May 23, 2010
Acts 2:1-21
The story of Pentecost began that day in Jerusalem, described in the Book of Acts, when the disciples were waiting and watching for the promised coming of the Holy Spirit. 
After Jesus had been crucified and raised from the dead, scripture tells us he was ascended into heaven. He left his disciples on earth to carry on his ministry of teaching and healing and reconciling the world to God. But he promised he would not leave them orphaned – he would send his Spirit to be with them – but they knew not when nor how. So they waited and watched, not knowing, but trusting in the promises of Jesus.
When the Spirit came there was no mistaking it. The very earth itself took part, in wind and images of fire. The disciples began speaking in tongues – all kinds of languages – real languages of real people, the people gathered there in Jerusalem that day. 
Jerusalem was crowded for the festival, the Feast of Weeks, the spring harvest festival they celebrated every year. That’s why it was called “Pentecost” – the feast was held five weeks after Passover was over. It wasn’t the most important Jewish holiday, but it was significant enough that all the Jews who lived in Jerusalem came together. Which is how they were all together in one place when the Holy Spirit came. 
When the people heard what the disciples said, and listened to Peter’s speech, many came to believe. Scripture says that 3,000 people were baptized on that day, “and they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.” The disciples made a major shift that day – from being followers of Jesus Christ to leaders of the faith – and the church began its journey around the world.  
Those of us who grew up in church have heard that story countless times. Some even keep the tradition of wearing red to church on Pentecost - it’s the liturgical color for the day, symbolizing the tongues of flame and fire. Sometimes we call it the ‘birthday of the church,’ and some churches even have cake and candles to celebrate. It’s a happy, up-beat day and a great day for a baptism or taking in new members (which is what we’re doing at the 11:00 service). 
But today I want to challenge us to think about Pentecost a little more deeply. I want to push a little bit to see if we can think about it differently. 

You see, in the mainline Protestant church we tend to think of Pentecost as a one-time event, much like Easter or Christmas only not nearly as important. It’s an event, something that happened in the past. It’s a piece of history, important history, but something ‘there and then’ and not something ‘here and now.’
But not everyone sees Pentecost this way. There’s another branch of the Protestant church that has a very different view. They are the ‘Pentecostal churches.’ To them, the coming of the Spirit wasn’t a one-time event, but the beginning of something powerful that continues to this day.  

The Pentecostal churches have an interesting history. Like the Reformation there were many factors leading to its rise. There’s no clear beginning date, but there are some key events. One was a revival begun on April 14, 1906 that came to be known as the “Azusa Street Revival.” 

It was led by an African-American man named William Seymour, the son of former slaves. He was an uneducated preacher who was asked to come to Los Angeles to give his preaching. He believed in the “baptism by the Holy Spirit” which would be known by the gift of speaking in tongues. He wasn’t taken seriously, though, until it happened to him. Soon the prayer-meetings overflowed their available space, and they moved to an old African-Episcopal Church in an impoverished part of L.A. The “Azusa Street Revival” took off. 

Blacks and whites, Asians and Latinos worshiped side-by-side. Rich and poor, uneducated and well-to-do – everyone worshiped together. Worship was filled with intense emotion – much to the condemnation and chagrin of traditional Protestant Christians. It had the energy and noise of a rock concert. Many spoke in tongues – not languages, but sounds that others who were present would interpret. Some observers found it shameful, just a mob mentality gone amuck, a mockery of traditional Christian worship. But many found it compelling. So compelling that a movement was born. 
A century later the greatest world-wide growth of Christianity can be traced to the Pentecostal movement. While the mainline churches are dying, the Pentecostal churches are taking off, especially in the Southern hemisphere, in Africa and South America.
Now, I’m not saying that we are wrong and they are right; I have huge theological issues with what many Pentecostal churches teach. I am not suggesting that God has ‘blessed’ them and abandoned us, as if numbers alone are a sign of faithfulness or God’s favor. I’m not suggesting we should speak in tongues – even scripture says that’s just one ‘gift of the Spirit,’ and speaking in tongues has become in some churches its own works-righteousness, a measure of who’s in and out. 
And I’m certainly not suggesting that being carried away by emotion is the only or best way to worship God; emotions are easy to manipulate, and I believe God wants and needs our thinking as much as our feeling. 

But I would argue that they ‘get’ the Holy Spirit a whole lot better than we do. 
We are so afraid of being out of control that it is hard for us to give ourselves over to God’s power. We are like frightened children learning how to ride a bicycle – as soon as we pick up speed we put our feet firmly on the ground for fear we will fall and get hurt. We can feel sad in worship, feel tender-hearted, even sentimental, but God forbid we feel anything close to exuberance or ecstasy. It’s hard to be ecstatic and do things decently and in order, after all.
But what would happen if we allowed for the possibility that the Holy Spirit didn’t just come once and for all, but keeps showing up again and again and again trying to get our attention? 

This summer we’re going to be hearing a lot about the Holy Spirit. Somehow one Sunday devoted to the Spirit just isn’t enough. So starting in June we’re going to spend some time listening for the Spirit – what the ‘gifts of the Spirit’ are that Paul talks about in his writings; what spiritual disciplines help open us to the power of the Spirit; and how the Spirit moves not just in individual lives but in the whole church in the direction God would have us go. 

So here is my prayer: that God bless us with the Spirit once more. 
Thanks be to God. 
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