
 
  
   

Pentecost is a Jewish festival, also known as the Feast of Weeks. It occurs fifty 
days after Passover and marks the spring barley harvest. Jews gather in Jerusalem for the 
feast, and the disciples of Jesus are there as well. The festival always called to mind the 
promise in the Law that every fiftieth year be declared a jubilee and all debts be 
cancelled, all enslaved persons set free. Although it never happened as far as we know in 
ancient Israel, the promise of it was always in the air at Pentecost.  

 
The number fifty is all about the future. In Genesis, creation occurs in six days, and 

on the seventh day, God rested. Seven weeks after Passover – seven times seven – is 
forty-nine days. The fiftieth day, then, is a day of newness. For Christians, fifty days after 
Easter is seven weeks, plus one day, the new day, when the Spirit descends and opens out 
to us the future.  

 
We have been walking these seven weeks, these forty-nine days from that day 

when we heard the news that he is risen. It is the journey the disciples make as well. 
During the forty-nine days we are asking what exactly it means that Christ is risen? What 
does it mean for us? What does it mean for we who continue to live in a world so far 
removed from resurrection life, a world still caught in the teeth of death? 

 
Several years ago Kim and I went on our usual post-Easter vacation and during 

that week someone died in the church. When we got back in town and I met with the 
family, one of the children of the person who died said, “This isn’t supposed to happen 
during Easter.”  

 
During these forty-nine days I think of Christians living in the West bank or Gaza 

Strip for whom the weeks after their cries of “He is risen!” are over come with neighbors 
and friends crying out for lost children in the rubble. I heard a report of one mother in 
Gaza City who said every night when the bombing starts, the family of eight all gathers 
in a center room and huddles together. She said they do that because the biggest fear 
among the Gazans is not that they will die, but that they will survive and lose their 
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family. “Better to die together,” she said. And this during the Easter season, during the 
forty-nine days. 

 
This is then where we stand on the fiftieth day, the Day of Pentecost. Resurrection 

has happened, but death still stalks the world. How then are we to live as an Easter 
people?  

 
And the answer comes on the rush of a mighty wind, in tongues of flame, in the 

sound of good news proclaimed on every tongue. We cannot stand in the face of death 
alone, we cannot proclaim resurrection under our own steam; we are all of us filled with 
the Spirit of God.  
 

This is a great outpouring of God’s energy upon the church that propels it into the 
future, and Peter – the same one who had drawn the circle so small – now imagines all 
people dreaming God’s dream and seeing God’s vision, and finding their lives embraced 
by the shalom of God – salvation. 
  
 It is a radical word: right now, you all are the recipients of God’s visions and 
dreams. All of us, individually and as a community. It doesn’t matter how old you are or 
how young; it doesn’t matter how wealthy you are or how poor; it doesn’t matter your 
gender, or your neighborhood, or your politics, or any one of the countless ways we try to 
manage and wall off the Spirit. The Spirit blows where the Spirit will. The Spirit is, as 
one writer puts it, “the present tense of God.” Right now, the Spirit is pushing us forward 
with visions and dreams. It is the fiftieth day. It is Jubilee. 
 
 Padraig O’Touma, an Irish poet, tells the story of being on the northern coast of 
Ireland for a meeting and going between buildings he saw a woman standing there in the 
morning light, looking out at the sea. She came over to him and said, “I was supposed to 
be part of a meeting, but I saw the light, and I realized standing in the light was more 
important. My brother died a few months ago, and I never thought I’d be happy again.” 
And she was so caught up in the moment, it was like she was living inside of a poem.”  
 
 Maybe that’s what the fiftieth day is for those disciples, for us here today, a 
moment of being caught up in the flame, in the light, where the future suddenly opens out 
– beyond death, beyond COVID, beyond failure, and we suddenly know that God’s 
newness is not only possible, but also happening, right now. And we are filled with what 
looks like new wine to any bystanders but is really joy upon joy upon joy. 
 
 Several years ago we were in Memphis to celebrate the graduation of our daughter, 
Chandler Belle, from Rhodes College. It was a beautiful setting on the lawn there in front 



of the gothic buildings. We took our seats. And not long after, a family took theirs behind 
us. Kim and I have a running joke that no matter where we go, we are always going to be 
seated by the loudest, most obnoxious people in the place. Restaurants, football games, 
the symphony, and, yes, graduations.  
 
 The people behind us could not stop commenting on everything, making borderline 
racist statements at times, airing a lot of family drama for all to hear, and so on. At the 
very end, one of the religious studies professors stood to pronounce a blessing. And these 
were the words she shared, from a fourth century story of the early desert fathers:  
 

“Abba Lot went to see Abba Joseph and said to him, ‘Abba as far as I can I say my 
little office, I fast a little, I pray and meditate, I live in peace and as far as I can, I purify 
my thoughts. What else can I do?’ Then the old man stood up and stretched his hands 
towards heaven. His fingers became like ten lamps of fire and he said to him, ‘If you will, 
you can become all flame.’” 

 
In the silence that followed, the group behind me said, “What does that even 

mean?” Maybe they should have asked if she was filled with new wine.  
 
Have you ever been in love? With a person, with an idea, with a piece of art, with a 

mission? Have you ever been so filled with passion that it was as if you were lit on fire? 
Have you ever been captured by a dream or vision that your entire life was oriented 
toward that thing? Pentecost is the day we are caught up, body and soul, into God’s 
vision, God’s dream, and lit on fire. 

 
Williams Blake wrote: “Unless the eye catch fire, God will not be seen. Unless the 

ear catch fire, God will not be heard. Unless the tongue catch fire, God will not be 
named. Unless the heart catch fire, God will not be loved. Unless the mind catch fire, 
God will not be known.” 

  
And this gift, this newness, is for all. Women, men, young, old, dreams and visions 

abound. I was standing at the graveside with the person who had proclaimed that “this 
isn’t supposed at happen at Easter.” I had pronounced the benediction and we were 
milling around. It was late afternoon and getting cooler, but the spring sun was bright, 
causing the gravestones to reflect the brightness like a hundred mirrors. He said, “Such a 
beautiful day…Maybe there’s a sign in that.” I didn’t think to say it then, but he was 
tapping into ancient promise, an old invitation made new in the bright sun – all means all. 
The person we were there to bury is included. He is included. The world longs to see the 
light. So, here on this fiftieth day, here at the door to newness, why don’t you, we, all of 
us, become all flame…to the glory of God. Amen. 


