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Affirmation
A sermon preached by the Rev. Martin L. Smith at St. Columba’s Episcopal Church, Washington, DC,

 on June 6, 2010, St Columba Day. Based on Luke 10:17-20.

One of the most valuable words in our vocabulary is 
affirmation. Affirmation expresses something we all need 
from the cradle to our death beds. We need to strengthen 
one another, build up in one another a sense of our essential 
value, goodness and uniqueness. Through affirmation we 
firm up in one another a sense that we each have a particular 
contribution to make to our communities, that we have gifts 
to give the world and, even more fundamental, we are gifts. 
The gospel for St. Columba’s day gives us a beautiful model 
for affirmation, because it shows Jesus in action affirming 
his followers. Let’s see what we can learn from him. 

Today’s reading shows Jesus in superb form as a coach. 
We are told in Luke’s gospel that a few weeks before today’s 
scene Jesus had trained thirty-five pairs of men and women to 
go ahead of him into the surrounding villages to tell people 
what God was starting to do through Jesus’ movement, and 
to bring hope and healing to whomever would welcome 
them. Today the thirty-five pairs reconvene with him after 
their expeditions, rather in the way teams report back to 
debrief with their coach after away games. Notice that Jesus 
had not scurried after them to check up on them while they 
were practicing being messengers of hope and healing. He 
hadn’t hovered over them. True affirmation never creates 
dependency. And notice that he had not sent people out 
on their own. True affirmation builds up our ability to co-
operate, to work through relationships, to value one another’s 
complementary gifts.

So after their spell on the road the seventy return, and 
they are happy with how things went. Jesus had encouraged 
them to believe that they were capable of ministry. They 
weren’t merely passive consumers of his message. Jesus 
wanted them to embody and pass on the message of hope in 
action. In the name of Jesus they were capable of changing 
people’s lives for good. This is the real secret of joy, isn’t it? 
Not, “I have never made mistakes, and I have always been 
successful.” No way. Jesus had actually coached them to 
accept that many people would turn their backs on the good 
news, and they would encounter sets backs and resistance. 

But joy comes from a sense that we are capable of bringing 
hope and life to others. We can do it! It works! Crowding 
round Jesus to report back, the seventy are exhilarated. “Lord, 
in your name, even the demons submit to us!”

There is a bit of an obstacle here. In Jesus’ day, everyone 
believed that human misery was constantly being made worse 
by the negative action of invisible parasites, demons bent 
on undoing what was good, and fanning craziness, violence 
and disease. In our complex modern world, this theory is 
obsolete, though the human condition is just as messed up 
as ever. It is still true that every home, every community, 
every nations, is beset by negative forces that foment discord, 
that make us crazy. Jesus’ disciples came back with proof 
that they were capable of pushing back the craziness, and 
helping people open up a space in their lives where health, 
sanity and hope can start to heal and restore.

Now we come to Jesus’ affirmation. I’m sure Luke is 
not giving us the whole of Jesus’ response during this de-
briefing session. I’m certain Jesus thanked and congratulated 
them all. He must have given them whatever back then was 
the equivalent of a high five. That’s how we all affirm one 
another, isn’t it? But what everyone remembered were Jesus’ 
dramatic words of affirmation, “I watched Satan fall from 
heaven like a flash of lightning.”

Here we have a fabulous example of deep affirmation. 
You see, when it comes to being affirmed, thanks and 
congratulations go only so far. We want to be thanked for 
what we do, we want to be congratulated for the role we 
play and the good things we achieve. But our need for 
affirmation goes deeper. True affirmation comes when we 
recognize that our lives are consequential elements in a 
bigger picture. Like individual pieces in a jigsaw puzzle, 
our lives have odd, unsatisfactory shapes. But when they 
slot together with others to form a big picture, their essential 
significance is revealed. Have you ever come to the point of 
almost completing a jigsaw puzzle only to discover that the 
last few pieces were missing from the box? So it is when we 
come to the recognition that each one of us is an essential 



St. Columba’s Episcopal Church
4201 Albemarle Street, NW

Washington, DC  20016
Phone 202/363-4119

© 2010 St. Columba’s Episcopal Church
Recent sermons from St. Columba’s are available on our  

website at www.columba.org

element in a rich and vast reality, God’s big picture.
And this is exactly what Jesus is doing when he says, 

“I watched Satan fall from heaven like a flash of lightning.” 
He uses an ancient myth, the eviction of Satan from his seat 
of power. When everyone believed that there was a hostile 
entity tormenting humanity, people expressed their hopes for 
liberation and healing through the dream that one day, Satan, 
that hostile force, would be de-fanged. One day Satan would 
become impotent in the face of a power greater than evil, the 
power of God’s creativity, wisdom and Spirit. One day God’s 
royal realm of love and justice would take hold. So Jesus tells 
his disciples that their endeavors were actually part of a larger 
movement that was stripping evil of its power to disrupt and 
poison our communities and our world. In appearance, all 
they have done is go round a few villages with a message 
of hope, releasing people from the craziness that spoils our 
lives. Just a few scruffy neighborhoods, and many people 
laughed in their faces. Yet, small as their endeavors seemed 
to the untrained eye, in fact they were essential activities in 
God’s larger revolution, the coming of God’s reign.

Jesus affirms them by sharing with them his vision 
of the overthrow of evil and craziness through the power 
of love and Spirit. He affirms them by assuring them that 
every single act of theirs that awakens hope is a vital part of 
God’s push-back against all that harms, degrades, stupefies 
and spoils our world.

Now this isn’t all. There’s a risk in affirming people for 
what they achieve. If we affirm people for their successes, 
there’s a risk that achievement could seem to be the condition 
for being recognized and loved. Some forms of affirmation 
hint that if we don’t produce results we forfeit our value. 
Every parent, every teacher, knows this risk. If Jesus affirms 
them for their success in their ministries, maybe their joy 
would be short-lived. Supposing on their next mission 
expeditions all they encounter was frustration and failure. 
Supposing numbers fall. Then what? Perhaps their sense of 
worth in God’s eyes might collapse. Perhaps they would feel 

that they were failures in God’s eyes, and needed to earn 
back Jesus’ respect.

So this is the importance of the next step that Jesus took 
in affirming his disciples. He affirms that they are indeed 
capable of being effective healers and messengers of hope. 
They are good at pushing back all that is negative to open up 
the space for God’s surprising arts of reconciliation. “See I 
have given you authority to tread on snakes and scorpions and 
over all the power of the enemy; and nothing will hurt you.” 
Now comes the really important word—nevertheless. Jesus 
goes on to tell them that they mustn’t get fixated on success. 
They mustn’t get fixated on numbers. If we start counting our 
successes, counting our religious ‘sales figures’, if we start 
counting converts, if we start calculating our worth in these 
ways, we are sunk. All that is in God’s hands. We mustn’t 
get into counting, into spiritual book-keeping. Instead we 
must count on the fact that we are unconditionally secure 
in the love of God. Jesus tells them that there is one book 
that matters, and one book keeper that counts. 

Jesus refers to the ancient symbol of the Book of 
Life kept in heaven for God by the recording angel. In the 
conventional view, this was a ledger recording our merits 
and our failures. But for Jesus this one Great Book of Life 
is simply the guest register which records our reservation in 
heaven. There is a place already booked for us in the heart of 
God. Our reservation is secure. “Nevertheless, do not rejoice 
at this, that the demons are subject to you, but rejoice that 
your names are written in heaven.”

So Jesus in his skilful, his wise, affirmation of his 
disciples, reminds them that true joy is grounded in a deep 
sense that whatever we create in our lives, whatever the 
struggles and failures, whatever the sufferings and setbacks, 
whatever the delights and pleasures, we must rely on deep 
abiding trust that our names are safe in God’s guest book, 
we are fully registered in advance for our share in the glory. 

Can you think of a gospel passage more exactly suited 
to us, as we round off a year of ministry in St Columba’s?


