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HYMNS:
300
“Father of everlasting love”



744
“O for a thousand tongues to sing”

280
“Breathe on me, breath of God”

745
“O Thou who camest from above”
READINGS: 
Romans 8:22-27



Acts 2: 1-21

“…AND, IF NECESSARY, USE WORDS”

We have just heard the stirring reading from Acts 2 describing the events that marked a new outpouring of the Spirit of God – effectively the birthday of the Christian Church – which we celebrate today. Today is a red letter day as you see from our pulpit fall and vestments. Yet what happened to the apostles and to those who had gathered with them – we shall never really know, it was beyond description in mere human language.
What we do know is that it was an exhilarating experience for all who were present. They struggled to express what had happened – wind, tongues of fire, transformed speech – that is how they expressed their earth-shattering experience. Human language could not capture what happened – either for those who were there or for us generations later.
So Pentecost Sunday is a challenge to any preacher – how to express the inexpressible, how to translate divine activity into human words – so inadequate a medium for describing God’s gift of his spirit.

Not even the most lavish of human language will do justice to what happened that day.

Indeed, words are at the heart of the problem for the preacher on this Pentecost Sunday.  If you were to go out into City Road today and ask passers-by what they know about Pentecost Sunday – I imagine you would get many puzzled looks.

Today is a major feast of the Christian Church all around the world and along with Easter and Christmas Pentecost is in the premier league of Christian Festivals. And yet, I dare suggest, you would find confusion and bewilderment if you went out and questioned people on the street .. or even, perhaps, in the church.
Older people in Britain will be more familiar with the name ‘Whitsuntide’ for this day. It was a day for dressing in white and for walks of witness around towns and villages. But most people, if they link with the word ‘pentecost’ at all will link it to Pentecostalism – a form of Christian experience which is more expressive, more ecstatic than most mainline Christian denominations. Pentecostalism, if you will forgive a slightly caricatured description, involves more noise, exuberant singing, bodily movement, arm waving and the phenomenon of ‘speaking in tongues.’ Pentecostalism is the growing edge of the Christian Church. 
But we should not forget that all Christians, not just Pentecostals, derive their energy and their hope from the events that we heard described in Acts. Pentecostals have no monopoly on the gift of the Spirit – a Spirit which moves where it wills, a source of dynamism for all who will accept its embrace and live out its life.

But we should also not forget that ‘Pentecost’ was a Jewish festival – that, indeed was why Jews from the diaspora and their gentile sympathisers were gathered in Jerusalem on this day in the first place. For Jews Pentecost was and is an agricultural festival – a celebration of the first fruits of the harvest. Christians celebrate Pentecost (literally 50 days in Greek) 50 days after Easter as the Jews celebrated Pentecost 50 days after the Passover – with both festivals linking back to their experience of liberation in the Exodus. The Passover celebrated the beginning of that Exodus experience and Pentecost celebrated the receiving of the Law at Mt Sinai. These references would be central to the understanding of Luke’s readers.

Pentecost was not just a celebration of the first fruits of the harvest but of the beginning of a new way of life for the people of God – following the guidance of the laws given on Mt Sinai.
So for the fledgling Christian community this Pentecost of a new way of life empowered by the Spirit of God. This day marked the end of one phase of revelation in Jesus, the Son and the beginning of a new phase of empowering through God, the Spirit.

But not everyone in that company gathered in Jerusalem on that Pentecost Day reacted positively to what was happening.

Some were puzzled, astonished and amazed as they heard words clearly in their own language.

But others mocked. Others sneered. Others said, ‘these men are drunk!’ Many were perplexed.
Others hearing this strange language were filled with confusion. The scope for misunderstanding and manipulation was great then and continues to be great even now.

And this is why I have chosen a very strange title for my sermon. On the Sunday in the year when the focus is most strongly upon words and communication, I have turned to the quotation attributed to St Francis of Assisi. It is told that he said to those who followed him as itinerant friars and preachers, ‘preach the Gospel at all times and, if necessary, use words.’
I have to be honest with you and say that there is no evidence that St Francis actually uttered these words but there is no doubt that they are Franciscan in spirit.

Yes, the Gospel has to be preached – in words – but preaching the Gospel is so much more than words.

Last week we celebrated Wesley Day – his ‘heart - warming day’ the day which set Wesley off on a punishing schedule of preaching around this country and beyond – a quarter of a million miles on horseback and by coach, thousands upon thousands of sermons – sometimes 5 or 6 per day!
But have you read any of them? Unless you have trained as a Local Preacher or minister of the Methodist or related churches – the answer is probably ‘no’.

And if you go off to find those sermons and read them – I don’t think you would hang in there long. They are theologically lucid, well argued, often dense and very important for Methodist theology but , I hazard to say not words that will make you immediately dance and leap for joy.

Yes, I know that written sermons are not the same as sermons heard from the mouth of the preacher – that is why we have audio as well as written sermons on our website. 

But even so – there was much more going on in Wesley’s sermons than the words he spoke. First of all he was speaking to people, many of whom had never been addressed directly by the Church before. For them – miners, agricultural workers, labourers – just his addressing them and taking them seriously was a miracle.

And here was a very short man, facing abuse, rotten eggs, overripe tomatoes and the wrath of the unruly mob to bring the good news of Jesus to the nobodies of 18th century society as they stood in the market places or on the edge of the open pits.

And here was a man who not only spoke of the love of God but who lived it out – gathering people together for mutual support, providing books to read, education for children, help for the sick. When Wesley preached his words were only part of his message – he lived with passion the ministry of his Master.
Let us turn from the 18th to the 19th century. Throughout my adult life I have been fascinated by the history of the mission of the Christian Church as it has spread all over the world in wave after wave.

As a result of spending some time in Zambia I looked into the history of how Christianity reached that area. The Primitive Methodists who went to work among the Baila of Western Zambia were firm believers in ‘the preaching of the Word’ and this led to what can only be described as some bizarre situations.
Here is an extract from the journal of Revd Arthur Baldwin, one of the pioneer missionaries, written in 1893. On the very first Sunday after his arrival among these Baila who were encountering Christian missionaries for the first time, he writes,

“there were upward of 250 people present and, in spite of the fact that many of them cannot speak a word of Sekololo ( the language into which Baldwin’s English was being interpreted) and were unable to understand me, their behaviour was most commendable.”
What did these people make of all of this? Undaunted Baldwin continued to preach to the people on subsequent Sundays. These were some of his sermon titles – ‘Christ’s coming into the world to save sinners’, ‘The prodigal Son’, and ‘Seek ye the Lord’

Had Baldwin just carried with him the sermon notes he had used for preaching to congregations in English towns and villages? We do not know. Thankfully in time missionaries developed an understanding of the need for cultural and linguistic sensitivity in their preaching.

But the Gospel won its way, even in these early days. The people, for all the bafflement at their words, saw in Baldwin and his colleagues, people who had their interests at heart. These missionaries helped them with their medical needs and in dealing with the impact of contact with other Europeans and colonial rule. Baldwin’s ministry was far more than his preaching – thank God!
‘Preach the Gospel at all times and, if necessary, use words.’ This quotation is in a long line of such sayings that call the Church to task for wallowing in words and neglecting the acting out of the Gospel message.

‘The Word became flesh and lived among us, Jesus full of grace and truth’ and the Church has been tempted to turn his spirit-filled life back into words ever since. The Spirit which came as gift to those gathered in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost is still at work in God’s world, still inspiring communication in deed and word, giving Christians inspiration for the on-going work of spreading the Gospel, as a comforter and an empowerer, as inspiration for our lives.

Sometimes this Spirit will come as wind and fire, beyond our control, breaking down barriers of our construction, puncturing our carefully- built personal defences and opening closed hearts and minds. Sometimes the Spirit will come as a still small voice, speaking to us in our times of darkness and doubt, giving us words to speak or ears to hear. The Spirit still comes and gives us gifts – of healing, of praying for others, of speaking convincingly of the faith that sustains us, and of gentle caring for the casualties of our world.

The events of the first Pentecost day were confusing to many and incomprehensible to some who were there, what they heard was the mere babbling of seemingly drunk men.

The words of John Wesley were difficult for many of his hearers in the mines of Cornwall or the hills in Yorkshire. The words of Arthur Baldwin were pure entertainment and amusement for those first generation Baila hearers in Zambia. The words of the Church and its preachers are confusing for some in our day and incomprehensible to others.

The Word became flesh and lived among us.’ The love of God came to us not just as word but as a living, breathing, caring man, who lived our life and died our death.

May the Spirit of God, released in all its fullness at Pentecost inspire us to be not only preachers of the Word but people who live out the Gospel in word and deed, as loving, caring witnesses to the world.

In the words of the final prayer for Communion at Pentecost

God of power may the boldness of your Spirit transform us

May the gentleness of your Spirit lead us

And may the gifts of your Spirit equip us

To serve and worship you, now and always. Amen 

