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Pentecost

May 23, 2010

Acts 2:1-21, Psalm 104, Romans 8:14-17, John 14: 8-17

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.

Benny worked at the Metropolitan Museum of Art.  His primary job was to keep the exhibits clean and polished.  One day he happened to be dusting around the Arabian exhibit, and he noticed an ancient urn that needed some cleaning.  He got out his dust rag and began polishing.  Lo and behold, an enormous genie appeared before him.

“Master,” the genie began, “I am a genie of the urn.  I can grant you three wishes, but there is one condition I will put on you:  You must never shave or cut your beard for the rest of your life, or you will be forced to take my place inside the urn forever.”

Benny thought about it for a bit, and decided it was a fair condition for three wishes.  So Benny wished for 49 percent of the total Microsoft stock, which was promptly granted.  Then he wished for the most beautiful woman in the world as his wife, and lo and behold, she was.  Finally, he wished for fame and fortune, and he instantly became a worldwide celebrity.

Over the years, Benny’s beard became longer and longer until it almost reached the floor.  As it grew longer, it began to itch.  He tried to ignore it, but the itch became more and more irritating, while the memory of the genie’s warning faded.

Finally he decided he had to get rid of the beard, and he shaved it off.  Instantly he was trapped in the urn, to stay there forever.

The moral of the story: A Benny shaved is a Benny urned.

I know, I know it is so bad, so much of a groaner that I couldn’t resist.   Today is Pentecost, sometimes called the birthday of the church because today is the day we celebrate the coming of the Holy Spirit to the apostles 10 days after Jesus had ascended to heaven and 50 days after Easter. Pentecost ranks right up there with Christmas and Easter as a major feast day or holy day.  Pentecost is that day when the Book of Acts tells us that the Holy Spirit came with fire and wind to empower the church to carry on the ministry of Jesus and to be his presence in the world.  

Despite what some may believe, the Holy Spirit is not like a genie in the bottle or urn.  The Holy Spirit is the third part of the Trinity.   Some have used a plant analogy to describe the Holy Spirit’s place in the Trinity.  If God is the root of the plant, Jesus is the stem and leaves and the Holy Spirit is the fruit or the flower.    The Holy Spirit has been there since the beginning of creation, for the Book of Genesis talks about it hovering over the waters.   The Holy Spirit had descended upon Jesus at his baptism and remained with him throughout his earthly ministry. On the day of Pentecost this same Spirit was given to the community of disciples to remain with them and all believers forever.


Regardless of whether  the Holy Spirit came to the disciples as wind and tongues of flame as described by today’s readings from the Book of Acts or as breath on Easter night as the Gospel of John relates, the result was that the disciples were transformed.  These followers of Jesus who ran away in fear when our Lord was arrested and who hid in the Upper Room suddenly become bold evangelists who go on to change the world.   
I don’t think too many people would argue that the disciples were transformed on Pentecost.  In fact those who became believers witnessed that incredibly positive difference in the disciples and wanted the same thing to happen to them. The presence of the Holy Spirit made a powerful difference and continues to make a transformative difference in the life of believers.  


Power, like that which the Holy Spirit gives, can be used in at least two ways; it can be unleashed, or it can be harnessed.  The energy in ten gallons of gasoline, for instance, can be released explosively by dropping a lighted match into the can.  Or it can be channeled through the engine of a car in a controlled burn and used to transport a person several hundred miles.  Explosions are spectacular, but controlled burns have lasting effect, staying power.   The Holy Spirit works both ways.


At Pentecost, the Spirit exploded on the scene; the presence was like “tongues of fire” and thousands were affected by one burst of God’s power.  But the Spirit also works through the church and individual believers.    In the church, God began to tap the Spirit’s power for the long haul.  Through worship, fellowship, and service Christians are provided with transformative staying power.


Sometimes, like the day of Pentecost, that transformation by the Spirit can be explosively instantaneous, but sometimes it takes longer for us to be transformed or for us to realize that the Holy Spirit has been working.  I have experienced both types of major transformations in my life.   And as I thought and prayed about the experiences, I realized that in each case the transformation came about because I was willing to surrender control to God trusting in a positive outcome, even if I couldn’t or wouldn’t get to see that outcome.


Let me give you some personal examples.  First of a long term transformation.  On June 3rd, I will have been ordained ten years.   That has been a transformative journey of staying power.  When I look back to the priest I was, and the priest I have become through the molding process of living in several worshipping communities during that time, I marvel at how much I have changed.  How things that were important in the beginning such as making sure the worship service was liturgically correct and the feeling I had of masquerading as a priest have been replaced by a more experienced, confident sense of call and listening to the Spirit’s leading.    
That transformation is ongoing and I am sure will be different ten years from now or even ten minutes from now.  The journey involved being willing to surrender control of my priesthood to God, knowing that despite several speed bumps that I trusted God to lead me and the congregations entrusted to me into a closer relationship with God.  Surrender and trust enable the Holy Spirit to make a transformative difference.


The second personal transformation has been much quicker in time, and it is still nowhere near complete.  That is the transformation that Tom’s illness and death has caused in my life.  I remember when he was diagnosed with terminal cancer, going into the chapel at the hospital and asking God for a miracle but at the same time repeating Jesus’s words from the Garden of Gethsemane, “Not my will but yours be done.”  I was trusting that God knew what the Holy One was doing.  
The jury is still out on where this transformation is leading, but I have been reassured along the way with encouraging words from varying people, scriptures that have been comforting, the birth of my first grandchild, and even at a low point a couple of weeks ago, a double rainbow over Norfolk.  It doesn’t mean that I haven’t experienced heart-rending grief or days when getting to the next moment never mind the next day was all that I could do.  Yet I know without a doubt that God has used and will continue to use this transformation of mine to bring hope and trust to others.  Again surrender and trust enable the Holy Spirit make a transformative difference in our lives. 


Dr. Bill Bouknight  offers this amusing story about transformations.   One of my favorite stories comes out of a rural area near Cairo, Georgia.  Two brothers grew up on a farm there.  One brother took to education like a duck to water.  He graduated from Georgia Tech and became a renowned engineer in Chicago.  The other brother was content to stay home and farm. Some years later the learned brother was invited to give a speech in Atlanta at the Peachtree Plaza Hotel.  He had not seen his brother in along while so he invited him to bring his family to the hotel and spend a little time with him.


The rural brother had never been in a town bigger than Cairo.  He, his wife, and son piled into their pickup and headed for Atlanta.  After a fearful experience on the interstate highways, they pulled up in front of the Peachtree Hotel.  

The farmer left his wife in the truck and he and his son went inside to check in.   Just inside the entrance were a number of elevators.  The farmer had never seen one before. He watched a large, very plain, middle-aged lady step inside one of those little rooms.  The doors closed.  After about a minute, the doors opened and out stepped a young lady who was a vision of loveliness.   The farmer’s eyes bugged out.  Quickly he punched his son and said, “Boy, go get your maw.  I’m gonna run her through that thing one time.”

Don’t we wish transformative power came about that easily!

Today is Pentecost. The day we celebrate the coming of the Holy Spirit to the apostles.  That gift has been inherited by communities of believers throughout the ages since then.   The Holy Spirit can provide the power in our lives sometimes instantaneously but more often through staying power for the journey.  When we are able to surrender and trust that the journey is worth the experience,  then we can welcome the Spirit that abides in us.  We can experience the peace that passes understanding that  the transformative power of the Holy Spirit offers as our inheritance.  So in the words of the Holy Spirit prayer:  Come Holy Spirit, come

Come as holy fire and burn in us.

Come as holy wind and cleanse us.

Come as holy light and lead us.

Come as holy truth and teach us.

Come as holy life and dwell in us.

Come as holy power and enable us.

Convict us, convert, us consecrate us,   

Until we are holy thine for thy using.  Amen.

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.  Amen

