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Joy in the Spirit
Acts 2: 1-21
Ann Hatfield
Ask any actor who has shared a stage with animals or children, and they will likely confirm the advice attributed to comedian W.C. Fields: “Never work with animals and children.”  There is great wisdom in this, because animals and children are completely unpredictable.  Give them a cameo appearance, and they frequently will steal the whole show.  Which is why – back when I planned birthday parties for our two sons – I NEVER hired a petting zoo!  
Unfortunately, my brother and his wife did not heed the sage advice of W.C. Fields.  The infamous party happened, when Ben, their youngest, turned five.  Given his love of animals, Ben really wanted a petting zoo to celebrate his birthday with friends.  In a moment of weakness, Ben’s wish was granted, and my brother hired a mobile petting zoo.  
At the designated hour, all the parents and children gathered on the front lawn.  In my mind, we were awaiting the arrival of cuddly bunnies, maybe a talkative parrot, or possibly a really, durable, box turtle.  Well, the entertainment started even before the battered truck came to a lurching stop at the curb.  Through the windshield, we could see the zookeeper behind the steering wheel, and riding next to her on the front seat was a mangy, old goat – clearly NOT buckled in for safety!  
Slowly but surely, the woman set up the portable cages on the lawn with the animals in them.  Unfortunately, the gate to the pig’s cage did not close properly.  So, while the children were feeding the goat, the pig made a break for freedom.  For a big pig, he was very fast!  It took most of the adults, additional neighbors, and about ten minutes to round up the pig.  To this day, the neighborhood still shares stories of the petting zoo spectacle!   
Today’s passage captures a different type of spectacle: the unpredictable, show-stealing arrival of the Holy Spirit.  We do not know exactly what happened on Pentecost; however, stories have been retold for almost two thousand years.  The evidence suggests something dramatic and life changing occurred.  
As Luke recounts it, the disciples are gathered in Jerusalem, waiting and praying, as Jesus had instructed them.  Having recently witnessed the brutal crucifixion of Jesus, they are terrified.  As his followers, their own deaths now seem a strong possibility.  They feel lost, paralyzed by grief, and uncertain of what to do next.  

Then suddenly – like a holy hurricane – God’s Spirit arrives.  A great wind sweeps through the house; tongues of fire come to rest on each of them.  As if that is not enough, after the wind and fire, the Holy Spirit enables the disciples to be understood by everyone present.  People from many nations had gathered in Jerusalem to celebrate the Jewish festival of Pentecost.  And yet, despite language differences, nothing gets lost in transmission.  Therefore, no one is left out by God..
Having been raised as a Quaker, I am a huge fan of the Holy Spirit.  As a child, a meeting for worship was just a VERY, LONG service spent sitting on hard, wooden pews, twiddling my thumbs, until the Holy Spirit showed up.  Then – FINALLY! – people around me, moved by the power of the Spirit, stood up and started talking – sharing what God put on their hearts and minds.  This was SO MUCH better than sitting uncomfortably in silence for an hour!  
However, not everyone responds to Pentecost in the same way.  In fact, some preachers dread it.  Instead of being a festive celebration with brightly colored decorations, ribbon streamers, (lively processionals,) (liturgical dance,) and inspiring music, Pentecost can feel more like a massive guilt trip.  Many congregations are not experiencing dancing flames of fire, but only burn out.  Some churches feel lucky if one or two visitors show up on occasion, let alone baptizing multitudes of new believers.  Sometimes, the expectations of Pentecost bring only overwhelming guilt and disappointment.1    
Many of us gathered today may not be entirely comfortable with the Holy Spirit.  God the Creator of heaven and earth seems reasonable.  God made known to us in Jesus Christ, through his birth, ministry, death, and resurrection is mostly understandable.  But God as the Holy Spirit – rushing wind and flaming tongues of fire – blowing wherever it wants, make us nervous.  Especially us Presbyterians, known to like our faith, decently and in order.  All too often, the Holy Spirit can be much too surprising and unpredictable      
Recently, I traveled in Israel on a two-week pilgrimage through the Holy Land.  The first week we stayed at a German guesthouse on the Sea of Galilee.  After travelling most of the day, I stopped in the bathroom to freshen up.  I was expecting to find a small bar of soap next to the sink to wash my hands.  You know the ones: often they are rectangular and wrapped in white paper.  Or the fancier hotels might have sculpted soap wrapped in clear plastic.  But in my mind, there should be a little bar of soap near the sink.
I mentioned the soap-less-sink dilemma to my roommate.  She also had wondered about the missing bar of soap.  Not ready to admit defeat, we both returned to search the bathroom.  That is when we saw it.  Not a bar of soap – but rather, a fairly, large, metal spout to dispense liquid soap!  The whole time, it had been right there, conveniently placed only a couple inches from the faucet.             
Sometimes our limited expectations keep us from seeing the bigger visions right in front of us.  We can be preoccupied with our own assumptions.  We often get distracted or sidetracked.  Sometimes like those first disciples, we huddle together unsure of what to do next.  
Friends, this is why it is essential we celebrate Pentecost every year.  It reminds you and me that the success of the church does not depend on our abilities, but on GOD’S abilities, and our reliance on that God.  The church was birthed by God; the church only lives by God’s Spirit.  God never stops creating all things new, including the church, and including each of us.    
Yesterday, some of the staff met with the Visioning Team for an all-day writing workshop.  Together, we began the process of distilling the information obtained from our congregation and community into God-Sized Dreams for Westminster’s future.  These are tasks that, if accomplished, can only be attributed to God working in us using the unpredictable and uncontainable power of the Holy Spirit.  More than likely, the Holy Spirit of Pentecost will blow us beyond our comfort zones, and get us caught up in something much bigger and grander than ourselves.  

Pentecost is many things – wind, fire, joy, and renewal – but even more, it is a reminder of who we are as a church, what we proclaim, and the source of that proclamation: God’s transforming power.2  It is the story of a spectacle, when the dramatic and life-changing Holy Spirit arrived to empower us to do more than we might dare to ask or imagine. 

So, let us go out with joy in the Spirit, because Pentecost is this wonderful celebration of the unpredictable and show-stealing power of God’s Spirit that can set us on fire, bring fresh possibilities to our lives, and transform the world.  
May it be so.  
Amen.

1 Thom M. Shuman, from Midrash@list.joinhands.com, May 16, 2018
2 Kristin Emery Saldine, Feasting on the Word (Year B, Vol. 3), p. 6.
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