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Sunday 5th June 2022
Pentecost
Acts 2:1-21 & John 14:8-17 & 25-27.

The breath of God!
Rev David Coster

Pentecost Sunday is one of the highpoints of the Christian year-which is why I am wearing a red stole today. (The colour red is normally worn on Pentecost Sunday and at an ordination or induction). Pentecost is the Greek name given to the Jewish festival of Shavuot, which occurs 50 days after Passover. In biblical times, Jews from all over the Roman empire would congregate in Jerusalem for the festival. Originally, Shavuot, or the Festival of weeks, celebrated the harvest of the first fruits and commemorated the giving of the Torah and the Ten Commandments to Moses on Mount Sinai. The festival falls seven weeks after Passover (or 50 days – Pentecost in Greek.) In the ancient calendar of the Jewish people, it fell at the time of the year when the first barley harvest was completed. However, most Jews celebrate it today as the commemoration of God’s revelation of the Ten Commandments on Mount Sinai.
The Christian Church also claims Pentecost as a festival day, falling at the end of the Great fifty days of Easter. At Pentecost, we celebrate the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, which gave birth to the Church. As recorded in Acts 2:1-41, the apostles were in Jerusalem to celebrate Shavuot when the Holy Spirit rushed through the room like a mighty wind and tongues of fire appeared on their heads.  

God is! God is by definition large and indefinable. So, in some ways God is Not. So, God is neither male nor female. God is spirit so therefore God is neither graspable nor definable. Whenever we speak of God we speak in images or metaphors. In Mr God, this is Anna; Anna often tells people that ‘their God is too small.”
Islam forbids representation of God, images, portrayals or other artistic attempts to contain or delimit God. Orthodox Judaism refuses even to utter the name of God. This is in great reverence for the First commandment: Thou shalt not make any graven image for the holy, unmentionable God. This is true also for many Reformed Christians who refuse to have stained glass windows, or icons, or images or representations of God or Jesus in their church buildings. 
In our Christian theology there is a little thing we call negative theology. By that we mean we can’t say for sure what God is, only what God is not.

God is not a principle, not a creature, not created, not a thing and so on.
But as people of faith, we simply know that to speak of God in negative terms, i.e. what God is not, actually doesn’t do a great deal for our faith or the relationship of trust we have in God.  To sit quietly in prayer before the one who is not something just doesn’t wash with most of us. As William Willimon said, “When you walk down some darkened path, stumble, don’t know where to turn, lose your way, don’t expect a noble, though indefinable, faceless, nameless, bloodless idea to take your hand. Don’t look for some fickle feeling to hold you safe in its strong arms. Much that for passes for spirituality these days – vague stuff of ethereal nothingness – just won’t do.”
If we have trouble knowing what to make of God, how much more do we struggle speaking sensibly about the Jesus and the Holy Spirit? Paul talked of Jesus and his teaching as a “stumbling block.”  By this I suspect that he means that Jesus is a person who trips us up, causes us to fall or makes us have a hard look at what we really believe when we talk of having faith or trust in God. Those of us who haven’t met Jesus in the flesh, like Paul, have enough difficulty. Yet those who knew him when he walked the roads and villages of Galilee and Palestine also struggled. 
Jesus went to a wedding and 180 gallons of water becomes wine. He goes into a temple, a place of prayer, and makes a whip and drives the clergy out. He gets into an argument with a theologian, talks double talk and confuses him badly. If a theologian can’t make sense of what Jesus is saying, then what hope is there for people like you and me? Jesus then meets a woman at a well. He pries into her personal life and she runs away shocked, stupefied. He cured crippled people; he gave the blind back their sight. And those who witnessed these events asked of him, “Who are you?” And Jesus being the really helpful guy that he was, replied, “I am the bread. I am the life. I am the door. I am the vine. I am the Good Shepherd. I am the water of life.” And the people said, “Who? What?”
No wonder Philip said to Jesus, “Lord, show us the Father. Quit beating around the bush.” Sometime later, Jesus says clearly to his disciples, “The Father and I are one – if you’ve seen me then you’ve seen God. I am in the Father and the Father is in me.”
In other words, when we look at Jesus, we see God – not a form of God, not a reflection of God! When we look at this man born of Mary, resident of Nazareth in Galilee, we see God. In Jesus we see as much of God as we mortal human beings can ever hope to see.

Then we come to this Holy Spirit stuff. Jesus said to his disciples, “I will pray the Father, and he shall give you another Counsellor, to be with you forever, even the Spirit of truth.”  
In speaking about the Anabaptists of his day, Martin Luther muttered in frustration, “They think they have swallowed the Holy Spirit, feathers and all.” If he was frustrated in his day, how much more would he be in our age where we live with a renewed emphasis on the works and gifts of the Holy Spirit? 

For some reason, when it comes to belief about the Holy Spirit, we find manifestations of behaviour attributed to the Holy Spirit of God that one simply has to wonder deeply about. People collapsing in heaps, people roaring like lions, people bailing others up on the streets, people prophesying strange and horrible events befalling specific individuals – all done in the name of God and under the influence of the Holy Spirit. 
Maybe, just maybe, we would find a better balance of expression of the work and manifestation of the Holy Spirit if we took as our model that of Jesus himself – the one who is God with us. After all, it was Jesus who promised us the Paraclete – the Counsellor, the comforter, the helper, the advocate.

To God be the glory. Amen
