Introducing our Theme

Since we last gathered together for worship, whether in church or online, the news has been overflowing with sadness and distress. But the world has also been overflowing with love and hope. Where have you sensed the presence of the Holy Spirit this week?
Sermon – Pentecost 2021
Let us pray:

Come Holy Spirit fill the hearts of your faithful people

And kindle in us the fire of your love.

Amen.

Here are a few images from the apostles’ experience at Pentecost as recorded in Acts:

A sound like the rush of a violent wind

Divided tongues as of fire appeared among them

All began to speak in other languages, recognised as native to those who stood by
Hardly surprising then, that observers were astonished and amazed, intrigued or dismissive, perplexed or perhaps even fearful.

As indeed we might be too.

And yet the prophet Joel had said this would happen – 
“I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions and your old men shall dream dreams”.

Today, as we celebrate the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, the coming of God into the whole world, not restricted in time and place as in the person of Jesus, but universally available to all through the gift of the Holy Spirit; as we celebrate the Holy Spirit we must remember that we are not merely celebrating the end of the annual cycle of the Christian year that began on Advent Sunday; but that we are celebrating the start of the gospel spreading throughout humanity, a process in which, through us, the Holy Spirit remains actively engaged today. We glance backwards today to the journey we’ve been on these past six months, but more importantly, we look forwards to where God is leading us today.
And so, this Sunday – Pentecost – belongs to us; it is not merely the historic celebration of an event from long ago; but the contemporary celebration of the work of the Holy Spirit here and now, in you and in me. Today, at Pentecost, the gospel gets personal.

Identifying and naming the presence of the Holy Spirit is not always straightforward. It was for this reason perhaps that St Paul spent so much time and effort in identifying the gifts and fruits of the Holy Spirit detailed in various ways in different letters but summarised in Galatians as love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Wherever these virtues are found, there is also found the work of the Holy Spirit.
St Paul raises the bar on personal integrity to a very high level indeed. Living not for self but for others requires conscious, intentional effort in which our decisions, actions and words are considered carefully, free of as much subjectivity and prejudice as we can muster. Without the supportive encouragement of the Holy Spirit, we are unlikely to progress far down this road of personal transformation. Sainthood simply doesn’t come easily to most of us.

One attribute that I cannot recall St Paul advocating, though he had plenty of it himself, is courage. 
Towards the end of this service, each one of us will hold a lighted candle as we answer a series of questions in the form of a Commission for Pentecost. 

Each question begins with the phrase – will you dare…
Now, I’m very aware that confidence is low amongst many of us at the moment. Lockdown restrictions are easing but we wonder for how long. Daring to do anything right now sounds foolish, rather than inspired.

Yet, as Christians we maintain that with God, life is different. So, here are the questions we will be asked at the end of the service. If you wish, you could put the words ‘despite COVID’ or even ‘because of COVID’ in front of each one.
Will you dare to walk into God’s future, trusting him to be your guide?

Will you dare to share your riches in common and minister to each other in need?

Will you dare to pray for each other until your hearts beat with the longings of God?

Will you dare to carry the light of Christ into the world’s dark places?

These are big questions at any time, but they feel mountainous in the light of the pandemic.

Yet it remains true that one cannot ride a bike without sitting in the saddle or learn to swim without getting wet.

Similarly, you cannot begin to discover the upholding power of the Spirit, whether it is steadying you on you bicycle or keeping you afloat in the water, without letting yourself go into the care of Almighty God.

Sometimes risks are forced upon us when we become vulnerable through external events and few of us have experienced anything quite like the pandemic in this regard. And sometimes we have to intentionally take a risk or two to explore much greater possibilities that life might have in store. 

Sometimes, these risks are undertaken as part of a community; more often those risks are taken personally as we mull over when to retire, move house, change career, begin a new relationship or perhaps, in these days, the much more ordinary possibility of going to the shops or contemplating a holiday.
Pentecost is a celebration of possibilities unleashed by the Spirit that instinctively wants to say yes and open doors, not cautiously sit on the fence or even starkly say ‘no’. 

Pentecost is about recognising what is of God’s Kingdom in this world and wanting more of it for everyone to enjoy and benefit from; it is about discovering the energy of God that comes with believing that the world can be different and deciding to live that difference now.
Making God visible lies at the heart of our calling as Christians.

As Jesus declared – they will know you are one of my disciples by your love.

And so we come full circle and return to those fruits of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.

Each one a facet of the Holy Spirit at work within us.

This Pentecost may we affirm God’s work within us and amongst us, and as the Holy Spirit fills our faithful hearts may God’s spirit give us the confidence and courage to set the world on fire with love of Him.

Amen.

Blessing
May God’s breath stream within you.

May God’s breath renew you.

May God’s breath invigorate you.

Walk with confidence into this day…and the blessing…
