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There are times when the Bible needs one of those radio announcers.  “When last we left our 

heroes, they had just seen Jesus ascend to heaven.  They had been told to wait in Jerusalem for 

the promise of God.  We now join them in a darkened room.”  Then there’s a mighty wind and 

fires break out, including right above their heads. 

But the wind and the flame are just a prelude.  All of a sudden, they can speak all the languages 

of the world.  This is not what Paul describes as happening in Corinth, where people are 

speaking a language that no one else understands.  Jews gathered in Jerusalem from every corner 

of the world can hear and understand what the followers of Jesus were saying. 

What must that have felt like to Jesus’ followers?  First they met Jesus during his ministry and 

realized that he was describing a way of living with God, each other and God’s Creation that 

spoke to their hearts.  It spoke to their hearts so strongly that many of them left their homes to 

share the message with everyone they could find. 

Then Jesus was crucified.  Jesus’ followers were helpless and mute, terrified that they would be 

next.  All the hope that had been feeding them turned to dust.  They had given up so much to 

follow him and it all turned to worse than nothing.  Every negative thing they had thought, every 

doubting comment anyone had ever made about the wisdom of following Jesus had to come 

flooding back. 

Then Jesus rose from the dead.  As awful as they had felt, they must have felt so joyful.  But 

maybe a little afraid too.  If the rules of life and death had been relaxed, even just this once, what 

did that mean about how fixed the rules were?  Jesus was already so special, how could this 

amazing momentous event have any real application to people as ordinary and flawed as they 

were?  And if the authorities had been scared of Jesus’ teachings before, they would be terrified 

and even more violent once they learned what was going on. 

Then Jesus taught for a while longer.  It wasn’t exactly the same kind of lesson as before.  It was 

more about what they were supposed to do now and in the immediate future.  They had to have 

listened in a new way, gradually letting go of some of their fear and doubt and worry and 

gradually allowing the great joy of that Easter morning simmer down, the way any great joy does. 

Then Jesus ascended to heaven.  They watched him go with their own eyes.  They had to be 

happy for him, but maybe a little sad and overwhelmed for themselves.  They had a job to do; 

they understood that, but it must have seen pretty daunting.  They had been told to wait in 

Jerusalem for the promise of God, but they must have been wondering how they would know 

when God’s promise showed up. 

Finally the house shakes and flames burst out and they can speak languages they’ve never 

learned.  You’ve got to figure that at some point during that morning, they looked at each other 

and said, “Yep.  That’s the signal, all right!” 

Leaders are the ones who take the risk first.  So Peter steps out in front of the crowd and begins 

to do what Jesus had asked his followers to do.  Peter speaks of repentance and forgiveness of 

sins and baptism.  And the crowds respond.  In droves.  It must have felt really good, but also a 
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little overwhelming, like, “yowza, what have we gotten ourselves into?”  But it also must have 

felt a little comforting, like this big, scary assignment they had was doable.  They had to feel a 

little better that they could actually do what Jesus had asked them to do, even if they didn’t know 

exactly how they would do it. 

As followers of Jesus, we can look at the Pentecost story and see the Holy Spirit at work.  We 

can be cheered that those who preceded us in the work of witnessing Jesus’ ministry to the ends 

of the earth were really successful.  We can be comforted that they must have known really 

clearly that the Holy Spirit was with them.  Surely if the Holy Spirit was with them on that 

morning in Jerusalem, the Holy Spirit will be with us as we go about our daily business in 

Brookline. 

But if we read the story in Acts carefully, there is another story.  Jews and those who followed 

the God of Israel (they’re called proselytes in the text) have come from all over the world in 

order to celebrate Pentecost.  They couldn’t be celebrating the event that we call Pentecost 

because it hadn’t happened yet.  They were there to celebrate the Festival of Weeks.  How long 

is a week?  Seven days.  So a week of weeks would be 49.  Add one day in to recognize the God’ 

abundant love for God’s chosen people and you get 50 days.  We think of Pentecost happening 

roughly fifty days from Easter.  But they are celebrating a holiday that takes place 50 days after 

the second day of Passover.  Pentecost was a Jewish holiday long before it was a Christian one.  

Why are both holidays called “pentecost”?  Because “pentekoste” was Greek for “50”. 

So there are a great number of people in the holy city of the Jews to celebrate an important 

holiday in Judaism, which commemorates when God gave the laws to the Israelites on Mount 

Sinai.  The Ten Commandments are the big ones, but there are plenty more that help everyone 

live together.  Knowing what God expected of them made it possible to live together peacefully, 

something certainly worth celebrating. 

Do those people hear the great wind and see the flame?  Maybe not.  But let’s say they do.  

Could they have come up with another explanation?  Probably.  Let’s say a trick of the light, or 

an earth tremor or mass hysteria or something else.  Whatever their explanation was, people 

haven’t changed that much.  We can always come up with an explanation. 

As for the speaking in foreign languages, the text gives us their explanation.  They think that the 

followers of Jesus are drunk.  Peter tries to dismiss that explanation by saying it’s too early in the 

day for people to be drinking, but we all know how little the position of the sun in the sky 

matters to someone who wants to have a drink. Plus back then, wine or beer was safer to drink 

than water. 

It’s reasonable to assume that some portion of the devout crowd did not sense the Holy Spirit at 

work.  These people were so devout that they had made the pilgrimage from their homes to 

Jerusalem to celebrate an important holiday in the capital city of the state of Israel.  They were so 

devout that they had probably stayed for almost two months away from their homes in order to 

celebrate both Passover and Pentecost there.  In all likelihood, they were very familiar with the 

passage from Joel that Peter quotes.  They probably saw the flames and felt the wind, heard 

Peter’s words, saw people all around them being caught by Jesus’ message.  But they did not 

sense the Holy Spirit. 

So was the Holy Spirit there or not?  The way the story is told, because it is part of our holy texts, 

the Holy Spirit clearly was there.  Indeed it is the story in the Bible that we use to articulate the 
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role of the Holy Spirit.  It’s so important that we’re asking our kids to study this story in Sunday 

School. 

For those of you who were at the Coffee House a couple weeks ago, or the Senior Luncheon or 

the Breakfast Buffet, was the Holy Spirit there or not?  I was there at all three and I can say that I 

felt it pouring out all over the place, when I saw the tenderness with which the food was offered 

and received, when I felt the joy that the music evoked.  Just about everyone asked when the next 

one was because they had clearly loved that event so much.  They had loved it enough to support 

our ministry in God’s name with donations of money or canned goods for the Food Pantry. 

But for everyone who felt the Holy Spirit, wouldn’t you also agree that not everyone there would 

say they felt the presence of God in this world?  It was delicious, it was a great time, but God 

wasn’t speaking then. 

So can the Holy Spirit be at present at a specific place and time and still have some people 

perceive it and some people don’t?  Today’s Scripture passage and our own experience would 

say “yes”, it doesn’t have to be unanimous for the Holy Spirit to have been there. 

In the derailment of the Amtrak train in Philadelphia a few weeks ago, was the Holy Spirit there?  

Either God is present in this world or God is not.  If the Holy Spirit will show up for a Coffee 

House in Brookline, NH on a Saturday evening, then the Holy Spirit has to be in the Port 

Richmond neighborhood of Philly on a Tuesday night.  But it’s not going to feel the same.  And 

even for us who would absolutely affirm that the Holy Spirit was sloshing all over this church 

during the Coffee House, we are going to struggle to find a trace of the Holy Spirit in the 

emergency waiting room of Temple University Hospital.  Especially if we’re looking for what 

we found in the Social Hall during the Coffee House. 

If you take a minute, you can find a way to see the Holy Spirit at work in the Amtrak train wreck.  

Maybe it was the people from the neighborhood who rushed to help.  Maybe it is in the 

emergency responders who showed up and saved so many lives.  Maybe it is in the technologists 

who figured out a way to prevent such a disaster.  Maybe it is in the actions that come afterwards, 

so that such an accident does not happen again.  Maybe it is in the willingness of the airlines to 

accept the Amtrak tickets even though they will lose money by doing so.  Maybe it is simply in 

the prayers that are offered up that those affected by the crash, directly or indirectly, might be 

comforted. 

To see the Holy Spirit in a train wreck, you probably have to see it in a Coffee House first, where 

it’s so much easier to see.  To see it in the Coffee House, you have to see it as it first appeared to 

the original followers of Jesus.  But to see it at all, you have to look for it.  You have to look for 

it all the time, not just when you are full of joy.  We light the candles every week during worship 

to remind us to look for the Holy Spirit.  We practice finding the Holy Spirit during worship, and 

believe me, I know there are weeks when you have look really hard to find it, so we can 

recognize it during the week.  We practice recognizing it and naming it when we’ve been singing 

our lungs out so that we can find it in the oncologist’s waiting room, or the principal’s office 

when we’re hoping our kid only gets expelled and not arrested, or our own living rooms on 

Memorial Day as we feel the loss of someone who gave their life for this country.   

Just as those first followers of Jesus had to ride an emotional roller coaster, at the end, the Holy 

Spirit helped them even out the highs and the lows.  The Holy Spirit went with them as they did 

the work that Jesus had asked them to do.  The Holy Spirit can be a comfort at all times, but 
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there will definitely be times when it is harder to find.  And sometimes you may be like the 

people in the story from Acts who did not see it at all.  But light the candles and remember to 

look.  The more you look, the easier it will be to find the comfort it offers, in joys or sorrows. 


