period on the exam, furiously trying to complete everything possible without ever reading the last page of the test.  Some read the last page and choose to take the exam anyway, deciding they want to earn their grade all on their own.  They do indeed earn a grade – they earn an F.  A passing grade was there all along – not just passing, but a perfect A – but the pride, anger, selfishness and fear of some students kept them from ever getting it.

What would you do?  Would you try to earn your grade?  Would you walk away, insulted by the offer of an easy A?  Or would you swallow your ego and write down your name?  You can see why this test is the stuff of nightmares.  It’s not just a test – it’s a demonstration of our own inability to understand grace.  It’s not just a horror story told to keep seminary students in the library.  It’s a story that reminds you, deep down, that you’d rather try to earn your own salvation and fail than be a passive recipient of God’s grace.

Ephesians tells us clearly, without question, “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God – not the result of works, so that no one may boast.”  This is the theme verse for the 36 young people who will be confirmed today, but it could well be the theme verse for all confessing Lutherans.  By grace we have been saved through faith.  This is the faith we confess, the faith that these young people will claim as their own, the faith that saves us and frees us by God’s grace.  

We profess a faith that is built in us through the gift of the Holy Spirit.  Listen carefully to the words of Ephesians: “this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God”.  We don’t have faith because we decide that we have it.  We don’t have faith because we’ve done something in the right way.  We don’t have faith because we worked really hard at it.  We don’t have faith because we accept something that is handed to us.  We have faith because the Holy Spirit creates it in us.  We don’t do it.  God does.


What we do matters.  Jesus cautions us in today’s gospel that “If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life maimed than to have two hands and to go to hell, to the unquenchable fire.”  So, yes, your actions mean something.  God cares about what you do with the life you’ve been given.  God cares about how you treat your neighbor and this creation.   Your actions are to be in keeping with the faith you profess.   So remember always who you are and whose you are.  Remember that you belong to God and live a life that reflects that – not because you have to, but because it is who you are called to be.  


As the passage from Ephesians finishes, it reads “For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.”  Jesus tells the disciples, “For truly I tell you, whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because you bear the name of Christ will by no means lose the reward.”  Actions matter.  We encourage each confirmation student to invest time in acts of service, because we know there is value in it.  Good works make a difference, and they can even help us feel more secure and confident in our abilities and God-given gifts.


But we are only able to do these things because we have been called.  We bear the name of Christ, no matter where we are or what we do, and it is because we belong to Christ that all things are possible for us.  We live because of the gift of grace – not because of anything you have done or will do.  It may look for all the world like you’re signing your name on the dotted line, saying ‘yes’ to God – but you’re not even doing that.  You are simply here, and God is saying yes to you.


Today, each one of you gathered today will be called by name as you step forward and confirm your faith.  But you were called by name well before this day.  You were called by name when God created you.  You were called on the day you were born into this world.  You were called when you were baptized.  You were called when you first read the scriptures.  God has been calling you each and every day, drawing you into relationship, calling you by name and calling you his own. 


Today we celebrate the gift of faith that is grown in us.  We rejoice that these young people have decided to step forward and affirm their baptisms, confessing before us all the faith that they hold.  But their confirmation today is not what makes faith.  That faith has already been written on their hearts.  By the grace of God, that faith will only continue to grow.  They have already passed the test – and they didn’t even have to take it.  


Your name is on the paper, signed and sealed.  You have passed the test – not because you studied, not because you deserve to, not because you’re just that smart, but because the work has already been done for you.  You bear the name of Christ.  You don’t earn it, you don’t buy it, you don’t say the magic word and get it gifted to you – it’s yours.  And because you bear the name of Christ, all things are yours.  Thanks be to God.
