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                          Acts 2


As many of you know, I returned about a week ago from a two-week trip to Uganda and Rwanda.  Despite the fact that I was here, physically, with you last Sunday, I feel like it wasn’t until about Friday afternoon of this week that I really returned home psychically.  For one thing, I really struggled with jet lag this week.  But for another thing, the trip was so amazing and so intense that I felt for much of the week that I was swimming up to the surface through a sea of unprocessed experiences, feelings, sights and sounds.  With that caveat, I would like to share with you this morning a piece of my trip—one amazing episode out of many.  I want to tell you about a worship service I was a part of two weeks ago today, a service that brought me just about as close to the experience of Pentecost as I think I’ve ever come.


The service took place at the Prayer Palace, which is a church of about 600 people who worship in a tent right in the heart of the Red Light district of Kigali, Rwanda.  The church was founded by Pastor Jane Kanyange.  I met Jane the first week I was in Africa.  She was a participant in the Amahoro-Africa conference in Kampala, Uganda which had gathered 160 African church leaders and 40 Westerners to consider the future of the post-colonial church in Africa.  Jane stood out to me at the conference because she was one of the few women who serve as the senior pastor of a church.  She was incredibly humble—even a bit soft-spoken.  When she talked about her ministry, she talked mostly about her love for the hurting people in her community.  She talked with awe about the changes that she had seen in people’s lives—prostitutes and drug addicts and thugs giving up on their old life and stepping into new possibilities and inviting others to come with them.  Jane never took credit for these transformations—she talked with awe and gratitude about the work of the Holy Spirit in the world.  


I didn’t know what to expect when I went to worship at Jane’s church in Kigali, and that’s probably a good thing.  The service, for one thing, was four hours long (although it felt like about a half hour) and it was full-throttle Pentecostalism—speaking in tongues, getting slain in the spirit, people crying and screaming and laughing and have what looked to me like a full-scale epileptic fit while ushers carried them out of the congregation and laid them on the ground in front of the pulpit.  If I went to a church like that in the U.S., I think I would have been suspicious that all those fireworks were just for show, just the manipulations of a charismatic leader.  But I trusted Jane’s leadership that remained compassionate and gentle throughout the service, and I knew that the people in her congregation were healing for incredible trauma and experiencing incredible healing.  So I hung in there at that service and opened up my own heart to God in wonder and in awe.


Jane preached on the story of the feeding of the five thousand, and focused on the passage in John where Jesus instructs the disciples to “gather up the fragments [of food] that are left over, so that nothing may be lost.”  She read the scripture, closed her Bible and declared, “There is a man who loves left-overs.  And that man is Jesus.”  Her words seemed to send an electric current through the whole congregation, because these people knew right away that she was talking about them.  Jane went on, “If you have ever felt like a left-over, there is a man who loves you.  If you have ever been discarded, there is a man who wants to collect you.  If you have ever been stepped on by other people, there is a man who wants to save you.  If you have ever cried alone at night, there is a man who has heard you.  Jesus will gather you in, and none of you, none of you will be lost.” 


When I saw the response in that room to Jane’s preaching, I knew that she was doing much more than performing magic tricks.  She was calling out the pain of that community, and she stood fearlessly in front of it because she knew that she didn’t stand alone.  She knew that she was, at that moment, a channel of the power of the Holy Spirit.  The speaking in tongues was one way in which the Spirit was showing up in the room, but it wasn’t really the most important, or even the most dramatic way.  The Spirit was there as healing power, transforming power, renewing power.  This church was convinced that what Jesus said was true:  that he would not leave his disciples alone, but would send us his spirit so that we could continue to act as he did, bringing in the Kingdom of God onto earth.


Well, I thought that was my lesson for the morning, but then Jane said, “I would like to take some time now to talk to our guests from the United States and Europe.”  (I started to seize up in fear at that point because I was worried she was going to drag us all up front and slay us all in the spirit and I would be the only person left standing.  But she is a very smart leader and quickly explained that she would down to us so we didn’t feel embarrassed.)  “This is a very special group of visitors this morning,” she told her congregation.  “Many Westerners come to Africa looking to help us out, looking to save us, to guide us, to teach us the way.  But you people didn’t come here for that, did you?  Many Westerners come to Africa looking for animals, looking for something wild, wanting to take pictures to show back home.  But you didn’t come here for that, did you?  Many Westerners come to Africa full of fear.  They’re worried about catching a disease, worried about getting dirty, worried about germs.  But you didn’t come worried about that, did you?  In fact, you came here looking to catch something—something that you know we have.  You came here looking for the Spirit—because you know it is here, and you know we are CONTAGIOUS!”


Well, at this point, her church of 600 ex-prostitutes and drug dealers and university students and shopkeepers and genocide survivors was pretty much in a full-scale riot.  People were cheering and dancing and holding their plastic chairs over their head and jumping up and down.  And I was not the only Westerner who stood there and wept.  I was crying not out of envy, wishing that our church were as exciting as theirs.  And I wasn’t crying out of shame, embarrassed at my intellectual, contained, reserved faith expression.  I was crying out of relief.  Because not only had Jane put words to the pain of the left-overs in her congregation, but she had put words to my pain as well.  


I know that there is something missing from the churches I have been a part of all my life.  I know that there is a sense of wanting to keep the lid on things, to manage things, to order and organize things.  We are part of a sick and stupid culture, as Peter says in Acts, and at the heart of that sickness, that stupidity, is the monumental lie that insists that we are in charge, that we have the power, that we know what’s best.  And it’s just not true.  If I ever thought that humans knew what’s best, I sure don’t think that now that I’ve stood on the grounds of the Genocide Memorial in Kigali, Rwanda where 279,000 people are buried, about a quarter of those who died in 100 days of mass killing in 1994.  What a sickening display of human arrogance and human fallibility, all done in the name or cleaning, purifying, refining, controlling.


But as I stood and cried at Pastor Jane’s Prayer Palace, I cried not in despair, but in relief and in joy.  Because it was abundantly clear to me that morning that for all of our sickness and sin, God isn’t done with us.  God isn’t tired of blessing people and filling them with the Holy Spirit and working in the world through them.  In fact, for some reason that I cannot possibly understand, God delights in doing those things.


I went to Africa with a suitcase full of questions, but I came home with really only one: How can I open my life up to the movement of the Holy Spirit?  In the past, when I’ve read the story of Pentecost, I’ve often found myself laughing at the disciples for their slow start on the church.  How is it, I’ve wondered, that forty days after seeing the resurrected Jesus they are still all together in that locked room in Jerusalem?  How is it that after seeing the greatest miracle imaginable, Jesus raised from the dead, they still don’t feel the need to share the news with anyone else?  I’ve often joked about how they seemed to be stuck in committee, holding a focus group, trying to get ready.  Pentecost, as I’ve read it before, is when God gives them one last kick in the butt.  That’s how I’ve understood the Holy Spirit—kind of like God’s electric cattle prod.  It’s God’s way of telling them, “School’s out!  You have what you need!  Stop talking about it and just do it!”


But being in Jane’s church, and feeling the movement of the Holy Spirit in my own heart, has got me thinking.  Maybe those disciples knew what they were doing after all.  Maybe they understood that we are not called to minister in the world on the basis of what we know, or understand, or even on the basis of what we have experienced.  All our knowledge, all our experience is helpful, but mostly for the purpose of preparing ourselves.  In the end, our ministry catches fire when we see it not as our own work, but the work of the Holy Spirit in us and through us.  The Holy Spirit doesn’t just propel us to start.  The Spirit is what works through us and with us every step of the way if we are willing and able to stay open to it.  The Spirit makes us humble and powerful, and it shows up in the world as healing and transformation that cannot be contrived by human beings alone.  And if that’s what its going to be, then we may have to start every project we do with forty days of sitting and praying with friends.


I don’t know about you, but I want to receive God’s Pentecost gift.  I want to be a receiver of the Holy Spirit, and a channel of the Spirit’s work in the world.  I want my life, my presence in this congregation and on this planet, to testify to the power of the Holy Spirit that is wild and renewing and life-giving and utterly unbounded by the limits we might set on it.


Do you want this too?


Is there something in you that 



is longing for more



is willing to relinquish control



is willing to be open to the mysterious and emotional



is ready to be honest about our/your pain



recognizes our emptiness


Wants to be a carrier?  Wants to be contagious? 

Openness, desire….
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