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 We have a tendency to think that the first century was the period in 

which the Church did it's fastest growing - but if we think that, we are wrong.  

Believe it or not, the twentieth century was the century of more Christian ex-

pansion than any other.  And it has continued over the last sixteen years into 

this century.  You and I are living in a time of unprecedented Christian 

growth - that is, growth of the Church, increase in numbers of believers.  But 

you'd never know it by looking at churches in the United States. 

 World-wide, how many people do you think were baptized today?  Any 

thoughts?  The answer is roughly 64,000!  64,000!  How many Christian 

congregations do you think are planted or begun on the planet every single 

day?  This one is even harder to believe than the first number.  1600-1700 

new congregations are formed every day - today is the first day of worship 

together for at least 1600 new groups of people.  This past Easter, how many 

people do you think gathered to celebrate the Resurrection of Christ?  

Answer?  Well over 2.3 billion people.  Over 32% of the Earth’s population.  

Not bad for starting with twelve under-educated, third-world screw-ups.  
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 Have you ever seen fire spread through a dry field of grass and under-

brush?  Or watched film of a forest fire leaping from treetop to treetop?  It's 

fast, and it spreads by proximity - by relationship.  When a bush burns, the 

bushes next to it are going to catch as well. 

 This flame, started by Jesus Christ is spreading over the earth like wild-

fire.  Africa is rapidly becoming a Christian continent, but not without imped-

iments and competition.  In Namibia, Kenya, Tanzania, Madagascar, South 

Africa, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Ivory Coast, Nigeria, and many more nations 

Christianity is the religion that the majority of the people adhere to, although 

Islam is catching up, because oil money goes a long way.  Nevertheless, the 

flame of Jesus Christ is still spreading. People live joy-filled lives, even 

though they have next to nothing, because they have the one thing they need. 

 Do we dare to think it happened because a handful of missionaries went 

to a few villages?  No.  It's because fire was at work - fire and wind.  As im-

portant as good seminary training is for ministry, it is not seminary training 

that converts people - it is the Holy Spirit.  Fire. The fire of God.     

 Sao Paulo, Brazil is one of the larger cities in the world, the largest city 
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proper in the Americas, and the largest city in the Southern hemisphere, with 

about 14 million people presently.  In that city, which is heavily Roman 

Catholic and Pentecostal, there are about 85,000 Base Christian Communities 

- that is to say, small groups - Bible study and fellowship groups - almost all 

lay-led.  The fire spreads from lay person to lay person without the help of a 

priest or pastor. 

 In Korea an incredible transformation has been taking place.  At the 

time of the Korean war, Korea was 99% Buddhist.  Now, 63 years later, it is 

25% Christian and boasts the largest Christian congregation in the whole 

world - a church of 500,000 members.  Of course they don't do things the 

way we do, but they are not supposed to - they are Korean.  

 The flame is spreading to other areas of Asia now - places where some 

sparks tried to start fires for the last 350 years with only moderate success - 

Japan, Indonesia, the Philippines, India.  Now the wind is blowing and the 

flame is spreading, but slowly.  

 There is bad news to share, too, because when it comes to the spread of 

the flame of the Holy Spirit, the devil is a fire-fighter.  In England about 40% 

of the population belongs to the Church in one form or another, mostly the 
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Church of England (Anglican), but not all.  Only 15% of those church mem-

bers bother to stick with the Church long enough to be confirmed.  On any 

given Easter Sunday for the past twenty years only about 4% of those mem-

bers show up to worship for the most sacred event of the Christian year.  

That's 1.6% of the population of a country that was one of the strongest 

Christian nations on earth 200 years ago.  What has happened?   

 Gallop pollsters ask people around the globe, “Is your religion very im-

portant to you?”  In which nation do you think the answer is "no" the most 

often?  Japan.  I suspect Hiroshima and Nagasaki played a part in blowing 

out the flame of the Holy Spirit there.  "Is your religion important to you?" 

they ask in cities all over Japan.  "Nope. Nope. Nope. Nope. Not very. 

Nope."  After Japan, the least religious countries are Norway, Sweden, Den-

mark, Germany, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Australia.  

 How do you think the U.S. is faring?  How do you think Wisconsin is 

faring?  How do you think the Lake Country area is faring? 

 In fifth grade we learned all about fire and fire safety.  As a project I 

made fire-safety awareness posters to go in the windows of local area busi-

nesses.  I remember very distinctly - fire needs three things: heat, oxygen, 
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and fuel.  Heat, oxygen, and fuel.  Let's translate that a bit.  How do you 

know a person is alive?  They are warm, they are breathing, they probably 

want to eat.  All God needs is the fire of life, the breath of the Spirit, and a 

person who is hungry. 

 I was never a boy scout, but I know a fair amount about fire, about 

building them and keeping them going.  It is important how you place your 

logs, your sticks, your branches, your scraps of lumber - your fuel.  The space 

between these things is critical to keeping the fire going.  Logs need to be 

close enough together so that their heat is contagious - so that the heat from 

each burning log helps maintain the burning of the logs next to it.  But there 

needs to be enough space between logs so that the fire can breathe - so that 

enough oxygen or air can get to the fuel to keep the flame alive. 

 There are a lot of logs that go into building a church - a lot of people 

who serve as fuel.  But people aren't the only logs in the fire we call church.  

There are also logs of theology, doctrine, fellowship, wise counsel, leader-

ship, discipleship, generosity, healing, serving, loving.  As churches, and as 

believers, we can't just expect the Holy Spirit to apply a heavenly blow-torch 

to our building and our community - like the fire Elijah called down to 
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demonstrate what God could do - we can't expect God to make us burn bright 

and hot no matter what.  We need to pay attention to how we tend our fires.  

We can stack all kinds of good thinking and good intentions and proper wor-

ship and this theology and that theology and hard work and on and on in a 

nice neat stack, so that we stand back and say to ourselves - "now that's an at-

tractive structure.  I really think we have built something good here."   

 But sometimes in doing that we forget to call down the Holy Spirit - or 

maybe we don't forget - maybe we decide not to, because we know if we do 

the Spirit will mess up our nice neat tower of sensible religion.  The main 

thing we forget is that all of our structures that we build to give us identity 

and direction and truth and sense - all of that structure that we admire so 

much about ourselves, is not meant to remain standing the way we stack it so 

neatly - it is meant to burn.  It is meant to burn.  We worry about how we 

stack our religious structure and our life structure, so that it will burn well, 

BUT if it doesn't burn, we have failed. 

 We are not meant to be cold structures of belief, disseminators of doc-

trine, and orderly followers of protocol - we are meant for fire.  We are not 

meant to enforce a law that is written on stone - we are meant to live out a 
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law that is written on our beating hearts.   

 When you watch a fire burn you are bearing witness to a profound 

change taking place.  Through the application of heat and wind, a solid fuel 

undergoes an incredible transformation, and it becomes heat and wind itself.  

That is what we are meant to be and do - that is the reaction we are meant to 

undergo.  We are to submit ourselves to the fire of the Holy Spirit in order to 

be transformed into fire ourselves, so that we can spread fire to others. 

 When we celebrate Eucharist we pray to God to send the Holy Spirit 

upon the gifts we offer (the bread and the wine) to make them to be for us the 

body and blood of Christ.  We also pray that God would send the Holy Spirit 

upon US so that WE might become Christ-become food for the world.  

 What is this prayer for?  It is not some nice little blessing.  It is a prayer 

for transformation - for change. It is called the epiclesis. We don't come here 

on Sundays to stay the way we are - we don't come here to be left alone, or to 

be made to feel okay about the status quo - we come here expecting to be 

changed and expecting to be made into agents of change.  In the Orthodox 

Church, during the Eucharistic prayer, when they get to the epiclesis - that 

part of the prayer where they call down the Holy Spirit on the elements and 
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on themselves - they actually pray to the Lord, "Make the change, make the 

change, make the change." 

 Today is a day for us to focus on what the Spirit has done, and what the 

Spirit does, and what the Spirit can do.  All of us here are piles of tinder.  

Some of us may not be stacked in such a way that we burn easily and well, 

but we can change that.  We need to change that.  Every week we call down 

the fire of God.  We need to remember that when that fire burns us, it does 

not burn to destroy, but it burns to get rid of those things that don't matter, 

and to leave behind the refined persons that we are called to be. 

 It's good to put our lives and our beliefs together in sensible structures 

that seem best - we stack our logs as best we can to make our lives look the 

way we think they should look, and work the way we think they should work, 

because we are trying to listen to God as we set up camp.  We just need to re-

member, we are built for fire, not for treasuring our stack of logs, and as we 

burn, some of our logs will disappear, and other logs will need to be moved 

to keep the fire burning hot.  Our job is to spread the flame of the Holy Spirit 

- to warm others in the glow of the flame that burns within us.  We are made 

for fire.  Let's call down the fire so we burn hot and bright. 


