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Promises Made, Promises Kept 
 

This weekend we celebrate with four of our young people their affirmation of the covenant God made 
with them in baptism.  Grayson Dovala, Aaron (who we know as AJ) Gerber, Nathan Harding and 
Eliza Holmes participated with me these past two years in our program of instruction, attended 
retreats with other congregations, whitewater rafted on the famed Middle Youghiogheny River in 
Pennsylvania, wrote and discussed a paper about their faith and this Rite of Confirmation and, as we 
so often say, more. 
 
A part of that “more” was a visit to Holmes County and a tour of the Amish and Mennonite Heritage 
Center, which includes a visual mural in the round that recounts the rise of the Anabaptist traditions of 
the Reformation era.   The message of the mural often depicts the stories of individuals who have 
been prominent in the Anabaptist tradition.  Two of them stand out in my memory.   
 
One was a, well “colorful” character out of Ohio’s Amish tradition known as “Jacob the White”.  He 
was a figure from the 19th century who came to believe that Jesus was going to return very soon.  
His reading of the Revelation of John, and the description there of the martyrs around the Throne of 
God being all dressed in white, led him to the conclusion that in Heaven we would only wear white.  
So he ordered that all members of his family dress only in white clothing, so as to prepare for the next 
life.  I’m guessing that he did not do the laundry on their 19th century farm.  Another conclusion 
reached by Jacob the White was the exact day that Jesus would return.  But he also claimed that the 
return would not be in Jerusalem as most millennialists might teach, but rather in Holmes County, 
Ohio.  A verse from the last book of the Bible states that the triumphant Lord of the universe would be 
seated on a throne, and so Jacob built a sturdy chair out of good Ohio wood, and used a mule to 
carry that chair with him wherever he traveled, so that when Jesus came to Homes County out of the 
sky, he would have a throne waiting for him to sit himself down upon.    The Heritage Center has the 
actual chair on display, loaned to them by Jacob’s descendants.  It remains un-sat-upon, at least by 
any recently returned Messiah. 
 
Another character depicted was a 16th Century Dutchman and proponent for the Anabaptist tradition.  
The Reformed Church, the primary Reformation tradition in Holland, had declared Anabaptist 
teaching as heretical and ordered those who tried to spread it caught, tried and executed.  This figure 
leaned that an officer with a warrant for his arrest was nearing the house in which he was sheltering, 
so he ran off, chased by the lawman.  The Anabaptist was described as a man small of frame, and he 
dashed across a frozen canal to elude his pursuer.  That man was not as small of frame but himself 
ran across that frozen body and proved too heavy for the ice.  It broke and he fell in, unable to 
extricate himself.  The Anabaptist saw his predicament, which of course provided the perfect 
opportunity to escape to safety.  But he didn’t.  He returned to the canal and pulled his pursuer to 
safety, saving his life, and being immediately placed under arrest.  He was asked by his now captor 
why he came back, didn’t he know he could have escaped and saved himself?  He replied, “I do want 
to live, but there is a higher call, and that is to love my neighbor who is in need.  When you broke 
through the ice, you became my neighbor in need, and so I had no choice but to give you aid.” He 
was martyred for his faith, his life saving actions not withstanding. 
 



 

 

Eliza, Nathan, AJ, Grayson:  when you confirm your faith this morning, like when I said yes to these 
same confirmation vows over half a century ago, like when everyone with us this morning made these 
same affirmations at some point in their life, we all in essence pledged to live our lives as Christian 
women and men.  To put things perhaps too simply, but I hope effectively, everyday we will make 
decisions that in the end will determine if we have been more like Jacob the White, or like that 16th 
century martyr depicted in that mural we saw last year. 
 
If we don’t what a life that others will judge as foolish and even comical, and with it a faith easily 
dismissed as irrelevant, then we need to principles by which we live.  The lessons we heard this 
morning provide that sort of needed guidance. 
 
When Paul wrote his letter to the Christians in Rome, he wanted to introduce himself and the powerful 
Gospel that had charted his life as a witness to the truth of God revealed through the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus.   Paul knew that there were other claimants of truth clamoring for the allegiance 
of the people in his world.  In the last verses of Romans 8 he speaks to those claimants directly. 
 
If this were a sporting event of our time we might call his words “trash talk”.  Not that they are trash, 
but like an athlete wanting to “get into the head” of an opponent, Paul calls out those others who 
would claim greatness and power.   
 
Paul names these obstacles to trust in God by those experiences that argue against God’s love for 
us.  “Hardship, distress, persecution, famine, nakedness, peril (or danger), sword or (violence)”.    
 
Paul also names forces in life that either seek to claim loyalty, or are used to frighten us into seeking 
shelter in an unsafe harbor:  “death or life, heavenly powers or earthly rulers, things that are or things 
that will be, powers coming from any quarter,  indeed nothing at all that exists in creation”.    
 
You of course will have your own list of experiences that challenge you.  We must name those forces 
in our time that try to pull us away from God.  You can swap out your list for Paul’s and his “trash talk” 
remains just as valid.  Who can stand against us?  No one!  Who can bring any charge against us?  
No one! Who can condemn us?  No one!  Who can pull us away from the love of Christ?  No one!  No 
one nor anything is powerful enough to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.  
Period.  Exclamation point! 
 
That is the foundation for the decisions we need to make in life as Christian men and women.  You 
are loved by God, and nothing can change or alter that.  When you seek to reflect that love in your 
own actions and you will make mistakes.  You are not perfect and will not exercise perfect judgement 
at all times.  But any error in judgement or act you make cannot separate you from God’s love for you 
in Christ.  The certainty of that love is the foundation of the freedom that is ours to do what is right, 
even if it is dangerous or difficult. 
 
Sometimes the decisions we make will be very difficult.  Sometimes the “right thing” will not be readily 
apparent.  A part of our need for living this life is reflected in the early years of King Solomon’s reign, 
which we heard about in today’s lesson from 1 Kings. 
 
Solomon has a conversation with the Lord in a dream.  You can think of this as an invitation to be a 
person of prayer.  I hope you recall our discussion of the four acts of prayer, that #1 we talk to God, 
and #2 God listens to us.  Followed by #3 God speaks to us, and the prayer is completed when we 
practice step #4, when we listen to God.    



 

 

 
In Solomon’s prayer God promises to give him something he will need in his life as King of Israel, and 
something you will need to live as a Christian in the 21st century.  Solomon is promised 
“understanding to discern what is right”.  That’s how the New Revised Standard Version we read from 
this morning translated this promise.  If we could read it in the Hebrew it would more literally say, “an 
understanding mind that can ‘hear justice’”.   
 
The fifth vow you will make this morning is to “strive for justice and peace in all the world”.  That is a 
heady promise.  In the paper you wrote I asked you to reflect on how you perceive living out these 
promises in this next year of your life, as a freshman in high school, or in Nathan’s case, as an 8th 
grader completing your middle school experience.   I have asked young people of your age to offer 
these reflections now for over 20 years.  My observation is that this is the most challenging vow for 
one to see a path for fulfilling.   That doesn’t surprise me.  Knowing as much as we do about what 
happens in the world leaves almost everyone feeling overwhelmed by the enormity of the task of 
striving for peace and justice in this world.  It is so easy to see ourselves as “just one person” whose 
efforts are so inadequate to truly address complex problems. 
 
Today let me suggest to you, and indeed to all of us, to make Solomon’s prayer our own.  “Lord, give 
me an understanding mind so that I can ‘hear justice’”.  If you can develop an ear to hear the stories 
of injustice told by those around you, then in your own place and position in life, then you will at least 
be able to choose to respond.  That would be an important force if we, as the baptized people of God, 
each had the ability to hear in the stories of others when justice was denied, to respond supportively 
with understanding.  Like the mustard seed in Jesus’ parable, such small acts could grow into 
something great. 
 
Let me finally turn to this string of short parables told by Jesus.  Placed as they are at the end of 
chapter 13 in Matthew, one might make the mistake of thinking they are the least important of his 
parables, included just because there was space.  Such a conclusion would be a mistake. 
 
Indeed, these parables are at the heart of Matthew’s gospel, and I might argue the most important 
part of Jesus’ teaching about the nature of the Kingdom of Heaven.  I want you to remember two 
pieces of this teaching from this morning.   
 
In two of the parables, that about the mustard seed and then the parable about the yeast, Jesus 
chooses to employ something very small that can have a transformative influence.  Now remember, 
he is describing what the Reign of God is like, or how our world is changed when the will of God is 
lived out by us who follow it.   
 
Jesus could have used something else to describe the nature of the Reign of God, something that 
might have made more sense to his audience then and now.  He could have used symbols of 
strength and power.  He could have spoken of how living out the commands of God would make us 
winners in life.  But he didn’t.  He chose two examples of items so small that they might easily be 
dismissed or overlooked.  Yet within that smallness there lies the power to transform. 
 
What spiritual reality contains such power, that in our living it might be dismissed by some but is able 
to effect transformation?   I would suggest to you that at the heart of such smallness is love.  The love 
shown for us in Christ.  The love we call steadfast and unconditional.  The love that does not seek our 
own desires, but seeks to address the need of neighbor, even if doing so entails sacrifice.   
 



 

 

I have noticed that in the five vows we use in the Rite of Confirmation “love” is never spoken.   When I 
address you in a few moments I will not ask if you will pledge to “love God with all your heart, mind, 
strength and soul, and will you love your neighbor as yourself.”, even though Jesus himself said that 
doing so would fulfill completely the commandments of God. 
 
What the five vows does, is to offer a pathway to keep that Great Commandment.  To give attention 
in one’s living to the five vows of this Rite provide a framework for loving God with all one’s heart, and 
loving one’s neighbor selflessly and even sacrificially.  Such a love for God and neighbor grows out of 
God’s love for us. 
 
That brings me to the final word I want to leave you with today, and I believe it is the most important 
word I can share with you now or at any time. 
 
Two parables in today’s list are about the discovery of something extremely valuable.  The first is a 
treasure hidden in a field.  The other is a pearl of great value.  In each case the one who discovers 
this item of great value sells all he has to possess that thing.  Jesus says this is what the Kingdom of 
Heaven is like. 
 
For most of my life I heard these parables interpreted to underscore just how important it is for me to 
be part of the Kingdom.  The Kingdom is so important that it is worth everything I have in life - nothing 
can rank above it.   I will confess to you that I always heard this teaching as true, but it left me feeling 
guilty.  I knew I had not, and perhaps never would be willing to make that trade — all that I have for 
God’s Kingdom, which after all had to be taken on faith. 
 
But I said weeks ago that the word “parable” means to throw something up along side something 
else, and so see it in a different light.   In recent years I have begun to read these two parables in a 
different light, not as “law” dictating something I must give up, but as “gospel”  describing something I 
have been given. 
 
Who is the primary actor in the Kingdom of Heaven?  I would argue that it is God.  Who is the primary 
actor in these parables?  I would again argue that it is God. 
 
So God is the person who discovers the hidden treasure.  God is the merchant who discovers the 
pearl of great value.  God is the one who is willing to sacrifice anything in order to have such a 
treasure, such a pearl. 
 
The treasure, the pearl, they are you.  Nathan, Grayson, Eliza, A.J. you are the one of such great 
value that God will do anything, sacrifice anything to have a relationship with you.  Nothing will keep 
you from God, and so we are back where we started in Romans 8, “nothing in all creation can 
separate you from God’s love in in Christ Jesus.” 
 
And so when you make your confirmation vows this morning, and when the rest of us in our own 
hearts renew our own promise to live as Christian men and women, we do so in the knowledge that 
we are not setting out to climb a mountain too high, steep and challenging to ever summit,  but that 
we set out on a journey we have already been given the one thing necessary to persevere and 
succeed — the love of God for us which is steadfast, sacrificial, and never ending.  Be confident in 
your living as a Christian, for God is on your side — who in all creation can stand against you. 
 


