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Sermon: “Holy Questions”    Confirmation Sunday     September 25, 2022   Matthew 22:23-40     
Rev Steve Clifton   Rideau Park United Church, Ottawa ON 

 It’s Confirmation Sunday! Quite some time ago our confirmation class met online because of 
Covid. And when we finished the program we thought we might have to wait a few months 
before we could celebrate confirmation in the church in person. And then we thought the wait 
would a few more months at most… Last week we met in person for the first time to share 
some pizza and to be in this space together. Now today with great joy we celebrate the 
confirmation of 8 great young people. 

In a few moments we will ask them some questions pf faith. Questions are at the heart of the 
service today. There is a traditional Jewish teaching; the question to ask a child at days end is 
not – Did you have a good day?  Nor - Did you learn something new today?  Not - Did you have 
fun?  But rather ask, “Did you ask a good question today?”  In the tradition of our older sisters 
and brothers in faith, in the Jewish tradition that Jesus practiced, questions are very important. 

The name given to God’s people "Israel" means "They who wrestle with God".    So an old story: 
Four Rabbis were arguing a point of Torah. Three were siding against the one. The three finally 
told the one that if he disagreed so strongly he should go ask God for the right answer.  

Suddenly… the sun burned through the clouds and wreathed the dissenting rabbi in golden 
radiance… an angel chorus began to sing… and a voice like thunder echoed from the heavens…it 
proclaimed "he is right, the three of you are wrong!"   

And the three Rabbis concluded simply "well it’s still three against two” And the discussion 
went on… Questions, conversation are part of the tradition of faith. 

We see the questioning tradition of God`s people at work in the gospel today. Jesus is in the 
Temple and various groups of teachers, rabbis and scholars engage with him in questions. It’s 
the tradition. And some of Jesus answers are memorable. “Render unto Caesar what is 
Caesars.” “Love God and your neighbor as yourself.” This the greatest commandment.  

In the temple and synagogue, questions are asked and then the answering begins. But it`s not 
one right answer that is offered in response to a question. It`s many answers. It’s a 
conversation that is ongoing 

The sacred Jewish writings called the Talmud are a collection of answers given in response to 
questions, and each question has centuries of answers, generations of rabbis weighing in to 
offer new points of view and different perspectives on questions like: Where did Cain get his 
wife? Why would God ask Abraham to sacrifice Isaac? How far can you walk on a Sabbath 
before it’s considered to be work? 

 It is said that if you ask a wise Rabbi the same question three times, you --might get three 
different answers. All of them true. 
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The Christian tradition sometimes prefers certainties to questions, a single answer to the 
complexity of varied answers. 

But there are Christian voices that remind us that simple answers may be wanting. St Anselm of 
Canterbury said the “God is the One who must be conceived of as inconceivable.” When we 
speak of God we are speaking of a mystery.  

In a book entitled “The Idolatry of God” Peter Rollins writes that we all have idols that we 
venerate, especially we Christians:  mental images; concrete concepts of the divine; practices 
set in stone. We reduce God to a set of ideas, to a collection of concepts, to a particular way of 
thinking, to a set of beliefs, to a way of behaving…  All idolatry says Rollins. God is Holy. Other. 
Uncontainable. Free. 

The great American dancer Martha Graham, after a performance, was asked by a reporter, 
“what did that dance mean?” She answered:” If I could tell you I wouldn’t have to dance it.” In 
our faith tradition, life in all its complexity and wonder is like a dance, or a piece of art. It all 
defies simple answers. It does invite many questions and much examination and discussion. 

There was an elderly woman that I used to visit in a previous church. She was almost 90 years 
old. She had been through much and learned many of life’s lessons. She had attended her local 
church her whole life, She would have listened to maybe 4000 sermons. Attended 100s of Bible 
Studies, talked about faith in her community for decades. If anyone could have earnestly 
arrived at certainty it was someone like her.  Yet when I visited her she was full of questions. 
What is heaven like? Are angels real? Who made God? Did Adam and Eve have belly buttons? 
(Think about it…) Sometimes she would give me her questions on paper ahead of time so I 
could be prepared. 

We confirm 8 great young people this morning, welcoming them into our community of faith, 
into the long tradition of questions, into a conversation that spans centuries, into an 
exploration of mystery in community.  

They all already have great questions and interesting answers and many gifts to share. Their 
confirmation, we can remember, does not mean that all questions are now answered, that their 
faith is set in stone.  There are still questions to ask, conversations to be in, a journey into the 
mystery of faith to continue, for them and for all us.  

May God bless all of you, and all of us, and may the questions and conversations continue.  
Amen 


