
Lakeside Sermons
Lakeside Baptist Church • Rocky Mount, North Carolina

Jody C. Wright, Senior Minister

MAY 23, 2021
PENTECOST SUNDAY

God of All Powers
Ezekiel 37:1-14; Acts 2:1-21

A week at the beach with a six year old and a four year old will make
you believe in just about anything.  Unicorns may not exist now, but they did
a long time ago.  Mermaids may not be real, but it would sure be fun to be
one!  Then there are the “powers.”  Our granddaughters informed us that they
have certain powers they can call on in a moments’ notice.  Freeze power will
turn anything into a block of ice.  Skinny power will allow you to squeeze
through tight spots.  Jumping power enables you to get away from bad guys. 
And camouflage power–one of my favorites–makes you invisible even if you
are standing right in front of another person.    They would not reveal the
“secret” powers they have, but sometimes four year-old Holly would tell us
that she has ALL the powers at once.

One of the gifts of childhood is believing that anything is possible . . .
which may be one reason Jesus said we must become like little children in
order to enter the kingdom of God.  You get the impression that the writers of
scripture felt the same way.  Imagine, standing in the hot Middle Eastern sun,
staring at a parched landscape littered with skeletons and a voice telling you
to prophesy that sinew and flesh will revitalize, blood will flow, and breath will
fill each chest with life.  A child and someone like Ezekiel will take that
challenge.  Rejuvenate Power!

What about the made-for-Hollywood scene in that famous upper room? 
It had already seen a lot of action: the last supper when Jesus washed his
disciples’ feet, Judas slithered out of the room to finalize his plans for
betrayal, and the Messiah offered bread and wine as eternal reminders of his
sacrifice and God's grace.  That upper room was where the Jesus followers
were hiding when the women burst into the room and announced he was
alive!  It was where the disciples huddled later that evening trying to figure out
what was going on when Jesus himself appeared (though the door was
locked), showed them his wounds, and even ate a little broiled fish with them. 
A week later he appeared again in that room and revealed his wounds to
Thomas.  From that room, Jesus led them to the Mount of Olives, gave them
their commission, and ascended into heaven.



One morning, a few days later, during the harvest festival known as the
feast of weeks or Pentecost, those disciples were still camped out in that
room waiting for God's Spirit to arrive.  We are told that there was a sound like
a violent wind and then flames of fire filled the room and rested on each one
of them.  They were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other
languages.  They spilled out into the streets of Jerusalem, sharing the Gospel
in languages that other Jews from all over the known world could understand. 
Holy fire power!

Peter, the rough-around-the-edges fisherman, shouted over the
cacophony until all became quiet.  Listen, he said, this is God’s doing. 
Remember that the prophet Joel said God will pour out the Spirit on us all and
we will prophesy and see visions and dream dreams.  These men and women
are telling you the prophesy is fulfilled, the vision is clear, the dream has
become a reality.  Jesus of Nazareth, a man you know through his words and
deeds, who was crucified and buried, was raised from the dead and is exalted
at the right hand of God.  Now the Spirit of God is flowing over his people just
as God promised.  Spirit power!

There is a lot of power at work in these stories–not all of it positive. 
When Ezekiel experienced his vision of a valley of dry bones, the power of
despair shrouded the Hebrew people.  In exile, distanced from home and
temple, separated from family and friends, they felt at arm’s length from God
as well.  They felt abandoned, betrayed, and hopeless.  There was no life in
the people.  Through Ezekiel’s vision, however, hope stirred like the wind of
the Spirit swirling around a dumping ground of dry bones.  The people were
revitalized.  Their hope surged.  Their trust in God grew.  They lived again!

Even though Jesus’ disciples had seen him alive, there was not much
liveliness in that upper room.  After his ascension, surely some of them felt
abandoned again.  Others were uncertain about what might happen next. 
Most stilled feared for their lives with good reason.  When God’s Spirit moved
among them, however, hope and faith and energy and life returned and they
could not help but rush into the streets to share the good news.

I know many of us have felt exiled this past year.  Some of us have felt
abandoned by other people or even by God.  Energy has waned.  Hope has
dwindled.  Uncertainty about what will happen next has grown.  As much as
we want it, there is also a gnawing fear of returning to normal, however that
might now be defined.  One of the gifts of Pentecost is a reminder that we are
not alone.  God has not abandoned us.  The future is not bleak nor is the
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present to be feared.  Do not despair!  We have power given by God!  Let’s
look at a few of these powers that can bring new life in the days ahead.

We have the power of repentance.  When Peter preached to the crowd
in Jerusalem who were astounded that a bunch of Galileans could speak in
a host of native languages, he proclaimed Jesus crucified and risen.  The
people asked what they should do and he responded, “Repent and be
baptized.”

Repentance is a tremendous power.  Most often, we associate
repentance with guilt and shame and reparation for our sins.  It may include
those things, but the power of repentance is far more comprehensive and life
changing.  It is the amazing ability to stop what we are doing and turn to go
in another direction.  Think of the power required to stop a car going seventy
miles an hour, turn it around, and head in the opposite direction at the same
speed.  Think of the power required to make significant changes in our lives. 
Repentance is powerful because it is life-changing.  Repentance changes not
only our lives, but often the lives of the people around us.

Imagine if everyone who is doing evil repented. Protective services
would cease to be needed.  There would be no fear of personal assault or
robbery or injustice of any kind.  Wars would cease.  Abuse would stop.  The
world would breathe again.  And imagine what the world would be like without
the evils of prejudice or selfishness or hatred.  That would happen if all of
those people doing terrible things would repent.  And imagine if we repented,
you and I, if we turned from some of our ways and headed down a better
path.  Imagine the change it would make for us and the people around us. 
Repentance is not only stopping the obviously evil things that we do, it is also
turning from the more subtle attitudes and impulses that harm other people
and ourselves.  Jesus sent his disciples out into the world to proclaim
repentance and forgiveness of sin (Luke 24:27).  These are good words that
hold the power to change our lives–and the world.

God gives us the power of communication.  Most times when I read the
story of this Pentecost, I miss one of the most important things that happened:
the Spirit of God enabled the disciples to speak in ways that they could be
understood by other people and the Spirit of God enabled all of those other
people to hear and understand them.  The Spirit gives the power of
communication, a gift never to be taken for granted.  When I talk with couples
who are preparing to get married, I ask if there are any issues they would like
to explore together.  Most starry-eyed lovers cannot think of a single problem
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that might ever pop up in their Camelot world of love.  I prick their bubble just
a bit as I remind them that there will be multiple issues that will arise in their
lives and that two of them, inevitably, will be finances and communication.  No
matter how much or how little money you have, it will become a point of
contention.  And no matter how much or how little you talk,
communication–the ability and willingness to exchange thoughts, ideas,
needs, concerns, hopes, and fears–will break down some day.  Attention to
communication is critical for all healthy relationships.

Starry-eyed lovers are not the only ones who struggle to speak and to
listen.  We all do.  Turn on the television, the radio, your favorite podcast. 
Pick up a newspaper, read a blog, open an email, browse FaceBook, and you
will hear and see the crisis of communication in full display.  We talk at one
another and we listen at one another.  Especially around contentious issues,
we often do not try to understand another person’s perspective because we
assume he or she is ignorant, wrongheaded, and self-serving.  No surprise,
the other person assumes the same of us.  There is a lot of noise, but very
little understanding.  There are many words but little communication.

The power of communication is that we open not only our voices and
our ears to one another, but our hearts and minds as well.  How often did
Jesus ask questions of other people, even the people who were trying to
entrap him?  He even asked people who had been ill for years if they wanted
to be made well!  How absurd that seems until you realize that before
whatever needs we have are met, most of us want to be treated like a human
being.  We want to be respected and valued and heard.  How I wish that the
writers of letters to the editor would sit down over a cup of coffee and talk to
one another instead of spewing venom at one another.  How I wish that
instead of press releases and Twitter feeds and FaceBook posts, more of us
had honest and open discussions which might just result in some pretty good
ideas that would benefit us all.  Denigration and accusation, however, do
nothing but separate us further from one another.  Through the Spirit, God
offers and models for us the power of communication so that we can value
one another, learn from one another, and live vibrantly together.

The Spirit of God also enlivens us with the power of compassion. 
Compassion is both the ability to feel with someone–to have empathy for
them–and to feel for someone–to have sympathy for them.  Compassion
seeks truth so that we know what is best and right for another person. 
Compassion is seeing clearly and loving dearly.  It is taking an honest
assessment of another person’s circumstances and then acting accordingly. 
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For someone who is hungry, compassion may be a warm, nutritious meal. 
For someone who is homeless and afraid, it might be a safe bed for the night. 
For someone who makes a living playing on the kindness of other people,
compassion may be saying “No” and helping them face their own fears,
discover their own strengths, and learn to use their own abilities to care for
themselves.

Compassion is the power of stepping outside of my own concerns and
stepping into the concerns of another person.  It is putting my best gifts to the
service of someone else’s greatest need or, as Jesus said, “No greater love
has anyone than this, that you would lay down your life for a friend.”  Jesus
also insisted that we learn to love our enemies.

Compassion is a powerful force for good in our lives.  It is the admission
that we are all human with similar needs and with common gifts.  Compassion
is recognizing that we have what someone else needs–be it food, shelter,
money, time, a listening ear, an understanding heart, or the gift of the Gospel. 
Compassion is realizing that we need what someone else has to offer and
becoming humble enough to receive it.

The celebration of Pentecost today is still very much a celebration of
harvest, but instead of rejoicing in the gathering of barley into our barns, we
delight in the bounty of all the gifts offered to us through the Spirit of God. 
These gifts are powers meant for good and not for evil.  They are powers that
bring life instead of death, hope rather than fear, encouragement over
condemnation.  They are readily available to us at each and every moment. 
All we have to do is to call on them.  What we will discover is that, different
from child’s play, the powers of the Spirit are real and do in fact change us
and the world around us.  Spirit Power!  Amen.
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May 23, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Come, Holy Spirit, the one who hovered over the waters as creation
rose from chaos, and who danced at the opening of an empty tomb.  Come,
Holy Spirit, the one who cannot be contained by wind, or flame, or breath, and
who blesses the Church with courage, peace, and love.  Come, Holy Spirit,
to us, who worship this day from parched and lifeless valleys, with unsettled
minds and uncertain hearts.  Come, we pray, to breathe hope into the dry and
decaying places of our lives.  Teach us to sing a new song and to seek a new
vision.  Here in the lives of believers, as you did with those so long ago,
breathe on us to blow away our fear and hesitation, to soften our hearts, and
to transform our lives.  Breathe on us, for we need the life and peace that only
you can give.

On this day of Pentecost, we pray, O God, not only for the renewing
presence of your Spirit among us, but also for the sake of a world that is
hurting, and especially for the poorest and most vulnerable among us.  For
those suffering the devastations of war, we pray for your peace.  For those
who minds and bodies are racked with pain, we pray for your healing.  For
those weighed down by grief or despair, we pray for your comfort.  And for us,
the community of Christ's followers called the Church, remind us that the gift
of your Spirit has empowered and equipped us to become the answers to our
prayers for peace, healing, and comfort; to share the good news of the new
life you offer for all people; and to embody Christ's mercy for all the world.  In
the name of Jesus the Christ and by the power of your Holy Spirit we lift our
souls and voices to sing your wondrous love.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


