23rd May 2010 Pentecost/Aldersgate Sunday
 
Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns: 
300
“Father of everlasting grace”


301
“Gracious Spirit, Holy Ghost”


685
“O live that wilt not let me go”


216
“And can it be that I should gain?”

________________________________________________________________
Readings:
Psalm 104; 1-12

Acts 2: 1-13
“THE DAY OF PENTECOST”
 Acute observers will have noticed that the liturgical theme has changed.  The pulpit fall and other fittings have changed colour.  Fifty days of Easter during which the prevailing colour was whit, will soon give way to the season we used to call Trinity when everything will turn green.  Today, however, we see red everywhere on display.  Our normal decoration and fittings are reinforced by the two banners which we’ve put prominently on display.  Here they are, directly under the pulpit, adding their own lustre to this special day.  One of them, made to honour the Covenant relationship we enjoy with our parish church of St Giles Cripplegate, shows tongues of flame leaping and dancing towards the heavens.  The other, made at the time we were celebrating the 300th anniversary of the birth of Charles Wesley, is again dominated by the soaring lines and inner energy of conflagration.  Pentecost has fire as one of its dominant metaphors.  The other, of course, is wind.  Wind together with fire make a potent force and Pentecost is all about such driving energy.
Fire has been at the heart of many an account of religious conversion.  Today is the eve of May 24th when Methodists all around the world will be giving God thanks for the conversion experience, the “Aldersgate Experience” as we call it, which saw an Anglican priest who described himself as an “almost Christian” give himself wholeheartedly to his Lord.  On May 24th 1738, just a few blocks from where we are at this moment, he described the moment graphically “I felt my heart strangely warmed,” he said.  Fire had entered his soul and he was never to lose his inner drive for the next 57 years of his astonishing ministry.

Eighty-four years previously, another remarkable man, Frenchman Blaise Pascal had a similar experience.  Pascal was a man of letters, a mathematician and scientist, a man of the world.  On November 23rd 1654, a date he always referred to with great reverence in his later life, he came to realise that Reason was not enough to explain the ferment in his soul.  Understanding came crashing into his heart and there was only one word to describe it.  “FIRE” (“FEU”) he called it.  He wrote the word in large letters and had them sewn into the lining of his overcoat to remind him ever after of his true allegiance as a follower of Christ.

The Bible is full of images drawn from the natural phenomena of wind and fire.

The wind is a metaphor to hail the mighty power of him who sent it.


“Lord my God, you are very great,


clothed in majesty and splendour, 

you take the clouds for your chariot,

and ride on the wings of the wind.”

And Jesus too evokes the same response from those around him:



“Even the winds and the waves obey him,” they declare.
The winds convey something of the splendour and the otherness of God. 

He makes the winds his messengers;


he sends them freely as the waters flow;


his Spirit, like the wind, blows where it wants  to,


you hear the sound of it but don’t know where it comes from.



Like the wind, our God is a God of surprises.

And then there’s Pentecost.

The Spirit came from the sky like a strong driving wind,


a noise that filled the whole house where the friends of Jesus were sitting.
It destroyed their resistance,


consumed their fears,


knocked down the barriers of their despair,


swirled and roared into their hearts, filling their souls, changing the

direction of their lives, sweeping clean the clutter of old understandings, empowering them to take the message out into a hostile world of apathy 

and ignorance.

So much for wind.  A similar thing could be shown for fire.  In the Bible, fire sometimes destroys – it blazes, rages and consumes palaces, cities and forests.  But it isn’t always a negative force.  “God’s message is like a fire, like a hammer that breaks” (Jeremiah 23: 29).  This is the image which John Donne used for one of his famous sonnets:


Batter my heart, three person'd God; for, you 

As yet but knock, breathe, shine, and seek to mend; 

That I may rise, and stand, o'erthrow me, and bend 

Your force, to break, blow, burn and make me new. 

At other times, God’s own holiness is described as resembling fire – his pillar of fire guided the people through the desert.  He appeared to Moses in a bush that burned but whose flame was never consumed.  This is the image that’s developed  by Charles Wesley in his wonderful hymn:



O thou who camest from above



The pure celestial fire to impart,



Kindle a flame of sacred love



On the mean altar of my heart.



There let it for thy glory burn



With inextinguishable blaze



And trembling to its source return



In humble prayer fervent praise.
God’s spirit came on the day of Pentecost like fire.  It swept into the lives of those gathered in Jerusalem, resembling tongues which came to rest upon each of them.  As another popular hymn puts it:


Spirit of the living God,



Fall afresh on me.



Break me, melt me,



Mould me, fill me.



Spirit of the living God,



Fall afresh on me.

I’ve recently read Philip Pullman’s latest novel The good man Jesus and the scoundrel Christ.  It’s an attempt by a brilliant writer to understand what turned Jesus of Nazareth in to the leader of a worldwide and long-lasting religion.  He creates the device of a divided personality which is then portrayed in two characters who are declared to be twin brothers – Jesus and Christ.  Jesus as good man and, in the ordinary run of things, his death should have consigned him eventually to oblivion.  Christ, on the other hand, jealous for his brother’s reputation and very suggestible to the force of outside influence, works to “spin” the account of his brother’s life in such a way that it will allow him and others who come after him to exaggerate and manipulate the life and ministry of the lovely Jesus so as to inject energy into a body of people which would soon become “the Church”.  It’s obvious that Pullman has little sympathy for the Church and this is, his attempt to show the spurious basis upon which it was launched after the death of Jesus.
This is, of course, completely at odds with what the Bible describes as having happened at Pentecost.  A group of disparate people drawn from around the Mediterranean world was given understanding and insight that was described as truly phenomenal.  It showed the irresistibility of a God who, like a fire whipped into a flame by wind, broke down barriers and swept away obstacles.  The Spirit of God came as a purifying and refining force burning dross and any garbage put in its way whilst, at the same time, warming and comforting those into whose lives it swept.  This was an epochal moment for the story and the message of Jesus.  From now on it would surge and spread into communities around the world.  Nothing about it seems to have been planned.  On the contrary, it appears to have taken everyone by surprise.  Pentecost is, indeed, about the beginning of the Church.  But not in an organised, pre-planned way.  The account clearly displays spontaneity and surprise, a release of energy as dramatic as an Icelandic volcano, an overwhelming and over-powering force that carried all before it.

So here we are on the day of Pentecost, with red as the dominant colour.  And the challenge to all of us remains today what it was then.  In this morning’s service we’ve heard a variety of languages used as part of our liturgy, Fante (from Ghana), Fijian, Tagalog (from the Philippines), Setswana (from southern Africa), Welsh and English in its British and American versions.  Ours is a diverse congregation.  There’s more variety present here at Wesley’s Chapel this morning than there was in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost.  And the breeze of Pentecost still blows.  It brings to life the flame of faith.  It energises lethargic people in their discipleship.  It drives the message ever outwards.  Let me quote Charles Wesley one last time:



See how great a flame aspires,



Kindled by a spark of grace!



Jesu’s love the nations fires,



Sets the kingdoms on a blaze.



To bring fire on earth he came;



Kindled in some hearts it is:



O that all might catch the flame,



All partake the glorious bliss!

Thus it was in the beginning, is now, and shall be forever.  Amen. 
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