Introduction - 16 August 16 2026

As our reading and pantomime today, we
will hear an account of someone’s
personal experience from a devotional
book, written by Karen Wieck, based on
the words of Jesus in Matthew 28:20:
“Surely | am with you always, to the very
end of the age.”

In today’s sermon, we will consider four
questions by which we can examine a
religion: Is it true? Does it support me in
difficult times? Can | completely rely on it
before and after death”? And does it guide
me toward a responsible way of life?
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Reading: The Empty Seat — 16 August 2026

1. Throughout my life, | have experienced
time and again that the seat next to me
remained empty because no one sat
down on the chair beside me. Sometimes
that was perfectly fine, sometimes it was
uncomfortable, sometimes it was
embarrassing, and sometimes it really
hurt. It depended on the situation and on
how | was feeling emotionally at the time.
| have no idea why this kept happening.
But | can say with a little humor today: at
least my deodorant never failed me!
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2. Unfortunately, these were not just 08 ic )&\ (a9 gy ﬁj (a2

isc?lated sit.uations. For years, | felt 2 i€ ol o SJ 53 8l u’é\}d\
rejected. First by my mother, then by ‘

my stepmother, and later by O f@ﬂ‘j S yf‘ U"ﬁf@“u
classmates and colleagues. | also 2 k) (e laaY g ¢l da g )
experienced bullying. My emotional | _uil L&  Jazll & Dk ) (g Cacall

wounds and my loneliness grew

deeper and deeper.
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3. Fifteen years ago, Jesus Christ then
came into my life and into my heart
after | took part in a Bible course for
beginners. There, for the first time, |
understood that Jesus loves me and
accepts me justas | am. That | do not
have to prove myself or achieve

anything for Him, but that | can come
to Him with all my guilt, my loneliness,
and my wounds. This knowledge
completely changed my life!
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4. But even after that turning point, it still
happens from time to time that the seat next
to me remains empty, and it hurts me. One
evening, | asked Jesus if He could tell me
why this happens. | had the impression that
He wanted to comfort me with his answer:
“Quite simply, because | would love to sit
beside you!”

Yes, Jesus is at my side, whether | am
walking, standing, or sitting! He is there, and
He is there for me. Always and everywhere.
That is healing comfort. With Jesus, | am
accepted, no matter what other people think

of me.
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Sermon for 16 August 2026 — Pastor Weber

Dear congregation,

1. | belong to a secular club whose
members are encouraged to answer four
questions before undertaking any
activity. Is what | am planning an honest
and truthful undertaking? Is it fair to
everyone involved? Will it promote
friendship and goodwill? Will it serve the
well-being of everyone involved? | find it
fascinating to apply these questions to
religion.
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2. Religion is, after all, concerned with
something invisible that is decisive for
our lives both before and after death.
That is why | have modified these four
questions from my club for the
purpose of examining religion. | will
state each religious question and then
answer it with regard to the Christian
faith. The first question is: Is the
religion true? | would like to answer
this crucial question of religious truth
only at the end.
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3. For the truth of the Christian faith
arises from its content, from Jesus
himself, and not from something else.
The second question is: Does religion
support me in life, and am |
strengthened in difficult times? A
Christian from our congregation said

to me recently: “For many years | have
prayed to Jesus, and every time |
receive an answer.” His words,
especially the “every time”, touch me
deeply.
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4. | often hear similar things from
people in our congregation, as well as
from people who come to the door of
the church house. One woman said:
“The last time | was here, you prayed
for me to find an apartment. Shortly
afterwards, | got one.”
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5. | can confirm this from my own life.
When | pray to Jesus early in the
morning, | often tell Him about things
that have not gone well, things that
weigh on me. Simply doing that
already helps me, and it changes the
way my day begins. And the things that
were troubling me often go quite well
that day. In the evening, | can thank
Jesus for His help throughout the day.
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6. This second question has a second
part: Am | strengthened by religion in
difficult times? From the perspective
of society, strengthening people in
difficult times is regarded as the
positive function of religion. Many
people in the world are not really doing
well, and that is not likely to change
very quickly. And yet many people,
even in poorer countries, are not
despairing. They are joyful and make
the best of their difficult
circumstances.
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7. Why is that? They are people of faith
- and | can only speak from my own
experience - the Christian faith gives
them strength in the midst of a difficult
life. It is often different with people
who have no faith. Even when faced
with relatively minor problems, they

constantly complain, blame others for
all their difficulties, and - as we see In
eastern Germany - vote for protest
parties such as the AfD without any
real sense or reason.
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8. The woman we saw earlier in the
pantomime was also strengthened by
Jesus in her difficult life. Some of us,
too, are outsiders, and when they sit
beside us, the seat next to them often
remains empty, even at church coffee
hour. That is sad. But this woman
discovered that she could come to
Jesus with all her guilt, loneliness, and
woundedness. And Jesus said to her:
“The seat beside you remains empty
because | would gladly sit beside
you!”
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9. The third question is: Does religion
offer me something | can completely
rely on in this life and the life after
death, something | can always hold
on to? This is the central religious
question. It determines whether we are
dealing with the true religion. Many of
you once lived in a different religious
environment and know this question:
Does religion put pressure on me and
make me afraid of life after death? Or
does it allow me to breathe freely here
and now, to find peace, and promise me
a happy life in eternity?
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10. When | was twenty years old, | was
a religious seeker here in Germany. At
that time, there was a real danger of
nuclear war in Germany. In a
community center, | saw a film about
the dropping of the atomic bomb on
Hiroshima in 1945. | asked myself:
What gives me hope if something
like that were to happen here as
well? What can stand against such
terrible, mass death? In the room
next door, | heard people singing
words from the Bible.
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11. Then | knew: only the God of the
Bible is stronger than all
destruction! The Heidelberg
Catechism, which | love, expresses
this in words that remain valid for all
time: “What is my only comfort, in life
and in death? That | am not my own,

but belong - body and soul, in life and
in death - to my faithful Savior Jesus
Christ. He forgives all my sins ... and
assures me of eternal life.”
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12. When it comes to this central
religious question, | am convinced
that the Christian faith is unbeatable.
For Jesus takes everything upon
Himself and removes from us
whatever separates us as sinners from
God. And in fellowship with Him, He
gives us a new, indestructible life. All
other religions rely on human effort;
we, on the other hand, put our trust
in Jesus!
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13. The fourth question is: Does
religion guide me toward a
responsible way of life that
contributes positively to society?
This question is repeatedly
discussed in Germany in relation to
religion. People ask: Does religion
approve of violence? Does it promote
hatred? Does it want to rule over
people, including those who do not
follow it? Or does religion advocate
peaceful coexistence?
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14. Does it guide us to love rather than
hate? Does it call us to serve other
people rather than dominate them?
Anyone who comes from a Christian-
influenced country such as Germany
knows that Christians do not always
do positive things, either. Christians,
too, can promote conflict, cause hurt,
and encourage oppression. Christians
are sinners, as Martin Luther, the
founder of our Protestant Church,
said.
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15. But when Christians behave so
badly, they are acting against the will
of Jesus, who wants us to love even
our enemies and to serve all people in
peace. Yes, the Christian faith
promotes a responsible way of life
that bears fruit for society! This is
what we stand for, and this is how we
want to live according to the will of
Jesus. And when we fail to live this
way, we should turn away from our
wrong paths and ask Jesus for
forgiveness.
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16. The first question: Is the religion
true? For example, we cannot say:
“Faith in Jesus is true because the
Bible is true.” The Bible stands under
Jesus, not above Him. The Bible is true
because it speaks about Jesus. Jesus
is the truth, and the Christian faith is

the true religion. If you ask “Why?”, |
answer:
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17. Because Jesus always supports
me in my life, and because He
strengthens me in body and soul in
difficult times. Because Jesus loves
me and accepts me, forgives me, and
gives me eternal life. Therefore, | can

completely rely on Him in this life
and the life after death, and | can
always hold on to Him.
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18. And Jesus also guides me toward
a responsible way of life that bears
fruit for society. | experience all these
things, and therefore | believe: Jesus
IS the truth. He is my support, my
comfort, and my hope in this life and

In the life after death.
Amen!
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