“Receive The Holy Spirit”
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We often talk around the church office about “Holy Spirit moments”.  Mary Nordtvedt, our parish nurse, is particularly good at noticing and naming these moments.  They’re the times when in spite of ourselves or anything we could have done on our own, something incredible happened.  In these Holy Spirit moments, we become palpably aware that we’re not alone, that something much bigger and more amazing was at work, and we just happened to be the vessels that helped it all come together.  

Sometimes these Holy Spirit moments explode around us in big, dramatic ways.  Our confirmation students catch wind of someone who needs help, and suddenly there are more volunteers than can be used.  We mention the need for donations to disaster relief, and suddenly there are thousands of dollars going directly to people in need.  Habitat for Humanity volunteers come together, year after year, providing a family with a new home and a new life.  A member of the community dies, and the church fills with family, friends, and supporters to surround those mourning and thank God for the gift of life.  These are big Holy Spirit moments – times when the action is huge and the effect dramatic, times when multiple lives are changed, times when news of what happened is still getting passed days and even weeks after the big event.  We love these moments, because it’s easy to feel that something big has just taken place, and if we’re honest, it was bigger than anything we could have done on our own.
However, sometimes these Holy Spirit moments are small and quiet.  One of our amazing knitters or crocheters stops by with a perfect, beautiful shawl just as we’re trying to find the right one for someone who’s gone into the hospital.  One of us heads to the hospital for a pastoral care visit, and runs into another family in need of a word of prayer.  On a whim, an Augustana member stops to chat with a friend after church and discovers that they are struggling through a challenge at work, and is in need of support.  These things are rarely seen by the larger crowd, and don’t always seem like grand or important things – but anyone who has been the recipient of an earnest prayer or word of confidence knows how the Holy Spirit was truly and deeply present in that moment.

In our readings today, we have two different accounts of the way the Holy Spirit was let loose upon the world – and they each mark a big or small way that the Spirit comes bursting out among us.  The first story, from Acts, is the one you may remember as the Pentecost story.  It’s a big Holy Spirit moment, as the sound wild wind fills a room where a group of disciples and Jesus-followers were gathered together.  There, in front of everyone, these believers start speaking in a variety of languages, finally able to share the story of Jesus with anyone they could possibly meet.  Peter is able to stand up and testify to God’s power in front of those who may not have known Jesus before, preaching with confidence and authority to the greatness of God’s work and the presence of the Spirit.  This Pentecost story is a big Holy Spirit moment.

But our gospel for today, from the book of John, is a much smaller Holy Spirit moment.   We actually read this story the Sunday after Easter, since that’s when it happens chronologically.  In this story, the Holy Spirit comes simply as the breath of life from our resurrected Lord.  He fills them with the Spirit, his very breath, so that they will never be alone as they preach the word of Christ, building faith, forgiving sins, and serving others.  This isn’t dramatic or wild – this is calming, centering, empowering.  But this is as much of a Holy Spirit moment as the huge rush of the Pentecost story in Acts.
In my daily work, I am truly honored to be able to see the Holy Spirit at work in big and small ways.  But I’m not the only one who gets to see and hear the Holy Spirit at work – nor am I the only one around here through whom the Holy Spirit works.  The Holy Spirit is at work in big and small ways, in big and small people, in important and inconsequential times, in average or remarkable circumstances, under pressure or relaxed, quiet or loud, all of the time and always.  Maybe you hear what I’m getting at: the Holy Spirit is God’s action in the world, Jesus Christ’s presence with us, the power to live and love and serve and believe at work in each and every one of us, each and every day.  
We are often tempted to write off the work of the Spirit.  We are inclined to see those big events as simply energetic, uplifting times when people really got some work done.  We are inclined to see those small events as nothing special, a coincidence, something that is forgotten as soon as it happens.  We’re often unlikely to admit that God was really present in that time – and why is that?  Are we simply unaware?  Or are we afraid to realize that we are not alone, that we cannot be alone, that we need God’s presence in our lives and, like it or not, the Spirit is active in each and every one of us?
It is very telling that in both stories of the coming of the Holy Spirit, whether big or small, those who received the Spirit had no say in the matter.  Those gathered at Pentecost didn’t get to request the power of the Spirit or how it would be made manifest – it just happened.  When Jesus’ disciples received the Holy Spirit, Jesus didn’t check to see if they wanted he – he simply breathed on it.  When Jesus says to us, “receive the Holy Spirit”, it is a command.  It happens, whether we like it or not.  And in neither case did the recipients get to choose whether it would be a big deal or a small event – it just arrived, and did whatever it needed to do.  

This is how the Spirit works in our lives.  The Spirit is already at work, in each of us, in big and small ways, whether we like it or not.  Take time to recognize the work of the Spirit in your life.  Be in tune with the incredible things God is doing to, with, and through you.  Don’t be afraid to claim those Holy Spirit moments in your life, and don’t be afraid to own the fact that the Spirit is working in you.  Whether in a whispered promise or a powerful rush of wind, the Spirit is in your life.  Receive the Holy Spirit, and go out into the world doing God’s work.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.

