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On Pentecost Sunday, I always offer a word of thanks for those of you who – pun intended – 

“get into the spirit” of the day. Truthfully, I didn’t know what to expect this year; we’re all out 

of practice. How many of you would remember – or bother – to wear something red, recalling 

those “divided tongues, as of fire” that descended on the disciples? And how many of you 

would make an attempt to read those verses from our first reading in another language, 

following the example of those empowered by the Holy Spirit on that first Pentecost to speak 

across the language barriers that divide us from one another? 

 

I’m reminded of something Pete Seeger (I think it was) said. It’s on some recording of a live 

concert, when the crowd is invited to sing along. And he knows that some of them will be 

reluctant to sing out loud … wanting, as he put it, “to maintain their academic objectivity.” 

 

Well, today isn’t a day for us to maintain our academic objectivity, either. It’s a day that invites 

us, as I’ve already suggested, to get into the spirit of it all. 

 

That may be a critically important point for us to consider. Do we celebrate this Feast of the 

Holy Spirit, or do we merely commemorate it? The temptation, I think, is to consider a thing 

that happened long, long ago … “once upon a time,” as in a fairy tale. And maybe we imagine 

that it was all pretty wonderful back then, but with not much to say about life today, as it is all 

so different now.  

 

Even at the local level, there is a temptation to long for some imagined good old days – or even 

some fanciful “golden age” – when the church thrived, and all was right in the world. The 

Episcopal priest and preacher Charles Robertson once quipped that if there had been a “golden 

age” in the life of his parish, he must have blinked and missed it!  

 

So let us take some care this day NOT to imagine that the point of Pentecost is merely for us to 

commemorate the gift of the Holy Spirit, to remember it as something that happened once – and 

only once – once upon a time, long ago.  

 

In the first place, what happened on that first Pentecost wasn’t the first time we hear about the 

Holy Spirit. Luke tells us about other times when the Spirit was poured out upon God’s people, 

starting back with the birth of Jesus: when Mary said yes to the angel Gabriel; when her relative 

Elizabeth responded to Mary’s greeting; when Elizabeth’s husband Zechariah named their child 

John and spoke a prophecy; when the old Simeon and old Anna welcomed the baby Jesus to the 

temple. They were all filled with, and/or moved by, the Holy Spirit. 
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And what happened on that first Pentecost wasn’t the last time the Spirit fell upon God’s 

people. The Book of Acts is the second half of Luke’s gospel. And, as we’ve been hearing here in 

recent weeks, it tells the story Spirit directing the first followers of Jesus: when Philip baptized 

the Ethiopian eunuch; when Paul was converted; when Peter boldly proclaimed that God shows 

no partiality; when Paul preached to a woman named Lydia and then to a jailor named 

Cornelius – and how they were each so moved by the good news Paul had to share that they 

(and their whole households) were baptized into Christ’s body, the Church. 

 

The Episcopal priest and preacher Barbara Brown Taylor puts it this way: 

Disciples who had not believed themselves capable of tying their own sandals 

without Jesus discovered abilities within themselves they never knew they had. 

When they opened their mouths to speak, they sounded like Jesus. When they 

laid their hands upon the sick, it was as if Jesus himself had touched them. In 

short order, they were doing things they had never seen anyone but him do, and 

there was no explanation for it, except that they had dared to inhale on the day of 

Pentecost. They had sucked in God’s own breath and they had been transformed 

by it. The Holy Spirit had entered into them the same way it had entered into 

Mary, the mother of Jesus, and for the same reason. It was time for God to be 

born again – not in one body this time but in a body of believers who would 

receive the breath of life from their Lord and pass it on, using their own bodies to 

distribute the gift. i 

 

Eugene Peterson, in his introduction to the Book of Acts says that’s the whole point of that book 

of the Bible. The danger for the early church was that people would be so impressed that they 

could hear, in Jesus, God speaking words of good news in their own language that they’d 

“become enthusiastic spectators, and then let it go at that.” But the story of Jesus doesn’t end 

with Jesus. And so Acts tells us that the first followers were no mere spectators; they were in on 

the action of speaking of God’s love in our own languages. “God [was] acting in them,” he says, 

“Which also means, of course, [that God is acting] in us.” 

 

And that’s the point Jesus makes in this morning’s gospel. On the night before he leaves the 

disciples, he promises that he will later send them the Holy Spirit. And Jesus says that his Spirit-

infused followers, will be able to do the things he did and that they will be able to do so much: 

Very truly, I tell you, the one who believes in me will also do the works that I do 

and, in fact, will do greater works than these …  

 

If anyone other than Jesus himself had said these words, we would call it blasphemy.  

 

But Jesus says that we will do what he did … and more. And time has proven him true. 

 

Jesus fed 5,000 people on one occasion. So the story goes. But we feed about that many here at 

Family Kitchen every month. (And that’s just what we do. Others do the same.) 
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Jesus took a child in his arms and blessed that child. We send scores of kids to camp in the 

summer, wrapping them in the loving arms of camp counselors – and offer other blessings 

throughout the year. We give ongoing support for children in Nicaragua, as well. 

 

Jesus loved those he met as he went about that small corner of the world where he lived. His 

active ministry lasted maybe only a few years. But the love he unleashed then has been picked 

up all over the world. That love has been shared by countless others going on 2,000 years now. 

 

Bill Wiedrich was a bishop I served with once, back when I was in the Diocese of Chicago. I 

remember something he said once about the gift (and gifts) of the Spirit. At one point earlier in 

his ministry, he said that he had become involved in leading workshops and conferences aimed 

at identifying people’s spiritual gifts. And he said, inevitably some lay person would come up 

to him at one of these events and ask, “Have you ever come across someone who didn’t have 

any spiritual gift?” And just as inevitably, he said, some clergyperson would come up to him 

and ask, “Have you ever come across someone who had all of the gifts of the Spirit?” They each 

got the same answer: “No.”  

 

His point was to insist both that nobody is without any gift and nobody possesses all of them. 

We are each given the gift of ourselves, a gift that is uniquely ours, and it is our task in this life 

to discover what we have been given and then to apply it to God’s purposes. 

 

That’s what it means to celebrate Pentecost, not merely to commemorate it. We do not merely 

imagine what it was like for those first followers of Jesus on that first Pentecost. We imagine 

that the good news of God’s love is for each of us – imparting gifts to each of us, inviting us 

discover what we have been given and then using the gifts given us in loving service to others.  

 

Barbara Brown Taylor says that Pentecost challenges us to look for signs of the Holy Spirit’s 

activity in our own times and in our own lives: 

Once you get the hang of it, the evidence is easier and easier to spot. Whenever 

two plus two does not equal four but five – whenever you find yourself speaking 

with eloquence you know you do not have, or offering forgiveness you had not 

meant to offer – whenever you find yourself taking risks you thought you did 

not have the courage to take or reaching out to someone you had intended to 

walk away from – you can be pretty sure that you are learning about the gospel 

of the Holy Spirit. And more than that, you are taking part in it, breathing in and 

breathing out, taking God into you and giving God back to the world again, with 

some of you attached. 

Take a breath. Now just keep breathing. This is God’s moment-by-moment gift to 

us. We can call it air or we can call it Holy Spirit. It counts on us to warm it up, to 

lend it our lives. In return, it promises to fill us up with new wind, to set our 

heads on fire, giving us tongues to speak of things we cannot begin to 

understand. 
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Do we still believe in a God who acts like that? More importantly, do we still 

experience a God who acts like that? I do not know what your answer is, but if 

you do not have one I hope you will discover one. ii 

 

I love the way we observe Pentecost. I love it when folks wear red. And when they stumble 

along, trying to read a little German or Spanish or French or Pig Latin … or even Gibberish. 

And I love Pentecost Sundaes afterwards.  

 

I love it all so much that I almost hate to admit that none of this probably does much to 

celebrate Pentecost. It’s a fine way to commemorate an event that happened long, long ago, but 

maybe not the best way to celebrate its importance for us today.  

 

The better way to celebrate this day is to see and live Pentecost as a current opportunity and a 

present demand: to embrace the good news that God is continually opening up new horizons, 

pushing us to cross old boundaries; and to hear that God is still initiating new possibilities for 

us yet to live into, and inviting us to share the good news of God’s love in our own time and 

place. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

i Barbara Brown Taylor, “The Gospel of the Holy Spirit,” in Home By Another Way (Cowley Publications, Boston, Massachusetts, 
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