June 12, 2011

Pentecost: the fiftieth day
Acts 2: 1-11; Psalm 104: 25-37; 1st Corinthians 12: 4-13; John 20:19-23


Nancy and I spent the last week at our North Carolina cabin with family. Of course the star of the week was Noah Ford. Noah is now 20 weeks old. At twenty weeks his whole family is Mommy and Daddy. He is learning his grandparent’s names and his world is slowly expanding. This is normal and all that he can handle right now.  We know that his concept of family will gradually grow to include grandparents, uncles, aunts, cousins and hopefully brothers or sister. 

Our church fathers were a small congregation of followers who felt besieged and very much alone. Maybe they had a few friends, but they definitely felt that they had a large group of enemies. Family was very small for these guys and gals.

Jesus and his followers entered Jerusalem triumphantly to celebrate the great feast of Passover. This was the great celebration of the Jewish people cut free from Egyptian slavery. What followed was forty years of wandering which forged a collection of people into a family.  It doesn’t matter where you travel or where you live. Once a year you are family at Passover. God interceded in each of the members’ lives, the history is recalled and all join in the celebration. This still goes on today.  For centuries Passover is the one festival which binds the Jewish people together as family who has a common history and a common point in history where God touched each one of them. Jews remember together as if they were following Moses. Jesus was celebrating Passover.

Then the trial, passion and resurrection happened. Jesus was horribly and publically executed. God raised Jesus.  And Jesus said that I am alive. He was seen by over 500 people. We have 500 eye witnesses to this fact. I don’t think that any lawyer in the land would wish for such a mountain of evidence. Jesus commissioned all of us to go, baptize and spread the Word that Jesus died, Jesus was raised and lives and He will come back.  Any normal human would be stunned. How can I or we twelve evangelize the world? Jesus said wait here. I’ll send you the great helper. So for forty-nine days the Apostles and followers waited. Waited for what? Waited for whom? No one knew exactly. But Jesus said wait and how can you argue with a man who just died and God rose from the grave? 

Well, it just so happened that forty-nine days past Passover was another festival which brought back all the Jewish family to Jerusalem-the Festival of Weeks which is exactly fifty days past Passover. The word for fiftieth in Greek is Pentecost. On this Pentecost God interceded. God had something new for his family. 

God and His Son completed the character of God, our interface with the Holy, by bringing the very Spirit of God to us. This is the same Spirit which the author of Genesis wrote about as God created. Genesis 1: 1-2 reads “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was without form and void, and darkness was over the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters”. By his same Spirit, God touched each of the Apostles and all who dwelt in the house with His hand. John said that Jesus breathed on them much as God gave Adam the breath of life. Luke, in the book of Acts portrayed the coming of the Holy Spirit as a flame above each person’s head. This was the same fire that Moses saw in the burning bush. It was the same Spirit which protected Daniel in the furnace. It was the same Spirit which wrote the Ten Commandments on stone before Moses.  If you can say anything about God, he is consistent. 

So God touched each one the followers of Jesus with a non-consuming fire. And they were never being the same. At an instant they were the family of God bound together with the spirit of God. This bond is unbreakable and lasts for an eternity.  All of His creation, not just the Jewish people of Israel, is included in His family. Look to your left. Look to your right. Jesus once said that his family was the people who bid his calling and did the will of God who sent Him. So the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost changed our concept of family.  No longer are we limited to a biological notion of family, but a far greater span of family.  We are no longer just white, black, red or yellow, rich or poor, Republican or Democrat, slave or free as Paul said, but one in the spirit. God through His Holy Spirit made us all family. This family should and must include everyone throughout the world. Our family through the aid of the Holy Spirit is ever increasing and growing. If the family is not growing, then we are not of the Spirit. Fortunately St. Barnabas is growing. The Spirit is here.

When the Holy Spirit touches us, we are changed individually. What was once a life directed by self or the environment; our lives are now directed by God himself via the Spirit. In the Sacrament of Baptism, we thank God that by water and the Holy Spirit, he bestows on each one of us the forgiveness of sin and has raised us to a new life of grace.

I was a little slow. I did not fathom the full meaning of my baptism. What was a new life in grace? Indeed, what was the Holy Spirit or even who was God?  I didn’t begin to understand what all this meant until I was thirty. The Holy Spirit touched me and I will never be the same. The old has been replaced by the new. Looking back now, it is as if a new person was born.  Before by new birth, I could not have dreamt that I would be a priest or even stand here in front of you and give a speech. I was introverted, shy and scared to death if I did anything in front of a group of people. In my former life I didn’t really believe in God, Jesus or some ghost roving about. The Bible was a collection of ancient tales written by men about a God who existed long ago. Jesus lived, said some marvelous things and died…end of story. 

Now I live….I live in the Spirit. What you see is a life made by God, living in an unwarranted grace and saved by the body and blood of Jesus. I am a new creation. I can say that exact same thing about you as well.


The Spirit is here in St. Barnabas. He is among us, between us and in us. We are a family living in the Spirit. How do I know? We as a group confess that Jesus Christ as Lord, we are brought into love and harmony with God, with ourselves, with our neighbors. We need to continue to listen to the Spirits guidance and follow in his light. We can do no less.
