Pre:


Today we will wrap up the new beginnings series. Our Bible story takes place 10 days after the Ascension, which we talked about last week. The disciples have been meeting in the Upper Room, praying.  They don’t really know what to expect, but they do know that Jesus told them to stay in Jerusalem and wait for the Holy Spirit to come. 


Meanwhile, there’s a party going on. The Jewish festival of Pentecost is underway. Pente means fifty, and the feast of Pentecost is fifty days after Passover. It celebrates the giving of the law to Moses fifty days after the Exodus from Egypt. A subtheme of this celebration is the grain harvest which is just now coming to a conclusion. (Their growing season is a little different from ours!) 

 

There at least two core themes to look for in this story:


A. A fundamental change in how God works with people through the Holy Spirit. A paradigm shift. In the Old Testament, and in the Gospels the Holy Spirit was certainly active, but this activity was generally seen through certain leaders (Moses, for instance, the prophets, the kings).  But now the Holy Spirit would indwell all believers. That’s you and me. 


B. The emergence of the Christian Church. This story tells us where we have come from historically and provides us with some themes that can encourage us in our own faith as Christian persons and in our life as a Christian community.  

The Emerging Church

Acts 2:1-21

Back in the early days of Morning Star, I would often refer to Morning Star as an emerging church. You’ll see that reference on the back cover of a couple of my books. I thought that the term emerging was appropriate because we were just coming into being as a congregation, like a plant emerges from a seed. A few years later I learned that there is a movement in the Christian Church that goes across denominational lines that is called the “emerging church.” Well.  This movement is not just about starting new churches, though.  What this movement is about is the emergence of a new way of “doing church,” especially in light of the changes in our culture. Those who are involved in this movement are quite diverse, but there are some common themes: including creativity, service, hospitality. Emerging churches are not so concerned with the fine points of doctrine as they are passionate about communicating the core values of the faith by serving. Does that sound like Morning Star? 


I believe that God’s church is still emerging among us. Can you feel it? Are you ready to be a part of this emergence? 


For inspiration, we turn to the original emerging church. This is an emergence marked by wind and fire and strange tongues. 


These three elements, the wind and fire and foreign languages are distinctive marks that show that God is at work. They are kind of like God’s fingerprints, and they show us what to look for today as a new church emerges right in the midst of the old. So let’s consider those three story themes. 
There are tongues of fire that rest on the apostles. And then their own tongues are loosened to speak in many different languages. People hear God speaking to them, each in their own language, and this draws them to God and to the emerging church. 


God gives the Spirit so that the apostles can translate the faith to other people. This isn’t about “speaking in tongues” as a style of worship. That’s a topic for a different day, and is somewhat different from this event. 


As God gifted the apostles, God has also gifted you to translate the meaning of the Gospel for other people. And this comes out in many and diverse languages. When I preach a sermon, sometimes different people come to me and say, “You were speaking right to me.” Or, “You must have been looking over my shoulder this week.” But I wasn’t. It’s God giving me the ability to speak in your language. And sometimes I don’t even know that I’m doing it. But God knows. 

You have a similar gift, but it will come out in a different way. Perhaps your language is the language of art or music. Maybe you are gifted in working with young people or little children. Maybe your gift is to communicate God’s love and grace through generosity. Maybe you can relate to people from different cultural backgrounds or to people who are struggling. 

I read a story this week about a woman who is simply known as Mama Brown, from Oakland, California. Twenty-three years ago, Mama Brown, who was making $45,000 a year in real estate, made a pledge to a class of neighborhood first-graders: Stay in school and do your homework and I’ll send you to college. What was the message that those kids heard? There’s hope. You can make something of yourself. For the next 12 years this woman saved every spare dollar and scrimped so that she could make good on that promise. Of the 23 first-graders to whom she made that pledge, 19 went on to college. Of the other first grade class in that same inner city school, only four graduated from high school. Now, it’s been 11 years since Mama Brown’s first class of first-graders graduated from college. Now hundreds of students compete for one of the 20 full-ride scholarships she offers every three years, with the help of her foundation. How’s that for communicating the love and grace of God?

Mama Brown says, “I’ll ask a kid, ‘What do you want to be?’ and no one has ever told me, ‘I want to be a dope dealer.’ They want to be somebody; they want to be something.” (AOL news, 5-21-10)


It was the same spirit who inspired all the apostles that day. But they came out speaking different languages so that they could speak to a wide variety of people. Look at the people in this room. Many are wearing red as the color of the day, or wearing a Morning Star shirt. Same color or type of clothing. Yet no one is exactly the same. The Holy Spirit inspires all believers, but the outcome is a little different with each person. And that is because we have a whole world of people to reach with this message. 


There are dreams you have dreamed; wild ideas, perhaps, like Mama Brown, that you wish you could do. Well, use the gifts you’ve been given! Maybe the dreams are not so unreachable if you give the Holy Spirit room to work in your life.    


The tongues of fire rested on each person, and the wind of God blew fiercely through that house.  In both Hebrew and Greek, there is only one word to describe three different things: wind, breath and spirit. That’s no accident. This is the wind of God, the breath of God, the spirit of God. 

A long time ago, there was a church that had a magnificent pipe organ and a very accomplished organist to play it. This was back in the days before motor-driven or electric organs and keyboards. Usually a young boy would be hired to work the bellows, and they called him the blower. And it was hard work to keep the air blowing through the organ pipes. On one particular evening the organist gave a very magnificent concert, using all of the varied tones available on the organ and stunning the audience with the performance.  After the people finished congratulating the organist, the little boy who had been the blower that night said to the organist, “We did pretty well, don’t you think?” The organist scornfully replied, “And what did you do?” He gave the blower no credit at all. Well, a month later there was another concert, and when the organist came to a very stormy passage that required all of the wind that the bellows could blow, suddenly the music began to fade away. The organist signaled for more wind. Instead, the boy pulled aside the curtain and said, “Is it I or is it we?”

In the story of Pentecost, God pulls aside the curtain and says, “Is it I or is it we?” The Spirit is like the little boy working the bellows. Indispensable, yet often ignored. The wind of the Spirit blows into the believers creates the church. The apostles are the instruments, but God breathes in them. And the same is true for us. We may work hard, we may do wonderful things. But it is never I. It is always WE. Without the working of the Holy Spirit, there is no church, there are no sermons, no music, no building, no ministries. This truth chastens us when we are self-absorbed, but it energizes us when we realizes that we are not alone in this work. It is the very wind of God giving wings to our ministry. 

It is never I; but always we. And the story shows us yet another way that the I turns to we. 

 A tongue of fire rests on each person. Each person. If you go back to the previous passage, you’ll see that this is not just about the Apostles. Luke says that the believing community numbered about 120, and that this included the Apostles and others, including both men and women. Then in this passage, Luke says that they are all together, and the tongues of fire rested on each one. And they all were filled with the Holy Spirit. This isn’t just a little candle flame. It’s a giant bonfire. No wonder everyone in town came to see what was happening.

Here’s what I want you to get: there are no exceptions. Everyone is filled with the spirit. If you are a follower of Jesus, then the Holy Spirit is in you. And if we together are seeking to know and to do the will of God, then there is a fire within us that will surely draw the attention of those around us. 


I suppose it’s a fair question to ask, 20 centuries after Pentecost: Is the fire still burning? Like the wind and the tongues, the fire is not of our own making. But each generation has a responsibility to tend the fire.  

A very important part of that tending is simply to show up at worship. One of the things that our new Yoga instructor, Frank, tells us is that showing up is really the main thing about Yoga. If you want the benefits of Yoga, you just have to show up for class. In the church it’s similar. Showing up is really the most important thing. Not just for yourself, but for the rest of the church as well, because we need each other to keep the fire going. 


Many years ago there was a pastor who became concerned about a member of his flock who had stopped coming to church. The rumor was that he was not going to another church, but was just staying home, because he had a conflict with another member of the congregation.  So the pastor went to pay the man a visit.  It was winter, and the man had a roaring fire in the fireplace.  The pastor and the man talked for quite some time, but none of their talk was about the church.  At one point the pastor stood up and went over to the fire.  He picked up the tongs and extracted a glowing ember from the fire and placed it on the bricks in front of the fireplace.  Then he sat down and talked some more.  They never did get around to talking about church things.  The man watched the lonely ember as a crust formed around it and the glow weakened.  After a time the pastor said he had to be going, and he got up, picked up the tongs and put the almost-extinguished ember back into the fire.  Immediately, it became a vibrant part of the fire again.  The man was back in church the next Sunday.

Tongues, wind, fire. These are the signs that God is at work. Signs that a new beginning is emerging. May God loosen your tongue to speak the message God has given you to speak, may God’s wind inspire your work, and may the fire of God keep you safe and warm in the family of faith. 
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