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 Today is a day we celebrate a birthday and an 

anniversary. It is a day where the best content demands 

children’s sermon material. Therefore, I have with me as I 

preach aloud two balloons and a sheet of paper. As you read 

this, a sheet of paper is at the end of this sermon. You can 

use it.    

The first balloon is for the birthday of the church. Today is Pentecost, fifty 

days after we celebrated Christ’s resurrection from the dead. That year just a few days 

after Christ ascended into heaven, the disciples were following directions and staying 

in Jerusalem. That morning, they went to morning prayer at the Temple and returned 

to a larger home owned by a follower of Christ. Imagine a gathering like a family 

holiday meal—the host invites the entire family in, there is great food and lots of 

chatter.  

Suddenly the wind blew, and the Holy Spirit arrived as promised by Christ.  

So, to mark the Holy Spirit arriving as wind, there is a classic children’s sermon 

where the pastor puts a helium inflated balloon in front of a portable house fan, then 

turns the fan on. We watch what happens to the balloon. The air from the fan is a 

human made wind, at the very least the balloon sways with the fan’s breeze. On a 

good day with a polished marble floor, the fan’s breeze will even make the balloon 

start to move across the room.  

The second balloon is for the 238th anniversary of the Holy Spirit coming to 

John Wesley in London at the corner of Aldersgate Street and Nettle Court. Wesley 

attended an evening Bible study on Wednesday, 28 May 1738. In the study they had 

been reading and discussing a small book Martin Luther wrote about Paul’s Epistle to 

the Romans. It was the beginning of their study, and they only got through Luther’s 

introduction that night.  
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Wesley went to that study depressed and believing he may have lost his 

salvation because of how very badly his service as a parish priest in Savannah, Georgia 

had gone. Along with his brother, Charles, and other Methodists from their student 

group at Oxford, in the fall of 1735, John Wesley had accepted the adventure of going 

to America with all its opportunities. At the time, Georgia had been a colony of 

England for only two years. Our written records of his service are very one sided, we 

have only his journals.  

John Wesley had problems with his parish. He tended to be more than a bit 

arrogant, some of his contemporaries who did not like him nicknamed him “little 

Pope John.” Colonial leaders sent by King George II to implement plantations based 

on British country estates, did not like Wesley’s “new” music. They did not like 

Wesley teaching folks to read. His purpose was so they could read the Bible for 

themselves. He was too naïve to realize what a radical thing it was to teach slaves to 

read. And he taught slaves to read, both from Europe and from Africa. His ministry 

with slaves resulted in one African slave, a woman named Betty, coming to believe in 

Christ for herself.  

While our written records are very one sided, one can imagine the slave owners 

thought of their parish priest teaching their slaves to read. Teaching someone to read 

is giving them the keys to self-determination. Scary stuff for leaders trying to build a 

new British estate like what we know from watching British dramas like Downton Abby.  

But Wesley broke no laws, so there was nothing they could do about it.  

One day in late 1737, Wesley finally gave them their opportunity to get rid of 

him as a trouble making priest. On that day John Wesley refused to give Sophy 

Hopkey Williamson communion because she had married outside the church. As I 

studied the facts, I concluded that Mrs. Williamson had a surprisingly good reason for 

having a civil ceremony; among the many young men who had courted her was John 

Wesley. This may just be my take, but having a man who had courted me preform my 

marriage ceremony was not an option I would have taken as a bride. When she came 

to church after her wedding, Rev. Wesley refused to serve her communion since she 

was living in sin as a woman whose marriage was not sanctified by the church.  

Because they still had a state church, Wesley’s opponents in Savannah pressed 

charges claiming he had failed to execute the pastoral office. Wesley responded 

dishonorably, fleeing to England as fast as he could. His January 1738 crossing was 

treacherous. He suffered severe seasickness. In his travels to and from Georgia, he 

connected with the Moravians. These faith-filled Germans possessed a calm assurance 

that impressed Wesley in his struggles with seasickness on top of depression over his 
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failure in ministry. One Moravian, Peter Bohler, became a pastor to Wesley. It was at 

his invitation that on Wednesday, 28 May 1738, that John Wesley “. . . went very 

unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street.” 

As he arrived, John Wesley believed his salvation hinged mainly on his good 

works. He was very much a literalist in how he defined good works as he fed the poor 

and visited those who were sick or in prison. Even his trip to Georgia could be 

framed as an act of literal reading, after all didn’t both Jesus and Paul travel to do their 

teaching? His journals from that time are widely published, so you can find them and 

read them for yourself. The failure of his mission to Georgia left Wesley depressed 

and ineffective as a supply preacher back home in London. Bohler kept praying for 

Wesley and walking with him.  

On Wednesday evening, 28 May 1738, the Holy Spirit came to John Wesley in 

a Bible study. Here are his own words:  

“About a quarter to nine, while (the leader reading Luther) was describing the 

change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart 

strangely warmed. I felt I did trust Christ, Christ alone for salvation; and an 

assurance was given me that he had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved 

me from the law of sin and death.”1   

In that moment in London, just like that moment in Jerusalem when the 

church was born, the Holy Spirit blew. From that night on, Methodists were more 

than a holiness club, Methodists became a movement leading to spiritual renewal for 

the Church. 2 

So, I have with me in the sanctuary a second anniversary balloon representing 

the night John Wesley experience assurance of his salvation from the Holy Spirit 

blowing in his life. In your mind’s eye, put it beside the birthday balloon and see how 

the wind moves it.  

That is a good comparison.  

                                           
1 P. 66, John Wesley edited by Alber Outler. New York, Oxford University Press, 1964. 
This is a desk top anthology of Wesley’s key writings used in seminary education since 
Outler is the scholar who from Wesley’s writings developed what we Methodists now 
know as the Wesleyan Quadrilateral: scripture, tradition, experience, and reason.  
2 All data on Wesley is completely from memory validated by my own doctoral exams. 
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Both the first Pentecost and the night the Holy Spirit assured Wesley his 

salvation was secure are days that divide time.  

In this past year, we have come to know something about this. But balloons 

will not do for this children’s sermon. You will need a sheet of paper. If you are 

reading this in a printed copy, there is a page attached for you at the end of this 

sermon. On your paper, write 2021, for this year and then draw a line from top to 

bottom to represent today, 23 May 2021. Now without folding and creasing, and 

certainly without using a scissors, tear your paper in half along that line.  

(Please tear your paper now.)  

How well did you do at tearing it right on the line? When I did it at home my 

tear wasn’t straight at all; it looked more like a riverbank than a man-made city street. 

My tear was feathery, not clean and straight like the edges the trimmer man3 in the 

paper mill had given the four edges of the paper before I tore it.  

Divisions in time made by the Holy Spirit are very much like the tear you made 

to signify today than any carefully drawn line. Time divides by two, but nothing else.  

There is what was before. There is what is to come.  

On Pentecost and that May night in London, the Holy Spirit came. The people 

who were there were already followers of Christ, but in a moment the Holy Spirit 

divided their lives. What they had been was transformed, changed as it were into a 

new creation, a person empowered not by their own drive and ambition, but by the 

power of God blowing new life in them just as God had once breathed life into the 

first human being.  

Peter was changed from a man who had denied knowing Jesus during his trial 

into the leader of Church. John Wesley was changed from being a priest who thought 

he had all the answers, to the leader of a movement that combined faith and service.  

Today, as we face the challenges of this moment, as we remember our time 

divided is divided so we can become all Christ made us to be.  

Amen.   

  

                                           
3 My late father did this work for forty years. There is a person who makes sure your 
printer paper is exactly 8.5 by 11. 
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