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John 15:26-27

“I Believe…”

Today we celebrate and confirm seven young people as disciples of Christ here at Allison Church.  Last summer the 2008 General Conference of the United Methodist Church met as a global body and made some changes to our discipline, our church rules, that impact us here at  Allison; and particularly our confirmands.  Our confirmands are among the first United Methodists for whom the vows of membership now include “to witness” as a part of their responsibility when becoming a part of the church.  A small changes yes, but very large in the implications that “to witness” calls us back to Jesus’ address to the believing community in the book of John. 

In a society where sharing our faith might be hard or persecution may occur, Jesus says the Paraclete will come from the Father.  The Paraclete is the presence of Jesus when Jesus is absent and it will testify on Jesus’ behalf.  Jesus says to the community of believers, you too are to testify on my behalf because you know the stories.   

Today on Pentecost we celebrate the coming of the Holy Spirit from the Father, when God came as the Holy Spirit, the wind around us, the fire within us, the power among us to tell the stories of Christ and recall his teachings.  The Spirit’s job of witness came in a long line of witnesses historically; there was John the Baptist, the Samaritan woman, Jesus’ words and teachings, the scriptures, and even God’s teachings from the Old Testament.  Now in this lineage Jesus places the community of believers among this list called to witnesses.   United Methodists around the world are coming back to this calling of Jesus’ that as a part of the community of believers we are given the power, and have the expectation, that we will be witnesses for Jesus.  Did you know that coming to church today you said yes to being a witness? 

Throughout history, Christians have struggled to tell their faith.  As the churches began to increase in the first century Roman Empire, there became a practical need for Christian believers to be able to know and articulate their faith clearly.  At this point some of the churches had books of the New Testament, but no one church had them all and many churches existed without any printed material that we take for granted today.  Churches started to make their own lists of beliefs.  This got problematic and was resolved in the fourth century when the Roman Empire affirmed what we today call the Apostle’s Creed as the basic statement of faith.  Creed comes from the Latin credo meaning “I believe.”  Apostle’s because these are the tenants of faith taught by the original apostles’.  

Today we join with centuries of Christians to repeat this creed, this statement of belief that has been a public statement of faith for those who could not read, for teaching and preaching, and for sharing our core values.  As you may have noticed when we recited it earlier, the Creed is Trinitarian in structure, sharing the facets of God as Father, Jesus, and Holy Spirit.  How many times have you repeated or read this off the screen without taking the time to think about what you are affirming? How many times do we rush to keep with up everyone else saying it publically and miss the meaning of the words? For a few moments let’s look at what we are actually affirming so we know what we are called to witness to.

Section 1 is a simple statement about God’s power, authority, and ability.  God is the creator of everything – heaven and earth and all that is within.  It takes power to create heaven and earth, but it also takes wisdom to provide freedom of choice in humans, not dictatorship.  It takes creativity to make animals, plants, humans in every shape and size with attention to detail that we see today.  God is the only perfect Father, watching over all things, providing for all things, loving all things.  God is Father almighty creator of heaven and earth. 

Section 2 gets into Jesus who came as God’s son; human yet divine to live on earth and teach by not only his words but also his actions.  The perfect witness we may say.   In this creed we basically have an overview of Jesus’ life; starting with the virgin birth, his crucification, death and resurrection.  Jesus is God’s Son come to earth, Jesus is Lord respected and revered, Jesus is conqueror of death, and Jesus is judge with a heart that never gives up on anyone.

Section 3 ends with a list of what we believe in; starting with the Holy Spirit.  Here we confess that God came to earth unseen but present around, in, and through humans.  God speaks and moves to act like Jesus through the unity of one universal church.  God acts in the legacy of past believers who have built a community that has shared their stories of faith.  God acts in the forgiveness of sins, constantly believing we can be better than we are and forgiving us when we grow apart.  God acts in the resurrection and belief that life here on earth is good, but as the young people said, only just the beginning because we know that life with God beyond death is promised.

What holds all three sections together is our faith that God’s story is the one upon which we are invited, welcomed and asked to claim as a part of our own.  Our faith is built on stories of faith shared about Jesus’ life and witnesses of Jesus’ love.  Our faith is built on God’s grace that forgives us over and over and welcomes us home to believe again even when we stray.  Our faith becomes our creed that we affirm and profess together.     

So when you say the Apostle’s Creed, does it mean anything to you? Or is it just another thing to do so you can get on with the church service? (I have thought this a few times in church.)  But if we are to be a church that is ready to rethink church and be a place that does not just talk the talk, but walk the walk, we must believe that we say.  The biggest complaint of the younger generation when looking at the church is that it is a place of hypocrites; people to who talk about their faith but don’t live their faith.  If we are to survive and thrive as a church with my generation and younger, we have to start acting on our beliefs and stand by what we affirm.  Otherwise the label of hypocrite seems pretty accurate to me.  

Today seven young people stand before us and say that they are willing to take these vows seriously. They are willing to walk, not just talk, their faith.  This is what witness is all about.  Maybe today for the rest of our congregation it is time to be inspired by these young people that we too must take our faith seriously.  That we too must believe and know what we say. That we must be able to share our faith with friends in a language they will understand.  That we must be willing to witness as Jesus asked of the believing community.  

This spring many of the administrative committees at Allison have been reading “Step Across the Room” by Bill Hybles.  The basis of this is that every Christian has a duty, a responsibility, a call to step across the room and share their faith with another person.  Youth have been doing this through Casa Mani.  Once a month the youth go to Casa Mani, a downtown café, for food, fellowship, and prayer.  It’s a time to hang out, get to know each other, answer random questions, and share prayer concerns.  Each time a youth brought a friend, the church paid for their treats.  This year we have seen at least 15 visitors, some of whom became regulars, because our young people were willing to step across the divide of church and “real life” to invite their friends.  

A story I will never forget was a young man who visited.  When asked his prayer concerns, he said, “I don’t know I have never had someone ask me about that before.  Wow this is neat, thank you.”  That is what being a witness is about.  Sharing our faith in Christ that we will ask any and everyone how can I pray for you?  That we ask can I share my life with you? It’s not about being in your face, demanding, you must come to church and dress like me and worship like me; but it’s about saying this is how I came to know Christ, let me share my story with you.  

And believe it or not, when we are within in the story of Christ, grounding our beliefs in the story of God as said in the Apostle’s Creed, people are drawn in because of our love, our care, and our witness to the Spirit of God.  The best thing is; we are not called to do this alone. Jesus sent the Paraclete, the Holy Spirit, to be beside us as we talked and walked our faith.  The church congregation of Allison exists so that together we can support each other to share our stories of faith.  We do not witness alone; we have support and power that comes through the Holy Spirit and being a part of the family of God.  

My prayer is that today as you are confirmed, or as you heard the faith of these young people, your faith is renewed in why you became a disciple of Christ’s at Allison.  I pray that you take your vows seriously and go witness so that no longer is the church seen as a place that can only talk the faith, but that we can live our faith.  Witness with intention. Witness with boldness. Witness with love.  Witness because you are Christ’s and you are called to share your faith.  Grace, peace, and Godspeed on your journey of being a witness for God.  Amen.  

