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“Changed Lives!”
Romans 8:22-27; Acts 2:1-13 May 15, 2016

It’s a baffling if not bizarre story, this story of Pentecost; 
it’s a story framed in storm and wildfire. It’s the story of 
simple people catapulted into the melee of a national street 
festival speaking in languages they don’t understand. It is 
also a story reminding us as to how people on the street 
often see religion; as dubious, divisive and just a tad crazy.

Jesus’ band of bewildered disciples have gathered in a 
room archived with memories. It’s the same room where 
they had shared the last supper with Jesus. The room to 
which they retreated in fear following Jesus’ crucifixion. 
The room where the Risen Christ came to them as a dead 
man walking. Now fifty days later they are together in the 
same room to observe the Jewish festival called Pentecost. 
Pentecost was a time when Jews from around the ancient 
world gathered in Jerusalem to celebrate the spring harvest 
season and the giving of the law to Moses.

And therein sits an intriguing question. How, now, 
will Jesus’ disciples celebrate this day? Remember, their 
understanding of God has changed as their faith has taken 
a new turn. They believe that their leader Jesus is alive, not 
dead; Christ is risen, he lives! Are these beliefs to make a 
difference as to how they live and celebrate life? And then 
it happens, swoosh! Suddenly they find themselves on the 
street propelled by a presence from beyond themselves. In a 
flash they are talking with people from all over the world in 
languages they have never spoken before.

It’s an astounding story, this story of Pentecost. What 
happened was this: the disciples woke up and caught on 
as to what it meant to believe in Jesus as the Savior of the 
world. The message of Pentecost is universal; no longer does 
Jesus belong solely to his disciples, the Risen Christ belongs 
to the world and the world belongs to God! Pentecost is the 
story of changed lives and altered perspectives as on that day 
God’s presence called Holy Spirit birthed the Church. The 
book of Acts is the history of what happened as the people 
called church took to the streets of the Roman Empire.

How do you describe holy moments and narratives too 
sacred for words to capture? How do you tell stories like 
this? As Luke, a first century Christian with the eye of an 
historian sits down to tell the story of the early church, like 
an artist in his studio he picks up his metaphorical paint 

brush and uses the Biblical images of a gale force wind and 
leaping flames of fire to frame the story.

Why does he do that? In the Bible wind and fire are the 
two metaphors associated with God’s presence and Spirit. 
They describe holy moments and the mystery of God 
at work in the world. Think of God speaking to Moses; 
Moses is standing before a bush aflame with fire when 
God commands him to liberate the Jews enslaved in Egypt. 
(Exodus 3) Think of John the Baptist who sees himself to 
be a mere stagehand in the drama of God’s story. Then, 
John describes what will happen when the real actor takes 
the stage as a “baptism with wind and fire.” (Luke 3:16-17) 
Recall the story of Jesus in a late night conversation with 
a man named Nicodemus. Nicodemus is curious, how 
can a grown person begin life anew? Jesus cryptic reply 
was: “Listen to the wind, Nicodemus, listen to the wind.”  
(John 3:8)

Wind and fire! Have you ever tried to stand still with 
a gale force wind howling at your back or flames of fire 
leaping toward your feet; you can’t stand still. The German 
theologian Jürgen Moltman calls wind and fire movement 
metaphors because they express the feeling of being seized 
and possessed by something overwhelmingly powerful. 
(Moltman, The Spirit of Life, p. 278)

Pentecost is the story of God grasping and transforming 
persons and creating new communities. It’s a story that began 
in a back room on a back street in the capitol of a backwater 
country! It’s the story of a living God whose presence lurks 
amidst the nooks and crannies of our everyday world. Karl 
Barth, the great theologian of the 20th century describes 
what happened on Pentecost this way: 

“When we speak of the Holy Spirit we are speaking 
of people who belong to Jesus Christ in a special way….
Christ no longer lives in a historical or heavenly or in 
theological and churchy remoteness from me, but he 
approaches me, he takes possession of me… and I begin 
to live in a Christian way.”

The sacred cannot be programmed; it just happens! 
Suddenly we see something we’ve never seen, we understand 
something in a new way, something obtuse makes sense to 
us. (Dogmatics in Outline, p. 139)
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How did I know that in the winter of 1966 when I 
walked into a tiered lecture hall as a doctoral student at 
the University of Edinburgh that I would walk out of that 
room a changed person? I was an ordained Presbyterian 
minister. I understood theology better than most people; 
all I can say is that day “I got it!” No, my belief system did 
not change, it just made sense. For the first time in my 
life I understood what grace was about. Someone bigger 
than me was writing the script of my life. In her most 
recent book the novelist and essayist Marilynne Robinson 
portrays grace or this sense of the holy as “the givenness of 
things.”

C. S. Lewis was riding on a bus in Oxford, England. He 
simply says that when he got on the bus he was an atheist, 
when he got off the bus he believed in God’s existence. 
(Surprised by Joy)

The 17th century scientist, philosopher, mathematician 
Blaise Pascal carried a rumpled note sewn into the lining of 
his coat which simply read:

“Monday November 23, 1654; the year of grace: 
FIRE! The God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob; not of 
philosophers and scholars.”

Sacred spaces, holy moments! They may happen 
anytime, anywhere: in a study, a laboratory, a classroom, an 
athletic field, an office, a bus. Many of you have your own 
story to tell; the story of the holy catching you by surprise 
in unexpected places with insight and understanding. 
Pentecost is the story of God seeking us out and waking 
us up as to who we are. It is the story of a community of 
people who empowered by God’s Spirit take to the streets 
to build bridges of love and respect.

It was a motley collection of people those first Christians 
met on the streets of old Jerusalem: rich and poor, likable 
and despicable, tourists and immigrants. The message they 
shared was this: “You are loved! In Jesus Christ you are 
accepted by the great God of the universe; accepted just as 
you are!” In a splintered world whenever and wherever the 
Church builds bridges of love and respect, divisive barriers 
are razed and redeeming relationships are born.

In a Pentecost sermon delivered to graduating seniors 
at Harvard College Peter Gomes, the late minister in the 
Memorial Church at Harvard College, asked the question: 
“What is a Christian?” His answer: “To be a Christian is 
to be a changed man or a changed woman in an unchanged 
world. Anyone can be a Christian in a Christian world, 
but this is not a Christian world. To be a Christian is to 
be changed in the middle of that which is unchanged.” 
(Strength for the Journey, p 297)

The past few weeks as I have been reflecting on this story 
another question has stopped me as it were dead in my 

tracks: what does this story mean for you and me living in 
this year of our Lord, 2016. What does it mean for you and 
me to live in our world as changed men and women?

I began by looking at the map of todays world; the 
geography of Pentecost has not changed, only the names on 
the map have changed. True, Syria is still Syria and Egypt 
is Egypt; but Mesopotamia is now Iraq, Libya is Africa, 
Media is Iran, Cappadocia and Pontus are part of Turkey. 
Pentecost, 2016! The streets of our world are still clogged 
with immigrants and refugees, many of whom are Muslim. 
What does it mean for you and me to live as changed people 
in this unchanged world? What does it mean for us to take 
to the streets with Jesus’ message and proclaim to everyone 
regardless of their ethnicity, gender or religious label that 
“you are loved and accepted by the great God of the universe 
just as you are?”

Come closer to home and permit me to be candid with you. 
I’m concerned as to the manner in which religion is being 
politically manipulated in our state and nation. It serves 
neither Christ nor our culture well. I think of many young 
people I’ve met at the university with a remarkable openness 
to things spiritual. Yet, when it comes to church they see 
organized religion in the same way as did the street people 
on Pentecost: irrelevant, dubious, divisive, polarizing. In this 
season of political cynicism and crassness, I’ve been asking 
myself this question: what does it mean to model civility, to 
live love, to give mercy to everyone regardless of their social 
status, religious values, sexual orientation, political party 
or perspective on social issues? What does it mean for you 
and me to live as changed men and changed women in an 
unchanged world? I cannot answer that question for you, 
you must answer that question for yourself!

I have been blessed to stand in what tradition calls the 
Upper Room in old Jerusalem a half-dozen times or more. 
During my first two tours of Israel my guide was a Jewish 
woman named Laura whose husband was one of the judges 
in Jerusalem. One day as I stood gazing at the oval ceiling 
with its slopping arches, thinking of all that had occurred 
in this place Laura brought to me a brown bag containing a 
loaf of bread and a bottle of wine. As she placed them in my 
hands she said: “I thought you might want this to help you 
remember!”

Remember! Today as we come to this table I leave us 
with this question: what does it mean for us to remember 
Pentecost in this year of our Lord, 2016? If in this text we 
suspect God to be saying something true; how then might 
you and I have to change our behavior? 


