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What is it we believe about Pentecost? We call it “the birthday of the Church” – there’s some 

truth in that, but the church as we know it did not come into being for some time after this event.  

We sometimes try to confine the Holy Spirit’s actions to just this one day; and while she does 

arrive in singularly spectacular fashion on this occasion, it’s certainly not the first time the Spirit 

has been active – that’s clear from our other readings - nor would it be the last. And some of us 

might not realize that Pentecost wasn’t even our holy day, not originally.  

 

Pentecost is the Greek name for the Jewish festival of Shavuot, or Feast of Weeks; it was a 

harvest festival.  That’s the reason “[the disciples] were all together in one place”. They weren’t 

just gathered so they could wait for the Spirit to show up. Yes, they had been told she was 

coming – Jesus had been clear about that; they would receive power, and soon. But the exact 

timing of that, no one knew. The book of Acts tells us that after Jesus’ ascension the disciples 

were “constantly devoting themselves to prayer” – men and women together, as they were that 

morning – it wasn’t just twelve guys. Jerusalem was a crowded, cosmopolitan city; there were 

Jews from all over the known world living there. They would all have been observing this 

occasion. And as the Spirit descends on the group of believers, all these folks would all hear 

God’s Good News, suddenly translated into whatever native languages they happened to speak. 

What a miracle that was! 

 

What this tells us is that when the Spirit showed up, these disciples were in a position to be 

receptive. So even though she was a big surprise, a little scary – loud wind! tongues of fire! I 

think that would scare me – they were open to that Spirit. They didn’t know it would be that very 

day, but they were expecting that she would show up. And show up she did, in spectacular 

fashion. 

 

Being with Jesus, learning from him, had changed the lives of these people. Witnessing his death 

and then being in his resurrected presence had changed their lives. Seeing him ascend into 

heaven had changed their lives. But this – this was something else altogether. This event set in 

motion everything that Jesus’ life and ministry had prepared them for. The liminal time was over 

this was truly their moment of transformation. There were immediate effects, of course – we hear 

about those: the sudden ability to speak in other languages so the gospel would be spread; Peter 

recognizing the fulfillment of Joel’s prophecy about seeing visions, dreaming dreams, speaking 

prophetically, God’s spirit poured out on everyone, regardless of class or race or gender. And 

then there were those first-century equivalents of internet trolls: They are filled with new wine. If 

only they had known the transformative power of that “new wine”! 

 

Those were the immediate effects. But it would all have come to naught without subsequent, 

ongoing, steady, faithful work on the part of the new and newly-inspired community of followers 

of Jesus – what Presiding Bishop Michael Curry refers to as “the Jesus Movement”. They 

weren’t the Church yet, not really; they weren’t even called “Christians” yet. But getting further 

into the book of Acts we read about baptisms, conversions, miracles; we read about lives and 

biases and preconceptions disrupted – because after all, that’s what the Spirit does, that’s how 

the Spirit works – she disrupts the norm. We read about growth, in numbers, yes; but also in faith 



and understanding, and how they founded and shaped a movement whose sole reason for 

existence was to proclaim the good news of the love and the reign of God. 

 

I expect some of you got up very early yesterday, as I did, to watch the royal wedding; or maybe 

you saw footage of it later or read about it or heard a clip of Presiding Bishop Curry’s sermon 

(I’ve been told even the atheists were loving it!). I saw an interview with Presiding Bishop Curry 

and Archbishop of Canterbury Justin Welby shortly after the service. The interviewer asked the 

Archbishop for his reaction to the fact that this was not a “conventional” royal wedding. Welby’s 

response was this: “There is nothing conventional about Christianity… Christianity is about 

taking sin and me out of the center of the world and putting God through Jesus Christ and the 

love of God into the center of the world and blowing open a revolution that gives an energy to 

the world that nobody has ever replicated or seen….This was raw God, and that’s the business.”i 

 

“Raw God” is the business of Pentecost; “raw God” is the business of the church. I wonder: have 

we forgotten that? because sometimes the church is all too conventional; it frequently lacks that 

revolutionary energy, and all too often, instead of raw, we make God seem awfully, awfully well 

done.  

 

In just a few minutes we’re going to renew our baptismal covenant. We’re going to profess our 

belief in a Triune God who creates, redeems, and by the power of the Spirit, makes and keeps us 

holy. Then we’re going to make some transformational promises – promises that aren’t just 

meant to transform us, but to empower us to transform the world (with God’s help). Consider 

those five promises carefully; what would the world look like if they even began to become 

reality? Because those are raw promises, and they outline our job, as Christians. That’s why 

we’re baptized. And regardless of any other reason why each of us might come to church – and 

there are lots of them – the church exists for one reason only: to empower her members to live 

and proclaim the reign of God. If we cannot do that, then, as they say in the song, “all the rest is 

talk.”ii We invoke the Holy Spirit numerous times in our regular liturgies, but never more 

frequently than we do on this day – do we mean it? Are we really ready for her to show up? Are 

we prepared to receive her, willing to be transformed – can we allow ourselves to be disrupted by 

God’s Spirit - in order to do the work that those raw baptismal promises call out of us? Can we, 

as Christians, as Episcopalians, as St. Gileans, “make of this old world a new world?” to borrow 

a phrase from the Presiding Bishop’s sermon yesterday? I hope, and I trust, that the answer is a 

resounding “YES”! 

 

That’s why we need Pentecost, not just as an annual feast day on the church’s calendar to recall 

an ancient event, but as an ongoing experience of God’s Holy Spirit – “raw” God. We need 

Pentecost to remind us why we, as the Church, are here, not just on this one day, not just on 

Sunday mornings, but all the time, in every place we find ourselves. 

 

 

 

  

i https://twitter.com/SkyNews/status/997887562642419712 (2.22) 
ii Oscar Hammerstein, Carousel, “What’s the Use of Wondrin’?” 
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