Bewildered
Acts 2:1-13

Read Acts 2:1-13

My brother is three years older than I am.  I was still in high school – and had just gotten my driver’s license – when he invited me to come to visit him at Lafayette College where he was a student. It was a big deal for me, driving from West Chester to Easton, PA.  

It was a big weekend on campus. It was early in the winter semester, so there was not a lot of anxiety about projects, papers, and tests. I was kind of wide-eyed about the whole thing, trying to take in as much of the college scene as I could figure out. We were in his dorm room in the late afternoon when all of a sudden there is an explosion of voices. People were rushing out of their rooms and shouting and yelling and high fiving and hugging each other. The only thing we could make out was, “U.S.A.! U.S.A.! U.S.A.!”

The Miracle on Ice – the 1980 Olympic Hockey team victory over the Soviet Union’s team – had just occurred and the place went wild. We ran to the fraternity where he was pledging to find a television. People were running all over campus. Crowds gathered and the noise was tremendous and we all were watching the reports: the people crying with joy in the stands, the buzz of the announcers, the replay of Al Michael’s calling, “McClenehan is there, the puck is still loose; eleven seconds, you got ten seconds, the countdown going on right now, Morrow, up to Shultz, five seconds, do you believe in miracles? Yes!” 

I still get chills seeing that clip. I remember. 

It made no sense. It was all people could talk about. It was bigger than a hockey game, it was a moment of national redemption. 

A few years later, I remember watching the national news and seeing reports of people with sledgehammers on top of the Berlin Wall. Now, granted, I was not the most worldly or saavy individual, but it seemed odd to me that people would be chipping away – with vigor – at this heavily guarded place. There were people running and hugging and celebrating and there was music and tears and shouting. 

Just this past November, we all saw people in Chicago and Washington, D.C., and all over the world marveling at the sight of the new American president being an African-American – one generation after Martin Luther King, Jr.  People were hugging and crying and there was music and tears and shouting. 

These were big events. Sudden. Powerful. Meaningful. When you don’t see it coming (like the hockey), it is bewildering. Even when you do see it coming (like the election), sometimes an event is so big and so transformative that it is still bewildering. 

That’s Pentecost. Pentecost is bewildering. And transformative. Today, even looking back, it can give us chills to think about how it must have felt to be there, to experience this overwhelming outpouring of the Holy Spirit.

Pentecost is when God empowered the church for mission.

A little review: the name we attribute to this celebration, Pentecost, actually refers to one of the three great festivals in Jerusalem that would draw Jews from all over the world. Passover, or the Feast of Unleavened Bread, which Jesus celebrated with his disciples on the last night of his life prior to the crucifixion, was the first. Pentecost, or the Feast of the Harvest, which is a festival making offerings to God for the harvest of the first fruits of the season, was the second and it would be scheduled for 50 days after the Passover. The third was the Feast of the Ingathering at the end of the year, when they gathered in all the crops at the final harvest. (Exodus 23). 

(There is a sermon in here about giving – tithing – and the expectation that God gets the first and the best, and not just what is left over or however much we think we can do without.)

So, Jews from around the world were gathering in Jerusalem in order to make their “thank offering” to God for the first fruits. 

As Luke’s reporting seems to indicate, Jerusalem must have been an interesting place. Things would not have completely settled from the events of the Passover week: the news of Jesus’ crucifixion still be on many minds; particularly because the first fruits offerings would be the first major event in Jerusalem since that time. There may have been rumors of Jesus’ resurrection floating around, but the disciples had pretty much kept to themselves.

Suddenly, there is this remarkable sound, this unexplainable jubilation, this incredible manifestation of energy and conversation, people declaring the mighty acts of God. The Holy Spirit was moving among them, convicting hearts and drawing many together to receive the message of salvation in Jesus Christ.

Pentecost is God’s confirmation that we have everything we need in order to share the gospel with others. It is not in our own strength that the kingdom of God is built, it is with our witness, with our testimony, with our sharing the things we have seen and experienced God do in our midst. 

There are no impediments to our participation in the mission of the church in the power of the Holy Spirit. Let me say that again: there are no obstacles to our participation in the mission of the church in the power of the Holy Spirit. There is no one stopping us from sharing the gospel – but us. There is no hurdle we have to put behind us before we share the gospel – other than our own fear and reluctance. We are good at finding hurdles: for Presbyterians, the great hurdle has been ordination standards. For years when I was traveling, I heard Presbyterians say sincerely, “If only we could stop talking about sex and ordination standards, we could get back to the real work of the church.” Even as they were saying it, they were deaf to the relief in their voices, as if these debates excused them from the privilege – the blessing – of being Christ’s witnesses. Friends, our denomination’s debates on issues do not relieve us or prevent us from sharing God’s deeds of power with others. 

Pentecost means that you and I have been equipped with everything we need: the Holy Spirit. No one else can share your story; no one else has seen the things you have seen and no one else has experienced the things you have experienced. You have been uniquely gifted and equipped to share your life with others. When you do not share your life and testimony of what God has done, it is like you are burying in the back yard the gift you have been given.

Pentecost is a time to remember how God has empowered the church for its mission. It is vital that we remember why the church exists. I have tried to be intentional about this each Sunday, saying: We intend to know Christ and make Him known. 
Christians should not expect everyone else to understand or affirm God.

This is not a standard part of a Pentecost sermon, but I think it is important for us to see and to remember. Verses 12 and 13 give the scope of the crowd’s reaction. “All were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, ‘What does this mean?’ But others sneered and said, ‘They are filled with new wine.’”

We often speed right by this last group because we want to get to Peter’s sermon and the great conclusion, “Therefore let the entire house of Israel know with certainty that God has made him both Lord and Messiah, this Jesus whom you crucified.” 

But what about the people who sneered? 

Some people discounted what they saw. “Drunks,” they said. Today’s equivalent would be the dismissive, “bunch of hippies.” “Slackers.” “Freaks.” Those are scary words for us, aren’t they? We do not like to be singled out. It is uncomfortable to be labeled as “different.” When I start down this road in my mind, I tend to start thinking, “I am not that different; I am the same. It is just that I have found something great and want to share it.” 

The dismissive sneering is how the world responds to God. Think about that for a moment. The world shuns and shames those who respond to God.  

When we cringe and when we begin to get nervous about standing out from the world, it is helpful to remember Jesus’ words:

“If the world hates you, be aware that it hated me before it hated you. If you belonged to the world, the world would love you as its own. Because you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world—therefore the world hates you. Remember the word that I said to you, ‘Servants are not greater than their master.’ If they persecuted me, they will persecute you; if they kept my word, they will keep yours also. But they will do all these things to you on account of my name, because they do not know him who sent me. 

We see this happening in our midst today. (It is not unique to our time, but it certainly is evident.) What does our culture value? Hedonism. Pleasure is the highest good. Wealth, power, sex, security; if it feels good, then it must be right. What is sin? Denying yourself the things that please you. 

The recent Miss America scandal is an all-around case study of our current environment. 

· The Miss America pageant is co-owned by Donald Trump; and he had the ultimate authority and responsibility to determine the standards of morality of the contestants. Donald. Trump. 

· The competition was judged by Perez Hilton. He was the judge who asked the question about gay marriage. He is a blogger of celebrity gossip, who gained fame by “outing” celebrities for their sexual orientation and taking tabloid photographs and drawing genitalia and other obscenities – claiming that his additions are humorous and satiric.

If those are the accepted judges of morality, what is America valuing? 

The point here is that we should not be surprised that the world seems strange and alien to us; and we seem strange and alien to the world. It has taken me a long time to realize that the world will hate me because it hated Jesus. I should not be surprised when it happens. Pentecost reminds us that the world will not respond favorably even to the visible manifestation of the Holy Spirit in our midst.

  It is important we proclaim the truth.
Regardless of how the world reacts, it is important we share God’s deeds of power with those around us. Their unbelief, their offense, their rejection does not change the fact that God’s salvation is good news that we are to proclaim. We need not be offensive; but we need to share even if the world may be offended. 

Note what the disciples were doing. They were not trying to win an argument. They were not trying to prove God. All they were doing was pointing out what God has done – in Jerusalem, where they were. They were bearing witness where they were. 

The Holy Spirit is at work in the life of the church – in your life, in my life, in our life together – to proclaim the gospel and to make disciples of all nations. The church is to bear fruit, and everyone in the church is to bear fruit. Today, we celebrate the professions of faith of children within the life of our congregation as they are publicly received into membership. That is a celebration of the work of the Holy Spirit bearing fruit in our midst. However, just like the spiritual harvest was not concluded and fulfilled on that first Pentecost, so also it is not complete now on this Pentecost.
One of my favorite stories about Jesus is the time he got into a boat and sailed across Lake Galilee to a place called the Gerasenes. The boat is pulled ashore just a short distance from a cemetery. As Jesus sets foot on the shore a wild madman comes charging out of the graveyard and runs at him screaming. This guy is terrifying. He’s mentally deranged, lives in the cemetery, is always self mutilating himself – he has cuts and bruises all over his body; has amazing strength – the locals are so terrified of him they try to chain him up but he always manages to break free. Now he comes charging at Jesus, screaming "What do you want with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God?! Do you want to torture me?!"

A dramatic encounter takes place in which Jesus confronts this man’s deranged personality and casts his demons out. The man finds himself healed, calm and peaceful, in his right mind. Now, here’s what I like. Here’s how the story ends: "As Jesus was getting into the boat, the man who had been demon-possessed begged to go with him. Jesus did not let him, but said ‘Go home to your family and tell them how much the Lord has done for you, and how he has had mercy on you."

Hear that? We’re so used to stories of people leaving their homes and families to follow Jesus. We’re so used to stories of people called out of the ordinary, out of the everyday. Here it’s the reverse. Tell you family, your friends, your neighbors how much the Lord has done for you and how he has had mercy on you.

Randy Yenter, pastor down at Spring Valley, tells the story about his wife who was severely ill about a year ago. She was in the hospital and developed sepsis – a systemic infection that is life-threatening. Over the course of an evening, her body was being destroyed by this infection. The doctors infused her with antibiotics in a desperate effort to save her life. She survived the night and the fever subsided. The next day, the doctor came into her room and clasped her by the sides of her face. The doctor said, “What do you have that we do not have?” Randy’s wife shook her head, not understanding. The doctor continued, “The antibiotics we provided were for a different infection than you had; therefore, we did nothing to help you. You should not have survived – what do you have that we do not?” Randy’s wife said, “Jesus.”

God does call some of us out of the ordinary, but for most Christians spirituality is not about leaving the ordinary, it’s about recognizing how extraordinary God is in the ordinary. 

Conclusion

Pentecost is a celebration of God’s giving of the Holy Spirit to the church so that he can accomplish his mission through the church.  As we remember the Pentecost event, remember also how God has touched your life. Remember how God has given you everything you need. Do not be intimidated or surprised when the world rejects your witness, but go out intending to bear fruit. Go, tell your family, your friends, your neighbors, how much the Lord has done for you and how he has had mercy on you. They may just be bewildered.

In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.

8:30 Prayer (open time)

10:00 Invitation to offering.
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