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Pentecost 

 Acts 2:1-21 

 

 

 If you were somehow to be able to take a survey of all the sermon 

introductions all across the United States on this Pentecost Sunday I’ll be 

you that 85% of them would begin by inviting pity on the poor lay reader 

who got assigned today’s Old Testament Lesson.  I know I’ve shed my 

share of pity on those who have to stand in front of the congregation and 

pronounce names like Phrygia and Pamphylia and Mesopotamia. That has 

become part of what we look forward to on Pentecost Sunday in addition 

to wearing red and hearing the familiar story: 

 Jews who, centuries before had been dispersed to many lands, came 

together to celebrate the 50-day festival of thanksgiving, Pentecost, seven 

weeks after Passover.  Suddenly there came a whoosh of air from heaven 

itself and tongues of fire rested on each person.  All were filled with the 

Holy Spirit and all began to speak – each in his own language.  But the 

miracle was that each could understand distinctly what the other was 

saying.  Peter explained to them that this is what had been prophesied 

through the prophet Joel.  Jesus had promised them that, in his absence, 

the presence of God would come as spirit. 

 We celebrate today as the birthday of the church – that time when 

the disparate peoples came together as one congregation under a God who 

had now revealed himself as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – the Holy 

Trinity (as we will celebrate next Sunday.)   

 I’m wondering this morning if Pentecost is truly the birthday of the 

church.  I’m wondering if the true birthday of the church isn’t Good 
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Friday – that moment when the ultimate sacrifice was made so that our 

brokenness with God might be healed.  Isn’t the point at which God 

brought us all together?  And so, if the church itself is rooted in sacrifice 

and suffering it seems to me that there may be more to this Pentecost 

business than wearing red and remembering a precious moment in times 

gone by.  I’m wondering if, when we look – really look – at how the Holy 

Spirit works in our lives that we see a couple of contradictions. 

 For instance, you might think that the coming of the Holy Spirit 

would solve problems.  Jesus had been the problem solver.  But he had 

ascended to heaven.  Now what?  Come, Holy Spirit, and solve problems.  

But herein lies the contradiction.  It seems as if the Holy Spirit actually 

creates more problems than it solves.  David Lose has pointed out that, if it 

weren’t for the Holy Spirit, the disciples would have gone back to the 

comfort of their previous professions as fishermen.  But one of the main 

things the Spirit does is to “call.”  So Peter, James, John and the others 

were called away from comfort to confront a world of storms, disease, 

hunger, injustice, and multitudes begging for meaning in their lives.  

James died, by sword, at the hands of King Herod.  John was banished to 

an island.  And tradition has it that Peter was crucified.  They could have 

lived long lives.  But the Holy Spirit created problems for them. 

 The New York Times columnist, David Brooks, recently said in a 

commencement address that, “Most successful young people don’t look 

inside and then plan a life.  They look outside and find a problem, which 

summons their life … Most people don’t form a self and then lead a life.  

They are called by a problem, and the self is constructed gradually by their 

calling.” 

 Where is the Holy Spirit causing problems for us?  When we ask the 

question, “Who needs us,” what is the answer?   What is it that makes us 
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uncomfortable when we look out there into the world?  I wonder if the 

Holy Spirit isn’t asking us to examine our discomfort. 

 Another contradiction with which we are presented concerns failure.  

You might think that the coming of the Holy Spirit prevents it – gives us 

some sort of an invisible shield against failing.  In reality, the Holy Spirit 

actually invites it – and maybe even places failure in front of us.  During 

the crises of Apollo 13 there arose a maxim which we still use a lot and 

apply it to sports quite a bit:  Failure is not an option.  But in doing 

ministry, failure is inevitable.  How many times did Edison fail before he 

got the light bulb to work?  This is true for congregations and individuals 

alike. 

 If we try a ministry and it doesn’t work, we are at least a little 

farther along than we were before.  Throughout this pandemic we have 

tried new things.  Some have worked.  Others haven’t.  Right now we are 

trying to open up our services to in-person attendance.  That is not 

working very well.   People are still hesitant to come out.  We are trying to 

get it right on mask mandates.  Currently, we are requiring them.  This 

may change.  Governor Northam is to issue new guidelines on June 15 

which may lift most, if not all, restrictions.  What will we do then?  I don’t 

know.  We may fail a couple of times before we get it right.  But the Holy 

Spirit is urging us forward to spread the Good News to the most people we 

can in the best way we can. 

 We may make mistakes.  One wise parent has said,  “I tell my kids 

to make a mistake every day – just not the same mistake.”  We’ll try not to 

make the same mistake 

 So the Holy Spirit causes problems and invites failure!  Wow!  

Makes you kind of wonder if you want any part of it at all.  It’s scary.  But 

that is the third and final contradiction:  Jesus called the Holy Spirit “the 
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comforter.”  What’s up with that?  In a paradoxical way, if we are 

experiencing failure in doing God’s will … if we are having problems in 

reaching out to our brothers and sisters in Christ, it may actually be a sign 

that we are on the right track and that God is with us in what we do.  

That’s comforting. 

 Please go forth today to serve – comforted by the paradox that 

failure and problems are part of our partnership with God. 

  

  

 

  

  

  

  

  

 


