Confirmation

Children are called the “heritage of the Lord.” Their value to God is unmatched, and the Bible makes it clear that their education and nurture in the Lord is of utmost importance. In the Old Testament (for example, Deuteronomy 6:1-9) we learn that the Hebrews began formally training their children from a young age. For the past thousand years the Jews have called the culmination of this training a “mitzah” service. In the New Testament we see the importance Jesus places on the nurture of children in faith, for he says, ”of such is the kingdom of God.”

Confirmation in the Covenant Church is designed to be a systematic exploration of God’s word, the history of our faith, and the importance of living a Christian life. Within the curriculum there is opportunity not only for education in biblical truth, but also for students to come face to face with the call of Jesus to enter into a personal relationship with him and grow in their faith. A major focus during the middle school/adolescent years is learning to think for oneself and developing one’s own identity. The opportunity to engage in a systematic exploration of God and his word during this time of transition from childhood to adolescence is significant. While youth ministries address a variety of needs in the life of an adolescent, an orderly investigation of Christianity accentuates and builds upon what the youth ministry and Sunday-school classes are doing.

Two-fold Focus of Confirmation

The focus of the confirmation process is two-fold. First, students have an opportunity to learn of the church’s history, truths of the Christian faith, and the stories of the Bible. Second, students develop discipling relationships with pastors and mentors, and there is a continuing emphasis on the discipling relationship between parents and children. At whatever point students are in their faith journey, this balance of learning and relationship is critical to the impact of the confirmation process on their lives. Not only do they learn what the Bible says; through discipleship they learn to articulate what they believe about the Bible’s message, and how biblical faith translates into Christian living and responsibility in the world.

Baptism and Confirmation
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Students who have not yet been baptized may receive baptism on a Sunday prior to Confirmation Sunday (or it can be done at this service). For those who were baptized as infants, confirmation underscores the purpose of the sacrament and the promises that were made on the child’s behalf at that time. The young person now has the opportunity to affirm personally what was promised on his or her behalf at the time of baptism. Thus baptism and confirmation form two great arches of anticipation and fulfillment in the bridge of Christian experience. Where children are presented to the Lord without the sacrament of baptism, the prayers of believing parents are similarly given occasion for fulfillment in confirmation.

Affirmation of Student’s Faith

When students come to the day of confirmation without an evident profession of personal commitment, their faith is confirmed as far as it has grown. Confirmation, as an act of the church, affirms these students as belonging within the circle of the church’s care and responsibility. It is wise for the pastor (even if the pastor is not teaching the class) to meet personally with each student, preferably several times during the period of studies, but at least in the beginning and near the end. This further develops the relationship between them, and enables the pastor to explore the student’s relationship to Christ and to encourage and stimulate the student’s faith.

Service of Beginning or Initiation

For many, a service of “beginnings,” or initiation, may be appropriate as students begin their course of studies. This service highlights the adventure and intensity of the program, as well as the partnership between the gathered church and the home in the continuing Christian nurture of children. It also provides opportunity for supportive prayers to be offered for students, parents, pastors, mentors, and any other teachers who may be enlisted for leadership.

The Confirmation Service

The confirmation service, which occurs at the completion of the two-year period, should be a high moment for the whole church as well as for the students themselves. Although they are recognized for their achievements in completing the confirmation program, the confirmation service should not be thought of in terms of a graduation. Confirmation is not just a course of study they have completed. It is one more step in the lifelong process of strengthening their faith so that they may increasingly live as effective disciples of Jesus Christ (Colossians 1:6-7). It also serves as an encouragement by the church family to continue their faith journey alongside those who are at various stages of their own discipleship.

There was a time when confirmation was identified with church membership, but in the Covenant Church there is a distinction between them. Confirmation is a preparation for a life of faith to be lived out through discipleship and service in the life of a local church. As students grow in their faith, they may in time choose to become members of a church, but confirmation is not necessarily a means to that end.
The rite of confirmation is set in the context of a worship service. Those being confirmed should have maximum opportunity to participate, not as a performance, but to heighten the meaning of the experience for them and to lift up before the congregation the ageless truths of the Christian faith.

(Adapted from The Covenant Book of Worship, Covenant Publications, 2003, pp.351-3.)
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