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What Does This Mean?
Acts 2:1-13

What does this mean, indeed?  This Day of Pentecost, this experience of Pentecost, this day

which is often called the birthday of the Church? Let me begin by saying what Pentecost is not.

Pentecost is not the day that the Holy Spirit came upon the Earth. The Spirit has been around

much longer than that. Why, Isaiah said the Spirit of the Lord was upon him to preach good

news to the least and the lost . Jesus quotes this passage  in his first sermon, at least according

to Luke, who by the way, has also written Acts. 

And you will remember from a few weeks ago in the Gospel of John when Jesus breathes on

the Disciples – in Greek, the word for breath and spirit are the same– and says, “receive the

Holy Spirit.”

Nor is this the first time that flames are used as symbols of God’s presence. Just ask Moses, he

who encountered God in a burning bush, which miraculously was not consumed. 

And, there is an irony here, about his whole notion of Pentecost. In our times, the word

Pentecostal speaks of people, or denominations, in which people speak in non-human

languages, the tongue of angels Paul calls it in 1 Corinthians 13. 

We Methodists do not dispute that such experiences of the Spirit exist; we do not call them

false. But notice: the miracle today is not that the disciples speak in unknown, angelic tongues,

but rather that they speak in the languages of the people.

There’s actually some humor here: Galilee was, to put it charitably, a social and cultural

backwater. Here’s an analogy: Galilee compared to Jerusalem as LaGrange compares to New

York City. So, the miracle is: these Yokels from Galilee can speak in the language of Medes and
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Cappadocians . . . languages they never would have been taught in school. 

Oh, and more humor. You have these followers of Jesus, who have evidently been living under

the radar, and then all of a sudden, they are all speaking in all sorts of different languages. The

result is ridicule: they must be drunk. And Peter’s defense is one for the books: Drunk? You say

we are drunk. But we are not drunk. It is only nine in the morning! Evidently they had not heard the

expression, it is five o’clock somewhere, but I digress. 

So, What IS this about? What is going on here? What does this mean? How is Pentecost the

birthday of the church and what does the fact that these yokels from Galilee are suddenly

speaking everyone’s language, have to do with you or me?

Well, first, as Pastor Anne reminded me, on Pentecost, as the Holy Spirit comes in a powerful

way upon the disciples, there is a transition, from disciple, which means student, to apostle,

which means, to be sent, or messenger.

What do I mean by that? To follow Jesus is to begin as a disciple. That is, as one who learns

from Jesus, learns what it means to follow the way of Jesus. And to a certain extent, we always

remain students. But then we are also called to tell the story, to be the messengers of God’s

grace and love made known in Jesus Christ.

The birthday of the church is when the believers no longer keep what they have for themselves,

but share it with others. 

Today the disciples proclaim the truth of Jesus; they witness to the truth of Jesus. Others come

to believe in Jesus because of their teaching, preaching, and witness. And so the church is born.

And so it is even today when the church fails to reach out, fails to engage the community and

world, fails to share the good news of salvation, fails to offer grace to others, then the church

is no longer the church; it is simply a social club. 
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On the Day of Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit compels the believers to leave their comfort

zone, then the church is born. You know, a faithful church always exists at the brink of a

financial abyss. For you see, a church that has too much money just sitting around is not being

faithful to its call to go forth to help, to transform. 

On the other hand, a church which finds itself with members who give little, who laugh at the

concept of tithing or giving sacrificially, is at the risk of spiritual ruin. Because then it is no

longer about ministry, mission, witness, it is just all about surviving.

What does this mean? This Day of Pentecost reminds us we have a high calling to fulfill. To

stretch ourselves to the very limit. Christ demands no less, Christ himself who gave of himself

indeed to the very limit, even the cross. 

But something else about this Day of Pentecost. The miracle was, everyone heard the message

of Jesus in his own language. Let me expand this concept just a little. Today we celebrate that

we can each hear the good news of Jesus according, not just to our language, but according to

our experience of life. 

Back then, folks from Cappadocia not only would speak a different language from the folks in

Rome, Libya, or Crete, but they would have had different experiences as well. Some were

farmers, others sailors. Some men, some women. And Jesus spoke to them all through the Holy

Spirit. Even as he speaks to us today. 

Why are there so many different denominations? Could it be that the experience of Jesus Christ

is not “one size fits all?” If you experience God through contemporary music, then God love you

for that. If the music of Bach and Mozart is as modern as you want to get, then God speaks to

you through that. 

If you have to understand the Bible only at a literal level, God has room for you; if you can only

make sense of Holy Scripture by interpreting in light of scientific knowledge, then God has
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room for you as well. 

And you know, this might be greatest gift Methodism has to offer to the world of believers in

Jesus Christ. It is not so much doctrine as heart that unites us. Doctrinally, politically,

theologically, there are Methodist believers all over the map. But we find our unity in trusting

that Jesus Christ’s  love and grace are sufficient for us all. 

And folks, this is not a recent development among us Methodists. It’s not the result of some

modern creeping pluralism that has crept upon us. No, it has been our gift to the universal

church from the very beginning. 

A digression. The Reformation started with Martin Luther. Who said the Catholics were

wrong. Then came John Calvin, who said both Luther and Catholics were wrong. Then came

Anabaptists and Baptists who said all of them were wrong. 

Now, we are sometimes told, each of these groups came into being to offer alternative ways

of experiencing Jesus Christ. NO, not exactly. They came into being to say, “WE ARE THE

ONLY TRUE way of experiencing Jesus Christ. Those who disagree are Satanic.” 

That’s why there were wars and hangings and burnings at the stake.  Of  course any war fought

to defend a doctrine about the Prince of Peace is ironic, but so be it. 

By the time the Methodists got going, in the middle of the 17  Century, wars were no longerth

being fought, but the tension, the anger, the despising among denominations remained. 

And then along came Mr. Wesley, suggesting we concentrate more on heart than on doctrine.

And here is what he wrote:

I dare not, therefore, presume to impose my mode of worship on any other. I believe it is truly primitive and
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apostolic. But my belief is no rule for another. I ask not, therefore, of him with whom I would unite in love,

Are you of my church, of my congregation? Do you receive the same form of church government, and allow

the same church officers, with me? Do you join in the same form of prayer by which I worship God?

I inquire not, Do you receive the Lord's supper in the same posture and manner that I do? Nor do I inquire

whether, in the administration of baptism, you agree with me in admitting sureties for the baptized, in the

manner of administering it, or the age of those to whom it should be administered. I do not even ask of you

(as clear as I am in my own mind) whether you allow baptism and the Lord's supper at all. Let all these

things stand by. We will talk of them, if need be, at a more convenient season. My only question at present

is this, "Is your heart right, as my heart is with your heart?"

Yes, we can argue about doctrine until the cows come home. But on this Day of Pentecost,

perhaps we can content ourselves with this: how does the Holy Spirit speak to my experience,

to your experience to make real to me the power of God? How is the Holy Spirit leading you,

leading me, to share the riches of Christ’s grace with others? 

Am as I committed to Christ as Christ is to me? These are the questions of Pentecost for us,

who in this place and this time, are called to be disciples, apostles, and witnesses. 

Because long after the cows have come home, there is still a world out there desperate to hear

a word of hope, of grace, of promise, of salvation. 
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