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Prayer: Come, Holy Spirit. As you came at the first Pentecost, come among us now. Come, Holy Spirit. Amen.

It’ a bit embarrassing that the Christian church was born in a fit of enthusiasm. We usually like our services to be orderly and proper and controlled; but when the Spirit broke loose at the first Pentecost, the people got freed up; they began doing impossible things. They were hearing the sound of mighty wind. They saw tongues of fire resting on their heads. They began speaking in tongues, in different languages. 3000 people joined the church that day, and energy for mission got released in a mighty way.

Today on this Sunday when we celebrate Watts Street missions, I want to focus on the energy for mission that got released at Pentecost. This part of the story is too easily neglected but it’s an essential part of the story.

Some of you may know about the present-day Pentecostal Church, which has its origins in the first Pentecost. (See the fine arti9cle about the Pentecost movement in today’s Raleigh News and Observer—front page.) In the Pentecostal church, people regularly shout, wave their hands, speak in tongues and even "fall out" when they are overtaken by the Spirit ("slain in the Spirit"). As a child I remember going to a few Pentecostal services, and I was astounded at how happy people could get in church.

Once a young woman asked her Pentecostal grandmother about their Sunday after Sunday Pentecostal services, where they got happy and were transported into great rapturous feelings. She said, "Grandma, if we allow ourselves to be carried away by the Spirit, we may be lifted off the ground in that happy excitement and ecstasy. But Grandma, isn’t there more to the Spirit than warm feelings and rushes of adrenalin?" Grandma said, "Dear, the important thing is what happens after the Spirit has moved you. The big question is ‘What are you going to do when your feet hit the ground?

We are given the Spirit to help us when our feet hit the ground. We are given the Spirit so that we will be pulled out of ourselves, to use our gifts for the sake of other people.

It is clear from Acts 2 that the Christian church began with Pentecostal fervor—enthusiasm. But two chapters later in Acts 4, Paul says, "There was not a needy person among them; for they contributed to any who had need." (Acts 4:34, 35) In other words, by their compassion and generosity with their economic resources, these early Christians abolished poverty in their neighborhood. "There was not a needy person among them." There is an economic justice dimension to Pentecost!

Authentic religious experience—and experience of the Holy Spirit—is confirmed by what we do "when our feet hit the ground." In other words, when the Spirit shows up among us, it is the Spirit that releases our energy for building Habitat houses, working for peace, feeding hungry people, finding ways to end poverty, and befriending someone with AIDS or someone who is an ex-offender. We can see today in this sanctuary printed signs indicating 13 of the mission initiatives that our church directly supports—with our people and our dollars. As we say here, our money follows our people.

I don’t believe this outpouring of Watts Street mission energy is an accident or a coincidence. I believe that this is a mission-oriented congregation because the Spirit is nudging us, calling us, sometimes dogging us until we say YES. 

By ourselves, we don’t have the energy or the commitment to undertake all these missions. It is the Spirit that animates and energizes us for these missions. First, we have to respond to the call, but then we are given the energy we need for the mission. One church I know has as its slogan "Called. Gifted. Sent." When the Spirit calls us, we are given the gifts and resources we need, and then we’re sent to do the mission.

For many years this church’s mission efforts have been organized through mission groups. When any person feels called to a particular mission, they come to the missions committee or the ministers, and they indicate that they are ready to sound a call. During worship, the person describes the mission and sounds the call. For example, One World Market on Ninth Street began as a mission group in this church—a Saturday store to support craftspeople in Third World countries. Habitat Durham was started by three of our members, along with a few others. 

When we start any new mission here, we ask three questions: 1. Is this mission good news? 2. Does it seem impossible to accomplish? and 3. Is there a good chance we will fail? If we can answer yes to all three questions, this is a sign that the Spirit is leading us to do it.

We can’t do everything. We can’t address all the needs that are out there; but we can raise our awareness of those who suffer around us, and we can respond by "picking up the near edge of some great problem and acting at some sacrifice to ourselves."

If you have sometimes said to yourself, "Somebody ought to do something about… ," stop and consider that the very asking of the question may be a nudge, a prompt, from the Spirit to YOU. Our Watts Street mission groups are usually started by one or two individuals, and others gather around them. The mission group releases the energy of our people.

The coming of the Spirit means that energy is released. That energy is not merely for our own personal enjoyment. That energy is released for the wider community—for those who suffer. That energy is released to help us continue Jesus’ mission of compassion, non-violence, and the eradication of poverty.

We can’t undertake any of these initiatives by our own will or determination. But when the Spirit comes, look out! Then we come alive with power; there’s a fire in us. That fiery Spirit makes it possible for us to forgive freely, to love recklessly, and to be generous beyond our wildest dreams. 

That’s why we have to be careful when we pray "Come, Holy Spirit."

 

Thanks be to God for the Spirit. Amen. 

Acts 2:1-21 
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