Pentecost 2011 
Ben and I had the opportunity to take a study trip to Rome a few years ago, and I had few worries about fitting in – how different could a foreign country be really?  Let’s just say I was humbled quickly by Italian signs, new customs and not being able to communicate with others.  I didn’t know the language.  I was most certainly an outsider.  We would go to a pizzeria, point to a slice that we thought we recognized, hold up a finger, give the clerk some money and hope we weren’t getting ripped off.  But luckily, our group had amazing interpreters and guides who spoke English and Italian and opened up the city and its history to us.  They knew what was going on and with their leading, we felt less intimidated and more a part of things.  It was much more fun to be an insider.

Jewish visitors from all around had come to Jerusalem to celebrate Pentecost, the 50th (pente) day after Passover.  These visitors came not expecting to understand very much since Arabs or Cretans wouldn’t speak the Hebrew of Jerusalem.  Maybe they wanted to be part of the festivities or else were very religious about observing the day.  

But something spectacular happened in the midst of much fear and confusion…God poured out the Spirit.  And part of the experience was making sure that all people understood – a good reminder that God isn’t just for some people, but sends the Holy Spirit to reach all people no matter what barriers may be in place.  Outsiders become insiders.  Peter is given power from the Spirit to interpret everything that is happening, and cites the prophet, Joel, a text that upstanding Jewish people who traveled for religious observances would easily recognize.  Prophesy is one thing, but here God is acting and fulfilling a promise of long ago.

The Spirit is working, Peter says, and it’s not drunken people – who start drinking before 9 o’clock in the morning, he argues!  
The Spirit sounds like the rush of a violent wind…maybe like those wind storms we had two weeks ago where the tree limbs outside my house were shaken like rag dolls.  
The Spirit’s presence was so big that the Spirit fills the entire house where they were.  And while the Spirit’s entry might sound violent, jarring and disruptive, we are told then that the Spirit rests on the disciples.  
A very cool juxtaposition of terms.

I have never experienced such a revelation of the Spirit, but there are several accounts in the Bible where God sends the Spirit, the Breath, the ruach (in Hebrew) into people’s lives.  
Consider the creation story.  
God breathes the breath of life into the nostrils of adam or man, hence Adam, and he becomes a living being.  
Jesus stands in the midst of terrified, disillusioned disciples who were hiding behind locked doors and he breathes on them and says, “receive the Holy Spirit”[footnoteRef:1].   [1:  John 20:22] 

In our baptisms, we are sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked with the cross of Christ forever.  
It is a wonderful gift – to be blessed by the Spirit – and much like those first disciples and community at the Pentecost celebration, we wonder, now what?  
What do we do with being sealed by the Spirit and sent just as the Father send the Son?
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Interestingly, the first thing that Jesus says after giving the disciples the Holy Spirit is, 
“if you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; 
 if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” 

One theologian pursues this idea more and says, “By loving one another as Jesus loves, the faith community reveals God to the world; by revealing God to the world, the church makes it possible for the world to choose to enter into relationship with this God of limitless love.  It is in choosing or rejecting this relationship with God that sins are forgiven or retained.  The faith community’s mission, therefore, is not to be the arbiter of right or wrong, but to bear unceasing witness to the love of God in Jesus.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  O’Day, Gail. John, NIB, p. 848] 


How has the Spirit moved in your life?  Has the Spirit actively filled you up, like a balloon, with the love and hope and forgiveness of Christ?
If so, what would it take to let go and see where all of that Spirit takes you?  Where are you being propelled?
You might feel like you are going up, down, round and round, but the Spirit will take you somewhere, somewhere where God needs you to be to love someone, 
to forgive someone,
to share a glimpse of the hope that shine through you.

The summer staff here today have been called and assembled by the Spirit to do very specific ministry this summer.  No two staffers are alike, which is good, because no two campers are alike.  We trust the working of the Spirit to call all sorts of people into our lives to do God’s work – the musical people, the thoughtful people, the funny people, the theological people, the playful people, the organized people.  “To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.”[footnoteRef:3]  It can be scary to let go and follow where the Spirit leads and to have the courage to trust that God can and will use you to accomplish God’s will for our families, communities and world. [3:  1 Corinthians 12:7] 


The disciples were afraid after Jesus’ horrific crucifixion and locked themselves away because they might be next, but Jesus came and breathed the Spirit on them.  Later on the Spirit rests on them.  They are getting filled with the good, divine things of God, and well, if you read the next couple chapters in Acts, you can’t shut these disciples up now.  They are on fire.  They are bold to act and proclaim God’s good news in Jesus.  They have been filled and are following where the Spirit leads.  It’s not a “them-driven” thing because they think they should be doing this.  They are following the Spirit’s doing.  

You have been given life.
You have been filled by God’s most Holy Spirit.
You have power and boldness to go out and love and forgive; your witness to the God you love and follow is your love.  We’re part of something very big – members in the one body of Christ.  We haven’t been given the Spirit so that we feel better, we have been given the Spirit to make the whole world better, and in turn that deeply and profoundly affects us.   As the psalmist says, “You send forth your Spirit and so you renew the face of the earth.”  

Listen to our hymn of the day for the ways that the Spirit is both gentle and pursuing, ministering to people on a very individual, personal basis, but also rallying groups and communities, and is always pulling people from ways of death, dullness and anxiety to futures of purpose, boldness and life.  Thanks be to God for that.  Amen.
