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Pentecost Sunday

Spirit…Wind…Breath…fill our lungs and lives with your energizing presence; refresh our stale minds; and stir our slowly-beating hearts; so that we may humbly and courageously be your breathing, gusting, good presence in the world.  Amen.
I once heard a minister say the worst thing that ever happened to the church, and by church he meant the church in general . . .

The worst thing that ever happened to the church was the invention of the fire engine.

I thought that was a really odd thing for someone to say.  After all, fire engines are good.  They, and by they I mean the firefighters who ride them and drive them, fight fires.  Think about the speed a fire would travel without the fire engine to come and stop it?  A flickering ember can quickly turn into a full blown flame before you know it.

Last Fall I met a woman whose house burned to the ground.  She lost everything in it.  Everything.  She’d lived there 20 years; built her life there.  And in one night, she lost it all.  I asked her about the experience and how she managed to live through it with what appeared to be such resilience and grace . . .since the thought of my house burning down scares me to death.  She said it forced her to re-evaluate what was important, and what was not.  

Which was exactly the point the minister was making in his assessment of the fire engine.  “Before the fire engine,” he said, “churches burned down all the time.  And when they did, they were forced to re-evaluate what was important, and what was not.  It forced them to rethink their reason for being.”
His thought has stuck with me.

Many years ago, before we built the Gathering Space, I got a call in the middle night from the church’s fire alarm company, letting me know the alarm was going off and, as the operator always does, asked me “Will you respond?”  

As I started to get out of bed at some ungodly hour, Terry asked me, “You sure you want to go?”

That question made me think, what exactly would we lose if the church burnt down?  Now, if the thought of my pausing to ask myself this question terrifies you, you might want to make sure I’m no longer on the call list.  Because I did start mentally going through the building, asking myself, what would we lose?  We’d lose the education wing, I thought, which wouldn’t be that bad of a loss.  Nothing that can’t be replaced.  We’d lose the Fellowship Hall, which Lord knows isn’t a loss! What else?  Dumpy bathrooms that don’t always work, some computers, my books, the school’s stuff . . .again, nothing that can’t be replaced and some of which needed to go.  

And then I made my mental way to the sanctuary and thought to myself, “Well, it is awfully pretty.  It would be a real shame.  Heartbreaking for some, no doubt.  But what would we really lose if the church burnt to the ground?”

Fire.  It’s dangerous.  It destroys things.  But maybe, just maybe, it can bring new life.

When the spirit blew through Jerusalem on that first Pentecost, the Spirit blew through like a rushing wind with flames!  Flames that can and did turn into fire, and it forced everyone gathered there to re-evaluate what was important and what was not . . .and they would continue to do that throughout the book of Acts . . .and most of the time when they did that, it created problems because it created a whole new paradigm for the Church.
Contrary to what we may think, the Holy Spirit we meet in Acts is not a comforter and source of peace . . .to get that, you’ll need to read the gospel of John; this Holy Spirit is not a giver of spiritual gifts, either . . .to get that, you’ll need to read Paul’s letters.  This Holy Spirit, the one Luke tells us about, comes rushing through like a mighty wind, bringing tongues of flame and a whole host of problems-but also new life, to those who are brave enough to walk through the fire.
I know we tend to believe that the Holy Spirit comes and solves our problems. But to those people who first experienced the Holy Spirit, it was hard, really hard.  

The easy response for everyone gathered there would have been to head back to the lives they knew, or to chalk up their experience with Jesus to the wildness of youth.  But instead, the Spirit comes, convincing them it’s more true than ever and turning their lives up side down.

Before long they’re going places they have no right to go, and saying things they shouldn’t be saying to people they would never have dreamt of meeting, let alone challenging.  And all because of the Spirit we call Holy.

Contrary to what we may think, not everyone was tickled pink-or red, as the case may be-with the arrival of the Spirit.  Not everyone thought it was a good thing.  Some of them grumbled and mumbled and accused the others of being drunk.  “They’re filled with new wine,” they sneered.  To which Peter told those naysayers, “We’re not drunk with new wine.  We are the living fulfillment of the promise God made long ago, that God’s Word will be heard and God’s Spirit will be shared.  Men and women will prophesy!  Young men shall see visions and old men shall dream dreams.”  

You want to know what this means, he asks?

You want to know what this means?

God is breaking in and doing a new thing, that’s what this means!  

The Spirit of God has been released into the world!

The Spirit of God has been set free!

So let’s not try to box in the Spirit.  Because this Spirit wants to fly!

But as I said, not everyone was crying “Amen” to Peter’s sermon.  Not everyone was convinced that a good thing was happening among them.  Plenty of people wanted to clip the Spirit’s wings in an attempt to keep things all safe and sound.  
After all, fire is dangerous.  Fire destroys.  And a fire that blows in like a mighty wind and demands we re-evaluate what is important and what is not?  Well, that might just blow us into new and unexpected places . . .and that, so many of them thought, we just can’t have.  Who knows where the Spirit might blow?
Last week, while doing some background work on this sermon, I came across a review of Edwin Friedman’s book A Failure of Nerve.  I was particularly interested in his chapter on imaginative gridlock.  In that chapter he uses the age of exploration as a metaphor for the kind of adventurous boundary breaking that is needed in our time.  In other words, how we need to follow the Holy Spirit more and clip her wings less.

Friedman argues that we are stuck-both individually and corporately.  And when you think about it, that’s true.  Congress is stuck.  Washington is stuck.  Jefferson City is stuck.  People are stuck.  The Church with a capital C is stuck.  Businesses are stuck.  Our national debates on gun control and marriage equality are stuck.  You get the point.  

Friedman says the reason we are stuck is that we lack imaginative guts.  In other words, following the Spirit scares us half to death because we don’t know where the Spirit may lead, and we can’t control the Spirit.  Because We know that following the Spirit means we need to Re-evaluate what is important and what is not, and that may force us to reform.  And as Friedman says, even if we’re willing to reform, we’re often only willing to reform what we must, and we’ll attempt to do it with as few apples falling off the apple cart as possible.  Which is a typical response, and even understandable.  But ultimately it’s not very faithful.  Not very faithful at all.

Instead, what we need to do, what Pentecost requires us to do, is set the Spirit free, and let it blow where it may, and stop calling the fire department.  We need to chase the fire engine less and chase the Spirit more.  
As Friedman reminds us in his book, explorers in the Age of Discovery had to get over their fears, too.  Fear such as sailing to the end of the world and falling off.  Or the type of fear Chuck Yeager experienced when he broke the sound barrier by gunning the plane when it started shaking instead of hitting the brakes like everyone else did.

Because on Pentecost we are given the power of the Spirit who gives us the courage to hit the accelerator even though our gut tells us to hit the breaks.
It’s Pentecost, which means the story of Easter ends here and begins here, so as the angel said to the women at the tomb, fear not!  

Yes, the Spirit of God is breaking in and doing a new thing, but fear not . . .your sons and daughters shall prophesy.

Yes, the Spirit of God has been released into the world, but fear not, your young men shall see visions.

Yes, the Spirit of God has been set free and is expanding our minds and attitudes, but fear not, your old men and women shall dream dreams.  

It’s Pentecost, your and my Pentecost, our Pentecost, and God has given us everything we need to live into Jesus’ story.  

So follow the Spirit. 

Be brave and stir the embers.  Kick up the flames.  Dream new dreams.  Because honestly, what is the worst thing that could happen?

Yes, it’s frightening.  Yes, the Spirit may lead you into unexpected places.  But as someone once said, “The safest place for ships is in the harbor, but that’s not why ships were built.”

When the proverbial operator calls and asks, “Do you care to respond?” we need to summon the courage to say no.  Because sometimes that is the most faithful answer, even though it’s a challenging answer and can create a whole host of problems.  But I can almost guarantee you, because our faith says it is so, that if you can gather the will to follow the Spirit, great things are in store and the Spirit will equip you to wade through the problems and struggles and challenges to reach the new life that is on the other side.  I truly believe that.  

Because our faith says it is so.

And so I leave you with this Pentecost blessing:

May the Gifts of the Holy Spirit
bring fire to the earth
so that the presence of God
may be seen
in a new light,
in new places,
in new ways.

May our own hearts
burst into flame
so that no obstacle,
no matter how great,
ever obstructs the message
of God within each of us.

And may we come to trust
the Word of God in our heart,
to speak it with courage,
to follow it faithfully
and to fan it to flame in others.

Amen.
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