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Because this church usually follows the lectionary reading, 
some Bible stories appear every year like the birth of Jesus, the 
baptism of Jesus, the crucifixion of Jesus, and the resurrection 
of Jesus.  But because those stories are recorded differently 
depending on which gospel is read, we can have two different 
slants on the birth of Jesus, or four different accounts of Jesus’ 
crucifixion and resurrection.  So we’ll hear the same story but 
not exactly .   
 
But the Pentecost story never varies, unless one uses a 
different translation. There’s only one story of Pentecost and 
that story of Pentecost is found only in Acts 2.   The setting for 
the story takes place every 50 days after Passover—pente 
meaning 50--so the most variety we’ll get as far as the story of 
Pentecost is concerned is whether we hear the story in May or 
in June.  The latest that Pentecost will occur in the church 
calendar is the middle of June; the earliest date for Pentecost is 
the middle of May.  The details of the story remain the same—
year after year after year.  Which sounds monotonous, 
monotony being the exact opposite of what’s going on in the 
Pentecost story.   
 
Because the story of Pentecost is exciting!  The rush of a mighty 
wind filled the whole house, strange sights of divided tongues 
of fire appeared on the disciples, and a noisy room full of 
people who spoke different languages and yet understood 
what everyone is saying!  There’s nothing monotonous about 
this story. 
 
But when we hear this story year after year after year, it begins 
to lose its luster and its edginess; its wonder and excitement.  



So often we attempt to duplicate the zing of Pentecost with all 
kinds of creative decorations and worship ideas.  John Skelly 
posted a photo from the First Presbyterian Church of 
Highstown, NJ in which rolls and rolls of yellow, red, and 
orange fabric cascaded down the side of the church building.  I 
know of a church that filled the entire sanctuary with red 
balloons. The entire front of the sanctuary was awash in 
orange, red, and yellow flowers.   And I believe that not too 
many years ago, this congregation had an abundance of red 
streamers covering the banners up front (because Trinity 
doesn’t have Pentecost banners to hang).    
 
Still, there’s nothing, no experience, no story in our time that is 
comparable to the Pentecost event.  A mighty wind and 
tongues of fire might be found on the cover of the National 
Enquirer—if it still exists—as an alien experience but not 
something we recognize.  True, we could say that about all the 
Bible stories—but many Bible stories are familiar in content 
even if they are culturally and chronologically far apart from 
our lives.  But the Pentecost story is just so out of the ordinary, 
so startling, so bizarre! that we have no lens through which to 
interpret it.   
 
Of course, I’m going to try, just like all preachers try, just like so 
many churches try to create a visual or auditory image for 
Pentecost.  It doesn’t hurt to try. 
 
When I went to General Assembly in 1996 in Albuquerque, NM, 
I attended an ecumenical worship service.  When it came time 
for us to say the Apostles’ Creed, each person was asked to say 
it in his or her own language.  It was jarring to hear so many 
unfamiliar words and languages but it was strangely 
comforting to know that we were all saying the same words, 
words which we believe no matter who we were or where we 



were from.   From that worship experience, I tried to imagine 
what it would be like if, knowing that everyone was speaking a 
different language, I could hear everyone speaking in English.  
Was that what it was like for the people who were gathered 
together that Pentecost day? 
 
Maybe.  Or maybe it’s like what happens at the UN when each 
person puts on his or her headphones and hears in his or her 
language, what the speaker is saying.  Was that what it was 
like?  Except that at the UN, people are not together, they are 
sitting separating, each with their own headphones.  They 
aren’t hearing what the speaker is saying in their own language 
coming out of the speaker system, but through each set of 
headphones and each translator. 
 
This past week, as I was reading about this passage, I came 
across these thoughts from a New Testament writer, Jana 
Childers, who wrote, “the elders of the Pentecostal church 
where I grew up were fond of saying: “he Holy Spirit is a 
gentleman.  He never forces his way in, and goes only where he 
is invited.”  But the first few verses of Acts 2 seem to tell a 
different story.  In Acts, the Holy Spirit is associated not with 
polite murmurs, white gloves and dainty manners but, as Jesus 
predicted, with power—the kind of power that could knock a 
person into orbit, even to the ends of the earth.” 
 
I don’t think we should refer to the Holy Spirit as a 
“gentleman,” but those church elders were partly right.  In the 
Pentecost story, the Holy Spirit was invited.  In Acts 1, Jesus 
told the disciples to head to Jerusalem and wait for the Spirit.   
Go and wait.  Maybe an ancient version of our “hurry up and 
wait.” 
 



So they went to Jerusalem.  They passed the time by praying, 
and drawing lots to replace Judas Iscariot with another 
disciple, and then on the day of Pentecost, all gathering 
together in one place.  That place was assumed to be the 
synagogue, since in the first century, Jews from all over the 
area gathered for worship and to observe the Day Pentecost, or 
the Feast of Weeks as it was also known.  They were sitting, 
just sitting, when they heard the rush of a mighty wind and 
saw tongues of fire resting on one another’s head and they 
began talking about God’s deeds of power, and what they said 
was understood by all who were present. 
 
The Holy Spirit was invited, but didn’t come crashing and 
smashing into the room like a wrecking ball demolishing a 
building.  Remember that at the Last Supper, Jesus described 
the Holy Spirit as a friend, an advocate, a comforter, not like 
some drunken cowboy in a saloon brawl.  When we think of 
someone who is a friend to us, someone who will support us, 
someone who will comfort us in our sorrow, we don’t think of 
chaos or disorder or upheaval.  The invited Spirit made a 
dramatic entrance but not a frightening one.  Before the Spirit 
came, there may have been fear in that room because strangers 
from different parts of the country tend to mistrust those 
whom they don’t know or can’t understand.  There may have 
been an element of “us versus them.”  There may have been 
bewilderment as the disciples wondered why they were there, 
and when the Spirit would come upon them. 
 
Then the invited Spirit created unity where there was division, 
confidence where there was bewilderment.  The moment 
turned into a happy, glowing time of shared language and 
shared stories.  Only a few sneered and explained the 
experience by the presence of alcohol.  Most of those 



bewildered, amazed, amazed, astonished, perplexed people 
wanted to know, “What does this mean?”   
 
What does this mean?   
 
It means that “Pentecost is an event that signaled a change.  
Things would never be the same again.”  I read those words in 
a commentary this week, a commentary written in 2011, and it 
struck me that those same words apply to the church in 2020.  
Things will never be the same again.   
 
A pandemic is not the same as Pentecost, and COVID19 is 
certainly not the Holy Spirit, but things in the church will never 
be same again.  We’ve been going along, doing what we’ve been 
doing in the church day after day, week after week, year after 
year, with a few notable hiccups! telling the same stories, 
observing the same traditions, but now things in the church 
will never be the same again.   The most obvious change being 
that we worship online now, and we are learning to see 
ourselves as a community of faith while socially distancing, 
how to be a body of Christ while being under quarantine.  And 
we won’t just return to doing things the way we’ve always 
done them—no, something has changed and we are going to 
have to make decisions about when we will worship again in 
this building and how that worship will look.  We must make 
decisions about how to offer Christian education if we can’t 
physically meet together.  We are going to have to figure out 
how to provide for the needs of others through masks and 
gloves, how to stay connected with each other while 
disconnected, how to strengthen and support from a distance, 
those who are failing and falling.   
 
There has never been a better time for the Holy Spirit to accept 
our invitation to come, because now, more than ever, we need 



to feel the Spirit moving within us, among us, beside us and 
hear the Spirit speaking to us, implanting new ideas in our 
heads and hearts, calling us to see visions and dream dreams 
and prophesy about the great and glorious day of the Lord, so 
that everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved. 
 
In these days, when there is much darkness and fear and 
apprehension in our world, we need to be brave enough to 
invite the Sprit to come and change us because, as Mark Harris, 
a writer for Christian Century, wrote, “Pentecost is not an 
event to be wished for lightly.”   
 
Even in the midst of this pandemic, with no end in sight, we 
need to be brave enough to invite the Spirit to use these 
buildings and grounds for God’s work.  We need to be brave 
enough open our hearts and connect with others, especially 
those who are not like us.  We need to be brave enough to love 
each other, forgive each other, embrace each other.  Pentecost 
is that ray of hope upon which we focus in the long, dark night 
of the soul, for in the story of Pentecost, we see the first light of 
dawn:  our invitation to dream, to envision, pursue 
possibilities, experience new life, be assured that incredible 
things can and will happen. 
 
Pentecost is an event that signaled a change and things would 
never be the same again.  This Pentecost day, let’s be welcome 
the Spirit into our individual lives, into this community of faith, 
into the world.  Let’s listen to the beautiful sound of what God 
has in store for us.  Let’s feel the energy of what God will create 
through us.  Let’s rejoice that while the story of Pentecost 
remains the same, the story of the Holy Spirit’s power is ever 
new and changing, telling us about God’s  deeds of power in 
our lives, now and in the future. 


