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And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language….in our 


Own native languages we hear them speaking about God's deeds of power.







Acts 2: 8, 10

Pentecost is the church's celebration of the triumph of the Holy Spirit.  Within a couple of centuries of the death of Jesus, Christians began observing two big festivals—Easter and Pentecost.   Christmas was definitely a later addition.   A Jewish feast marking the giving of the law on Sinai was refocused onto the giving the 'new law" through the Holy Spirit, the way God's redemption became present in the life of the believer and in the community of believers, the church.  The commercial world has never figured out how to exploit Pentecost (as it has Easter and Christmas)  and so it has remained the neglected stepchild.  

It shouldn't, because Pentecost celebrates what we desperately desire and need---the triumph of the Holy Spirit over all those divisions separate us—divisions of nationality, and race, and gender, and language.   Over all that would divide the Holy Spirit prevailed. 


Now, understand, we love to hear stories of the triumph of the human spirit, the power that is within humanity.  We talk about how indomitable is the human spirit.  It is our human ingenuity and drive that got us to the moon, it was the human life force that enabled Lance Armstrong to beat cancer and go on to win the Tour de France, it is the human spirit that empowers that child of the single parent to go on the be a distinguished scientist.  One of the things that made Oprah a most powerful shaper of our culture was her personal narrative of the triumph of the human spirit. Born into poverty,  shuttled from relative to relative, victim of  rape, a teenage mother—Oprah transformed herself transformed into the world's wealthiest women, a source of emotional supportive for million.   Here is a woman of great spirit, we say.   TV fills us with inspiring stories of Down's syndrome children succeeding in the Special Olympics, and the Iraq war veterans, who had both legs blown off, learning how to walk again and maintaining this incredible positive spirit in the face of extraordinary odds.   

When William Faulkner gave his Nobel Prize speech in 1950, he talked of the human spirit.  "Man is immortal," he said, "simply because he will endure…..not because he alone among creatures has an inexhaustible voice. But because he has a spirit capable of compassion and sacrifice and endurance…I believe man will not only endure, he will prevail." (Nobel Speech, 1950)


Because we are God breathed –we have the capacity for extraordinary human potential.  The Bible uses the same word for breath as it does for spirit. 


And yet the human spirit can be in tension with God—claiming it is human achievement alone, devoid of any acknowledgement of God, defying God even.  The human spirit may celebrate human beings as the measure of all things, and flirt with the claim that we humans come of age don't need God.  Whatever we formally profess, we become practical atheists.  

But today's message is about the Holy Spirit.  Lisa Fishback (Pentecost sermon, 1995) notes that from a Christian perspective, history is a long series of interactions,  conflicts, and cooperation between the human spirit and the Holy Spirit.  At times human spirit and Holy Spirit have been at odds with each other, or resisted each other, while at times they have danced together, encouraged each other.  Thank God in the long run, the Holy Spirit has always prevailed.    


When the disciples gathered in Jerusalem for the celebration of Pentecost, not long after they had encountered the risen Lord, they might have wondered what was ahead.  They were told to wait until Jesus sent the Spirit, but they must have been wondering, perhaps getting a little discouraged about whether they were going to have to draw on their own resilient human spirit, garner a positive attitude in the absence of Jesus. 

Then it happened.  As with tongues of fire, and rushing wind, the Spirit descended on this odd mixture of folks,  Egyptians and Parthians, and Romans, and Libyans and Cappadocians---somehow each understanding the language of the other as they proclaimed God's good news. This is not just God's fancy version of "Rosetta Stone."  Barriers—not of language alone-- were broken down,  a reversal of the tower of Babel, and for a time a miraculous unity prevailed, the work of the Holy Spirit.  The church was born


It happens again a few chapters later in Acts, when Peter received a vision of a great sheet being lowered with all kinds of animals and the voice said, "Do not call unclean what God calls clean."  Later Peter understood this was a word not just about unclean food but unclean people.  The people gathered in Jerusalem were all Jews.  But now Peter meets and baptizes the non Jewish soldier Cornelius, and thus began what was known as the Pentecost of the Gentiles.  

The story of the work of the Holy Spirit is the story of God breaking down barriers, bridging gaps, restoring unity where it has collapsed.  We have seen it again and again in the history of the church.   


The church has often used the dove as a symbol of the Holy Spirit.  But in the Celtic Christian tradition, it is not a dove, but a wild goose which represents the Holy Spirit.  Scottish musician and theologian John Bell with great intentionality calls his publishing arm "Wild Goose Publications."  The image is striking.  Geese—wild geese especially—are rambunctious, noisy, unpredictable, disruptive, fierce.  And maybe that's the right image, for the barriers the Holy Spirit breaks down can be strong and resistant—and nothing less intrusive than the wild goose might do the trick.  


There was an exhibition done by one of the New York museums highlighting those persons who    took in and protected Jews from the Holocaust during WW II. Can you think of a larger barrier that has been created in the last century? (the racial divide might be a comparable barrier) Scores of persons were interviewed in an effort to answer the question "why did you do it, at great risk to your own life?"  And most resisted being labeled courageous or heroic.  "I didn't do anything anyone would not  have done."   They invariably had a story which began,   "it started by my Jewish neighbor just asking whether I would store a suitcase full of personal items in my attic for a few days until the authorities eased up their surveillance," or " the tailor I had done business with for years asking whether I would take in their cousin from Minsk whose business had gotten shut down for a few meals.  And it just grew from there.  It just seemed the right thing to do."   The Holy Spirit prevailed.  

Examples abound.  Women, once key leaders in the church, if the New Testament is to be believed, were gradually shunted off to the sidelines.  There were exceptions--- Teresa of Avila, Catherine Booth, Hildegard of Bingen.  But largely the leadership of women ignored or repudiated.  But then in the past 50 or so years, the church has been awakened to the tragedy of its past practices, and in our mainline churches, countless women have been elected to office and been flocking to seminaries.  This is a dramatic shift.  Was it just catching up to the times, a matter of political pressure, the rise of "women's spirit----Or could the best explanation be that the Holy Spirit prevailed?


Again and again, we see that wild goose of a Holy Spirit at work---breaking down barriers of race in our culture, energizing people to take care of the planet God has given us, finding ways to reconcile warring peoples, challenging the church to take seriously the needs of the poor, overcoming denominational distinctions.  


In our own congregation, time and again, when we have been cold of heart, slow to move, timid and anxious,  the Holy Spirit has prevailed—leading us to venture to Ethiopia, expand our children's outreach, build a new fellowship hall, open our doors to the hungry and  homeless.   In your own life, in those moments when all seem lost, and there is no way out, no way forward, and you have been surprised when a door is opened, a way out found when there was no way,  the Holy Spirit has prevailed. 


The film Place in the Heart, which starred Sally Field, tells the story of a widow with two young  children who is trying to hold on to the family farm in the middle of the depression.  The film plays on your emotions and you are buffeted back and forth by conflicting feelings—as it depicts racial tension, surprising opportunities, loyalties and betrayals, hopes dashed, unexpected kindness, unmerited violence and endearing compassion.  The climactic scene shows a congregation gathered in church, and communion being passed from one person to the next.   And you realize it’s a congregation of those who had interacted in some way, some actually,, others only by having heard stories—The living and the dead are interspersed as they sing "Blessed Assurance"-- a murdered man receiving communion from his murderer, a young boy reunited with his long dead grandfather, estranged couples sitting together, black and white taking the bread and the cup, young men seeing visions, old men dreaming dreams as the Pentecost prophesy puts it. What unites them, so mysteriously, what unites us?   The Holy Spirit has prevailed.  

That is the promise of Pentecost, when this wild goose of the Holy Spirit gets loose among us—people speaking in the language of the spirit, understanding foreign tongues in our midst.  The Holy Spirit which gave birth to the church, keeps beckoning, prodding, cajoling the church forward, entering into our comfortable Christianity and breaking down the barriers which we keep putting up.   In our world where unity seems a pipe dream, where my getting my way is more important than really listening to you, where we think the worst of those who are different or disagree, it is a comfort indeed to know that beyond the human spirit, the Holy Spirit is at work and will triumph.   

THANKS BE TO GOD WHO GIVES US THE VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST OUR LORD
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