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If I asked you to name the top three celebrations of the Christian church year, would you be able to do it?  You’d probably come up with Easter and Christmas for the first two, and you’d be right.  But can you name number three?  Well, we’re celebrating it right now: Pentecost, the day that marks the sending of the Holy Spirit to Christ’s followers and the institution of the church on earth.  Welcome to Pentecost, third-greatest celebration of Christian faith!  

Don’t feel like you’re observing a holiday?  Well, maybe you had a little trouble realizing that it even was a holiday, because it’s not marked the way Christmas and Easter are – no special cookies, no giving of gifts, no traditional meals or decorations.  There’s no real cultural marking of the day that invades television and shopping malls, so we don’t think of Pentecost as a real holiday like we do with Easter or Christmas.  Maybe you didn’t know this was a church holiday because it had no liturgical wind-up – there’s no Lent or Advent to prepare you for the season, only a lengthy “season after Pentecost” that covers half the church year.

Or maybe the real reason that we don’t say or do much when it comes to Pentecost is because we simply don’t connect with it.  You heard the Pentecost story in the first reading today – and it’s kind of crazy-sounding, isn’t it?  All these followers of Jesus were gathered together, and suddenly, there’s this howl of wind that comes crashing through the room.  Everyone has a flame dancing above their heads.  They each start talking in languages that they hadn’t studied and couldn’t understand.  It’s so wild in there that people outside think they’re drunk.  
But no, it is the gift of the Holy Spirit as promised by Jesus, a promise that we read in today’s gospel: “I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever.  This is the Spirit of Truth… the Holy Spirit will teach you everything.”  This Advocate, this Spirit of Truth, is the Holy Spirit, which comes upon Jesus’ followers in an impressive display of power.

This is an intense, dramatic episode – and, if you’re honest, it sounds a little... weird.  Foreign.  Not in your realm of experience.  Maybe you’ve heard about something like this happening in other faith traditions – speaking in tongues and dramatic in-dwellings of the Spirit – but nothing about fire and wind and all the supernatural effects of this event.  That doesn’t happen here and now.  That’s not what we’re like.  So let’s just get past this oddity and get on with our lives.  

Maybe we don’t really care about Pentecost because we hear the story of the original day of Pentecost and we’re filled with a strong sense of, “so what?”  This doesn’t apply.  This isn’t us.  This doesn’t mean anything.  It’s another crazy story of something that happened once upon a time, and doesn’t mean much for us today.  This one thing happened two thousand years ago?  Well… so what?

I would like to challenge you on that assumption.  Sure, it happened two thousand years ago in a way that we can’t really connect with in the time and tradition that we’re currently in.  But if we’re judging Pentecost based just on the supernatural manifestation of the Spirit, we’re looking at it all wrong.  Pentecost isn’t about tongues of fire or foreign languages – Pentecost is about God’s work in the world throughout the ages, through followers like Peter and the disciples and you and me.  The question of Pentecost is not “so what?”  The question is, “now what?”  


You see, at the time of the Pentecost, the gathered disciples were in a pretty tough spot.  Their leader had left, and they were struggling to find their identity.  What would they do with the good news of Jesus Christ?  Could they face a death like the one their own leader suffered if they proclaimed him as Lord in a difficult political climate?  What were they supposed to do with themselves?  Faced with enormous cultural challenges, how could they dare share their faith?
Even worse, in the coming of the Holy Spirit, those problems and questions didn’t disappear.  They still faced persecution, and fear, and challenge, and roadblocks.  In fact, Pentecost did not remove their problems – if anything, it gave them new problems.  The biggest problem of all was that they simply could not stay hidden in their room.  They couldn’t close themselves off to a life of fear.  They couldn’t keep the story to themselves.  They had go out and share the message with everyone, in every place, in every tongue, no matter what they might thought or felt about those people, no matter what trials they would face because of it.

We’re not so different from those disciples.  We also find ourselves overwhelmed by problems and challenges from all places.  We are worried – how can we share the faith with our children?  How will we combat cultural pressures against Christianity and live a life of bold proclamation?  Just like those followers two thousand years ago, these followers, here and now, are filled with questions.

And frankly, our faith makes things even more complicated.  We realize that we have something to say to the world around us – that there is a God who loves you, that there is a better life than consumerism and power at all costs, that we do not have to compete with our neighbor but only love our neighbor – and we can’t close ourselves off.  We can’t stay hiding inside, holding onto a gospel of hope and keeping it to ourselves.  We must go out and share this message with everyone, in every place, in every tongue, to matter what we might think or feel about those people, no matter what trials we might face because of it. 
And just like those gathered two thousand years ago, we are not alone.  Jesus has promised us the gift of the Holy Spirit.  It is through that Spirit that we have power.  It is through that Spirit that we are given the words to say when we need them.  It is through the Spirit that we have the presence of our Savior with us always.

As you leave this morning, you are not left wondering, “so what?”  I dare you to leave asking “now what?” Where will you go?  What will you do?  And most importantly, who will you tell? 
