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Here’s a little something that I keep repeating, and I don’t see any
reason to stop because it’s pretty important. It doesn’t seem
important on the surface, but the fact that God did it makes it so.
Throughout the Bible, certain annual commemorations are tied to
certain things that God has done. He ordained that his Old
Testament people should observe a particular festival in the present
in order to remember something God had done in the past, while
also looking forward to some future prophetic purpose hidden
within that festival. For example, on the night before God finally
freed the Israelites from slavery, he decreed that every household
should put their travelling clothes on, butcher a lamb, smear its
blood on their doorposts, roast the meat in a very specific way, and
consume it all before daylight. And then, he said, every year for
ever after, on this night, you are to reenact this meal and rehearse
the story of how the Lord your God “brought you out of the land of
Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (cf Ex 20:1). To use the language
of the Prayer Book, it was to be a “perpetual memorial.” The
prophetic thing that was hidden in the Passover celebration, even
though God’s people at that time didn’t know about this, was the
death and resurrection of Jesus. Read any number of Easter hymns
and you’ll see how the two are tied together. 

That’s how God uses times and seasons to teach his people, to stir
up our faith, and to keep us close to him. It’s called the
sanctification of time, and it’s why the Church’s liturgical calendar
is so important. Christmas and Easter are the two big events in our
day, and the occasions when we have the best chance to connect
with the world outside the Church. But there are lots of other

occasions through the year that are just as important for us to
observe, because they’re all opportunities for us to go deeper into
the life of God, and in our understanding of what he has done, not
just for us, but for the whole world. They’re all important, but three
stand above the rest: Christmas, because God became one of us in
order to die for us; Easter, because  he destroyed the power of
death from within the grave, and rose from the dead; and Pentecost,
when the Spirit of God was first sent to dwell both among and
within his New Testament people, the Church, to convince us of all
the things Jesus did and said, that everything prophesied in the Old
Testament is fulfilled in Jesus, and to guide us “into all the truth.”
Every major celebration in the Church year does that in some way
or other, but it’s the Holy Spirit who opens our eyes to see it all
clearly, or as Jesus says, to “take what is mine and declare it to
you.”

The Holy Land in those days had two harvests– grain at Pentecost,
wine and oil at the feast of Tabernacles (=Booths, Tents). Those
were occasions when God’s people gave thanks for the actions by
which he brought them into the land of “grain and wine and oil” (cf

Ps 4:7). And those two commemorations are like a pair of bookends:
Pentecost was when they celebrated God giving the Law to Moses
just after they had left Egypt, right around the end of May in our
calendar. And at Tabernacles they celebrated how God sustained
them during their forty years in the wilderness, when they lived in
tabernacles, temporary dwellings, before moving into their
abundantly fruitful permanent home, the “land flowing with milk
and honey.” 

Whenever God appeared to Moses, it was in the form of fire
because fire is a symbol of God’s holiness. And to speak of God’s
holiness means that he stands apart from everything he has made.
It’s not just about God’s righteousness, but also his otherness, the
distinction between the Creator and his creation. Because of human
sin, there’s an infinite distance between God’s divinity and our
humanity. And there’s no way that any creature can narrow that



distance– only God can do that. As the Pharisees rightly pointed
out to Jesus, though not knowing who he really is, only God can
forgive sin. Next week we’re going to read about Isaiah’s vision of
God, in whose presence Isaiah becomes profoundly aware of his
own sinfulness, and fears that he’s about to be consumed by God’s
holiness because of it. Then an angel takes a burning coal from the
altar and touches Isaiah’s mouth with it, saying, “Now that this has
touched your lips, your guilt has departed and your sin is blotted
out” (Isa 6:7). 

So the message is that any impure thing that comes close to God
will be destroyed, and only what is good will remain, like how gold
and silver are refined and purified by fire. On the day Moses went
up the mountain to receive the law, Exodus says, “Mount Sinai was
wrapped in smoke, because the Lord had descended upon it in fire”
(19:18). The people waiting below watched in terror, and heard
deafening thunder whenever God spoke. Never had he come so
near to his people, they believed, as on that day when he appeared
in fire and spoke in thunder. But he couldn’t remain with them for
long–  they were too frail and sinful to tolerate it. So he gave them
a token of his presence that would remain, the ten holy
commandments that were to mould the life and conduct of his
people, to lead them in the way of holiness. What God did for his
people that day was to make a covenant with them, binding them
under the terms of his law. But it was only and outward and visible
binding, in much the same way that the laws of a country are
outwardly binding. We know and obey the law of the land, but only
as an external agent that applies to our actions. Because it’s not
written on our hearts, some parts of it we obey only grudgingly.

The ancient rabbis taught that when the thunderous voice of God
went out from the fire that day, it divided into seventy languages,
to be heard by the seventy races of humanity. This doesn’t mean
that there were exactly seventy races of people in those days, no
more, no less. The number seven, and all the multiples thereof,
refers to the fullness of something, like when Peter asked Jesus

whether it’s okay to stop forgiving a repeat offender after seven
times, and Jesus says, “Not seven times, but seventy times seven”
(Mt 18:21-22), by which he meant that we’re to forgive that person
every time he sins against us, to infinity, because that’s how
willing God is to forgive every sinner who repents. That’s what
constitutes perfect forgiveness. So to say that the voice of God
divided into the seventy languages of humanity means that it was
heard in every nation on earth. However, the rabbis taught, only
one nation listened at that time, because Moses had prepared them.
Now that’s just a pious legend that the rabbis used as a teaching
tool, but it was well known among first-century Jews, which brings
us to what we’re celebrating today.

The twelve apostles, along with Mary the mother of Jesus, were
driven outdoors by the sound of “a mighty rushing wind.” Divine
fire danced on their heads but didn’t consume them, because they’d
been purified in the blood of the Lamb and by the breath of Jesus.
The fact that some accused them of being drunk might suggest that
their speech was incomprehensible at first. But then they began
speaking languages they themselves didn’t even know. Because it
was the feast of Pentecost, the city was full of devout Jewish
pilgrims “from every nation under heaven.” These were suddenly
overcome by the same Spirit who, in the depth of their hearts
interpreted the apostolic message to each of them in their own
languages. The great theologian Karl Rahner insisted that the Holy
Spirit does that with every sermon. God, he says, will cause
particular listeners to hear what God wants each of them to hear,
whether the preacher does a crappy job or not. Whether the
apostles actually spoke in every known language, or the pilgrims
simply understood them as if they were speaking in their
languages, isn’t really important. What matters is that God
removed the language barrier somehow, just the opposite of what
he had done at the Tower of Babel. If he can do that, Fr Rahner
says, he can certainly do it with every sermon that’s preached in his
Name.



On the new day of Pentecost, the pious legend at last becomes true.
The voice of God is heard in every known language, and this time
the nations pay attention. Also this time, it comes, not from a huge
and terrifying fire on the mountaintop, but from the lips of those
who, like Isaiah, have been purified and sent by God, with the fire
of his love burning within them. In Moses’ day it was the law that
was proclaimed, binding the people’s allegiance to God. But on
this new day of Pentecost “the mighty works of God” are being
extolled, i.e. the Good News about Jesus, and the love that took
him to the grave and out again for our sakes touches them deep in
their hearts. Then Peter, like a new Moses, stands up to tell the
crowd how the ancient prophecies have all been fulfilled in Jesus,
and how recent miracles, whether done by Jesus himself or by
others acting in his Name, confirm that he’s the One. 

We only read the first bit of Peter’s sermon today, but he goes on
to give a pretty full account of the Gospel. And when he finished
preaching, “those who welcomed his message were baptized, and
that day about three thousand persons were added.” Three thousand
converts on day one of the Church! That huge distance between
human sinfulness and God’s holiness had been bridged by God
himself reaching deep into the hearts of the people who believed
what they’d heard that day and wanted to be part of it. By repenting
and being baptized, God joined them all to his crucified and risen
Son, and made them holy, and wrote his law on their hearts.  

Luke goes on to say that “they devoted themselves to the apostles’
teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers”
(Acts 2:41-42). That’s the first description in the NT of what we now
call the Holy Eucharist / Mass. From the very beginning proper
Sunday Christian worship has included all those things: apostolic
teaching = reading the Word and teaching about it; fellowship =
not sitting home watching Benny Hinn on Sunday morning, but
gathering as the people of God; the breaking of bread– what the
earliest Church meant by that was not a potluck, but the celebration
of the Eucharist– there are lots of examples of that in ancient

writings; and the prayers– praying for everybody and everything
which, back then, could have taken a very long time. So if you get
upset over how long our Prayers of the People take, just get over it,
because that’s one of the key things we’re supposed to be doing
when we gather. Those continue to be the four basic elements of
Christian worship to this day.

That ecstatic mood of Pentecost wore off over time, and since then
the Church hasn’t often been as exuberant as she was that first day,
although there are exceptions. But much more important than that,
our faith hasn’t changed. Fr Austin Farrer says, “we that are
baptized into Christ still have within us the fountain of living
water, the mind of the Spirit, the heart of God. Uncover the well,
release the waters: it is God himself who rises in our hearts and
praises God.” He’s referring to what Paul says in today’s second
lesson about the Holy Spirit interceding for us. The Spirit, Paul
says, prays for us from deep inside us in ways we can’t express,
“with groanings too deep for words.” And God knows what’s on
Spirit’s mind, “because the Spirit intercedes for [us] according to
the will of God.”  “...it is God himself who rises in our hearts and
praises God.” 

We so often have the desire, but we don’t know what we want to
say. So, Farrer says, “we wait for his loving kindness, we listen for
it: the God within lifts us to the God above.” It’s okay to pray and
not say anything, not offer up fully formed sentences to God,
because he knows what we need and what’s on our hearts. And he
responds. And when he prompts us to move, to act, to go out and
love our neighbors in whatever ways may be appropriate to their
circumstances, we do it in the confidence that God will use our
feeble talents in ways that glorify him and bless his people. “I still
have many things to say to you,” Jesus says, “but you cannot bear
them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you.”
That’s a big, big part of being a faithful servant– waiting patiently
on the Lord. It’s what the first disciples did over the nine days
leading up to Pentecost. That’s when the Holy Spirit grows in us.



But, Fr Farrer says, as he grows in us, “it is not he but we who
grow.” And so we pray, as the Church has prayed for over a
thousand years, “Come, Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of your faithful
people, and kindle in us the fire of your love.” In the Name of ...
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