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Pentecost

Acts 2:1-21
John 14:8-17, 25-27
The amazing thing about the concept of the Trinity that we will take up in excruciating detail next Sunday is that there is something in it for everyone. God the Father, Creator, Mother; God the Son, advocate, Redeemer, reconciler, God the Holy Spirit, the breath, the wind and fire, the inspiration, the comforter.

I will readily admit that at different times in my life I have found it easier to relate to God more as one of these three than as all three simultaneously; and most recently, I relate most fervently with the Holy Spirit that visited the disciples at Pentecost. In a very literal way that makes me a Pentecostal.

Now when you think of Pentecostals, you may think of something akin to what Barbara Brown Taylor described her visit to a Pentecostal Church in Memphis:

I went to Al Green’s Full Gospel Tabernacle, where the service begins at eleven and ends about two. There was a huge choir, a three-piece band, and a sound system turned all the way up. There was a church about half-full of people, who drifted in during the first thirty minutes of the service. Sunday school attendance was announced, the collection was taken and the music began to build – listless at first then gathering volume and focus until the service was in full swing.

For three full hours we sang and clapped and raised our hands in the air. Children stood stomping their feet on the pews or crawled around underneath them while their mothers praised God and danced in place. Different members of the choir stepped forward to sing solos, as the band changed tempo to match each one’s style. All of the songs had pounding rhythms that build and built until people began to be slain in the spirit. One woman right in front of me bolted from her pew and ran around the perimeter of the church twice, while another nearer the front stood up and did a jerking dance until she fell on the floor. An usher threw a white sheet over her so that her petticoat would not show, and several members of the church knelt around her until her convulsions stopped.

That is certainly not what we would think of as the Episcopal way of worship. But are we missing something? Barbara Taylor said this in reflecting on her experience:

I felt like I was caught in the middle of a thunderstorm, so I did what you are supposed to do: I made myself very small and held perfectly still. Lightning did not strike me, which was an answer to my prayer, but in the months since then I have wondered about my reaction. Was it simply a reaction to that kind of worship or was it more that that? If I had been in that room on the first Pentecost day, would I have done the same thing? “Oh God, if you are about to pour out your Spirit and this is what it looks like, would you please skip me?”

Here at St. George’s before the start of a worship service I pray with the acolytes, chalicists, and choir; I pray that that the Holy Spirit will fill our hearts, hands, and voices as we serve God’s people in Word, sacrament, and song. 

Alan Jones, the former Dean of Grace Cathedral once said that “only a fool would pray for the Holy Spirit, a fool for Christ. “ He went on suggesting that the Spirit is most present at three open space in our lives: “In the unpredictable, in the place of risk and in those areas over which we have no control.”

The unpredictable, the place of risk, and areas over which we have no control. Does that sound familiar? It should, that’s what much of life is. We can only control what we do and even that is a bit iffy. We cannot control anything anyone else does. The world is increasingly unpredictable, and so unless we stand perfectly still and make ourselves small, we are taking a risk.

In her book, The Great Emergence, Phyllis Tickle says that some churches are becoming more Pentecostal in the sense that they invoke the Holy Spirit and use the power of the Spirit as experienced by the church members as a way of making decisions about the life of the congregation, not unlike a Quaker meeting. That is a shift in authority away from doctrine, away from scripture as literal truth, and away from church officials.  There is

a refocusing of our hearts and minds on what the good news means in our own day, while honoring the contributions of those who have gone before us. Tickle and others see this as a time of great renewal for the church and the churches, an opportunity for re-examination of the fundamental questions and a re-commitment to a renewed living of our faith. Is it perhaps a time for our "sons and daughters to prophesy", for our "young to dream dreams and our old to see visions", for an outpouring of Spirit that calls from tomorrow overwhelming our preconceived notions and neat perceptions in favor of the expansive and inclusive reign of God?

That Festival Day of Pentecost two thousand years ago was not just a smack on the side of the head by the Holy Spirit to a few people gathered indoors in Jerusalem. The Spirit through them got out into the crowds of people gathered from all over the Eastern Mediterranean for the Pentecost Festival. Peter delivered a sermon that all these people miraculously heard in their own language; and, as a result, 3000 people were baptized.

Here at St. George’s I have made the point repeatedly that this church belongs to you and God, not your previous Rector, your Interim Rector, or your next Rector. In a technical, legal sense it belongs to the Diocese of Virginia, a matter the State Supreme Court will rule on in a couple of weeks. Regardless of how that goes, it’s up to you and the Holy Spirit to determine and execute the ministry. If you wait for your new Rector to make decisions and do this work, then you are giving up your part of the ownership of this enterprise. You would be like Barbara Brown Taylor standing perfectly still and hoping that the fire and wind of the Holy Spirit won’t burn you or blow you away.

So be a Pentecostal church. Invoke the Holy Spirit. Call upon the Spirit for inspiration and power to do the ministry you feel you are called to do. See if there’s a big idea out there for you that will transform this building and the community. See if there is a focus to your ministry that will animate you every day.  See if you can trust God to take care of you in a place and time where there is uncertainty, risk, and no control.

Come Creator Spirit, light of our hearts. Veni sancte Spiritus.
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