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Introduction to Scripture
	Last week we celebrated Pentecost, with its traditional reading from Luke’s Acts of the Apostles. Luke describes how 50 days after the resurrection of Jesus the Holy Spirit, just as Jesus had promised, descended upon the group of his followers, hidden away in an upper room, and then gifting them, and empowering them, and driving them out into the streets to tell of the wonders of God’s love.

	The Fourth Evangelist, John, in his Gospel also tells of how the gift of the Holy Spirit was imparted to Jesus’ followers. The details are different, but in essentials it is the same story – that Jesus was not just a one-time thing, but a powerful and transforming on-going presence for his community, for us.
-------------
	When is a gift less than a gift? I remember when I was a teenager, and as delusional as many teens, eagerly hoped for, on my 16th birthday, the gift of my first car. Instead, I received a push from behind gas lawnmower. The message was clear – time to get to work.

	Our traditional text for Pentecost is wonderful in its own way, and yet it does not tell the full story of the gifts of the Holy Spirit to us. If we focus only on Luke’s narrative, we can miss a lot. In the Acts passage, the Spirit empowers and emboldens the community for ministry, for sharing the Good News of Jesus Christ. The timorous, paralyzed group which had been wiling away their days closeted in a house find themselves thrust out into the streets to tell people about Jesus, his ministry, death and resurrection. It was time to get to work.

In the same way, Paul the Apostle, in passages like 1 Corinthians 12, focuses on how the gifts of the Spirit empower the church in various activities – the sharing of knowledge and wisdom, healing, teaching, prophecy, and so on. 

All this can mistakenly lead us to believe that the Spirit is merely a divine power source distributed for ecclesiastical productivity. That what is going on here is the Spirit as a mere utilitarian dispenser of abilities. 

	Like God is saying, “Here are my gifts to you, now it’s time to get to work, using these tools to grow my church. Now have a nice day.”

	And yet, this is only half the story. Yes, the Spirit does give gifts for ministry, and yet it also gives presence for communion, and fruit for transformation.

	In Romans 8, Paul tells us that the Spirit enables believers to cry, “Abba, Father.” The Spirit helps bring us into relationship with God; it less about usefulness than about communion and belonging. In John’s Gospel, Jesus tells us that the Spirit is our advocate and our comforter – one who abides, teaches, reminds and consoles. The Spirit can be characterized by an inward feeling of closeness with God, a feeling which in turns is manifested in outlook and outward behavior. This is what Paul talks about in his Letter to the Galatians, when he tells us that the fruit of the Spirit is not skill but character: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.

In sum, the Spirit is the living presence of God which both forms the church and transforms persons. The gifts of the Spirit are not tools for efficiency; they are manifestations of divine love within community.

So what happens when the Holy Spirit comes into our lives? Instead of laying out a blueprint, I thought I would share with you three examples that came to mind recently, none overtly religious, but each illustrating the power of life lived beyond the ordinary.

The first was from this year’s Boston Marathon. You may have seen the video clip, filmed on Boylston Street, a few hundred yards from the finish line.  The winners have long since sped past, and amateurs of all shapes and description are eagerly approaching the end of their trek. It has been a long 26 miles, all are exhausted and yet elated that the finish is in sight. Some are checking their watches to see if they are on pace for a personal best. Suddenly a runner falls, right in front of the camera, both his legs so cramped that he cannot even struggle to his feet. He rises, then collapses, rises again, and once more goes down. The anguish, the disappointment, are all palpable on his face. Runners glide around him, intent on the finish, and then one stops, stooping to try to help the man to his feet. It is no good, even with support he cannot stand. And then another runner stops, and the two Samaritans, each sacrificing their own race, lift him up, each swinging an arm over their shoulder, and together they hobble off towards the finish. Even in a race which is all about individual accomplishment, there is a reaching out to help another in need.

The second was a memory from the trip Christie and I took to Sri Lanka back in 2004, where we were hosted by the Bishop of the Jaffna Diocese of the Church of South India, and our partner church and its pastor, Rev. Rajkumar. The civil war which had wracked the country for decades was on cease-fire, and the countryside of our partner church was occupied by government troops. It was the 175th anniversary of the arrival of the missionaries in Sri Lanka, the spiritual ancestors of the church there, and the Bishop had requested permission for the faithful to visit the first church founded there, and have a ceremony at the graveyard where the founders had been laid to rest. Permission was granted, but the request to landscape around the graves was denied. And so when the fifty or so of us arrived, we found the graves surrounded by bamboo plants and other weeds five to six feet high. As the Bishop began the service under the watchful eyes of patrolling army troops, armed with machine guns, it began. Without a sign, without a word, the women of the congregation – and it was mostly women, with the men having been abducted by the militants or the military to join the armed forces – the women began to shuffle their feet. At first just a few inches sideways. Then a few inches more. Shuffling, but also leaning, putting their weight into it. And the bamboo and the weeds began to keel over. And soon the entire space around the graves had been laid bare, as if by some sort of magic. But it wasn’t magic, it was the boldness and courage of the faithful inspired by the Spirit.

	The last example was a photo that Jack Sinnigen sent to me this past week from Spaudling Rehab, where his beloved spouse, Betsy, has been working to regain her ability to walk following her fourth brain surgery for cancer. In the photo Betsy is in a wheelchair, and perched on her lap are two of their young grandsons. And there is Betsy, enduring another prolonged way back from still another brain surgery, smiling to beat the band, grinning ear to ear, her eyes wrinkled in joy. In the face of illness and struggle, radiant love and hope triumphant. 

	Sometimes a gift is less than a gift. But that was not the case for the disappointed teen and the lawnmower, because the profits from mowing the neighborhood lawns were seed money for the longed-for first car. And that lawnmowing business was what led him to meet Mrs. Walton, who brought out iced tea on hot days and talked with him about career plans. And then to meet neighborhood kids who became life-long buddies.

	Sometimes a gift is less than a gift. But that is not the case with the Holy Spirit, which, yes, equips and empowers us each for ministry in different ways, but which also brings us closer to God and fills us with the life that really is life, love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, and so much more. These all are the gifts of Pentecost for you. Amen.
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