Pentecost Sermon 2022
Let us pray:

Holy Spirit

Come among us this day

Fill our hearts with your hope

Our lives with your presence

Your world with your truth

Amen

As you all know Liz and I have just returned from New Zealand, known for, amongst many other things, earthquakes. On a previous trip we stayed a night in Christchurch and visited some of the sights from the famous earthquake of 2011, not least, the wonderfully inspiring ‘Cardboard Cathedral’ that was constructed swiftly following the collapse of the Anglican Cathedral.

Fortunately, not the slightest tremor was felt throughout our latest visit. Metaphorical earthquakes are a feature of all our lives; most recently, of course, COVID and the war in Ukraine: events that turn our lives upside down. I recall vividly and painfully the experience of being made redundant and the way in which the carpet of life was swept from underneath me in the utterance of a few words; or the shock of the unknown on learning that a close friend is seriously ill or has receiving a scary diagnosis.
Our lives sometimes feel like a succession of roller coaster rides. This was certainly the experience of the disciples following Good Friday. First, came the shock of loss following the brutal and unexpected murder of Jesus; then the equally shocking and joyful experience of the resurrection. 

Before too long the disciples are once again thrown into the experience of loss once more as Jesus ascends to the Father, permanently leaving their earthly presence; and then the shock and joy of the experience of Pentecost as we heard in our first reading and celebrate today.

We know the story of Pentecost well. The disciples have gathered together following both Jesus’ instructions and their normal practice for the festival. And then suddenly their world is invaded by wind, fire and the experience of speaking in tongues; an experience as shocking and bewildering for the disciples as for the onlookers.

It falls to Peter to interpret to them all, what they are witnessing, and he does so by calling upon the scriptures and the words of the prophet Joel, that conclude with that remarkable promise: “everyone who calls upon the name of the Lord shall be saved”.

Unique to Christian theology is the understanding of God in three dimensions – God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit. I won’t anticipate next Sunday’s sermon by diverting now to preach on the Trinity, but to understand the importance of the Holy Spirit to us, you might find it helpful to think of the Trinity is these terms: 

God the Father as the God of Creation that we see around us; 

God the Son as the God of Guidance whose teachings and actions we follow;

and God the Holy Spirit as the God of Presence who we experience guiding, sustaining and empowering our lives as Christians.

Looked at in this way we can see how our understanding, appreciation and experience of all three dimensions of God are crucial if we are to grow holistically in our Christian discipleship and navigate securely the complexities of life in this world.

One of my priorities on my return from sabbatical is to encourage us all to grow in our experience and understanding of the Holy Spirit’s presence in our lives; and I firmly believe that the starting point for this lies in prayer, the nourishment of our spirituality and the sacred reading of holy scripture. 

These topics are far too large for an Anglican sermon on a Sunday morning so let me offer you some gentle reflections as words of encouragement.

By our very nature as created sons and daughters of our Creator God, human beings are spiritual beings. Spirituality is part of our make up as men, women and children. We can ignore and deny the spiritual side of our nature but we cannot erase it, for it is part of what makes us human, it existed before we were born and exists after we die. 

In today’s world there is a huge desire for spiritual experiences, not all of which are healthy, and there is an equally huge desire for a sense of identity and purpose in a world of shifting tectonic cultures. These desires are natural and not unconnected. Acknowledging our spirituality as a gift from God, is an important step towards affirming our identity as sons and daughters of God, so that, to quote St Paul, we are able to live in Christ.

Secondly, the practice of prayer is the practice of spending time in the presence of God. It’s not about using the right words in the right order or putting shopping lists of needs before God. To quote the psalmist:

One thing I have asked of the Lord, this is what I seek: that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life; to behold the beauty of the Lord and to seek Him in His temple.

Prayer is the intentional activity of being with God. It requires a little time, a little attentiveness, a little desire for God. That is not to say that intercessory prayer is not important, but to emphasise that prayer is first and foremost about relationship with God, not asking God to do things for us.

The third important component to this is the sacred or prayerful reading of Holy Scripture. The Bible is the living word of God; that is, it can speak to you afresh of God’s will for you and for others. How we read the Bible is important – read it like a book and God’s voice may struggle to be heard above the noise of the text. Rather, read a passage slowly, repetitively, prayerfully, loiter over a word or phrase here or there, do not worry about how many pages you’ve read, but invite God to speak to you through the text, almost between the lines. 

Opinion surveys on prayer repeatedly reveal that most people turn to God in prayer when presented with a crisis in their lives. By acknowledging the gift of spirituality, by practicing prayer daily and by immersing ourselves prayerfully in the scriptures, we can equip ourselves not only to weather the storms of life but also to welcome into our lives a much stronger and fuller sense of God’s Presence every day through the gift of His Holy Spirit. 

“Do not let your hearts be troubled, do not be afraid.”

Rather, discover your born identity in Christ and become empowered as co-creators with God of His Kingdom on earth. 
Amen.

