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Confirmation and Eucharist

I’m delighted to be here with Francis, Nancy, Joanne and Alexander as they come to affirm their baptism.  Our liturgy says that this is ‘commonly called Confirmation’.  That brings us towards words like commitment and belief.  It implies – I am sure quite properly – that they have reached a point of inner conviction which means that they can with integrity make a public profession of faith.

That in turn leads us to think about what that kind of certainty means – when it is used in the context of faith.

A week ago, I was cycling around the lanes of Perthshire when I got a phone call from Lorna, our Communications Officer in Edinburgh.  The press were on the phone – my predecessor the former Primus Richard Holloway has published his autobiography.  What did we think the sections in which he writes about his loss of faith?  How does the church deal with a priest who has lost his or her faith?

I know that Jonathan believes that I have an opinion on everything.  I’m not sure whether he believes that it is my nature or part of my job.  But I did my best to offer Lorna something to say and cycled on.
What we have in the readings today are three statements about faith.  God declares his covenant with Abraham – a completely improbable statement about a fruitful future.  Paul in his letter to the Romans gives a very dynamic picture of faith – ‘it depends on faith in order that the promise may rest on grace’  And finally Jesus –rebuking Peter who is making a reasoned assessment of their situation – saying that he is setting his mind not on the divine but on human things.  Jesus then sets out the faith-shaped nature of discipleship – those who take the costly path of self-denial and who believe that somewhere in the losing of what others prize we find the true riches.

So I went back to Richard Holloway who writes with great integrity about the journey of faith – whom I heard a couple of years ago standing up in Perth Concert Hall in the middle of a performance of St John Passion and making one of the most passionate and eloquent faith statements which I have ever heard.   For all of us, faith is ‘work in progress’.  It is of the nature of faith that Francis, Nancy, Jo and Alex come to make a commitment of faith – while that faith is still ‘work in progress’  I stand in the pulpit this morning.  I have a deep conviction of faith – but my faith is ‘work in progress’
Richard talks in one article about being described as a ‘God botherer’ by a neighbour in Perthshire.  Initially annoyed by the description, he came to cherish it – saying that God does bother him or he is bothered about God.  Whereas – those who have resolved the question of faith .. either have a settled belief or a settled unbelief.  And even agnostics have settled belief in that they have settled for knowing that they do not know whether there is a God.

And what do I think?  Well first I need to say that much of this is contextual.  I lived much of my life and ministry in the evangelical Christian culture of Northern Ireland.  People would suddenly want to know whether I was a ‘real Christian’ – which for them meant the date and time of my conversion.  I could not satisfy them.  But I also carry a conviction  – a deep inner understanding that  faith enriches my life to an extraordinary degree - but it also constantly places me in situations of tension, conflict and pain.  It always has been and will be personally costly.  But beyond that I find that the part of my life and faith in which I sit on the grass while Jesus feeds the 5000 or I am one of the fishermen hauling in a net full to bursting – that dynamic picture of faith – becomes ever more important to me.  I cannot be certain but I can be sure.  I cannot know but I can trust.

We are privileged to be here with Francis, Nancy, Jo and Alex.  Their commitment is our commitment.  We join them on the journey.  May God’s blessing be with them and with us.

