Pentecost

Firstly apologies that you’ve had to listen to me preach for two weeks in a row! The reward for your suffering is that you won’t have to put up with me in the pulpit again until October. 
From the end of next week I’m on study leave working on various projects and not just as some suggest my suntan. We’ll still be in Liverpool for most of the time so you’ll see me on Sundays. But there will also be a chance to do some travel which we’re really looking forward to.

Meeting people from other cultures is good for us, because do you know what, sometimes it’s really difficult to be British and follow Jesus!
I’ll say that again, sometimes it’s difficult to be British and follow Jesus.

Lets face it, we Brits like things to be polite, respectable, rational and dignified. Don’t we?
Actually I’m African originally, but I’ve lived here since I was 11 and have a British passport and far more importantly I share the British reserve and that very British dislike of anything OTT.

You can tell if you’re a good Brit, because although you might love travelling abroad, when you do, you find that it really irritates you that forming an orderly queue doesn’t come naturally to everyone!
We find it excruciating when they invade our personal space. 
When they talk to us in lifts and on underground trains. 
The only people that do that here are either drunk or creepy.

Today’s readings though reminds us that God isn’t British. It’s a bit of a nasty shock really, but we are reminded that we follow an Eastern religion. Near Eastern, but Eastern nevertheless, and at times distinctly un-British.
So to enter into today’s reading from Acts we don’t just need to journey back in time two millennia but we also head East. 
Lets set the scene.

The Jews back then celebrated three main feasts each year. There was the feast of Tabernacles, the Passover and thirdly there was Shavuot. 

Each one was celebrated at the temple. The place that for them was the focus of God’s holy presence.

So three times each year there would be a huge pilgrimage of Jews to celebrate one of the feasts. 
Up to a million faithful Jewish pilgrims from around the world would journey to Jerusalem for these occasions.
Joyful crowds. People chatting and singing in lots of different languages. The city was alive with noise and bustle and joy.

Three big feasts.

There had been the feast of tabernacles. Do remember Jesus had gone to that and stood up on the last day, at the climax of the festival and shouted out to the crowds, “anyone who is thirsty may come to me! Anyone who believes may come and drink. For the scriptures declare, ‘rivers of living water will flow from their hearts’” And then we read that by living water he was referring to the Holy Spirit who would later be given.
The Holy Spirit. Their scriptures spoke of the Holy Spirit of God. The Ruach haKodesh. Literally the holy breath. The breath of God. Or also the holy wind. For them the ruach was the wild wind that howled in the desert and roared as it drove sand hundreds or even thousands of miles. 

And of course they had seen the Spirit descend as a dove on Jesus as he was baptised. Not the lovely white tame white dove we usually see painted but a rock dove who’s natural habitat is the wilderness, the wild place that he then drives Jesus into for forty days.

This is the Spirit Jesus promises to send to those who thirst.

That’s the feast of tabernacles.

Then of course there had been the Passover feast. The time when Jesus was crucified. This time wasn’t at the temple but crucified outside the city. While in the temple, as he died, the veil that stopped people from going near the Holy of Holies right at the centre was ripped apart. As Jesus dies, the focus of God’s Holy presence refuses to be contained any longer.
Then the resurrection. And just before he ascends, Jesus tells his disciples to return to Jerusalem and wait for the Holy Spirit and the power he would bring. 
And so we come to feast number three. In Hebrew it was called Shavuot, Greek-speaking Jews referred to the feast as ‘Pentecoste’, meaning "50 days".

This was festival where they carried out the command that a special offering of new grain was to be made on the fiftieth day after the Passover.

So it was a kind of mega harvest festival. And special sacrifices were offered in the temple.
And then, after the temple ceremony, in the afternoon and evening there were huge festive meals. And please just take note of this in passing, they were lavish meals to which they were to invite anyone who was poor or destitute. On that day they shared their lives with those who were poor. There’s another whole Pentecost sermon in that!
That took place after the morning sacrifice and worship service in the temple, which began at dawn and ended in midmorning, with this great crowd of pilgrims in the temple courts, during the morning prayers.
So that year, when the day of Pentecost (Shavuot) came, we read that the disciples were together in "one place." Probably in or near the temple, possibly on the great staircase south of the temple, where the pilgrims entered the Temple Mount .
It got to 9am.

Some historians think that would have been when two passages about God’s presence were read out. There was the passage describing the appearance of God on Mount Sinai with thunder, lightning, fire, and smoke. There was the reading of Ezekiel's vision of God’s appearance, with the sound of wind and with fire. 
Suddenly, on that day we read there was a sound like a mighty wind and flames appeared over their heads. Those signs of God’s holy, awesome, wild presence were now around them and on them.
It really wasn’t terribly British! Some people thought they were drunk the way they carried on. But they weren’t. 
God's Spirit had filled them with power. And suddenly those pilgrims gathered from many nations here these disciples speaking in their own languages. 
We know the story. The community grows from around 100 to more than 3,000 within a few hours. 
We’re aiming to grow by 400 over 5 years!

3,000 joined the church from every nation in the known world. 

Note that the Spirit didn’t give the crowds the ability to understand what the disciples were saying. To understand the language of the disciples. The Spirit gave the disciples the ability to talk their language. That’s a subtle but vital difference. 
If we will allow him, God will by his Spirit enable us to talk the language of those who right now think this is Christianity stuff we do is a load of gobbledygook.

The Celtic Christians used the symbol of the wild goose as an image for the Holy Spirit. It’s a wonderful symbol. Today we’re invited to go on a “wild goose chase”. Not in the way we usually mean that of course, but a life of following the wild Spirit of God as he leads us out into the wild worlds he loves and wants to transform though us.

At Pentecost, God moved out of his "house", the temple where he had revealed himself and moved into a new temple. the community of the followers of Jesus. They became God's new dwelling, his temple.
Pentecost says that we no longer journey to the temple, but rather we are the temple and we take the presence and power of God into the world.

This place isn’t the “house of God.”
We are.

It’s such a privilege to be able to meet and worship in this incredible building. I’m sure we all find that it keeps on surprising us with it’s grandeur and points us to the magnificence and majesty of God. But of course the danger is that we can easily begin to think and talk as though this is the temple. The house of God.

God’s lives somewhere far more magnificent, immeasurably more awesome and beautiful.

This is not the house of God. 

You are! 

I am. 

We are.
So let’s ask God for the gift of his Spirit today. Jesus promised that if we ask, he will pour out his spirit upon us. If we really want that of course. If we really are asking for the gift of the wild, holy, dangerous Spirit of God who will take us to those wild places. The wild places in our own hearts that we might prefer to keep hidden away. And the wild places in our world. 
If experiencing the presence of God and knowing his power to bring life and healing and change in us and around us means that we need to be willing at times to be a little less dignified and respectable, a little less British, come Holy Spirit! 

Please do form a nice orderly queue as you come to receive communion today. It makes life much easier for the stewards. 
But as we do, as we receive and eat and drink, as we pray lets open our hearts again to God. Let’s give him our questions and objections. Let’s offer him our British reserve. And lets receive the Spirit. The holy breathe of God himself. The presence God and the power that raised Jesus from the dead.

Come Holy Spirit.
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