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Acts 2:1-21 

Psalm 104:24-34, 35b

Romans 8:22-27

John 15:26-27; 16:4b-15

Acts 2:1-21

The Coming of the Holy Spirit

2When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. 2And suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting. 3Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them. 4All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability. 

5 Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. 6And at this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in the native language of each. 7Amazed and astonished, they asked, ‘Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? 8And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language? 9Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, 10Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, 11Cretans and Arabs—in our own languages we hear them speaking about God’s deeds of power.’ 12All were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, ‘What does this mean?’ 13But others sneered and said, ‘They are filled with new wine.’ 

Peter Addresses the Crowd

14 But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed them: ‘Men of Judea and all who live in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and listen to what I say. 15Indeed, these are not drunk, as you suppose, for it is only nine o’clock in the morning. 16No, this is what was spoken through the prophet Joel: 
17“In the last days it will be, God declares,
that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh,
   and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,
and your young men shall see visions,
   and your old men shall dream dreams. 
18Even upon my slaves, both men and women,
   in those days I will pour out my Spirit;
     and they shall prophesy. 
19And I will show portents in the heaven above
   and signs on the earth below,
     blood, and fire, and smoky mist. 
20The sun shall be turned to darkness
   and the moon to blood,
     before the coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day. 
21Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.” 

Psalm 104:24-34, 35b


24O Lord, how manifold are your works!
   In wisdom you have made them all;
   the earth is full of your creatures. 
25Yonder is the sea, great and wide,
   creeping things innumerable are there,
   living things both small and great. 
26There go the ships,
   and Leviathan that you formed to sport in it. 


27These all look to you
   to give them their food in due season; 
28when you give to them, they gather it up;
   when you open your hand, they are filled with good things. 
29When you hide your face, they are dismayed;
   when you take away their breath, they die
   and return to their dust. 
30When you send forth your spirit,* they are created;
   and you renew the face of the ground. 


31May the glory of the Lord endure for ever;
   may the Lord rejoice in his works— 
32who looks on the earth and it trembles,
   who touches the mountains and they smoke. 
33I will sing to the Lord as long as I live;
   I will sing praise to my God while I have being. 
34May my meditation be pleasing to him,
   for I rejoice in the Lord. 
35Let sinners be consumed from the earth,
   and let the wicked be no more.
Bless the Lord, O my soul.
Praise the Lord! 

John 15:26-27; 16:4b-15

26 ‘When the Advocate* comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who comes from the Father, he will testify on my behalf. 27You also are to testify because you have been with me from the beginning. 4But I have said these things to you so that when their hour comes you may remember that I told you about them.

The Work of the Spirit

‘I did not say these things to you from the beginning, because I was with you. 5But now I am going to him who sent me; yet none of you asks me, “Where are you going?” 6But because I have said these things to you, sorrow has filled your hearts. 7Nevertheless, I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Advocate* will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you. 8And when he comes, he will prove the world wrong about* sin and righteousness and judgement: 9about sin, because they do not believe in me; 10about righteousness, because I am going to the Father and you will see me no longer; 11about judgement, because the ruler of this world has been condemned. 

12 ‘I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. 13When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, but will speak whatever he hears, and he will declare to you the things that are to come. 14He will glorify me, because he will take what is mine and declare it to you. 15All that the Father has is mine. For this reason I said that he will take what is mine and declare it to you. 

Sermon

People from far and wide gathered for the festivities. But some of them really stood out. Special people. They looked special and they sounded special. So special that everyone around them knew that something was up. That was so evident and their joy was so noticeable that people thought they were drunk. Now I’m not sure I want people in Dominion/Glace Bay to think that everyone here today is drunk but wouldn’t/shouldn’t/couldn’t we strive to appear to be different and stand out as shining examples of faith? Examples of Christian living? 
Two days ago we celebrated Pentecost, the day the Holy Spirit came and breathed life into the church so that the church could be all that God intended it to be. It was the day the Holy Spirit came and descended on the disciples, people who feeling pretty low, depressed and lifeless. 

Then The Holy Spirit breathed renewed life into Jesus’ followers. The spirit, God’s presence, moved them from hopelessness to hope. Call it crowd hysteria, but instantaneously, they were filled with joy, excited, full of energy and full of life. 

Joy, excitement and energy is contagious, in this case spreading the good news about Jesus in a way everyone understood. The disciples were not only able to just communicate, but they were excited about what they had to say and they were anxious to share it with others. 

That day, spirit overcame barriers to communication. People understood each other. They were able to both speak AND listen, hear each other, and communicate something very special. 

And the church was off and running. It was alive. 

What was the secret? They discovered that the way to regain momentum was to gather together, to celebrate together, to pray together, to simply be together. They wanted to be with each other. They discovered that they liked each other. Only then could they understand and love God in a whole new and renewed way. 

What happened next? Filled with hope, they reached out, loving the people around them and those beyond the walls of the place where they gathered. They didn’t build momentum by staying inside the church and hanging out with each other. That gathering was the spark that inspired and motivated them to spread the spirit of hope throughout the world. 

It happened then when the disciples moved from thinking about what Jesus had said, to proclaiming what he said - in word - and in deed, and reaching out to heal, to serve, to simply be with - and to love - all those around them. It can happen to us as well. So we celebrate. 

A poet Ann Weems, a poet I really enjoy because her simplicity always has a thought provoking message, wrote a parable called, “Happy Birthday Church!”  (It comes from her book Reaching for Rainbows, 1980)

Ann says in her poem: ...the people enjoyed being together and they went about the work of the church with joy,… They made noise both outside and inside the church.

Even though they were accused of not taking anything seriously, (because of the joy they expressed), they proclaimed, “We take our commitment to the Lord very seriously indeed, so we celebrate.

Balloon


Because of the spirit, we too can be changed just as balloons change when we breathe air into them. The Spirit, the breath of God gives life to the heart and soul, enlarging and growing our relationship with God and each other, opening us up to God’s party. 

That moment is the gift of the Holy Spirit. And when we let go - when we let God within us - when we let the Spirit within us - beautiful things happen.

Yes, the Spirit does all that Jesus said it would do.

The Spirit flows in us, and through us it flows to others.

It is like the wind,

it is like the gentle flapping of a dove's wings

It is like fire,

It is like a river.

It is like a still small voice within.

Let us pray:

Come, Holy Spirit, come.
Come into our place of worship this day.
Come into each heart, each family, each friendship,
Each song, each life here today,
So that we may love with purpose, courage, and enthusiasm,
Transforming our world with the Love and Life of Christ. 

 
Come, Holy Spirit, come upon us, come around us, 
come within us; Come to lead us, come to guide us,
that we may work in Your power, and rest in Your presence:
through Jesus Christ our Lord. AMEN.

From David Adam, “Traces of Glory”

Sermon

Today is Pentecost, the birth of the church, a time of celebration. 

John Maynard, an Australian who wrote: “Pentecost is a wonderful day in the Christian year. On this day we remember the time when the followers of Jesus experienced God’s presence coming to them in the form of wind and fire. Pentecost was also the day that the church was born, because on that day God’s Spirit filled the disciples and made them brave enough to share the message of God’s love with others. When they told others about Jesus, many people wanted to be baptized and follow His teachings too. On this day we remind ourselves that God’s Spirit is just as powerful in the world today as it was in biblical times.”

As it says in today’s reading from the book of Acts: “All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them.” Acts 2:4 (NIV) 

Yes, today is a very special day. We call it Pentecost, the day the Holy Spirit came and breathed life into the church so that the church could be all that God intended for it to be. The day the Holy Spirit came and descended on the disciples. They were feeling down. They were deflated -- like this balloon. 

But as the Holy Spirit breathed life into Jesus’ followers, they were excited, full of energy and life. And they discovered that they were not only able to communicate the good news about Jesus with everyone but they were so excited about what they had to say that they were anxious to share it with others. 

That day, the barriers that prevent people from hearing each other were broken down. They were able to speak to and to listen to each other. And they were excited, ignited by the spirit and the church was off and running. It was alive. The people who formed the first church understood and loved God in a whole new way and they reached out to love the people around them. They didn’t stay inside the church, trying to contain the fire. They moved out to the world. 

The reading from Acts 2 tells that story, the story of Pentecost, the coming of the Holy Spirit. 

The story begins with people coming together, then the sound of wind. Pneuma in Greek means “wind”, “spirit” and “breath.” The same as it does in Hebrew where ruach means all three, wind, spirit and breath. 

That day the followers of Jesus were “blown away” by the breath of the Holy Spirit. The disciples were so excited some people thought they were drunk. But it was only morning. 9 am as a matter of fact. 

The Rev. Skip Jackson wrote that maybe in the 21st century you might find people looking drunk on a Friday night (because they actually are!), but we wouldn’t be loud and boisterous having fun at a party on a Sunday morning would we? “Why is that?” he asks: “Is it because we’re too serious about our faith? Or is it because we’re not serious enough?” 

The moment that the Spirit of God descended all the disciples of Jesus became not only capable of communicating with each other, but they were so excited about it that they willing to communicate with an interact with people they never would have considered before.

It happened when the disciples went from thinking about what Jesus had said, to joyfully proclaiming what he said - in word - and in deed, reaching out to heal, to serve - and to love - all those around them.

A poet Ann Weems, a poet I really enjoy because her simplicity always has a thought provoking message, wrote a parable called, “Happy Birthday Church!”  It comes from her book Reaching for Rainbows, 1980]

In this parable she describes a church that doesn’t have a narthex or nave or sanctuary but has party rooms. In this story, the main room, the space here that we call the nave and up there that we call the Sanctuary, the place with an altar and a cross, is called God’s Party Room.

And Ann says in her poem: ...the people enjoyed being together and they went about the work of the church with joy, 

They did things like: 

·  take people in wheelchairs to the park and play ball with them.

· bought pizza and marched right into dingy, dirty, paint-peeling apartments and sat down to eat with the tenants.

· held picnics for the old folks home, and old men ran raced while the congregation stamped their feet in applause. 

“They made noise both outside and inside the church.”


“Even though they were accused of not taking anything seriously, they proclaimed, “We take our commitment to the Lord very seriously indeed.”

...they said (and I quote) “We are overjoyed that we can be the church, a community of people, who are many, yet one—who are different, but who walk together and welcome any who would walk with us. When we weep there is someone to weep with us and to affirm us and to take us to a party. When we see injustices, we must be about God’s business of freeing the oppressed. When we are faithless, we have God’s promise of forgiveness. Isn’t it remarkable that we can be God’s good news? Is it any wonder we have a church full of party rooms? There is so much love to celebrate!”...”

How does this fit with your understanding of the church? 

Today we celebrate Pentecost, the day we honour the Holy Spirit coming upon God’s People. Scripture teaches us that the Church, the People of God, is the Body of Christ. Without God’s Spirit blowing life in us, we are lifeless and dead. On the day of Pentecost Jesus’ Disciples came to life, empowered by the Holy Spirit to serve and to love. And you know what! God gives us the Holy Spirit today so we can do the same. 

I read: There is a mysterious moment in our lives 

     - a moment when belief can come alive

     - a moment when our thinking about the promises that God has

     made can become in us a transforming faith

     - a moment when ideas and concepts can suddenly move our 

     minds and our hearts, and through these, move our feet and our

     hands, our mouths and our lips in a new and a life giving

     way.

In that moment we are changed like the balloons we blow up change as we breath air into them. The Spirit, the breath of God gives life to the heart and soul, enlarging and growing our relationship with God, opening us up to God’s party. 

That moment is the gift of the Holy Spirit. And when we let go - when we let God within us - when we let the Spirit within us - beautiful things happen.

Yes, the Spirit does all that Jesus said it would do.

The Spirit flows in us, and through us it flows to others.

It is like the wind,

it is like the gentle flapping of a dove's wings

It is like fire,

It is like a river.

It is like a still small voice within.

So the Rev. Skip Jackson wrote: “Today is Pentecost Sunday—(the day the Spirit came) - the birthday of the church. And we do have balloons and birthday cake, but they’re for later. When we come forward for communion in a few minutes we’ll be partaking of bread—not because we don’t know how to throw a party but because (dropping crumbs) of frosted birthday cake into the cup... just wouldn’t work. But as you receive your piece of bread, think of it as birthday cake. And let the fact that it is not cake remind you of how we risk taking ourselves so seriously and getting so involved in “doing church” that we forget we are God’s Good News people. For indeed, there is so much Love to celebrate! Happy Birthday, Church!” 

From David Adam, “Traces of Glory”
Come, Holy Spirit, come.
Come into our place of worship this day.
Come into each heart, each family, each friendship,
Each song, each life here today,
So that we may love with purpose, courage, and enthusiasm,
Transforming our world with the Love and Life of Christ. 
Come, Holy Spirit, come upon us, come around us, 
come within us; Come to lead us, come to guide us,
that we may work in Your power, and rest in Your presence:
through Jesus Christ our Lord. AMEN.

 

The reading from Acts 2 tells that story, the story of Pentecost, the coming of the Holy Spirit. 

The story begins with people coming together, then the sound of wind. Pneuma in Greek means “wind”, “spirit” and “breath.” The same as it does in Hebrew where ruach means all three, wind, spirit and breath. 

That day the followers of Jesus were “blown away” by the breath of the Holy Spirit. The disciples were so excited some people thought they were drunk. But it was only morning. 9 am as a matter of fact. 

The Rev. Skip Jackson wrote that maybe in the 21st century you might find people looking drunk on a Friday night (because they actually are!), but we wouldn’t be loud and boisterous having fun at a party on a Sunday morning would we? “Why is that?” he asks: “Is it because we’re too serious about our faith? Or is it because we’re not serious enough?” 

The moment that the Spirit of God descended all the disciples of Jesus became not only capable of communicating with each other, but they were so excited about it that they willing to communicate with an interact with people they never would have considered before.

It happened when the disciples went from thinking about what Jesus had said, to joyfully proclaiming what he said - in word - and in deed, reaching out to heal, to serve - and to love - all those around them.

I read: There is a mysterious moment in our lives 

     - a moment when belief can come alive

     - a moment when our thinking about the promises that God has

     made can become in us a transforming faith

     - a moment when ideas and concepts can suddenly move our 

     minds and our hearts, and through these, move our feet and our

     hands, our mouths and our lips in a new and a life giving

     way.

Spirit for All

There are several accounts of the giving of the Spirit in scripture. In Acts we read how

the gift of the Spirit at Pentecost transformed the disciples into a community of faith

that was bold to witness publicly about what God was doing in their midst. We also

are given Spirit’s gifts of life, empowerment, vision, and strength as we proclaim God’s

message of love to all people.

Focus Scripture: Acts 2:1–21

In Israel’s tradition, Pentecost was the celebration of the Feast of Weeks, the spring barley harvest. When the Jews were no longer an agriculture-based society, the rabbis gave the festival a new meaning – a commemoration of the giving of the Law to Moses on Mount Sinai. God shaped a new people through the establishing of a covenant.

Luke is the author of the Acts of the Apostles. Acts 2, in the second part of Luke’s

story, describes the celebration of the festival of Pentecost after Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension. Jews have gathered from around the known world in Jerusalem. Acts tells how the disciples – including not only those included in “The Twelve,” but many other men and women who followed Jesus – have continued to meet since the day of the Resurrection. They are gathered in once place, and then an amazing thing happens. There is a sound “like the rush of a violent wind” (an

echo of the wind of the Spirit blowing over the waters of creation). Divided tongues “as of fire” (symbols of God’s presence) appear and rest on the head of each disciple. All are filled with the Spirit and begin to speak in many languages, telling the story of Jesus the Christ in ways that all can understand. The disciples speak confidently to all who

will listen. After some accuse the disciples of being drunk, Peter addresses the crowd, telling them that the prophecies of Joel have been fulfilled. God is pouring the Spirit upon all. Once again we hear an inclusive message. All who call on God’s name will be saved. The Spirit is for all. 

As we celebrate Pentecost today, it is important to keep in mind that we are telling the

story of a particular day. It is not that God’s Spirit had never been given before. Throughout scripture, we hear the story of how God has come near to humankind, strengthening and encouraging those who walk in God’s ways. But in this instance, the community has been empowered in a new way. The Christian community begins with an event celebrating God’s Spirit, present with the people. This community is empowered by the Spirit to move out into the world, doing God’s work and telling the good news to all.

Ezekiel 37:1–14 speaks of new life and power in a valley full of dry bones. God’s

Spirit breathes into the bones, and they are given life and flesh. This vision was a message of hope for the people of Israel in a time of exile and despair.

Psalm 104:24–34, 35b is a song of praise to God who creates and sustains by sending

forth the Spirit. 

In Romans 8:22–27 Paul describes what life in the Spirit is like. God’s Spirit helps us

in our weakness and intercedes for us. Faith in Christ does not mean that our doubts and fears are gone. The Spirit can speak for us at a level we cannot speak for ourselves, and continues to work in us as we live into our calling as God’s children.

John 15:26–27, 16:4b–15 offers more metaphors for the Spirit – the advocate who speaks on our behalf, the helper, the one who comforts, strengthens, and empowers. The Spirit will illuminate Jesus’ teaching for believers and propel them to tell of God’s love and care.

• • • • •

As we enter the Season after Pentecost, we will explore further what it means to live in

the Spirit and to celebrate our place in the  community of faith. What is the message you are called to proclaim? How is the Spirit guiding you and your church as you learn what it means to be a disciple?7;

16:4b–15

Living God, as you sent your Holy Spirit upon the disciples, strengthening them to preach the gospel to all people, transform us that we may witness to your love wherever we are, drawing all people to you. Amen.

May 31, 2009

y 31, 2009

Today marks the end of the Lent and Easter seasons. There will be an opportunity to

look again at the art images used throughout these seasons. In these images, where do

you see images of the Spirit at work? In your group, and in your own life, where have you seen signs of the Spirit’s work? As we move into the Season after Pentecost, we will explore further what it means to live in the Spirit as part of the community of faith. Pray

for group members by name, that all may feel welcomed and included, and find opportunities to explore their relationship with God in your time together.

The Focus for Adults What does it mean to witness publicly to one’s faith? Adults today wonder about this, perhaps picturing someone preaching on a street corner or buttonholing a neighbour at a party. That sort of witness makes some feel uncomfortable. Still, the Pentecost story, the focus passage for today, speaks of the call to share the good news with others. The image of travellers from all over the world

hearing the gospel in their own languages is a powerful image and reminder that all people are welcome in the family of Christ. The work of the Spirit opens the community of faith to all. What does it mean to be witnesses of this good news – to claim the power of the Spirit to reach out to others?

Focus To claim our Spirit-given power for ministry in all times and places.

Greet participants by name.

Invite group members to recall times when they have felt empowered by another person to do something, discussing: 

n What did the other person do to empower and encourage you? What did this experience mean to you?

n When have you been able to do the same for someone? What did you do or say that

seemed helpful and empowering? 

n What do you think is the significance of this? 

n What is the significance of the early church growing amid such diversity?

n What is the message and the call in this reading for the church today?

God’s Spirit The Pentecost story in Acts describes a particular occasion in which God’s Spirit was given in a dramatic way. This is not the first time the work of the Spirit is described in the scriptures. 

At the end of the gospel of Luke (24:49), Jesus tells the disciples to remain in Jerusalem to wait for the “power from on high.” In the focus scripture, the disciples are gathered in Jerusalem at the time of the Jewish festival of Pentecost, or the Feast of Weeks. At one time this feast commemorated the spring barley harvest and, later, the giving of the 

Law on Mount Sinai.
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God’s Spirit Is Poured Out

Reader 1: Read Acts 2:1–3.

Reader 2: May the glory of God endure forever; may God rejoice

in the works of God – All : Who looks on the earth and it trembles, who touches the

mountains and they smoke. 

Reader 1: Read Acts 2:4–11. 

Reader 2: When the Spirit of truth comes, the Spirit will guide you

into all the truth; All : For the Spirit will not speak independently, but will speak

whatever the Spirit hears, and will declare to you the things that are to come.

Reader 1: Read Acts 2:12–15.

Reader 2: The Spirit helps us in our weakness, for we do not know how to pray as we ought. 

All : That very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words.

Reader 1: Read Acts 2:16–21.

Reader 2: The Spirit of truth who

comes from God, that one will

testify on my behalf.

All : You also are to testify because

you have been with me from

the beginning.

All : I will sing to God as long as

I live. I will sing praise to my

God while I have being.

Scripture from The New Testament and Psalms: An Inclusive

Version. Copyright © 1995 Oxford University Press, Inc. (an adaptation

using the New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright © 1989 by

Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches

of Christ in the United States of America). Used by permission.

All rights reserved.
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Spirituality

There are many different understandings of the term spirituality. Books have been written on Celtic spirituality, on women’s spirituality, on a spirituality of ecology and eco-justice. Today there is a revival of interest in matters of the spirit as people try

in various ways to be open to God’s Spirit, to deepen their relationship with God. Prayer groups, retreats, meditation groups, and opportunities to share stories all provide opportunities to widen our experience. 

Here are some quotations to stimulate your consideration of spirituality:

“Spiritual practice” is a phrase that means what it says. Madeleine L’Engle once

likened spiritual practice to piano etudes. You do not necessarily enjoy the etudes – you want to skip right ahead to the sonatas and concertos – but if you don’t work through the etudes you will arrive at the sonatas and not know what to do. So, too, with

the spiritual life. It’s not all about mountaintops. Mostly it’s about training so that you’ll know the mountaintop for what it is when you get there. 

From Mudhouse Sabbath: An Invitation to a Life of Spiritual Discipline by Lauren F. Winner, copyright© 2003 Paraclete Press.

Sometimes people get the mistaken notion that spirituality is a separate department of life, the penthouse of our existence. But rightly understood, it is a vital awareness that pervades all realms of our being. Someone will say, “I come alive when I listen to music,” or “I come to life when I garden, “or “I come alive when I play golf.” Wherever we come alive, that is the area in which we are spiritual. And then we can say, “I know at least how one is spiritual in that area.” To be vital, awake, aware, in all areas of our lives, is the task that is never accomplished, but it remains the goal.

From The Music of Silence by David Steindl-Rast and Sharon

Lebell, copyright © 1995 HarperCollins Publishers, Inc.

Spirituality: the quality or condition of being spiritual; attachment or regard for things of the spirit as opposed to material or worldly interests. 

From the Compact Edition of the Oxford English

Dictionary (Oxford University Press, 1976).

The word ‘spirituality’ seems daunting but is perfectly straightforward. It is simply the way someone does their religion – not what they believe but what they do with what they believe. 

From The English Spirit: The Little Gidding Anthology

of English Spirituality edited by Paul Handley, copyright

© 1987 Darton, Longman and Todd Ltd.

n How would you describe your own spirituality?

What are the things that make your spirit feel alive?

n Do you have any spiritual practices that sustain you and give you life – patterns of daily prayer, journalling, periods of quiet reflection, painting or drawing, music, favourite books? If so, what is there about these that you find helpful? 

n Are there any practices that you would like to try? If so, how might you begin to explore these?
That moment is the fruit of the Holy Spirit which now dwells in all flesh, and seeks to bring us closer to God - and closer to one another.

For the first disciples that moment happened with a rush of wind and tongues of fire - and it still happens that way for some people.

God's gift, from having belief in God - to having God's energy in us.

It struggles within me for expression - and when we let go - when we let God within us - when we let the Spirit within us - beautiful things happen.

Yes, the Spirit does all that Jesus said it would do.

The Spirit flows in us, and through us it flows to others.

It is like the wind,

it is like the gentle flapping of a dove's wings

It is like fire,

It is like a river.

It is like a still small voice with.

A word that has been increasingly familiar in our American vocabulary is the word, counselor.  We are all acquainted with counselors and counseling. The position of counselor is a very familiar occupation in our society.  In the yellow page of a telephone book, you can find marriage counselors, wedding counselors, guidance counselors, drug counselors, sex counselors, vocational counselors, rehabilitation counselors,  and school counselors.  In the newspaper the other day, I saw an ad for a car counselor. 

Here in this part of the world, counseling has become very much a part of our lives.  That is, one in ten people are said to be currently seeing a counselor.  Pastors, preparing to enter the ministry, are required to take courses in counseling and therapy.  Counseling is lost the social stigma that it had merely two decades ago.  Back in the late sixties, when I graduated from the seminary, a pastor tried to hide the fact that he was going in for counseling; nowadays, a pastor telephones the bishop and gets referrals for a good counselor and the bishop has a professional counselor at his fingertips, available for the pastor who needs one.  Counseling is becoming a normal, acceptable part of American life.  In fact, in many circles, it is becoming downright fashionable to be seeing a counselor.  Posted prominently in a local psychology unit of a hospital is a bulletin board with all the famous people who at one time were declared unstable or having mental problems, and there are pictures of Abraham Lincoln, Winston Churchill and even Martin Luther himself. 

In addition to professional counseling, all of us receive counsel from family, friends and work associates.  Any intelligent person realizes the value of other peoples’ insights.  No person is an island of information; we need information from others, and so we ask our friends and associates about engineering problems, accounting challenges, cars, boats, campers, and everything else.  We are constantly looking for better information to make intelligent decisions, and so we always consult others for help. 

We also listen to radio talk shows that feature a famous counselor giving out free advice.  You can listene to the lawyer, Bruce Williams, to counsel you about law, or you can listen to Dr. Laura for all kinds of personal advice.  Radio talk show counselors are enormously popular in America. 

Many people come to us your pastors for counseling.  Both Pastor O’Neal and I have been trained as counselors.  Years ago, I received four quarters of CPE, clinical pastoral education, and was given a CPE certificate.  Normally, we pastors often handle crisis conversations that are exploding in peoples’ lives and we then refer such individuals or families to an appropriate professional counselor for more extensive conversation. 

Here at Grace Lutheran, we often refer people to Dr. and Mrs. Joan Anderson, members of our parish, professional counselors, who counsel out of our pastoral offices every Monday.  The Andersons are part of our staff here at Grace;  if you need personal or family counseling, we have you talk with one of them.  The fees are modest, and whatever you can’t afford to pay, our congregation picks up the bill. In other words, counseling is part of our congregational life, with no embarrassment but pride that we have such great resources available. 

In preparation for the sermon for today, I talked with Dr. Douglas Anderson.  As you may know, Dr. Anderson is the chief administrator of Presbyterian Counseling Services, the largest counseling organization here in the Northwest; and he supervises some thirty to forty professional counselors; therefore Dr. Anderson knows as much as anyone about what makes for a good counselor.  So I asked him, “Doug, what are the characteristics of a good counselor?” 

Doug said:  A good counselor?  First, a good counselor has a personal concern for others; the counselor is personally concerned and compassionate for the needs of others.  He or she is not a detached individual who listens for fifty minutes and then asks you to pay the fee. Rather, the mark of a good counselor is that they are truly concerned about your welfare. Second, a mark of a good counselor is empathy; he or she has an intuitive understanding and feeling of the person before them. Just as an electrician has an intuitive grasp of the problem before him; as does someone in electronics, mechanics or accounting, so a good counselor has an intuitive understanding of the dynamics of the person he/she is dealing with.  Third, a good counselor is congruent; that is, basically, he/she is a healthy person, a wholesome person.  This does not mean that a counselor is problem free, but has their head and heart pretty well put together.  A fourth and final quality of a good counselor is that they are a non-judgmental person.  When we go into a counselor, we unload all kinds of personal information and feelings about stuff we would share with no other; and it is important that the counselor does not condemn us for our feelings or actions.  Condemnation and judgment inhibit communication of further feelings. 

So I asked Doug, “What is the purpose of a good counselor?”  He answered:  A counselor tries to facilitate growth.  He/she tries to enable a person to grow.  We all have blocks in our paths to maturity.  We all have blocks to growth such as painful, early childhood trauma with parents or persistent personality problems or addictions or embarrassing personal habits that prevent us from growing into God’s fullness for us. A counselor helps remove those blocks.  Like when a person has a blood clot in the leg, medication may be given to dissolve that block.  So a counselor works with the client to help dissolved those blocks that prevent them from growing.  …  A counselor does not solve problems for people, but helps them grow stronger so they can solve their own problems.  A counselor does not make hard decisions for people but helps them become strong so they can make their own choices. 

So I asked a final question of Doug, “Does a counselor have an ideal image, a goal that he/she is working towards?”  Yes, a counselor has a vision of maturity, wholeness and congruence that he/she is working towards. 

As I listened to Dr. Anderson speak, I was delighted with his words because many of the same words he used to describe a good counselor are the same words used in the Bible, John 14-16 to describe the work of the Holy Spirit.  Doug used words like counselor, guide, strengthen, enable, make stronger, teacher, truth, and these are all the same words that are used in John 14-16 to describe the work of the Holy Spirit. 

John, chapters 14-16, is the high water mark in the Bible about the Holy Spirit. If you want to find out about the Holy Spirit, you can read the book of Acts, but an even better place to read about the Spirit is John 14-16.  Within these three chapters, the Spirit is name “counselor.”  The Spirit is called counselor five times in these chapters.  The Counselor is to guide us into truth about ourselves, God and life.

These same chapters are the high water mark in the Bible in teaching about the Trinity. If you want to find out about the Trinity, you read these chapters.  In the Gospel lesson for today, we hear that the Spirit is going to come to us in the future; and then a few verses later, the “I” am going to come to us; and then a few verses later, the Father is going to coming to us.  Now, why doesn’t the Bible make up its mind?  Who is coming to us? The Spirit? Jesus? The Father?  Which person is coming to us?  Here in these chapters, we discover that God, the Father, the Son, the Spirit are used interchangeably. 

But what stands out most clearly today is the Spirit is called the Counselor.  God will not leave us desolate or orphans.  The Greek word is, orphani;  we will not be left as orphans in the universe but God’s Spirit will come to be with us and in us. 

Today, I ask you the question:  What does it mean that God is your counselor?  What does it mean for you?  Later in the sermon, I will give you the chance to respond and answer that question, so be thinking about it.  What does it mean for you that God is your counselor? We will do the unLutheran thing and talk during the sermon. 

The Greek word for counselor is “paraclete,” which means “called to the side of.” You call someone to be by your side and give you strength.  For example, when there is a sudden tragedy in your life, the natural instinct is not to be left alone, but to have someone there with you, someone by your side, to give you strength.  Or when you face a momentous decision, you often don’t want to think it through alone. You want input from other people as you intelligently go about making this decision.  So you will call someone to be by your side, to talk through the options.  That is what the word, counselor, means: to call someone to be at your side, to give you strength and help as you sort out your decisions. 

Following the outline of Dr. Anderson; when we think of the Spirit of God as counselor, this means that the Holy Spirit is personally concerned about us.  God, our counselor, is not a detached listener who listens politely to us for fifty minutes, asks for payment and then wants us to leave, so the next customer can get in.  If the mark of a good counselor is that he/she is personally concerned about our welfare and well being, then God is truly a good counselor.  God is truly concerned about what is good for us. 

God, the Spirit, is an empathetic counselor.  God intuitively understands the complexity of our inner being. Every morning I recite my mantra of Psalm 139 that tells of God’s intuitive love for us:  “O God, you have examined me and know you.  You know all about me.  From far away, you understand all my thoughts.  You see me whether I am working or resting.  Your knowledge of me is too wonderful and I cannot comprehend it.”  Instantly, instinctively, intuitively, God understand every corner of our being. 

The Spirit is a non-judgmental counselor.  God, the Spirit, does not judge us for what we say, think or feel.  Can you imagine God hearing every word we ever said; listening in on our every thought; seeing our every action? It is embarrassing to think that someone knows that much about us, seeing and hearing our every thought.  And God still does not condemn us.  Nor does God condone our thoughts and feelings and actions.  But God does not condemn us in our humanness, and therefore we are free to tell God more. 

The purpose of this Spirit/Counselor is to help us grow towards maturity and wholeness. The counselor is a facilitator of growth and maturity within us. We all have these blocks that prevent growth.  Blocks of sin and imperfection. These qualities block us from becoming what God wants us to be. We have blocks due to the inner scars of childhood conflicts.  Blocks due to our birth order.  Blocks due to deeply ingrained personality habits. Blocks due to addictions. Blocks due to bad decisions and choices we have made. We all have these blocks within us. … What are those blocks in your inner life? What are those qualities which are preventing you from growing into maturity and wholeness? … God, the Holy Spirit, helps us see the truth about ourselves, and our blocks that inhibits growth.  God guides us into new directions and ways of dealing with our inner blocks.  

Some people have the illusion that God, the Spirit, the Counselor, will solve all our problems.  That is not true.  Like any good counselor, the Spirit enables us to become stronger.  Nor does the Spirit/Counselor make decisions for you.  Sometimes, that is just what we want; we want God to make the decisions for us, especially difficult decisions.  Rather, God is the “paraclete,” who comes to our side and gives us the strength and new resources and new insights, so we can make difficult and painful decisions. But the Spirit/Counselor does not solve our problems or make decisions for us.  Nor does any good counselor. I like that passage from Philippians where God says that the love in us is to grow and grow and grow so that we will make the best choices.  I like that; the focus is on love growing inside, whereby we can make the best choices. 

So where do you find this counselor?  I know where to find Dr. Anderson.  I look in the phone book for Presbyterian Counseling Services and call him there.  But where do I find this Spirit/Counselor?  There are many places to find this Counselor but John 14-16 indicates that a good reliable place to find the Spirit is in the Spirit filled community, the church in whom the Spirit lives.  You see, the church is a counseling community.  The church is filled with people who are willing and able to give good counsel.  Let me explain.  My wife and I have been parenting for more than twenty-two years now and we still have another ten years of parenting in front of us, before our youngest son becomes a responsible young adult.  That means, for twenty two years now, we have been telephoning our friends in church, asking them for advice as to how to handle situations.  We call for advice, guidance, therapy, direction, support, a shoulder to lean on and the other shoulder to cry on. We could telephone the parents of the friends of our children; these are good people, but they don’t belong to the church.  Somehow, we have come to trust the values of our Christian church friends who are parents.  We consult with them all the time.  We consult with them many times about discipline, hours, allowances, jobs, marriage, independence, and the list goes on and on.  The point is, the church itself is a counseling community, and God the Spirit counsels through the church. 

What are the Spirit’s office hours?  I know when to telephone the counseling offices at Presbyterian Counseling Services.  Between 8:30 and 4:30.  But why is it that my personal needs and emergencies are persistently after hours?  Often, these needs and emergencies are between ten at night and three in the morning, and no professional offices are open.  God, the Spirit/Counselor’s office hours are not from nine to five. Nor does God have any answering machine, saying he will get back to me later. Nor do I find a busy signal. God, the Spirit/Counselor lives inside of me and is available to listen anytime of day or night.  Anytime. 

But I come back to an earlier question.  What does it mean for you that is the Spirit, your counselor?  What does that mean for you personally, in your real life?  I will give you five seconds more to think about that question. I have shared with you some of my thinking about God, the Spirit/Counselor, and now we would like to hear from you, the church, the counseling community.  I will come down between the front pews and we will do a very unLutheran thing; that is, we will have you talk in church as part of the sermon. Would you please stand, talk loudly so all can hear? I will repeat the essence of your thought through the microphone.  (Five to ten people will get up, one at a time, and briefly say what it means that God is a counselor to them.  I will offer a brief, positive commentary, an expansion of what the person in the pew just said.) 

“Always there.”  Yes, I agree with that and more importantly, the Bible agrees with that. God is always there to hear us, immediately, instantly.  God is present.  There are no busy signals, no answering machines. 

“God is there for me in the big things, the tough moments, and tough decisions.” Yes, there is no problem too big for God, or too complicated for God.  God helps us deal with tough decisions and complicated problems. 

“There is no problem too small for God.”  How true.  It is not only the big issues of life but the million little issues that are important to us. In fact, you would never telephone Dr. Anderson or some other PHD in counseling to talk over such little things that we talk over with God. Nothing is too insignificant for God. 

“God often sends me to the right people and to the right counselors who seem to give me good advice.”  I like that.  God knows your need and knows with whom you need to talk. So God sends you to the right people, or the right people happen to show up at the right time, and you didn’t even call them.  God often speaks through them. 

“It is important that I not only talk during the counseling session but listen.”  How true.  We can talk, talk, talk, talk our hearts out, but somewhere in the conversation, we need to be quiet and listen.  Patiently listening for God’s direction and guidance is very important. 

“God can handle it when I get off on a rage towards God or someone else, when I blow my stack, blow off my steam of anger at God  and tell him he is doing a rotten job or managing the world and my life.”  Absolutely, God understands our need to honestly ventilate our feelings, to get it off our chest, to release the venom and black poison that we feel in our guts.  God can handle that. In the Bible, these confessions are called laments. Jeremiah especially really lets God have it. 

“I can hear God’s still small voice inside of me.  Maybe it is my conscience, telling me right and wrong, but I do hear that one small voice inside of me, although the voice is not audible.”  So true.  The text for today is clear:  God, the Spirit/Counselor is going to come and live inside of us.  God’s Spirit actually lives inside of us, and we hear the voice of the Spirit, counseling and guiding us in the way of truth. 

Thank your for your sharing.  The church is the counseling community, counseling us in the ways of God and the way of love. 

It was the evening of Holy Thursday  and the disciples were gathered together for the last supper.  This was Jesus’ last meal with his disciples  and he soon was to be leaving them to die.  And he said, “When I go, I will not leave you deserted. I will not leave you orphans.  But I will send my Spirit, the Counselor, who will live in you and guide you. I and my Father will come to live in you and we will guide you in the truth.  We will be your Counselor. Amen.

Nothing but fire kindles fire 
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Pentecost     Acts 2:1-21 

Grace to you and peace.... 

Pentecost is one of the three great feasts of the church.  Of course, Easter is the greatest feast of the church; and Christmas is a great feast of the church; but today we are celebrating Pentecost, the third great festival of the church.  Today’s sermon is a Pentecost sermon. 

Some years ago, I discovered and learned three favorite quotations from theologians of a generation ago (Brooks, Fosdick and Spurgeon), and these three quotations penetrate the heart of Pentecost.  The first quotation is this:  “Nothing but fire kindles fire.”  The second:  “If you want to set someone on fire, you have to buuurn a little bit yourself.”  The third:  “A burning heart will soon find for itself a flaming tongue.”  

In today’s sermon, you are going to help me. You need to be a chorus.  I will teach you a key part of each of those quotations.  During the sermon, I will point to you as a congregation, and you are going to have to remember your part of the line.  So would you activate your brains and remember.  I will say to you, “Nothing but fire...” and you say  “kindles fire.”  (Repeat it, once or twice to people learn it.)  The second quotation is this:  “If you want to set someone on fire, you have to ...burn a little bit yourself.”  You say the second part:  “You have to burn a little bit yourself.” (Repeat it.)  The third quotation is this:  “A burning heart will soon find for itself a ... flaming tongue.”  Ready?  (repeat). So now let’s do all three quotations:  “Nothing but fire ...    If you want to set someone on fire, you have to  ...  A burning heart will soon find a ...   You have to get into the mood of this sermon: Let’s do it again.  “Nothing but fire... If you want to set someone on fire, you have to ...  A burning heart will soon find a ...  Good.  During the sermon, I will point to you and you need to be the enthusiastic chorus. 

The first Pentecost was like this.  One hundred and twenty people were gathered together in a larger upper room.  These first Christians were waiting, waiting, waiting for something very special to happen to them, and they weren’t quite sure what they were waiting for.  They were waiting for the Holy Spirit to come on them and in them, but they didn’t know what that would mean.  Then it was like a rush of wind into the room.  Like the Holy Spirit coming into their lives.  Like tongues of fire above them.  Like tongues of fire inside of them.  They felt the power of God inside of them, and they rushed out of that building into the streets.  They went from street to street and home to home and neighbor to neighbor and family to family and nation to nation.  ...  It was like a prairie fire blowing across the Midwest.  Get a prairie fire in you mind.  Do you see a prairie fire?  It was like a prairie fire, flaming across the Midwest on parched dry fields of grass. It was like a forest fire rushing up the Cascade mountain range. Get yourself a forest fire in your mind.  It was like a forest fire, being driven by the wind, in a very dry forest with tinder wood.  It was like a fire on an oil slick on the ocean, flames leaping across the water.  That’s the way it was in that first century of Christian expansion.  There are many books written about the decades after Pentecost, and many of these books are titled, “The Spreading Flame.”  It was like the flame of Jesus Christ was spreading across the whole world. 

Why did that happen?  I know why it happened. “Nothing but fire ...  If YOU want to set someone on fire, YOU have to ...  A burning heart will soon find for itself a   ... “  

What happened is that those Apostles first went to a village or town. Those first Apostles planted a church, and then went to a second village or town, and planted a church. They went to a third village or town and planted another church.  They ... whoops.  We have to go back to that first village or town and look more carefully.  We have to go back to that first village, because before the Apostles went onto the second village, they left a group of people in that village who were committed to Jesus Christ.  The Greek word is “laos.” They were called the “laos”, which means,  “the laity,” “the people,”  “the people of God.”  The Apostles always left common and ordinary towns people and villagers whose hearts were on fire, whose tongues were on fire, who hadn’t gone to the seminary, who hadn’t seen Jesus face to face, who hadn’t talked with him in the flesh.  These were not the Apostles.  These were not the twelve disciples.  These were the people of God in each village who spread the Gospel from house to house, and neighbor to neighbor and friend to friend and family to family.  That’s the way it always is.  That fundamental principle is always true; it is the laity, the people of God, who become inspired by the Holy Spirit.  They are the ones, not the twelve, not the Apostles, not the pastors.  It is the laity, the people of God, who go about winning souls to Jesus Christ and nurturing those souls into maturity.   

How do the laity do this?  Do they do this by their own enthusiasm?  By their own intelligence?  By their own seminary training?  I kid you not.  Do you know why the laity are able to do this?  I’ll tell you why.  “Nothing but fire ... If YOU want to set someone on fire, YOU have to ... A burning heart will soon find for itself ... ”  

Well, that’s what happened in that first century.  The first century was a great century of Christian expansion.  The Church went to Ephesus, Rome, and was going onto Spain within thirty years.  From farm to farm, from village to village, town to town.  It was absolutely incredible, spreading across the whole known world.  It was like a spreading flame. 

The year is now 1998, and the flame of Jesus Christ is still spreading.  It is still spreading like wildfire.  The spreading flame of Pentecost is greater in this century than in the first century.  I want to repeat that so you clearly hear it.  The spreading flame of Pentecost is greater in this century than in the first century. The spreading flame of Jesus Christ is spreading more rapidly in the twentieth century than in the first century.  The spreading flame of Jesus Christ is greater in this century than in any other century of Christian expansion.  The twentieth century has been the greatest century of Christian expansion.  You and I have lived in this time, this great era of Christian growth. 

Let me give you several examples of this spreading wildfire on our planet today.  I will ask you some questions:  today, on the average, on earth, how many people were baptized today?  63,000!  Yes, 63,000!  How many congregations are born every day on our planet?  How many new congregations were formed today?  1600 new congregations were formed on the planet Earth today.  Last Easter Sunday, how many people were gathered together in worship to celebrate the Resurrection of Christ?  How many people were gathered together worshipping Jesus Christ as their Lord?  More than one billion people.  25% of the Earth’s population.  

This flame of Jesus Christ is spreading all over the Earth like wildfire.  Let’s talk about Africa.  Africa is rapidly becoming a Christian continent.  Namibia, for example, down in the southern tip of Africa; 50% of the people in Namibia are Lutheran Christians.  85% of black Namibia is Christian. That’s more churched than Minnesota. That’s 20% “more Christian” than good old USA.  Tanzania. Madagascar. These are Christian nations.  The flame of Jesus Christ is spreading all across Africa.  When I was in Tanzania, I met David Simonson, the famous Lutheran missionary there. They were baptizing 3,140 adults that coming Sunday.  It was going to take them a week to baptize all those people.  How did it happen?  Because a missionary went to their village?  Don’t kid yourself. Two chieftains came from their village across the Serengeti Plain.  These two chieftains came to the pastors; gave their lives to Jesus Christ; they got themselves educated about the basics of Christianity; and these two chieftains went back to their tribe and villages.  When the missionaries arrived, they had 3,140 people ready for baptism.   It wasn’t the missionaries, seminary educated from the USA, who were the primary catalysts for conversion.  ...  It is forever true.  It is fundamentally true.  Every pastor and missionary knows this.  Whenever the flame of Jesus Christ is spreading across village to village and town to town and city to city, across all of Africa, we know why:  “Nothing but fire ... If YOU want to sent someone on fire, YOU have to ... A burning heart will soon find for itself a  ... ” It’s always the same.  It’s always the laity who are moving in the great missionary expansions in every century.  
Let’s move south.  Let’s go to South America.  Let’s go to Brazil.  Let’s go to Sao Paulo, Brazil.  It is one of the largest cities in the world, seven million people, soon to be twelve million people.  That great city is heavily Roman Catholic, and the Roman Catholic community is very much alive.  In Sao Paulo, Brazil, there are more than 80,000 Base Christian Communities.  What is a Base Christian Community?  It’s like a home group Bible study;  it’s like we have in our church and you have in your church.  There are 80,000 home group Bible studies, and is there a pastor in any of them?  No!  There is a layperson who is a lay Bible study leader who is head of each of these 80,000 Base Christian Communities.  It is a movement led by the laity.  It’s across all of Brazil and South America.  It’s spreading like wildfire.  So are the Pentecostals.  They too are spreading like wildfire across all of Latin America.  

Let’s go to another continent.  Let’s go to Asia.  Let’s be more specific; let’s go to Korea.  A generation ago, Korean was 99% Buddhist.  Today, 1998, it is 20% Christian...within one century!  And the largest Christian congregation in the whole world is found in Seoul, Korea, with a membership of more than 500,000 members.  Some people think that our congregation is getting too large.  Those people meet in home Bible studies, in these cell Bible studies, much like the Base Christian Communities in South America, much like our home Bible studies in our congregations.  Many of you are like home Bible study leaders who become like pastors to your small group.  ...  This flame is now spreading to Indonesia, and the Philippines, and of all places, to Japan.  The Koreans are now sending missionaries to Japan. 

The flame of Christianity is spreading all across Africa, all across Latin America, all across Asia.  25% of the Earth’s population was in worship on Easter Sunday. Why?   Why is the flame spreading so rapidly in our century?  It has to do, not with the Apostles, but with the laos, the laity, the people of God, common and ordinary people like yourself who understand that ... “Nothing but fire ... If YOU want to set someone on fire, YOU have to ... A burning heart will soon find for itself a ...”  Who not only understand in their heads but burn in their hearts with the power of Pentecost. 

Well, that’s the good news.  Now I have to share with you the bad news.  Let’s talk about England.  40% of the people in England belong to the Church, primarily to the Church of England.  Only 16% of their members bother to go through the education necessary for Confirmation.  On Easter Sunday, 4% of the members of the Church of England go to worship.  Is it possible that the flame of Jesus Christ that was spreading during the time of the Wesley brothers is going out, so that there are very few flickering flames left?  Yes! 

Let me give you some other examples.  Today, where do you find the most irreligious place on Earth?  Where you go and ask the people such questions. George Gallop, Jr.  does. He asks people around the globe: “Is your religion very important to you?”  What is the nation in which the smallest percentage answer “yes” to that question?  The answer is Japan. Is your religion important to you? The Japanese say:  “Nope.” George Gallop, Jr. continues to ask this question around the globe, “Is your religion important to you?”  The answer is “no” or “not very much.”  Which countries are the most irreligious in the world, second only to Japan?  Norway, Sweden, Denmark, and Germany.  The mother countries of the Lutheran Church.  These Scandinavian countries have the State Church, and the State Church has been deadly on the Pentecostal passions of the Spirit.  Only 23% of the people in Norway say that their religion is important to them.  You see, it is possible for one’s faith to grow cold to the Spirit of Pentecost.  That’s what the Book of Revelation is all about. In Revelation, the Church in Ephesus had grown cold and indifferent to God’s purpose in the world. 

Let’s talk about the good old United States.  No let’s talk about the West coast.  No, let’s talk about the State of Washington where we live, work and do ministry.  The state of Washington’s population during the 1980s grew 17% and has continued to grow vigorously in the 1990s about 13%.  So how much did the Lutheran Church grow in the l980s in the State of Washington?  In the 1990s?  17%?  15%?  12%?  7%?  4%  1?  Shall we go in the minus figures?  The population grew 17% in the 80s but the Lutheran church declined during these booming years of population in the State of Washington.  How is that possible?  The important question is:  is it possible for the laity to no longer be on fire by the power of Jesus Christ?  Is it possible for a church to gradually become a self-contained unit that has lost all sense of evangelical fervor?  The answer to that question is a tragic “yes.” 

Where we live in the State of Washington, the population surrounding us is 65% unchurched. We are more unchurched than Tanzania, Madagascar, and Namibia.  We are very unchurched, with thousands of unchurched people living around us.  The big question for our congregation is this:  Do the laity understand, not only with their heads but with their hearts, do they truly understand, that for us to be a missionary church in the State of Washington, that “nothing but fire ...  If YOU want to set somebody on fire, YOU have ... A burning heart will soon find for itself a ... ” 

The question before us today is this:  Do these evangelical principles that I have been discussing with you, these principles that have been found to be true in the first and twentieth centuries of Christian expansion, that have been found to be true in Africa, Asia, and South America;  that have been  found to be true where we work and live in the State of Washington; are these principles still found to be true in (your location, situation) at the end of the second millennium and the beginning of the third millennium?  ...Is it true for you and your congregation, in your life situation, where ever you may be as a Christian, in whatever your situation or setting that ... “Nothing but fire ... If YOU want to set someone on fire, YOU have ...  A burning heart will soon find for yourself a ...  It is always the laity empowered by the Holy Spirit that make the difference.  Amen.
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It is very important for a person to have a first hand experience in life.  In fact, there is nothing like this first hand experience.  It gives you a certain delightfulness, integrity, and truthfulness in telling a story.  You can tell a story with more subtleties and nuances if you have experienced something first hand. It helps enormously if you are telling a story that doesn’t merely come from a book, a TV program, or a parent.  It helps enormously if it is not someone else’s story, but your very own story, from your own first hand experience. You speak so much more effectively if you have a first hand experience to draw from. Let me give you some illustrations of this principle. We could all chose from so many experiences of our lives. 

For example, recently in my life, I have become quite an authority on spreading chicken manure.  Years ago, I didn’t have much contact with chicken manure, but we decided to put in a garden by the side of our house last year, and so we got some very good chicken manure. This particular chicken manure had been at the bottom of the pile, and the powerful nitrogen had soaked down to the bottom and so the manure was extra rich and thick. But this past year, we got the chicken manure off the top of the pile, and it did not have nearly as much potency and nitrogen.  Now, I am told that chicken manure is a lot better than cow manure or horse manure, but I can’t really speak about the effectiveness of cow manure or horse manure because I don’t have any first hand experience with them.  But I can speak quite easily and eloquently about the blessings of chicken manure because I have a first hand experience with chicken manure which gives a person integrity, delightfulness, and truthfulness and lets you speak with a greater authority about chicken manure based on real life experience. 

A second example.  Years ago, my family and I traveled to Mohall, North Dakota to visit a pastor friend and his family.  We traveled to Mohall from Seattle, and as we got closer to Mohall, there wasn’t one tree on the horizon, so it seemed.  There were no evergreens, no lakes, no rivers, but the land seemed all parched and flat and brown.  The land was very beautiful if you like flat, brown, level surfaces.  When we got to Mohall, there were several exciting things that we could do:  that is, my friend gave me a tour of town, including a visit to the grain elevator.  In that grain elevator (I had visited such grain elevators before), the boards on the floor were old, wooded planks, and the room had an old wooden desk, and the whole office was covered with at least, so it felt, an inch of dust.  The dust was thick as it could be, in this grain elevator.  There on the wall was a calendar that hadn’t been changed for some three months. In fact, there were two calendars, one with a picture of a scantily clad voluptuous woman and the other with a picture of a beautiful scene from nature.  This scenic setting on the second calendar was just the opposite of what we saw in Mohall, North Dakota.  It was green; it was blue; it was the ocean; it was a beautiful lighthouse standing regally on land overlooking the ocean.  I couldn’t believe it.  I said to the boy who was standing there:  “That’s the Oregon coast.  I have been there, many times, to that lighthouse.”  The little boy, with eyes wide open, said:  “Really?”  I said:  “That’s right.  That lighthouse is north of Florence, Oregon, near the Sea Lion’s Caves, and I go there all the time.  It is one of the prettiest places on earth, deserving to be on a calendar photograph.”  The little boy said:  “Tell me about it.”   I told the little boy about the beauties of the ocean, the beauties of the ocean water and how it changed it’s personality, from a soft light icy blue that made you sing to an ugly violent nasty swirl that made you afraid.  I told him about the lighthouse, its colors, its insides, its lights.  I could speak out of my first hand experience that added eloquence, delightfulness and authority to my words.  I knew the shades and subtleties, the nuances and novelties of my story.  In other words, I hadn’t read about this scene in Oregon from a book; I hadn’t learned out it from TV; my memories were not based on what my parents had told me.  Rather, I had a first hand experience, in fact, several experiences with that lighthouse, and I could speak with happiness and authority to the little boy. 

Third example.  If you have had a husband or wife or parent die recently, you are very sad inside yourself, and you often talk to others.  You are amazed that feelings sneak up on you when you least expect them to, welling up inside yourself and flowing out in tears that you never expected at that moment.  The person who walks through the valley of death has a first hand experience.  They speak with integrity, power and authority because they have been there.  Having nearly died recently, I know now what others mean more clearly.  Your first hand words reveal the shades and subtleties, the nuances and novelty, that you have been there and tasted death itself. Death is now more personal than having read a book about it, seen it on TV or talked with my family. 

Another example.  If you have trouble with alcohol or drugs, or one of your family does, or a friend, you normally will get help only through conversations with a reformed alcohol or drug abuser.  Someone who has been on drugs or alcohol speaks with much greater authority about the addiction.  They know the shades and subtleties, the nuances and novelty, of additions.  People who only learn about addictions by reading it in a book, seeing it on TV, or talking with their parents don’t really know.  First hand experience is absolutely necessary in helping others overcome their addictions. 

Well, you have your stories and I have mine, but all of us are aware of the power of first hand experiences, which brings us to the epistle lesson for today, Pentecost Sunday.  The story goes like this:  A group of disciples were gathered in a room, and they had been waiting.  Jesus had told them to wait and they were waiting for something, but they weren’t quite sure what they were waiting for.  And, suddenly, the Spirit of the Risen Christ came upon those people in an unusual way.  It seemed as if there were tongues of fire dancing about the room and on the heads of people.  It seemed as if there was a large wind blowing, howling and whooshing through the room.  It felt like a powerful, magnetic experience when the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of the Risen Christ, came onto them and into them.  This was a first hand experience for them.  They knew what had happened to them and in them; they knew the shades and subtleties, the nuances and novelty; and so they went out into the world and started telling their story, their first hand story, with power.  They had experienced first hand the power of God, that power of God that raised Jesus from the dead, that power of God that filled their lives; that power of God that changed their sinful lives; that power of God that filled them with forgiveness.  This was not a Jesus Christ that they had read about in a book; this was not the Jesus Christ who lived in the past pages of the Old Testament; this wasn’t the Jesus Christ that their parents had told them about.  But this was the indwelling power of Jesus Christ that they had experienced first hand, in their own way, in their own particularity, in their own story.  Their first hand experience with the Risen Christ gave them authority, power and naturalness as they spoke about Christ and the new power that they found within. 

These first Christians were the greatest missionaries ever primarily because they spoke naturally and potently about their first hand experiences with the Risen Christ. They spoke naturally and eloquently about Jesus Christ because theirs was a first hand experience with the power and presence of Christ. 

So, what does it mean to have a first hand experience with God and the Risen Christ?  What does that mean for you and me, knowing that we didn’t live 2000 years ago on that first Pentecost Sunday?  What does it mean for us today to have this first hand experience with God and the Risen Christ and the power and presence of the Holy Spirit? 

Does it mean to have some big, religiously emotional binge, some kind of spiritual ecstasy?  This may happen to you. We read in articles such as the recent New York Times that four out of ten Americans have had some dominant religious experience. For example, when I was in ninth grade at a Bible Camp, Mount Carmel near Alexandria, Minnesota, I had a born again experience with Pastor Hammer speaking, in his white dinner jacket in that old auditorium.  I clearly remember.  I remember writing in my pocket Bible that I came to know the Lord that night.  I can remember my tears, my coming up front from the wooden pews on the right side. Yes, I can remember vividly. Is that what it is to have a first hand experience? To have a conversion experience at Bible camp? Yes and no. I remember the night, and that it didn’t last long.  I soon was back to my old ways.  But in the whole scheme of things, that night is an important event in my life’s journey. 

Is that what it means to have a first hand experience with Christ, go to Bible Camp and get in the right mood? 

Another example.  When our confirmation kids were at Camp Nor’Wester many years ago, they were out of that island in front of the camp, surrounded by glassy water of Puget Sound on every side, and they were covered by the brightest stars you have ever seen in the sky.  The silence was so present and real that you could feel you could slice it.  We talked about the Wind of God, that God was invisible like the wind.  You couldn’t see the wind but the effects of the wind.  Slowly and then suddenly, there was a wind in the trees, a rustling of the branches and the leaves, and in that mystic night, we all were aware of the power and presence of God.  Is that what having a first hand experience is?  Going to camp, with a perfect setting on a perfect night in a momentarily perfect world?  For some people. 

If you ask people, 40% of Americans can tell of religious experiences such as these, where they knew for sure the power and presence of Christ. 

But for other Christians, this first hand experience is closer to home. It is nearer to them than they realize; where they have been drawn into the power and presence of Christ.  It began in their baptism, being born and bred in a Christian family, and they have always grown up in the faith.  That is my story, my first hand story, being born into a family that believed in the Lord Jesus Christ.  I was baptized as an infant in Jackson, Minnesota, at our Savior’s Lutheran Church, and although the sanctuary has long been destroyed, I remember it with vividness.  The woods, the pews, the altar, the font, the windows, the people.  Especially the people.  The Christian people are the church, and how they loved me.  I still receive Christmas cards from Mrs. Alvina Paulson who was my fifth grade Sunday School teacher; she is a treasured memory of mine. The Watlands, the Aamots, the Sommers.  These people reared me and taught me confirmation and got me to Bible Camp in ninth grade when my parents were having problems, although no one knew it but us in the family, who knew it painfully well.  There in that camp, I again met Jesus Christ, in an emotional way with Pastor Hammer in his white dinner jacket,  because I was most emotional as a mixed up ninth grader.  It is all part of the story, my story, of a boy knowing first hand, the power and presence of Jesus Christ, from the time of birth and infant baptism.  When you know first hand about being baptized as an infant, you can speak more freely about it than if you read it in a book, saw it on TV or was a memory from your parents. 

Monica?  At confirmation last year, she told about her first hand experience.  For Monica, there were no flashing signs or lightning in the sky.  She told in her paper, “My Relationship to Jesus Christ,” which was later read to the congregation, that she opened the Bible often and that certain Bible verses spoke directly to her.  She told us about an uncle, a godparent, who wrote a religious poem for her confirmation and this poem was special to her.  She read the poem.  What a gift.  What a gift of faith.  When Monica gets up and tells you about Jesus Christ, it is not something she is reciting out of a book, not something she saw on TV, nor something that her mom and dad crammed down her throat. But out of her own first hand experience, she was telling you in her language about her faith in the power and presence of Jesus Christ in her life. 

Ed Pooley? Ed Pooley was sitting here today at the first service.  I remember his old favorite story about when he first came to church and didn’t know anything.  In fact, he said he knew a lot of nothing about the Christian faith.  In his story, he tells about a pastor who simply asked him to teach, to teach Sunday School.  Pooley said that they really must have been desperate to ask him to teach Sunday School.  But, they were short of teachers, and so he said yes.  That was so many years ago, Ed Pooley doesn’t remember.  But for decades, Pooley has taught the Bible, almost wearing out his Bible and Bible Concordance. He has now been teaching the men’s Saturday breakfast for twenty years.  God has become real to Ed Pooley.  Pooley has had these first hand experiences with God by becoming a teacher of the Word.  It was not something he read about in a history book, saw it on TV, or learned it from his parents. 

God’s real power and presence comes to us in some many different ways.  I love the quotation from C.S. Lewis about his knowing Christ first hand.  “When I was an undergraduate in Cambridge, if I were to say that Christ came to me, I should be using conventional words that would carry no precise meaning.  For Christ comes to men and women in different ways.  When I try to record the experience at that time, I use the imagery of the Vision of the Holy Grail.  It seemed to me like that.  There was, however, no sensible vision.  There was just the room, with its shabby furniture and the fire burning in the grate, and the red shaded lamp on the table.  But the room was filled by a presence that in a strange way was both about me and within me like a light or warmth. I was overwhelming possessed by someone who was not myself.  And yet, I felt more myself than ever before.  I was filled with intense happiness and almost unbearable joy as I had never known before or never known since.  And overall, there was a deep sense of peace and security and certainty.”  This was Pentecost for C.S. Lewis.  It was a first hand experience for C.S. Lewis, one of the greatest authors of this past century. 

As C.S. Lewis said, it is different for everyone.  For some of you, it is the thimble of wine and the words of Christ that you are forgiven.  It is the Word of Jesus. For still others of you, it is the words of hope in the midst of an AA meeting.  Or it may be the wind rustling the autumn leaves or moving the ripples on silk smooth waters. Or it may be the growth of seeds in your garden or the miracle of the tulips from tulip bulbs.  Or it may be being alone with death and knowing that Life is stronger than death.  A miracle occurs or a thousand miracles occur and you know; you know first hand of God’s goodness to you in Jesus Christ. 

And you then talk about Christ in you with naturalness, with conviction and authority, delightfulness and humor, because Christ is part of your story; in fact, the key to your story. 

Did I tell you I climbed up to Camp Muir this past summer with Bill Manderville, the mountain climber of our parish, and we got lost in a whiteout?  That day was something else, let me tell you.  I remember that day, the nuances and the novelty, the shades, the shadows, the subtleties.  You can always tell a story better if you have a first hand experience, and that is why those first Christians at Pentecost were such great missionaries.  They told their story about God’s power within them, first hand.  Amen.
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“And suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting. Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit game them ability.”

Today we celebrate the feast of Pentecost. While today’s Christians associate Pentecost with the coming of the Holy Spirit, it would be incorrect to think that the Spirit was not in existence prior to the Pentecost celebration described in today’s reading from Acts. In fact, The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church explains that in Old Testament times, the Spirit was understood as the “active but impersonal power of God.” 

However, in the New Testament, the Spirit undergoes two developments. First, it is understood that the Holy Spirit is bestowed upon all Christians at their baptism. This morning’s reading from Acts is a prime example of this, as the Holy Spirit fills all those gathered in the form of violent wind and fire. 

The second development of the Holy Spirit in the New Testament, according to The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, is that it is “personalized and given ethical content.” Examples of the personalized nature of the Spirit come from today’s reading from John, when we hear Jesus’ assurance that the Advocate, the Spirit of Truth, the Holy Spirit, will be sent to us and that the Spirit will be with us, and guide us, guiding us into all truth. 

In First Corinthians we are assured that anyone united with the Lord becomes one with him in Spirit. Examples of the ethical content of the Spirit can also be found in today’s gospel reading. For example, Jesus tells us that the Spirit will “prove the world wrong about sin and righteousness and judgment.” 

Because we live in a world that is known by being seen, touched, and measured, the idea that the power of the Holy Spirit is at work within us at all times is a difficult concept for many Christians. But just because we cannot see, touch, or measure the Spirit, does not mean that its power is not at work. Gerard Fuller in his book Stories for All Seasons tells of a beached tanker: 

“All day efforts had been made to return the huge vessel to the water, but with no success. Finally, the captain told all crews and companies to stop; he went to his cabin and waited. When the tide came in that night the waters lifted the thousand-ton tanker off the beach and carried it, light as a feather, back to the deep.” 

The power of the Holy Spirit is like the rising tide – imperceptible, yet with the power to do far more than we can ever imagine. Even when we can’t see it, we can know that the Spirit is at work. 

So the question for today is, “How can we, who live in a world that is wary of the mysterious, better connect and trust in the unseen power of the Spirit?”

First, we can remember that the Spirit acts in God’s time, not necessarily ours. 

There’s a story about two young priests, both parents of school-aged children, both of whom had lost their spouses due to untimely deaths. One had lost his wife several years before, the other, only recently. One day they met over coffee, and the recently widowed priest asked his friend how he had endured such pain and loss. 

The more seasoned priest used a metaphor to answer his friend’s question. He asked him to visualize walking through a beautiful, thick forest of ancient redwoods. Suddenly, there is a terrible sound, and one of the largest redwoods violently crashes to the ground. It is lying out of place, unnaturally on its side, roots exposed. An enormous hole in the forest floor is all that remains of its former life. 

The priest then asked his friend to imagine returning to the site of the fallen tree years later. While the hole is still there, and always would be, the edges had softened. Where freshly exposed, barren dirt once was, ferns and wildflowers now grow. Water was now collecting in the hole, and wildlife would drink from the spot. And the fallen tree was slowly becoming part of the landscape. Over time, the scene had been transformed from a brutal, lifeless, unnatural one to one that, while still was out of place – after all, thriving redwoods should not fall in their prime – was at least now producing new life and beauty. 

The Power of the Spirit is at work to transform even the most painful of circumstances, but we must remember that God’s time can sometimes take longer than we would wish.

The second thing we can do to better connect and trust in the Holy Spirit is to pray, knowing the Spirit is at work as our intercessor. 

In Romans 8, we hear that “The Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but the Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words.” During these hard economic times when many of us feel fearful, it is important to remember to turn to prayer. There is a resource available through the national church’s Office of Stewardship called Hope in Hard Times. It suggests that we need to count our blessings as well as acknowledge our anxieties as we live through these anxious times. As we count both our blessings and our worries, it advises us to write them down and share them with someone we trust. Then we should share them with the Lord in prayer, knowing that the Spirit is with us even if our prayers seem inadequate. 

And finally, to remain open to the power of the Spirit we must remain in motion. We must not withdraw into inaction, regardless of situation. 

In the book of Acts we hear the Spirit referred to as a rush of a violent wind. Imagine you’re sitting on the shore of your favorite body of water. There’s a brisk wind, and a small sailboat is just off shore. But the boat doesn’t have its sails up – just its bare mast. The winds become stronger and the currents push the vessel until finally it runs aground. 

Think how different the outcome would have been if the captain had simply raised the sails and worked with the wind. Instead of being beached on the shore, helpless, the small craft could have moved with the wind, working with that unseen power to overcome the forces of the earthly currents. 

The power of the Holy Spirit is working in each of our lives right now, but it requires us to be in motion in order to act. Complacency just isn’t allowed.

The power of the Holy Spirit: overwhelmingly powerful, yet an elusive concept for many Christians. But we can be assured that the Spirit is with us. The power of the Holy Spirit is with each and every one of us. This is the promise of Holy Scripture, and the Good News of today.
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Pentecost - the feast of liberation!

I don’t know if any of you can remember it, but in the early 90’s there was a commercial that depicted a people in bondage, pushing a huge weight up a steep hill, and it ended with the weight being pushed off and the people breaking loose in anarchic liberty.  The caption was ‘Free the Spirit’!  Although in this particular advert the pinnacle of human aspiration was a pint of lager it can still be relevant for us today!

Especially this day, the day of Pentecost, when we remember and celebrate with the Church throughout the world the coming of the Holy Spirit amongst the believers of the early Church.  We remember the events of the day as we heard them described for us in the reading from Acts, and we celebrate the fact that in the power of that Spirit, so many people have lived extraordinary lives, so many have lived lives of wholeness, and so many have been freed from lives of bondage.  And we give thanks for people in whom we have seen and experienced the presence of the Spirit and remind ourselves that the Spirit is there waiting to be freed in our lives, too!  But Pentecost is also a time for question and reflection and like other events in the Christian calendar, it only has any real meaning if we allow it to challenge our own lives, to say to us

‘What does this mean for me, for my world, and not just for the world of the 1st century or the faith of other people in other kinds of churches.’

The HS didn’t really ever figure in my early journey of faith…not that I can remember, anyway.  Mine was much more the ‘Jesus is my friend’ sort of Christianity.  I can remember asking Jesus into my heart; for him to be my personal saviour.  Being a Christian was all about developing that very personal, intimate almost, relationship with Jesus who I knew, in the deepest core of my being loved me and died for me.  I suppose it was about being like the disciples.  If only I could know Jesus like they did, then I would be one too.  For John tells us very clearly Jesus loved his disciples.  In the readings over the last few weeks we have heard how Jesus has emphasised his love for them.
‘As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you’
and
‘No-one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends’ 
But he also made it clear that whilst this special relationship was hugely important, it wasn’t the end of the story.  Jesus was going to leave them, but in his stead he would send the Spirit to enable them for the very thing he had prepared them for: to go out into the world and tell everyone the good news about what he had done for them.  They were to carry on what Jesus had begun with them…. growing out from their personal and very special relationship with him was their mission to the whole world.  So let’s look at the effects the Spirit did have as they began their task……

First of all the barriers of language were broken down.  Strangers, foreigners, outsiders, a crowd of many different races and nationalities heard the disciples talking to them in their own language.  And such was the conviction with which they spoke that many people trusted their good news and were baptized.

Secondly, their lives were changed.  We read in Acts that the believers continued to live in close fellowship with each other.  They shared their belongings and made sure distribution was equal according to need.  They met regularly to worship and eat.  Every day, more people joined them and barriers of class and nationality were broken down.

And thirdly, as a result of the Pentecost experience they were filled with a new power and confidence.  Suddenly, ordinary people found they could do things they had never dreamed of.  Miracles and wonders.

But Pentecost is a never-ending story.  It didn’t happen just once.  It happens whenever and wherever people live empowered by the Spirit of Jesus.  But if it’s not rooted in our own experience, then it is a flame that will soon die.  We may speak in tongues, we may wish to live guided by the Spirit, we may seek community, but if the Spirit of the living God has not burned a path down into the depth of our experience, then Pentecost still awaits us.

If Christmas is the festival of the Incarnation, and Easter is the festival of Resurrection, then Pentecost is the festival of liberation.  Because Pentecost is about freedom.  It is about the Holy Spirit setting people free.  Not the kind of freedom that means no more responsibility or suffering,  nor freedom from having to make decisions, but a freedom to live in the truth of the promise that we are loved and we have been saved and we can live changed lives.  It gives us a freedom to live the personal relationship with God that I was so proud of as a young Christian.  But the Spirit too, is free.  It cannot be contained or possessed or locked up and it is free to move in the lives of those from whom we are divided or alienated, or those we have hurt or been unjust towards and those who have hurt or been unjust to us.  We need Pentecost in our own lives and in the life of the world.  The freedom of my own personal relationship has to overflow into a passion for the world.  Jesus is my saviour because he is the saviour of the whole world and the Spirit has set me free, set us free to be part of God’s mission in that world: to spread the news, to teach others about God’s saving power, to tend the earth and treasure it, transforming it into God’s kingdom

And there is much to be done.  As Paul says: the whole creation has been groaning in labour pains… straining to give birth to the world as God wants it to be.  As we embrace Pentecost for ourselves, the Spirit sweeps us into a re-connection with the life of the world.  Everywhere people are in bondage to racism and greed and injustice. …  To war and oppression. n verywhere people are crying out for release from prisons of fear and bitterness.  We know the part we have to play in order to help set them free.  Our cosy, personal relationships with Jesus are meaninglessnwhen others of his friends are held in a bondage that we can do something to alleviate by becoming more involved in acts of justice……however small: buying fair-trade, signing action cards or petitions, using our political vote thoughtfully.

As we embrace Pentecost, the Spirit sweeps us into a reconnection with the earth.  I wonder if any of you watched the David Attenborough series about climate change and how the way we live our lives is seriously affecting the planet? Or  Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth? In many ways they are very depressing to watch: for they show how each household contributes to the destruction of our beautiful earth each time we waste electricity, fail to recycle rubbish and over use our cars.  How can we exclude responsible stewardship of the creation from our work of mission when it is so clearly in bondage and the scope of God’s plan is for the whole world to be saved?  This is the very world the Word spoke into being, so what point is my relationship with him if I am part of its destruction?  It is through our care, which is part of our mission, that the Spirit can breathe life again into creation and nourish its potential.

And as we embrace Pentecost, the Spirit sweeps us into a reconnection with life today.  As a church we are no longer part of the modern world.  We are irrelevant and shrinking.  We have been likened to the Israelites in exile, who were experiencing a living death, but God’s promise was that it would come to an end.  Remember Ezekiel’s vision about the valley of dry bones?  You know: dem bones, dem bones, dem, dry bones..!  (If you don’t, its Ezekiel 37 and its listed under the lectionary readings in the Calendar!)  God told Ezekiel that those bones were the house of Israel in exile, and before his very eyes, the bones were reconnected and the breath of God filled their lungs and they lived again.  The Spirit of God set them free to live again, and as the present-day dry bones, that is God’s promise to us.  It is time for us to allow God’s Spirit to breathe new life in us, to fill us and free us to find new ways to be effective missionaries… telling everyone what God has done and is doing in and through Jesus. The exile forced the Israelites to rework their faith, and so our exile needs our ever decreasing community to come up with creative and imaginative ways to reconnect us with others.

And so we have to free the Spirit.  Allow it to work in and through us.  We have to let go of our timidity, our inhibitions, our wish for things to be as they have always been.  We are dry bones, and the church is dying because we are.  Let us risk calling on the Spirit of Jesus to breathe life into each of us.  But be warned:  the Holy Spirit is no sweet little dove that just nestles on our church roof spreading its wings in protection over its brood of Christian followers.  The Holy Spirit is an enemy of apathy.  It calls us into action.

Let today and every day be our Pentecost, when we free the spirit and begin to live as we are called to do.

Amen.

Breathing Deeply

Acts 2:1-21

Pentecost - Year B

June 04, 2006




I have thought a lot about you these past few months-you, the ones listening to or reading this sermon. I have wondered about you and your life. I have wondered if you have ever found yourself having to remember to breathe.

I know, at first it sounds strange, even a bit silly, but has anyone ever told you, "Now, just take a deep breath," as she tries to calm you down? When I was in my final semester of seminary, I became entangled in a web of thick chaos. My father heard the cancer diagnosis that January. My husband and I were graduating in May. I had just accepted a call to be an associate pastor at my first church. And seminary classes were still ongoing and professors were still demanding. I'm out of breath just thinking about it all.

During that time of thick chaos, I began to sigh a lot-loud, dramatic sighs. People noticed. "Shannon, do you know how much you do that?" a friend asked me. Well, no. I had no idea. For once in my life, I was not being dramatic on purpose. At the same time of my heavy sighing, I was enrolled in a "Women's Health and Wholeness" seminar. One day, we learned about the cost of stress and chaos on your body. Apparently, when you feel deep stress, you breathe very shallow breaths. And, so, your body compensates for the lack of oxygen by making you sigh. Your body forces you to take a deep breath.

I share this story with you because I have imagined some of you might find yourselves doing the same thing-forgetting to breathe, let alone breathe deeply. We go from task to task, from stress to stress, from activity to activity, from need to need. And before we know it, we are simply breathless. Life has socked us in the gut, the web of chaos winds around our throat, and we cannot breathe.

By this point in their journey, the disciples were probably quite breathless themselves. Remember all that has happened in the last 50 days for them. Jesus' goodbye. His arrest and crucifixion-an event itself accompanied by loud sighs and long wails of grief. But, then, his resurrection and continued ministry with them. Their shallow, grief-laden breathing must have become full and robust again as Jesus resumed teaching them about the kingdom of God.

And, yet, just as the disciples caught their breath, Jesus did as he said he would-he left. He was taken out of their sight and returned to the One from whom he came. It must have been heartwrenching. The wind was simply knocked out of them. I bet they sighed loudly with stress and fear, the web of chaos winding around their throats.

And so the disciples did what all church people do in times of fear and chaos-they had a meeting. They busily began to try and get their game plan together. There was so much to do. They needed to get organized. They needed to choose more apostles to help them with all the work Jesus had left in their trembling hands. After all, they were now supposed to tell other people about what God had done in Jesus. It was a daunting mission. Loud sighing must have filled the room and you know anxious looks etched their faces. They could not believe they were now the ones in charge of continuing Jesus' ministry to the outcast, to the poor, to the powerful, to the sick-but all without his physical presence. It was enough to make them scared and breathless.

But before the disciples knew what was happening, out of the blue, they heard a mighty wind heading their way. The wind blew through the entire house, filling each of them with a breath that came from somewhere else, Someone Else. The wind, the breath, filled them with a power they did not understand. They had not asked for this breath nor expected it. This power, this breath, this courage just swooped into the room and filled them up in a way they could have never predicted. And with it, they discovered a reserve of strength they did not know they possessed. They came face to face, lung to lung, with the gift of God's Holy Spirit, God's holy breath.

And so what did they do? Once the disciples realized they could breathe again, once they shook themselves loose from the stress and the anxiety, once they unwound the grip of chaos from around their throats, they found themselves speaking of God's deeds in their lives. They all burst out in languages they did not even know they could speak-telling the story of how they once were no people, but now they were God's people. They once had no name, no faith, and no future, but now, they were God's own sons and daughters, given the breath of faith, glimpsing a future in which they were received back to God's own self.

These timid, stressed-out disciples found themselves preaching, testifying, to who God was and what God had done in their lives. And the people listened. The crowd grew. Yes, some in the crowd thought they were drunk. You and I might have assumed the same thing. The crowd had no other way to explain it.

But then Peter gave voice to what was happening. And as he preached, I imagine all of these people-people from near and far, strangers and foreigners, young and old, began to breathe deeper. They started to purposefully inhale some of this Spirit breath into their own lungs. And the church was breathed and birthed into being. And people far and wide, in all kinds of languages with all kinds of traditions, began to speak of God and how God was at work in their lives and in the world. And the breath of God blew freely and wildly, filling their lungs, giving them courage and a strength they did not know they had. And Christ's body, the church, was knit together and began to move.

But here is the kicker of this story: While it is a lovely story, a meaningful story, a powerful story, we simply cannot keep it contained in the past. God's Spirit still works this way. The Holy Spirit, the breath of God, is at work, here and now. Through Scripture and prayers, through music and proclamation, through experience and relationships, God's holy breath challenges us, comforts us, scares us, clarifies things for us. The story of Pentecost tells us if we are open to breathing it in, if we dare to pray "Come Holy Spirit," we will find our own lungs filled to the gills with a courage, a reserve of strength, a passion of faith we did not even know we had.

As people of Pentecost, God invites us to experience the fullness of life which God intends with God's holy breath. We are invited to breathe deeply and consciously in every moment of our lives. Breathing, expecting to be filled with God's Spirit, God's holy breath. Expecting to be changed by it as it fills our lungs. Expecting that we might see things we could never imagine seeing, or speak things we did not think we had the courage to say.

And let me tell you, this open approach to God's Spirit works. I have tried it. My own particular congregation works at a place called the Stewpot in downtown Dallas. It is an urban ministry program run by First Presbyterian Church. Our group goes twice a month to serve food, dignity and hospitality on the soup lunch line. Usually, they serve around 550 people-most of whom live on the streets of downtown Dallas. A couple of years ago, I went with our volunteer group to the Stewpot's volunteer appreciation luncheon. While we began to eat, a group of the Stewpot's clients got up and stood by the piano on risers. Now, I imagine these clients are people who lose their breath quite frequently, who get the wind knocked out of them by all kinds of people and all kinds of systems.

But they all stood up, took a deep collective breath, and began to sing. As they began, a few looked nervous, a bit timid. Sing: "I'm gonna lay down my burdens, down by the riverside" But as they breathed and sang, their timidity faded. Smiles grew on their anxiety-etched faces. Sing: "down by the riverside, down by the riverside." As they breathed and as they sang, I watched them grow taller. Their heads lifted higher. They swayed with the power of their music. Sing: "I'm gonna lay down my burdens, down by the riverside, ain't gonna study war no more."

As they sang, as I watched their transformation, I found myself swaying and purposefully trying to breathe in a bit deeper than I normally would. In that room, I had a clear sense I was watching God's holy breath rushing freely, sparking flames of new life and deep courage. I wanted to inhale as much as possible. For just a few moments, that lunch was a Pentecost feast. All kinds of people from all kinds of places were in one room, sharing a meal, singing songs, breathing in the breath of God and talking with each other about their faith, about the way the world could be, should be, about the day when the Stewpot did not need to exist for all manners of things were well. You just could not help but breathe in with abandon.

And this was not the first time I had seen the power of God's holy breath at work. I have seen God's holy breath symbolized by the machines that pump oxygen into the lungs of some of my homebound members. I have been known to incorrectly assume that because of their declining health and their limited mobility they must feel distanced from God. But when I ask them, "Do you feel God's presence in your life?" I am always humbled and instructed when they hold their head up a bit higher, breathe in that oxygen a little deeper and respond, "Well, of course. It is how I get through each day. God gives me strength to keep on." And always in their presence, I find myself breathing in a little more purposefully, wanting to inhale as much of God's Spirit hovering within and around them as I possibly can.

I could go on and on. I bet you have your own stories. I wish we could share them. For this day of Pentecost affirms for us that God's Spirit, God's breath is still at work around, among, and in us. It is a breath of life, of courage, and of proclamation that can fill our lungs to overflowing, causing us to sing and to dance, to live and get through each day. It is a breath we do not want to miss. It is a breath we want to learn to expect, for which we want to pray. So perhaps you and I will remember to breathe deeply. To remind those we love to breathe deeply. And, then, we can watch and feel what happens when we do.

Let us pray.

Come, Holy Spirit, fill our lungs, our souls, our lives with your breath of courage and good news. May we be open to your newness. Amen.




 HYPERLINK "http://day1.org/993-breathing_deeply.print" 
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What's Gotten Into You?

MAY 26, 2003 

Pentecost (B), June 8, 2003
And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:4) 
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What’s gotten into 

hat’s gotten into you?” This question usually stems from unacceptable behavior. But it is an appropriate question for today’s feast. The very people who for days, even weeks, had hidden themselves in fear for their lives, were out and about and acting in astonishing ways. They no longer lived in secret. In fact, they were calling attention to themselves by their behavior. What had gotten into them? 

“They were all filled with the Holy Spirit.” It is such a simple statement, a statement that may no longer startle us! These previously terrified people were all filled with the dynamic power of God—the power that refreshes and recreates, that comforts and heals; the power so eloquently acclaimed in today’s sequence. This Spirit burned within them like tongues of fire, and they went forth and proclaimed the message of God’s love manifested in the resurrection of Jesus. 

This same Spirit was given to us when we were baptized into the death and resurrection of Jesus and confirmed in the power of the Spirit. If we received the same Spirit as did the disciples on that first Pentecost, why can’t we do the same marvelous deeds? But we can. We are assured that “to each individual the manifestation of the Spirit is given for some benefit.” In situations where hatred and violence prevail, kindness and gentleness are actually heroic; generosity is countercultural wherever greed and selfishness reign. And how much harm might be avoided if we had a bit more patience? 

The Spirit that Jesus sent us from his Father is a Spirit of reconciliation, the Spirit that prevents us from holding grudges or nurturing vengeance. It is the Spirit of truth, the Spirit that directs us into lives of honesty and integrity. The world in which we live is in far greater need of reconciliation and truth than of the gift of tongues. Nations all over the world are hemorrhaging from the wounds of war; various religious groups live in constant fear of prejudice and persecution; church leadership has lost much credibility among the members, and its moral voice has been muted within the broader society. The words of today’s sequence are more than timely:

Heal our wounds, our strength renew; 
On our dryness pour your dew; 
Wash the stains of guilt away:
Bend the stubborn heart and will:
Melt the frozen, warm the chill;
Guide the steps that go astray.

The Holy Spirit, the dynamic power of God, is bestowed on us in all fulness. And with the Spirit come the gifts that can transform the world. The first disciples had their day, and they seized it with a gusto that has been remembered down through the centuries. This is our day. We now have a chance to show others what’s gotten into us.

Praying with Scripture
• What small acts of love can you perform that will make a difference in the life of just one person? 

• Spend a few moments prayerfully reading the sequence from the Mass of Pentecost. 

• What gift of the Spirit do you have to offer to the world? [image: image10.png]
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Dianne Bergant, C.S.A., is professor of biblical studies at Catholic Theological Union in Chicago. [image: image15.png]
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A Living God Present in Spirit and Power

JUNE 3, 2000 

Pentecost Sunday (B), June 11, 2000
When you send forth your Spirit, they are created and you renew the face of the earth (Ps. 104:30) 
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Pentecost, tradition

entecost, traditionally called 64 the birthday of the church," concludes the Lent-Easter season, as the church returns to ordinary time. Profound theological insights cluster around the feast and its readings. Though originally a Jewish spring harvest festival, the Feast of Weeks, celebrated 50 days after Passover, it gradually developed into commemoration of the Sinai covenant. In Luke’s theology the Twelve, the nucleus of God’s renewed people of the "new covenant in my blood" (Lk. 22:20), receive the promised "power from on high" (Lk 24:49) by the descent of God’s Spirit, which enables them to proclaim the message of the resurrection. The Spirit becomes the energizing presence as the church moves outward to the ends of the earth, breaking through geographical and ethnic boundaries.

The narrative from Acts, in which the disciples, speaking their own language, are understood by people representing the geographical boundaries of the known world, also presents a reversal of the confusion of tongues at the tower of Babel. When humans raise themselves up to God to "make a name" for themselves, they are dispersed and confused m language. When God’s Spirit comes down upon them, divisions are broken down. This remains a particular mandate for the contemporary church in an increasingly fragmented world.

The Gospel recalls Jesus’ promise that after his departure he will send an advocate, a spirit of truth (also called the Holy Spirit, 14:26) that will bear witness to himself. The Greek term translated "paraclete" has many overtones, suggesting a legal advocate as well as a helper and one who offers consolation (see 2 Cor. 1:37). This advocate will continue the work of Jesus by bearing witness to him, teaching the disciples and bringing to remembrance the teaching of Jesus (Jn. 14:25-26). Like Jesus, the advocate will not be received by "the world" (14:16). Simply put, the Spirit is the continuing presence of the Christ event in the world.

The readings offer directions for proclaiming the presence of the Spirit in the church. Often this is associated with the "enthusiastic" phenomena of inspired speech or other charismatic gifts, like healing. At other times the Holy Spirit is seen as a behind- the-scenes "fixer" of questionable actions or decisions in the church-"Well, the Holy Spirit knows what he is doing;" "Just trust the Holy Spirit; it will work out." John’s theology qualifies such views. The life and teaching of Jesus is the criterion of the presence of the Spirit of Truth who brings to remembrance the Way, the Truth and the Life. The Pauline reading conveys a similar perspective-the fruit of the Spirit is seen in acts of love, joy, kindness and generosity. When actions are done in fidelity to the example of Jesus and produce such fruits, the Spirit of Truth is present. Such is the challenge of Pentecost to the church. [image: image21.png]
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Praying with Scripture
· Read prayerfully the Pauline readings for the two feasts, reflecting on how our adoption into the very life of God brings forth fruits of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.

· Pray about ways in which the Spirit is leading the church today to break down barriers that separate people and nations. 

· Making the Sign of the Cross, pray often to God who is Father bringing forth life in love and freedom, Son living and dying for others, and Spirit, teaching and empowering a church to be God's very presence in the world. [image: image23.png]


[image: image24.png]


[image: image25.png]


[image: image26.png]


[image: image27.png]



John R. Donahue, S.J., is professor of New Testament studies at the Jesuit School of Theology and Graduate Theological Union, Berkeley, Calif. [image: image28.png]
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