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Introduction
This book is concerned with teaching confirmation, and 

by teaching confirmation, I mean simply teaching the faith to 
anyone. 

It’s all about thinking backward. What’s the point 
of teaching the big ideas of the faith to young 
people? The point is, ultimately, not that they make a 
public confession of faith one time after a period of 
instruction (though this is good). This is often what 
happens with confirmation. If you’ve lived through 
it, you’ve probably seen it. No, instead the point 
is what happens after that period of instruction. 
Learners confirm their faith over and over again for 
life. The point is that learners get equipped with the 
knowledge and skills needed for continually learning 
and confirming their faith throughout their days. It’s 
not just about pledging one time that they would 
rather die than give up their faith (though that is in 
the Rite of Confirmation). 

It should be about daily pledging to God 
and to the Christian community that this 
faith is more important than life itself, and 
then striving to live that way.

God’s Word gives life. That’s the key. Those 
who by the Holy Spirit receive forgiveness and faith in Christ 
by that Word, in the end, will be saved. Confirmation instruc-
tion is ultimately about arming young people with the tools 
to understand that Word and the skills to faithfully and joy-
fully receive it. It’s about getting equipped with what is need-
ed for lifelong faith. The point is that they learn and confirm 
their faith as they enter Christian adulthood. That identity as 
God’s redeemed child, which for most of our learners began 
at their Baptism, does not end at the Rite of Confirmation. 
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Confirmation, instead, is one stepping stone along that path 
of being continually formed by God’s Word within the greater 
faith family. 

It’s a place to stop, get trained, and get armed for lifelong 
war against the enemies of the devil, the world, and our sinful 
flesh as creation awaits the return of Christ. It’s big-picture, 
epic, life-and-death stuff. 

Confirmation instruction, when you get down to it, is a mi-
crocosm of teaching the faith to the next generation. It serves 
as a kind of case study for what matters most. What mat-
ters most is giving people the tools to stand strong 
in their faith and cling to God’s Word and promises, 
even when all else fails. 

It isn’t done quickly, and the overall task can’t be done in a 
year or two, even if confirmation instruction traditionally hap-
pens in that time frame. It’s part of a greater picture that begins 
at conception and ends at death. In looking at this one cross 
section of faith instruction—namely, confirmation—we have 
the opportunity to consider how people truly understand some-
thing, really grasp a concept. This understanding of how people 
learn anything is true no matter what. It’s true in its own way for 
young people, but it’s also true for children and adults. The truth 
doesn’t change, and our humanity doesn’t change, but how we 
go about learning and the circumstances under which we must 
confirm our faith do. 

Let’s take the plunge together and get back to the point 
of all this—equipping the saints for lifelong learning and con-
firming the timeless truths of God’s Word. 

Confirmation, 
instead, is 
one stepping 
stone along 
that path  
of being 
continually 
formed by 
God’s Word 
within the 
greater faith 
family.
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The Challenges and Opportunities of Confirmation

Chapter 1 

The Challenges  
and Opportunities  
of Confirmation

HELP! I’m in charge of teaching or leading confirma-
tion! How did I get here? What am I going to do? 

You may be asking yourself these questions. You are 
not alone. In fact, I’d guess that confirmation instruction, or 
leading any young adolescent to learn and confirm his or her 
faith, makes just about any faith leader anxious. There’s a rea-
son for this. It’s part of something greater. And because of 
that, we need to know where confirmation fits into 
our life together as God’s people. 

In fact, as we think about teaching 
confirmation, we can learn what’s most 
important in teaching the faith to anybody. 

Think back to your younger days when you were, say, mid-
dle-school age. My guess is that this was not the easiest time 
for you. It’s fair to assume that during this time you were trying 
to figure out who you were and where you fit in the universe. 
Young people are always in search of a new and better identity. 

Consider their challenges:
•  Peer pressure and trying to fit in
•  Being accepted by a group (and now peer approval 

is seen as more important than parental approval)
•  Developing friendships, even though social  

interaction is often difficult 
•  Forming a unique identity that’s distinguished from 

their parents
•  Trying to just survive and to find mental, emotional, and 

physical safe spaces

7
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Into the midst of this, in our tradition, we generally expect 
our young people to go through a somewhat intense process 
of learning the faith, or going through a period of catechesis. 
Now, catechesis can be defined this way: 

Catechesis is the element of Christian 
education focused on understanding the 
essential doctrines of the Bible that form 
the foundation of the Christian faith and the 
adoption of those claims as central tenants of 
one’s own faith and life leading toward richer 
discipleship. (David L. Rueter, Teaching the 
Faith at Home, p. 21) 

For many of us, the most intense time of catechesis 
happens in the time prior to the Rite of Confirmation. In this 
class, teachers (most often pastors, but also including other 
faith leaders) carve out some time over a few years to teach 
the faith very intentionally to young people. We generally 
use Luther’s Small Catechism (often with the Explanation), 
the hymnal, and the Bible as our texts. Using these three 
texts with an emphasis on God’s Word, catechesis is the 
central purpose of confirmation class. To define confirma-
tion instruction, we look to the Explanation of Luther’s Small 
Catechism: 

Confirmation is a public rite of the church 
preceded by a period of instruction in 
which baptized Christians learn about the 
confession, life, and mission of the Christian 
Church. (Question 14) 

Put another way, 

Confirmation is the confession of the 
confirmand’s ongoing, baptismal life as 
part of the Father’s story of salvation in His 
Son, Jesus, by the power of the Holy Spirit. 
(Confirmation Basics, p. 27)

Few would argue that a period of instruction in the Christian 
faith, focused on God’s Word, would be a bad thing for young 
people, right? In theory, it provides a great opportunity for the 

we generally 
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go through 
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process of 

learning 
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through a 
period of 
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The Challenges and Opportunities of Confirmation

Church on earth to focus its efforts on training the next genera-
tion of believers to learn and confirm their faith in Christ for life. 
It gives an opportunity for baptized people to stand up in front 
of their congregation of fellow baptized believers and pledge 
faithfulness to their God, even at the cost of their own lives. This 
is the ultimate end of confirmation, the Rite of Confirmation. 
The pledge our confirmands give—that they’d rather 
die than give up the Word of God, as explained in the 
Small Catechism, and that they will live their lives for 
God’s kingdom—is a big deal. 

So why is confirmation so challenging for our congrega-
tions?

O t h e r  O b s t a c l e s

As we noted above, young people experience many 
trials during adolescence. But this obstacle alone isn’t the 
greatest challenge to many confirmation programs. So, if not 
this, then what?

Dr. Marvin Bergman did a study of LCMS congregations 
between 2006 and 2008, asking them about their confirmation 
programs. In this study, he uncovered other major factors that 
lead to confirmation being a major point of stress. He found that 
these are the three leading challenges named in confirmation 
ministries anticipated five years from that time: 

• The need for greater parent involvement and commit-
ment

• Scheduling conflicts and time pressures

• A post-confirmation lack of involvement by youth

In regard to the same study, the importance of a confir-
mand’s clear grasp of the key content of the catechism was 
described as very important or important by 91 percent of the 
leaders. But 87 percent of leaders agreed that most young 
people likely stop using their catechism after confirmation. In 
addition, the other respondents indicated that active involve-
ment in church quickly declined for many youth following the 
Rite of Confirmation (see Confirmation Basics, p. 17). 
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In other words, then and now, the biggest outside 
challenges to confirmation instruction revolve 
around (1) a general lack of priority for catechesis for 
families, and (2) a lack of ongoing commitment to the 
faith once confirmation is over. The Small Catechism, 
a summary of the Christian faith, is often left on a 
shelf collecting dust once the Rite of Confirmation 
is over. Perhaps for a few years, families return to 
worship, but once the Rite of Confirmation is over, 
it’s easy for many families to feel that their young 
person has “graduated.” And they’re seldom seen 
again.

Quite the opposite of the actual intent of 
confirmation, isn’t it?

W H A T  A R E  W E  T O  D O ?  It’s easy to start pointing fin-
gers. After all, God gave the role of teaching the faith, or cat-
echesis, to parents (see Deuteronomy 6). Parents weren’t 
commanded to outsource teaching the faith to the congrega-
tion. Pragmatically, the time and opportunity any congrega-
tional teacher has to pass on the faith to young people is next 
to nothing in any given week compared to the opportunity for 
parents to do the same. 

But before we, as faith leaders, simply point fingers and 
throw our hands up when parents don’t teach the faith to their 
kids as we’d like, we need to take a humble look at reality 
for what it is. Much of the time, parents in our congregations 
simply don’t have the knowledge or training to act as they 
should. Luther and the early reformers had similar problems. 
Luther took seriously God’s command to parents to train their 
children in the Word of the Lord. He believed that God had 
designed human life to begin in the family and to be based 
on the family’s exercise of its function and responsibilities, 
among them the catechism, that is, instructing one another 
in God’s Word. But that responsibility is shared by the en-
tire Christian community; the whole Church aids parents and 
family members in the instructional process in many ways 
(see Teaching God’s Children His Teaching, p. 28). Though 

Much of 
the time, 

parents in our 
congregations 
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Luther wrote the Small Catechism with the intent that heads 
of household should teach the family the faith, he knew that 
the congregation, pastors, and the like had a responsibility to 
assist in teaching the faith as well. 

Initially, Luther placed his greatest emphasis 
on the family as the God-ordained institution 
to nurture and teach faith. By the middle 
of the 1520s, however, Luther realized that 
many parents were unskilled, unwilling, 
or unable to take the time to carry out 
their calling of teaching their children. He 
then turned to others who could provide 
instruction, especially pastors, teachers, 
and secular authorities who could lead the 
way in establishing schools. The intent was 
that such leaders would supplement the 
instruction of parents, while each was to 
give special attention to one’s own calling, 
such as a pastor providing instruction for a 
congregation. Luther made special pleas to 
parents to educate their sons and daughters 
in schools so that they could learn the 
catechism and lead their families in living as 
Christians. (Confirmation Basics, p. 11)

There’s nothing new under the sun. Luther wrote the 
Small Catechism primarily because parents weren’t teaching 
the faith at home. Not surprisingly, the problem didn’t simply 
go away when he wrote it.

Yes, there are many challenges when it comes to con-
firmation: time, interest, lack of parental involvement, loss 
of motivation, dwindling numbers, and waning background 
knowledge (for starters). But there are opportunities as well. 
Opportunities for partnership between the learner, the home, 
and the congregation. Opportunities for building relation-
ships between older and younger generations. And oppor-
tunities to help learners discover and engage their identities 
within God’s plan for salvation. T
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What Christians learn in confirmation doesn’t have to end 
there. God’s Word can continue to work in the lives of people 
in our congregations beyond direct instruction. Catechesis 
can become a way of life for our young people and our fam-
ilies as we embrace “an approach to catechesis that does 
not see confirmation as a stand-alone program, but rather as 
a key element of an ongoing shaping process that begins at 
Baptism and extends across each person’s lifespan” (Teach-
ing the Faith at Home, p. 123). Let’s tackle the challenge and 
embrace the opportunity together. 
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