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 So today we celebrate pentecost.  Isn’t that wonderful?  I want to start by asking 

who is hosting the pentecost party this year, because I’m ready to party!  What?  Nobody 

here is hosting a special event for pentecost?  How is that possible?  Don’t we at least 

have a birthday cake after service today?  Pentecost is traditionally taken to be the 

birthday of the Christian Church after all.  Why are we not celebrating?  And why is it 

that in the United Church of Canada we virtually ignore pentecost? 

 Perhaps we ignore it because we think it is not about us at all.  The description in 

Acts reads like something we might expect to find at a Pentecostal church, but not in our 

own calm, quiet, reserved congregation.  In this congregation, do we encourage or 

experience speaking in tongues?  Do we imagine that worship includes feeling the rush of 

a wind and the breath of fire?  I mean seriously, if we wanted that, we would be attending 

a Pentecostal church, right?  But perhaps there is more to pentecost than just speaking in 

tongues, and perhaps that “more” is something very familiar to us in the United Church 

of Canada after all. 

 But before exploring what “more” there is to pentecost, I will share with you that 

many people I know in the United Church are - to be honest - afraid of the kind of 

experience described in Acts.  In all of the congregations I’ve been in ministry with, most 

(not all) of the members like to check their emotions at the door when they come in.  We 

tend to prefer reserved, controlled, emotion-free worship.  Moreover, we want to be in 

control and are not comfortable with the idea that the Spirit might act through us 

unpredictably.  As one person expressed it to me, “I’m a Christian, but I don’t let it affect 

my life.”  And if that description fits you, relax.  There is room for all here. 

 Or perhaps you feel that the Spirit has let you down, that you’ve been “ripped off” 

because you have never felt spiritual wind, you’ve never found tongues of flame, you’ve 

never felt spiritual fire in your heart.  Perhaps you come to church every Sunday hoping 
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to feel the Spirit and find that Sunday services are just … “normal”.  Our reading from 

Acts describes anything but normal.  Are you disappointed and feel that you have missed 

out somehow?  If that description fits you, relax.  There is room for all here. 

 Or perhaps you feel that pentecost simply makes no sense.  In the story, God’s 

Spirit is “made available” to all people.  But surely, God’s Spirit has been “available” all 

along.  We have numerous stories in the Old Testament, and stories from other religions, 

of people embracing the Spirit of God long before Jesus came around.  We have stories of 

people finding God from many different traditions.  God’s Spirit is not Christian - or 

Jewish after all.  As one example, Aboriginal Canadians have ancient stories about the 

Spirit of God that predate both Christianity and Judaism.  Perhaps for you, the ideas 

behind pentecost just don’t make sense.  And if that description fits you, relax.  There is 

room for all here. 

 The pentecost story in Acts happened 50 days after Easter.  The word “pentecost” 

is Greek for “fiftieth”.  The reason that there were Jewish people from many different 

lands present was because pentecost coincided with the Jewish “feast of harvest”, or 

“feast of first fruits”, or “festival of weeks”.  That’s why so many Jewish pilgrims were 

present in Jerusalem at that time, people from far away who knew a variety of different 

languages.  Presumably, these Jewish pilgrims returned home speaking about Jesus, 

which explains the initial geographic expansion of the Jesus movement beyond the 

relatively small area where Jesus wandered himself. 

 So pentecost was not in fact the birth of the Christian Church, because nobody 

present at pentecost would have even heard the word “Christian” in their lifetime.  

Pentecost was just one step along the journey of a Jewish sect - over time - broadening 

geographically, theologically, cultural, and philosophically into what lead to the Christian 

religion.   So it’s actually ok if there is no cake today.  But if there is cake, don’t throw it 

away - I will certainly enjoy a slice! 

 So - after all that - remind me, why should we care about pentecost?  Because of 

the “more” of pentecost - I knew we’d get there eventually. 

 One way to understand what happened at pentecost is to think that what is 

important to Christian faith is speaking in tongues, because the story is written that way.  
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But I believe that something much larger is at play.  Namely that God was still speaking, 

and in fact is still speaking. 

 During the time of Jesus (and still today), faith and religion are often reduced to 

cultural and ritual actions.  What was important to people of faith - in many faiths - was 

to understand your own culture, your own traditions, your own group history, your own 

scriptures.  What was important was to fit into the mold that your faith group had 

constructed.  That’s what it meant to belong to a group.  What’s how you knew that you 

belonged.  And even today, those aspects of faith are still important of course.  And it is a 

true gift to know that you belong.  But there is a problem if that becomes a devotion to 

the past.  Because strict devotion to the past interferes with our ability to move forward in 

life.  And if your faith is based around the Spirit - then you have to be prepared for 

change. 

 History, tradition, culture, and scripture are great - but what if God is not done 

speaking yet?  What if our present is taking us somewhere our history didn’t prepare us 

for?  What if our traditions have become meaningless today?  What if our culture is 

evolving?  What if our scriptures are incomplete?  What if God is still speaking today?  

And so pentecost can be understood as people of faith coming together, and then en 

masse going “off script” and moving forward in unpredictable ways by paying attention 

to the Spirit.  They did not give up on anything from their past.  But at the same time, the 

Spirit compelled them to move forward. 

 If this sounds very theoretical to you, just recall that our own history, culture, 

traditions, and scripture all affirm slavery (among other things) that we thoroughly reject 

today.  There is no point in the past when God was done speaking, because society 

continues to evolve and we evolve along with it.  In 1992, the United Church of Canada 

published a document entitled, “The Authority and Interpretation of Scripture”.  As you 

would expect from the United Church, the document is 49 pages long, and includes 5 

pages discussing what the word “authority” means.  While I am tempted to read it aloud 

right now, instead I will give you the big take-away, which is that the Bible is authority to 

us if we read it with guidance from the Spirit.  I’m still waiting for the 490 page 

document which will explain what that means.  But while we wait for that, we already 
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know what that means.  It means that God is not done speaking.  It means that the Bible 

is not the final word of God for all time.  It means that we will find truth when we read 

with open minds, open hearts, and in community with each other. 

 And that does not just mean reading the Bible.  It means reading our own culture 

and our own history and our own reality.  And reading in community does not just mean 

within the safe walls of this sanctuary.  It means reading our current reality with all our 

neighbours too.  God is still speaking, and we should make the effort to keep listening.  

Read the Bible of course.  But listen to other sources too.   

 Listen to the sciences and what we can learn about human nature from them.  

Listen to the groans of our planet.  Listen to the voices from other traditions, cultures and 

religions.  Listen to the voices of those crying out for human justice.  Listen to the 

marginalized.  Listen to the disadvantaged.  Listen to the common voice of all humanity.  

Listen to the depths of your own heart. 

 When we keep listening for the voice of the God who is still speaking, one thing 

we may hear is that we need to update our images of God too.  That’s a big topic that I 

will get to next week when we celebrate Trinity Sunday and delve into the images of God 

that we carry around in our heads and hearts. 

 In the United Church, we don’t usually speak in tongues.  But I think we are 

usually pretty good at listening to the God who is still speaking.  The God that continues 

to surprise us.  The God that crosses our paths with “the other”, strangers in our midst, 

children of God who are different than we are. 

 What might we hear when you listen to the God who is still speaking?  Well, there 

is only one way to find out.  And if you listen deeply to the cries of the world today, you 

might even be tempted to act.  Who knows, you might even end up saying, “I’m a 

Christian, and it affects my life in many ways.” 

 God is still speaking.  Keep listening.  Keep acting.  Keep loving. 

Amen.
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