Sermon – Pentecost 2010
Good morning everyone – well today is Pentecost, a celebration of what is known as the birthday of the church, when that small timid band of Jesus first disciples were transformed by the presence and power of the Holy Spirit into the means by which God built a church that has lasted 2,000 years, and has grown to over 2 billion people worldwide. 
Bearing in mind that first reading from Acts chapter 2, and the recent victory of England in the world 20/20 cricket competition, I found the following joke on the Internet: 
Where was the first cricket match mentioned in the Bible?
At Pentecost when Peter stood up with the eleven and was bowled. (bold)!!.
Well as you know, my ordination as priest will take place at the Cathedral on the 4th of July. That’s a day when in 1776, the declaration of American independence was signed in Philadelphia, and a new nation was born. But ironically enough on that same day George the third, King of England at the time noted in his diary, ‘nothing of any importance happened today”.

Likewise the significance of that Pentecost in the year AD 30 was overlooked by historians of the time. No-one recognised what a significant event had taken place. Even today, though Pentecost is just as important a festival as Christmas and Easter, it often just seems to pass by almost unnoticed. 

I wonder why that is. Is it because many of us struggle to come to terms with the Holy Spirit, to understand who he is, and how we relate to him. 
Pentecost has never attracted the same commercialisation as Christmas or Easter, or become a national holiday, so it seems to slip by beneath the radar.
Which is a bit tragic really because it is the Holy Spirit who, since that first Pentecost, gathers people to the Father, who transforms lives, who empowers and works through us all to bring Gods love into the broken world around us. 

I have now been to quite a few ordination services, including mine of course, and each time the one thing that never fails to move me is that powerful sense of the Holy Spirit at work. It’s more than the atmospheric environment of a historic cathedral where Christians have worshipped God for so many centuries; more than just an awareness of the love and prayer surrounding the candidates; more than the impact of the poetic liturgy, the superb choir, the immaculate acoustics. The thrill that runs through me, that fills me with an indescribable joy, is the knowledge, the certainty of the powerful presence of God and the love that he has for his people. It’s an awareness that many people have shared and expressed to me afterwards. 
Recently the children from Church walk school came into church for an assembly on Ascension Day, another overlooked festival, and we thought a bit about how the disciples would have felt when Jesus was taken from them into the clouds. Probably they felt abandoned and alone, wondering how they could possibly continue Jesus work as he had asked them to do. That experience of being abandoned, being left behind is one that so many of us can identify with. Maybe we’ve been abandoned by family, or by a partner, by colleagues or an employer. Left to get on with it, with our world collapsing around us.
But I think that one of the most important truths that we have to understand and hold on to whatever life brings is that God will never abandon us, never give up on us, never leave us on our own. 
Jesus makes that promise to his disciples, both then and now. John 14 Verse 16 – ‘I will ask the Father, and he will give you another counselor to be with you for ever – the Spirit of truth.’
It is the Spirit who convicts us of our sin, the Spirit who leads us to Jesus, the Spirit who brings us peace, the assurance of forgiveness, and who is there alongside us in all that we face. There is nowhere that the Spirit will not go. No-one who is beyond his reach. In Psalm 139 verses 7-10 we read:

Where can I go from your Spirit? 
Where can I flee from your presence? 

If I go up to the heavens, you are there; 
if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. 

 If I rise on the wings of the dawn, 
 if I settle on the far side of the sea, 

 even there your hand will guide me, 
 your right hand will hold me fast. 
But the spirit is not just power, not some impersonal force field that we can tap into like the Jedi in the Star Wars films. He is very much a person, with a personality and a presence, someone who we can develop a relationship with. 

In Genesis we read that the Spirit, along with the Father and the Son, was present and integral to the process of creation, In Acts we are told that the Spirit speaks directly to Philip, and also to the elders of the church. 
In 1 Corinthians the Spirit is described as knowing the thoughts of God. These descriptions are all characteristic of a person. 

Of course throughout the New Testament we see the Holy Spirit revealing himself in a number of ways. 

In our reading from Acts  2 the disciples experience a powerful wind, and then tongues of flame which rested on them 

In the account of the baptism of Jesus, the Holy Spirit appears like a dove. 
These symbols tell us something about the nature of the Spirit. Just as the power of the hurricane sweeps everything before it, so the Holy Spirit brings Gods power into the lives of his people, and through them to the world.  Power to do what seems impossible. Power to transform lives. Power which enabled the disciples to instantly communicate in a foreign language, which enabled Peter to bring three thousand people to faith in God by the power of his words and the message God gave him. Supernatural power, because God is not limited by our narrow experience of how things work – he is the creator of everything, and he transcends what we know as the laws of nature and science. 

Perhaps sometimes we can feel embarrassed by the supernatural elements of faith brought to us by the Spirit, things like speaking in tongues, healing, prophesy. Perhaps it is part of our restrained British heritage, that makes us feel as if these things are fine for the more exuberant American churches, but not for us dignified British. But no, even the scholarly St Paul said this in 1 Corinthians 2

‘ My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirits power, so that your faith might not rest on men’s wisdom, but on Gods power’.
Ultimately we cannot base our lives on logical arguments, dry theology or philosophy. We have to have a personal encounter with a God who is supernatural, and a power beyond our understanding.

Many people in the world today have a hunger for the supernatural – it leads them to explore false and sometimes dangerous practices. Even in the media ghosts and mediums are gaining greater acceptance and airtime.

But these things are a satanic distortion of Gods supernatural power – they often bring fear and unhealthy obsession into people’s lives. God’s power brings healing and new life, and builds faith and trust in him.

But the desire we all have to experience this power, shows us something important about our nature and about how we function as a church. We need to be open to the Holy Spirit, to expect him to be at work, and to use the gifts that he brings to minister to each other, to inspire us and empower us, and to fill our church with life. 

The supernatural work of the Spirit does not only touch the people of God, it will also touch something fundamental in the hearts of every human being, and draw them to God.
But of course it is all too easy for us to disconnect ourselves from that power, to run on batteries when we should be plugged into the mains. Then there is the symbol of fire. William Blake wrote a poem about Pentecost: It contains the following lines:

Unless the eye catches fire, God will not be seen.

Unless the ear catches fire, God will not be heard.

Unless the tongue catches fire, God will not be named.

Unless the heart catches fire, God will not be loved.

Unless the mind catches fire, God will not be known.

When the Holy Spirit burns within us, he brings with him a passion, a burning desire to use the gifts that God has given us for his service. He is also that refining fire, burning away the impurities within us all. We come to the cross to find forgiveness, through the death of Jesus the price of sin has been paid, and we can make a fresh start. But it is the spirit who we need to be alongside us every minute of every day, it is he who guides our words and our actions, who helps us break the power of temptation and gradually transforms us into the people God designed us to be.  A holy people – set apart for God. It is the spirit that makes us aware of our sins and our continuing need for the grace of God.

And it is the spirit that makes us a passionate people. It is the spirit that fills us with the love of God for all people, that opens our eyes to the needs around us, and convicts us to get involved.

Then we have the symbol of the Spirit as a dove, representing peace. Despite the power symbolized by the wind and the fire, the Spirit is active in our lives by invitation only. He does not impose himself on us. We are never overwhelmed by his presence, and it is always our decision to allow him into our lives. It is always our choice to let the Holy Spirit in, and as we sing in the words of ‘Spirit of the Living God’, to ‘Break me, melt me, mould me, and fill me’. I would also suggest that we need to ask to be filled with the Spirit each day. It’s a ongoing process, not a one-off event.

We all need the Spirit working in our lives. 
We need his transforming presence, we need his supernatural power, we need his inspiring passion. 
A closer relationship with the Holy Spirit is what we all need in our Christian lives to make us holy and to enable us to be effective disciples.

But sometimes evangelicals are criticised for giving a higher priority to Biblical knowledge and teaching, than allowing the Holy Spirit to work in his way in their lives. And we can understand how that is – because as evangelicals we are focussed on the Bible as Gods word, but sometimes, as someone once said it appears that we believe in the Trinity – Father, Son, and Holy Bible. 

The Spirit is sometimes sidelined, and what this leads to is a faith that becomes dry and clinical – we believe, but we don’t trust. God can become depersonalised. 

And believe me, I am speaking to myself as much as anyone here – I can all too easily get caught up in theological debate, and lose that vital personal experience of the Spirit’s power.

Our relationship with God is not just about obedience and discipline - it is an emotional commitment. 

The Bible tells us that we are made in the image of God – that means that God is an emotional person, just as we are. In fact God is the source of emotions – at the centre of all reality is a being who feels and thinks, and because we are made in his image, we feel and think too. This is the fundamental difference between human beings and animals – they are the result of Gods creativity and artistry – but we are expressions of his nature – we reflect, in a small way, the very being of God. 

The Spirit is the primary means by which God interacts with human beings – he is affected by our relationship with God, our actions, and our relationship with others. Scripture tells us that the Holy Spirit can grieve, and he does if we refuse to forgive others, or we live a double life, or particularly if we shut him out of our lives. 

But our emotional reaction to God can be a difficult thing for us to deal with in our restrained British society. We have this sense that displaying our emotions is a bad thing – we pride ourselves on our self-control and ability to cope. We even frown upon unrestrained and exuberant displays of emotion. 

I come across so many men who have experienced a dysfunctional relationship with their fathers, who have suffered real emotional damage because of fathers who were unable or unwilling to demonstrate or acknowledge their love for their sons. I’m one of them. Alan is another.

I come from a family where any physical display of emotion was frowned upon, and to this day I find any such contact with others profoundly difficult. Hugging others for example takes a real effort of will. But I believe that the Spirit is working in my life, slowly healing and enabling me to overcome this legacy of the past. 
And being able to embrace and express emotions is important to our relationship with each other in the family of God, and our witness to the world around us. Remember the fruits of the spirit listed in Galations 5 ? – Love, Joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. These spring from positive emotions, and they are a result of the Holy Spirit working in our lives.

So we cannot be afraid of our emotions – they are a reflection of God himself, and are a way in which the Spirit works in us to bring out his fruits in our lives.

So this Pentecost maybe it’s worth taking some time to think about our own personal relationship with the Holy Spirit? Are we allowing him to work in our lives? Are we aware of his presence and how he is at work through us and around us? Do we dare to open ourselves completely, both individually, and as a church to the empowering, supernatural, inspiring work of the Spirit ?

Let’s pray:

Holy Spirit we ask for your forgiveness if we are too timid, if we hold back from opening ourselves wholly to you. We invite you now into our lives anew, we offer to you every part of our being, we invite you into our church. Revive us we pray, fill us with your gifts, and enable us to demonstrate to a hungry world the love and power of God.

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

Amen.

