31st May 2009
Acts 2:1-21

Pentecost

Introduction

Why do we as a nation discuss the weather in so much detail? It’s a subject I’ve long been fascinated about and I suppose if nothing else it gives strangers a safe topic to talk about. I saw this in The Times this week; it was an article entitled Weather Eye written by Paul Simons. He was recalling a story about the Whitsun Bank holiday in 1944. The heat triggered severe thunderstorms which badly hit Holmfirth (BBC‘s Last of the Summer Wine) with gusting winds, hail and rain which rolled off the moors into the River Holme. An estimated 1.5 million tons of water roared through the valley destroying 17 mills and factories, 61 shops and 109 homes and four people were tragically killed. 

It was called the Forgotten Flood because in 1944 the weather was highly censored for obvious reasons as it was war time and of course D-Day was only a week away. 

The Met Office came in for criticism recently over their prediction for the last Bank Holiday; they indicated that there was going to be thunderstorms but they didn’t appear. And on Thursday this week someone from the Tourism Office in Bournemouth was commenting on this when he said an inaccurate weather forecast severely affected their tourism trade over that weekend. He called for the Met Office to produce specific forecasts; specifically one for Bournemouth, as you can imagine this resulted in an interesting discussion between him and a representative from the Met Office. With this in mind what would we have made of that first Pentecost had it happened today?
Wind and fire

Would we seek to forget it and bury the news or would we passionately discuss it? Do we actually believe as Christians that the Holy Spirit is alive and active now or have we consigned Him to history?
The answers we give to these questions will have a huge impact on what it means for us as Christians in the 21st century.

Back to basics

Before we reflect specifically on those questions, let’s explore our reading. A look at the Book of Acts reveals a large number of speeches made by Jesus’ disciples and they are mainly concerned with convincing their listeners of the gospel’s central claim. That God’s resurrection of Jesus from the dead confirmed Him as the long awaited Messiah. And as such they are classed as missionary speeches. 

Our reading forms the basis of the second speech recorded in Acts and like the first one, Peter addresses a Jewish audience using a reflection on Israel’s scripture in order to provide a persuasive messianic commentary on the events of the last 50 days (the death, Resurrection and Ascension of Jesus Christ).

The importance of the Day of Pentecost can’t be overestimated especially in light of Jesus’ command to His disciples recorded by Luke in 1:4-8. By that reading you could be excused for thinking that this awaited event would only be for the selected few. But as we discover the whole Christian community in involved and included.

It is significant to recognise that the appearance of the phenomena – a sound like blowing of a strong wind and what seemed to be tongues of fire, were supernatural events. And in saying that they can be easily dismissed as somewhat unnerving things and something our rational minds reject. This view was the generally prevailing one of the Holy Spirit in recent church history and indeed is perpetuated in the BCP Communion service which refers to Him as the Holy Ghost. 
Jesus’ language in 1:4-8 clearly leads us to an expectation that something new is going to happen. Just as God has given us a new covenant with Him in the person of Jesus Christ then the coming of the Holy Spirit on that first Pentecost is the renewing of that promise – I will never leave or forsake you Jesus tells us (cf. Romans 8:2).
Luke in his description of the events of that day draws on the rich imagery of the OT – the occasions when God appeared to His people (Moses at the burning bush or Elijah at Mount Horeb). 

Peter in his opening address to the people assembled on that day orientates their thoughts to a part of scripture they would have known quite well – the prophecy contained in Joel 2:28-32. This reference was more than an explanation of the prophecy, it was bearing witness to the purpose of this newly formed community’s mission which was to draw people to ‘the Lord’ whose name they are to respond to for their salvation. Peter finishes his opening reference with the most important idea from Joel – ‘everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved’ (v21); something that is only fully recognised and worked out after the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15). 

Pentecost for the 21st century

If the first chapter of Acts can be construed as a general call to mission for the whole church then the second chapter places how we speak about our faith firmly into context. Let us be very clear the Holy Spirit was not a once only gift but He is active in our spontaneous thoughts and actions as well as in our long term and measured response to the grace of God.
If we place that firmly in our minds it will lead us to act as if there is something at stake in our faith and the way we relate that to others. Jesus reminds of this when He told His disciples –‘do not worry beforehand about what to say. Just say whatever is given you at the time, for it is not you speaking, but the Holy Spirit’ (Matthew 13:11).

However in that verse there is the caveat – we must first be open to the Holy Spirit. Do we believe that God’s Spirit is with you at that moment in time? It is all too easy to be in a position at work or at home or in a social setting when our response to the conversation lends itself more the secular world and social norms than it does to a  response that reveals the working of the Holy Spirit.

The role of the Holy Spirit is one of disorientation, to take us out of the comfort of our usual response to situations and to re-orientate us in the direction of God so that when we do respond, we do so in such a way that people take notice of what we say. The prophet Isaiah tells us that – ‘so is my word that goes out from my mouth: it will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it’ (55:11). 
So we return to a question I posed a while back - Do we actually believe as Christians that the Holy Spirit is alive and active now or have we consigned Him to history? If we believe that He is alive and active now our church and our lives can be transformed. Dare you believe that and act upon it?
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