Surprise!

How many of you have ever had a surprise birthday party?  We may have heard stories about how a person comes home, turns the light on and suddenly everyone jumps out from their hiding places and shouts out ‘surprise’.

Today we have heard a story about the surprise birthday of the church

But instead of the people hiding waiting to jump out in surprise

They are the ones who are surprised!

I want us to just briefly look back before we look forward

The followers of Jesus have seen their risen Lord ascend into the clouds

They have seen their Lord who was dead, alive again

And he, this risen, wonderful, amazing God has told them to wait, wait for the Spirit’s enabling power

So they wait

Wait for what, they are not sure

But at least they are being obedient

There is, I’m sure a high expectation of something happening, possible even some fear

While they wait, they prepared as best they could by seeking the Lord’s guidance concerning someone to replace Judas

What happens next is extraordinarily startling  

No ordinary sounds marked the moment.

It was, indeed, “a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting.”

Why have we let this seem so benign?

Shall we just bypass this as something that normally happens in our Church?

Illustration:  A moment when I experienced a cyclone in Madagascar

Close your eyes and imagine the scene, imagine the strongest wind in Wellington coming into your home, your living room

As you settle down to watch the news on channel one

Startling, Shocking, Scary 

(You can open your eyes now)

Then the disciples each received a tongue of fire

By which they spoke about God’s deeds of power

Oh like this is our everyday experience

Oh of course tongues of fire

Is that all?

As though conversations about tongues of fire are similar to the conversations we have about NZ weather patterns. 

Tongues of fire!!

Rushing wind!!

And that’s not all

Peter, the fisherman

Who had denied knowing Jesus three times in now preaching about the risen Christ, the Messiah

And lets all who are listening be shaken by Joel’s prophecies and visions and dreams, with portents of blood, fire and smoke,

With the Lord’s “great and glorious day”

This is no tame stuff!

This is a miracle!

It is in this miracle that the church is born

A church that is to proclaim the Gospel to all people in all nations

A body of people called to proclaim 

That in Jesus, all have been saved
This moment, Pentecost, shows God’s dramatic determination to have all

I suggest the new church

Was strongly encouraged by the Holy Spirit to tell people about what God was doing

In actual fact there was a little ‘out of controlness’ involved

To summarise William Willimon

To proclaim the Gospel with the Holy Spirit is to be out of control

To allow our church to be dragged kicking and screaming into encounters with cultures not our own

Can we really fathom these men and women planning and organizing to tell everyone about Jesus? 
They were on the back foot to begin with.

No time to build up their resources or future plan.  

No time for a Session planning day.  

No thought as to what they would do if people responded to the Gospel

No preaching courses had been available or public speaking lectures

Can we really believe that they had been studying the languages of all those who would be coming to Jerusalem for the celebration so they could communicate the gospel?

Can we really accept that this new church, full of all sorts of people, from different places had the courage to tell everyone about Jesus Christ, knowing what the authorities thought of Jesus?   

And yet this is what happens, not over time, but as soon as the Holy Spirit arrives 

They are prodded out of the nest and are expected simply to trust the Holy Spirit

What are we, as the church today, to learn from this story?

First do we as the church actually believe in the Holy Spirit and the immense power of the Holy Spirit?

Or are we happy enough to keep trusting our own possessions, 

financial solutions, monetary quick-fix techniques and abilities to work things out?

Or we don’t know the Spirit’s enlivening of our daily existence because we find happiness and security in comforts, an accumulation of wealth, stock portfolios and the ability to stay in control.

this may seem too harsh, but I can’t stop asking why it is that Christianity is declining in wealthy countries and flourishing in those marked by extreme poverty intense conflict and rampant disease?

What would it look like if we let the Holy Spirit control our actions and our words?

What would our proclamation of the Gospel in light of injustice look like?

The story we have heard today, was a story written for the church

It is the church, rather than the world, that must constantly be reminded of the miraculous quality of the Holy Spirit.

Of the aggressive World demanding tendencies of the Third Person of the Trinity.

Of the relentless determination of God in Jesus Christ to get back what belongs to God!

It is the church that has to be constantly reminded that the miraculous basis of the Kingdom of God

Is the outrageous ambition of God to have a people who transgress the limits imposed by the nations.

William Willimon shares 

“Just this past week, even with preaching as poor as mine, I was privileged to witness a woman in my congregation who was given enough Holy Spirit to summon the courage to forgive someone who terribly wronged her.

I watched a Duke undergraduate turn her back upon her family’s plans for her success in order to give her life to work among the poor.

Someone from a race whom my race (White European Heritage) had abused and degraded for centuries came up to me after Sunday’s sermon and said. “God really spoke to me today through you.”  

I have no other satisfactory explanations for such events than that they are miracles, gifts of the still active Holy Spirit.”

What is the Holy Spirit doing with us today?  

What is the Holy Spirit prompting us to do or say or be today?

May the rushing wind, the tongues of fire and the out of control prompting of the Holy Spirit  

Be our experience everyday as we live and proclaim the Gospel of Jesus Christ.   
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