Not Your White Bread Version of Christianity
a sermon delivered by the Rev. Scott Dalgarno on Pentecost, May 28, 2023
based on Acts 2:1-12   

A man and a woman wander into a Presbyterian church on Sunday morning, sit down in a pew, and join in the service, which is already underway. Everything goes according to the prescribed order: hymns, prayers, readings. 
When the minister stands up in the pulpit and begins to preach, the woman becomes very animated–and vocally responsive. "Yes!" she says out loud when she hears him make a point she liksd. "Yes, that’s true." 
"Praise the Lord – Praise his holy name," she says a few minutes later–and louder. People begin to shuffle and squirm uneasily; some turn around in their pews to see who is making all the noise. "Yes!" she shouts again.  An usher, discreetly approaches her and whispers, "Ma’am is there something wrong?"  She shakes her head.  
The man who is with her says, “She’s got the Spirit." Whereupon the usher says, "Well, she didn’t get it here."

We are the orderly branch of Christianity. Pentecostals are puzzled by the fact that traditional worship in churches like ours is so structured.  I mean, we can write out the sequence.  We even write some of the prayers, print it up, hand it out, call it "The Order of Worship.” 
We, Presbyterians, have a constitution, after all, one half of which is called the Book of Order. We do things "decently and in order.” And our Pentecostal friends think that we have pretty much insulated ourselves from the Spirit of God. 
I have a friend from college. His name is Pat.  He’s a minister, too.  He’d been raised a strict Episcopalian but had become a Pentecostal minister after college, wanting something more “genuine,” he said.  And he was Pentecostal for 6 years.  
Then he realized that though the Pentecostals don’t have a printed bulletin, they do have an unwritten one and their whole worship, to my friend Pat, was just as scripted as what we do here.  
So, that being true, he went over to the most scripted, liturgically-bound church he could find and became … an Episcopalian once again and today he is still an episcopal priest.     

Like Episcopalians, we Presbyterians are considered “main-line” Protestants, We Mainline Protestants are often repelled by the term Holy Ghost, – at the same time, Presbyterians, especially progressive ones like us, are often obsessed with something popularly called “spirituality.” Holy Ghost sounds like a cult.  Spirituality is much more fashionable. 

Actress, Jennifer Lopez, once told Allure Magazine, “I have lots of spiritual books around. I don’t even know the titles . . . But, at the end of the day, it’s all about being, like, a good person; centered, focused, and at peace."

I don’t mean to pick on Jennifer Lopez.  She’s very talented and I’m glad she is centered, focused, at peace and, like, you know, a good person and everything, but what the Christian faith means by Spirit is quite different.

What we mean by Holy Spirit is the active presence of God; the energy of God that the writer of the first lines of the book of Genesis sees at work in creation, hovering purposefully over the waters of chaos. The word spirit comes from the Greek word pneuma and also the Hebrew word Ruach, both of which may also be translated as “wind.” 

If you’ve been in a tornado think of that, or the wild winds that come down the Columbia Gorge sometimes. Or think of the wind that whips around in the London Underground when a train comes flying out of a tube into a station.  
It’s a bit unsettling. Sometimes it’s just out of control.  

In this morning’s text the disciples are still in Jerusalem a month and a half after the Passover when Jesus was crucified and where they had those mysteriously powerful experiences of his presence that led them to conclude that he wasn’t dead anymore. 
Now they were lying low, not wanting to draw attention to themselves, waiting more or less for something to happen. And on the day of Pentecost, the Festival that celebrates the completion of the spring harvest, Jerusalem was filled with pilgrims from all over the known world.

Suddenly something happened, something uncanny, out of control. It was an event you had to be there to understand. In the telling of it, the writer, Luke, chooses extravagant language and images: rushing wind; tongues of fire. 

Something happened to the disciples. They were transformed. Suddenly they found their voices and the courage to use them. Suddenly they could speak and be understood by all those people, speaking all those foreign languages. 

But you know, a careful reading of the account shows that the miracle of Pentecost is NOT the extraordinary experience of speaking in indecipherable tongues.  Quite the opposite.  It was an experience of clarity and understanding. 
People could hear. Communication happened. The story in the book of Acts is the story of the Tower of Babel in the book of Genesis turned upside down. In Genesis, God confuses the tongues of the people so they won’t be able to communicate well enough to build a tower into the heavens.  
Here in Acts, God, through the Holy Spirit, God gives them ears to hear, suddenly, miraculously.  
Luke wants us to know that the whole world was there, with its marvelous diversity: racial, cultural, linguistic. 

Luke wants us to know that in God’s Spirit, God’s active, creative, generative, transforming presence, there is a power to transcend that diversity and create something new: a community – a community that listens and hears and understands.

The late Peter Gomes, Harvard chaplain, writes, "There is more to Pentecost than an ecstatic crowd engaged in esoterics and ecstasy. The reality of Pentecost is the gift of understanding" (Sermons, p. 99).

And then, given that Gomes is an African American, he makes a particularly powerful observation. He notes that we progressives pride ourselves on valuing diversity. But, says Gomes, diversity for its own sake means nothing.  

He says, “At Pentecost, diversity was overcome by a power that transcended it, the power to understand, to hear in one’s own language, one’s own accent.”

And here’s the important point:  He says, "Pentecost did not reduce their identity, their particularity. . . They became more than they had been, for they became one with the larger community."  One with the larger community.  .  

For four of the years I was pastor in Ashland, Bunny Oliver, our Children’s Minister here, was my associate pastor.  Well, every other year we’d bring a group of middle-schoolers up here to Portland for a weekend as part of our confirmation class.  
We would serve meals to the homeless at Blanchet House. We’d visit a Catholic Latin Mass in St. Johns, a Greek Orthodox church located underneath a strip mall near here in Cedar Hills. We’d visit a Russian Orthodox church in old residential SW where someone taught us how to “write” icons.  The final thing – we’d go to worship at an African Methodist Episcopal church in North Portland.  It was a wonderful rainbow of worship languages and styles – all in one weekend.
We did that because we wanted our kids to know the full palate of the language of Christianity – we are Presbyterians and something very distinctive about being Presbyterian is that we believe that Presbyterians are NOT the one true church.  

We are Christians, of course we are, but we are only one expression of many that feed from the same deep, 2000 year old well of spirit.  We wanted our kids to have a Pentecost experience – we wanted them to hear many of the voices of this ancient branch of the Jesus experience. We wanted them to know that all of those manifestations have something unique to offer.  
Shortly after World War II, during the reconstruction of Europe, the World Council of Churches sent three clergymen to several remote parts of the Balkans to see how their money was being spent.  One of the three clergymen was Dr. John Mackie, President of the Church of Scotland.  The other two, nameless now, were members of a very severe and pietistic denomination.  One afternoon Dr, Mackie and the others went to call on an Orthodox priest in a small Greek village.
The priest was overjoyed to see them and was eager to pay his respects.  He produced a box of Havana cigars to show his pleasure.  Dr. Mackie took one, bit the end off and puffed it, delightedly.  The other two refused, saying they didn’t smoke.  

Feeling he had offended them the priest went off and brought back his best bottle of wine.  Dr. Mackie took a glass, sniffed it, drank it down, praised it and asked for another glass.  The other two, more horrified than before, drew back and said, “No thank you.  We don’t drink either.”  

Later when the three men were on their way down the road again one of the two pietists turned to Dr. Mackie with a vengeance and said, “Dr. Mackie, do you mean to tell us that you, president of the Church of Scotland, smoke and drink?”
Dr. Mackie had all he could take.  He turned to his compatriots and said, “No dammit, I don’t.  But somebody had to be a Christian!”

It’s so tricky, this business of being faithful to your code, whatever it is, and being as open-hearted as Jesus insists we be in order to be his followers.
Open hearted.  Well, the best story I know of about that involves a Lutheran pastor in Denver named, Nadia Bolz-Weber.  You may have heard of her.  
Nadia is not your white-bread version of a Lutheran pastor.  She is nothing like Pastor Ingqvist from Lake Wobegon Lutheran Church, 
for example. 
She had first been a stand-up comic with lots of tattoos and then she had this dramatic experience of God, and she went to a Lutheran seminary, and afterward she started this church in Denver called, HOUSE FOR ALL SAINTS & SINNERS that attracted hip diverse urban young adults.  Not a lot, but some.  About 40 to 45 every Sunday. 

But Nadia is very charismatic and genuine and her church does things like have a chocolate fountain that serves as a baptismal font, so the Denver Post ran a cover story about her one Easter and the next week she said, “We doubled in size and then we tripled.”  
She said, “At first we thought it was great, we wanted to grow, but we quickly realized that it was the wrong kind of growth because most of the people who showed up were “normal” people. It was crazy,” she said on NPR. 

She said, “You know, some churches would just fold if drag queens would show up.  But in our case, these new people were just the opposite.  They were like bankers wearing Dockers.  I freaked out.    What were these people doing at our church, I wondered?? 
She said, “They could show up to any other church in the whole of Denver and they would, just, you know, blend in.  So why would they come to ours?”  

Nadia said, “Actually, it was worse than that. These people showed up and immediately they were saying, “This church is “neat.”  
That’s the word they used, “neat.”  And they said to her. “You’re just so creative.”  And I’m thinking, “You are totally ruining our thing.”

At the same time, the church moved from the hipster neighborhood where they’d begun, into a stately historic district of Denver, and Nadia said, “We’ve got to get the hell out of here; we’re attracting the wrong element.” 

When she just didn’t know what to do, she called one of her friends named Russell in St. Paul, Minnesota who’d started a similar church there, and she said, “Dude, did you ever have normal people come in a take-over your church?”  

“I told him the whole story,” said Nadia, and we have this motto we live by, that we are really good at “welcoming the stranger, so he said, ‘Yeah, you guys are really good at welcoming the stranger – you know, when it’s a young transgendered kid, but, heck, sometimes the stranger looks like your mom and dad.’” 

Nadia said, “I was horrified to hear it.  I was like, “Dude, you’re supposed to be my friend!?” But she thought about it a awhile.  
“You know,” she said, “before talking to Russell, I had had this idea of how to handle the problem. 
Here it is … I would hold a meeting at the church and the people who had been around since the beginning would tell their stories to the people who had shown up since the newspaper out-ed us, and the new people would hear us, and then they would just bow-out gracefully. Well, thank God, that’s not what happened. 

What happened for me with that phone call was this feeling of God reaching into my chest and taking out my heart of stone and replacing it with a heart of flesh;  a heart that was actually beating again.” 

“So,” she said,  “we had the meeting and I told that story to everybody, and instead of the original church people telling their stories to the new people, the people who were new told their stories, one by one, to the rest of us, so we could really begin to hear them.” “Afterward, one young kid from our original group named Asher said the following:   

‘As the young transgendered kid who felt welcomed into this community from the beginning, I just want to go on record as saying, I am glad there are people here who look like my mom and dad, because they love me in a way that my mom and dad just can’t.’”

I heard that on NPR and I thought, that is just such a God thing.  I mean, that is what any church identified with Jesus ought to be. 
That’s a goal for every church that claims to follow Jesus, ours included. 
One final thought:  At the heart of Presbyterianism is this idea that the place the Holy Spirit will speak from for you will doubtless be the place you least expect it to come from.  
It’s all about surprise, and having to remake your mind and heart and alert your imagination that it will likely happen again, and again, and again.  

Amen
