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PENTECOST SUNDAY

Do You Hear What I Hear?
Ezekiel 37:1-14; Acts 2:1-21

It was the sound of a rushing, violent wind that kept me awake
throughout the night of September 5, 1996 until daylight on the 6th.  I lay
awake all night listening to winds of Hurricane Fran whipping through the four
massive oak trees that stood at the four corners of our house in Warrenton,
wondering which one would fall first.  Fran was roaring through eastern North
Carolina, knocking down trees and buildings, causing flooding, and leaving
behind tremendous damage.  You may remember those winds, too.

It was seven years earlier on Thursday morning, September 21, 1989,
that Deborah and I were awakened at 6:30 a.m. by the sound of evacuation
sirens warning the citizens of Savannah, Georgia of an approaching hurricane
known as Hugo.  As it turned out, the massive storm with its 140 m.p.h. winds
skipped Savannah and made landfall just north of Charleston, South Carolina
where it did massive damage and continued is destructive path toward
Charlotte and eventually northeast.  You may remember those winds as well.

Like many of you, in the wee hours of September 16, 1999, our family
huddled in sleeping bags in our dining room listening, not so much to the
wind, but to rain–rain brought to us by the violent winds of Hurricane Floyd.
When daylight came, the day was sunny and bright, but over 20% of our city
was under water.  I know you remember that storm!

Most of us know the sound of a violent wind.  Most of us know firsthand
what kind of change such a wind can cause.  That wind can come in the form
of a tropical storm, a hurricane, a tornado, a wildfire, or, apparently, the Holy
Spirit.

I am intrigued that Luke described the coming of the Holy Spirit to the
earliest believers as sounding like a violent wind.  Just before his crucifixion,
Jesus promised his disciples that he would send the Spirit to them.  He
described the Spirit as a counselor, advocate, and companion.  He used the
word paraclete which means someone who stands beside another person.
Those terms are comforting and encouraging.  I certainly don’t want God to
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send a violent person to stand beside me–unless, of course, I am in
immanent danger and he is on my side!

Remember the scene as described by Luke in Acts: Jesus has been
crucified, buried, raised from the dead, and recently ascended to heaven.
The disciples have seen him for themselves but are waiting for Jesus to send
the Spirit to them, wondering what it will be like.  They are still afraid of the
Jewish authorities and continue to camp out in that borrowed upper room
where they can be together and feel safe.  Suddenly one day they hear this
incredibly loud noise and see what appears to be flames of fire dancing
through the room.  No doubt it was unnerving enough for Jesus to suddenly
appear among them, but why would God send his Spirit rushing into the room
like a SWAT team raiding a gang hideout?  Why would Luke describe the
coming of the Holy Spirit as sounding like a violent wind?  What would have
been wrong with a gentle breeze?  Was that the only comparison he could
think of at that time?  Was his reaction like ours when we describe a tornado
as sounding like a freight train or the aftermath of a hurricane as looking like
a war zone?

Perhaps Luke was more familiar with the desert storms that sweep
across that part of the world, burning everything in its path with sand?  Did he
remember the experience of Elijah on Mount Horeb when God passed by in
a storm (I Kings 19:11) or the story of Job who heard God speak out of a
whirlwind (Job 38:1)?  Did he have in mind that vision of Ezekiel when the
Spirit of God swept him up and dropped him in a valley of dry bones?  Could
he hear the rushing sound as Ezekiel prophesied to the four winds, calling
them to breathe life back into the regenerated bodies?  Did Luke describe the
coming of the Spirit like a violent wind because he knew that the power of
God’s Spirit could so shake up the world that tremendous change would
result?  Did Luke know that such a description would capture his earliest
readers’ curiosity–as well as ours?

Whatever motivated Luke to choose this image, he knew that life was
going to be changed forever because of what happened in that room full of
believers.  And it was!

It is notable that in both the Hebrew and Greek languages, one word
can be translated as wind, breath, or spirit.  It was in the act of creation that
God’s rûach, his breath, stirred the primordial soup and whipped it into land,
oceans, plants, and animals.  Eventually that same breath brought life to
humanity!  The same word is used in the story about Ezekiel and the dry
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bones when he is told to command the winds to fill the restored bodies with
breath.  When Jesus met Nicodemus on a dark Jerusalem night, he played
with the Greek word pneúma when he said, “The wind blows where it
chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes
from or where it goes.  So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit” (John
3:8).  Perhaps Luke remembered that story when he hunted around for a
description of the Spirit of God.

Just as the wind whipped over the field of bones bringing new life to
sun-bleached bones, so also the Spirit of God roared over the anxious
believers in that upper room, filled them with resurrected life, and sent them
rushing into the streets of Jerusalem to share the Good News with all who
would listen.

Listening is an important theme throughout all of scripture.  Granted
Jesus talked a lot about blindness and seeing in order to prod people into
paying more attention to what God is doing in the world.  He frequently
accused the Pharisees and scribes of being spiritually blind while other people
who were considered less religious were obviously able to see God at work
all around them.  Blindness and sight are often used in scripture as
metaphors for spiritual dullness or for spiritual insight.

Listening, however, more often refers to our response to what we
understand God to be doing in our lives.  Frequently Jesus would tell a
parable and end with the words, “Whoever has ears to hear, let him hear.”  It
was a way of saying, “Don’t just hear these words, listen to them and take
them to heart.  Listen and do something.”

What was it that the first believers heard on that Pentecost morning?
Inside the room they heard this loud sound that Luke compared to the rush
of a violent wind, but what else did they hear?  Outside in the streets of
Jerusalem, thousands of people were moving about, Jews who had migrated
to the holy city from all over the known world.  They were devout people.
Their faith was serious to them, but they knew little if anything about Jesus.
The disciples could hear their various languages wafting up from the street
through the open windows.  Perhaps they heard in their own hearts Jesus’
last words to them: “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come
upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:9).  They may have realized
that at that moment the world had come to them.  One of the gifts of the Spirit
at that moment was the ability for them to speak in a variety of languages or
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it could have been for other people to hear what the disciples were saying in
their own languages.  However it happened, suddenly in that ancient city, a
new wind was blowing, a wind of understanding.

Peter and the rest of the disciples had listened to the needs of the
people around them and they responded.  They were able to tell people from
all over the world about Jesus and God’s redemptive love for them.  Miracle
of miracles–they understood!  From that day on until this day, Christians
empowered by the Spirit of God have been sharing the Good News of Jesus
Christ with all the world.

Numerous studies as well as casual observation have revealed that the
institutional church–organized religion–is in trouble.  People of faith do not
care as much about denominational identity as they once did, so no longer
can churches count on a Baptist moving from one town and joining a Baptist
church in another town.  A Presbyterian today may well become a Methodist
or Episcopalian tomorrow.  A Lutheran might choose to join a non-
denominational church.  Furthermore, a lot of people are opting to identify
themselves as “spiritual but not religious,” indicating that they do not need a
building and an organized group to nurture their faith in God.

They are right.  Buildings, committees, and canned food drives do not
in and of themselves nurture our faith.  I have said to you before that when I
look at our beautiful sanctuary and spacious classrooms, when I think about
the amazing organization we have with so much good work being done by
various committees and groups, I have to admit that this is not what Jesus
had in mind.  When the Spirit rushed through that room on the day of
Pentecost, I don’t believe for a moment that it was urging people to go
throughout the world and build grand buildings and impressive organizations.
The Spirit of God urged those first believers to share the Good News and to
do so by building relationships so that they could hear firsthand what the
needs of people were.

I am not suggesting that we sell the buildings and become a property-
less church.  I think that given our culture and the ways in which we live and
act, what we do here is right on target.  I do want to remind us, however, that
the key to it all, the most important thing, is to listen.  Listen to the
conversations people have in restaurants and dens.  Listen to the discussions
being held in newspapers and on television.  Listen to what your friends say
and what they do not dare to utter.  Listen to the voices of the world
expressing frustration, hopelessness, anger, loneliness, fear, and despair.



5

Listen also to the voices of hope and encouragement, laughter and joy,
conviction and determination.  Listen to all of these sounds and determine
where the Spirit of God is urging this congregation to go.

We already reach throughout this community in a variety of ways.  What
else could we be doing?  What can we do better?  We have a phenomenal
offering of Christian education opportunities.  What else is needed?  We
minister to one another in joyous as well as difficult times.  Are we missing
anything?  We minister to a lot of physical needs.  Have we forgotten any
personal, emotional, or spiritual needs?

While churches and denominations may be in trouble because of
declining numbers and falling revenues, the Church of Jesus Christ is as
vibrant as ever.  The Church of Jesus Christ, the body of believers, the family
of faith that extends throughout time and across space, is alive and well and
we are a part of it!  It was birthed by the Spirit of God in that room long ago
and immediately responded to the needs around it.  God’s Spirit hovers
around us today, whispering, urging, calling, leading.  Where will it take us?
Where will it call us?  What do you hear?  I hear God’s Spirit calling us to
embrace the Gospel for ourselves and to share it in every way imaginable with
an eager and waiting world.  Do you hear what I hear?  The power of God’s
Spirit is upon us.  Thanks be to God!



Memorial Day Homily

Although he came to us as the Prince of Peace, Jesus himself
acknowledged that war is a reality of our earthly lives.  While he advocated
that we love our enemies, Jesus recognized that there are times when self-
defense and aid to our neighbor result in war.

Tomorrow is Memorial Day, a time for our nation to honor the women
and men who have given their lives defending our country and seeking
freedom for all people everywhere.  We thank God for their selflessness, for
the courage they exhibited, and for the love they shared with people who
would never see them again.  We also pray for the loved ones left behind:
mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters, grandparents, aunts, uncles, and
cousins, wives, husbands, children, and friends.  We understand that each of
these persons has also made the ultimate sacrifice in having to give up
someone whom they dearly loved.

Let us also today and tomorrow and in all the days that follow pray for
peace.  Let us pray for peace throughout the world and in the lives of
individuals, families, and nations.  Let us pray for peace in the souls of men
and women so that neither greed nor fear shall motivate them toward war.
And let us pray for peace and good will to all people–the angels’ prayer–and
so live our lives that we may do our part to make it a reality.  May God bless
us all and fill us with his peace.  Amen.



May 27, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Everlasting God, you are our source and purpose, breathing hope into
the dry and decaying places of our lives.  You bring us together as your
people and send us out to be your witnesses.  You abide with us when we
seek your presence.  You provide light and guidance when we don’t know
which way to turn in our wandering.  You offer your mercy even when we turn
away from you.  We are grateful, O God, for your many blessings to us, and
on this Day of Pentecost, we are especially grateful for the gift of your Spirit
who calls us, unites us, and empowers us.  May your Spirit so fill us that we
might be a people transformed, a people redeemed.

We also come on this day, O God,  to offer our thanks and praise for the
freedoms and blessings we enjoy in this great nation.  Our hearts are filled
with gratitude for the freedom to work, to learn, to speak, to worship.  We
thank you for men and women who have sacrificed so much to secure liberty
for us and for peoples around the world.  We thank you for family and friends
who give our lives meaning and purpose.  We thank you for the glory of your
creation which testifies to your power and your love for us.  We thank you that
you invite us into your presence and call us to live as your children.

Even as our hearts fill with gratitude because of the blessings of life and
liberty which we enjoy, our hearts break because of the overwhelming needs
in our world.  Too many of our brothers and sisters in the human family suffer
persecution because of religious or political convictions.  Grant us courage to
work for their freedom, knowing that none are truly free until all are free.  Too
many around the world suffer because of hunger, disease, or violence.  Give
us hearts of compassion and spirits of peace that the needs of others might
move us to respond.  Too many in our own community feel the pain of
loneliness or neglect or hopelessness.  O Lord, so fill us with your generosity
and hospitality that they cannot but overflow through our lives, that our actions
and attitudes may bring healing and reconciliation.  Make of us messengers
of your hope and love and agents of your peace and compassion, with the
knowledge that by your grace, we can bring light and life to a dark and hurting
world, through Jesus Christ our Lord and by the power of your Holy Spirit we
pray.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


