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     Acts 2:1-21

Like many of you, I have been watching the story of the leaking oil well in the Gulf of Mexico with a growing sense of dread.  The leak seemed like a huge gut-wrenching disaster when it first occurred and now that it has continued for over a month, spewing hundreds of thousands of gallons of oil into the Gulf every single day, it seems like a disaster of nearly apocalyptic proportions.  When I read the paper in the morning, I find myself flooded with thoughts about the death of an entire ecosystem, the end of the fishing industry, the end of the source of livelihood for millions of people.  It’s hard to go there, and once there, it’s hard to get out.  Have any of you also been having these thoughts?

But this week, something in me shifted.  I was hearing the news of that day about the oil spill and it suddenly occurred to me that this event might be the thing that finally creates a strong collective desire to move away from fossil fuels and to shift towards real investment in renewable sources of energy.  Global warming, after all, is a long-range problem, involving incremental change from a year-to-year basis.  We tend to adapt to incremental change, and it’s hard to get excited about a problem that we can’t visualize.  But this oil spill is going to affect things quickly and dramatically and things that we can see and touch will be covered with dark, dirty disgusting masses of oil.  I told Rosa later that day that it may well be that she will remember this spill when she is an adult and tell her children about what it was like, and they will be fascinated and horrified by the idea of pumping oil out of the ocean floor.  It might be, I told her, that this event is the beginning of something very important to our earth and our future.  That shift felt like the beginning of hope, and hope is essential if we are to take action and respond to any situation and not just despair.  

I made the shift from endings to beginnings, from despair to hope because all week long, I was thinking about the story of Pentecost, a story of a powerful beginning that came at what seemed like an ending.  After looking closely at the Pentecost story for a several days, I looked at the story of the BP oil spill in a new way, through a new lens.  To me, that’s evidence of the power that scripture can have in our lives.  We miss that power if we reduce the Bible to a rulebook, defining a set of norms outside of which we should not act or think.  We likewise miss the power of the Bible if we reduce it to an artifact, speaking only of the ancient time and place in which it was written.  The Bible is, at its heart, a set of stories, and stories have power in large part because they capture our imagination.  They give us a lens through which we can read and interpret the story of our own lives, the story of our times.  We tell these stories over and again so that they will shape our imagination.  We repeat them until we begin to see that these stories are our stories too.

The Bible tells us that the resurrected Christ commands the disciples to go into the world, proclaiming the Good News that they have come to know through Jesus.  But 50 days after Easter they are still in Jerusalem, still together in a locked room.  They seem to be stalled, immobilized.  We could attribute their behavior to fear or to stupidity, but I think the most likely explanation is that the story they have told about themselves has come to an end.  Jesus called them, taught them, healed them, and then he was killed and they hid in fear and then he returned from the grave and forgave them and that’s it!  End of story!  All that’s left is re-telling what happened, remembering what Jesus had said and taught and done.

My guess is that that’s what they were doing in that locked room in Jerusalem.  They were reminiscing, laughing and crying over the stories of what they had gone through together.  But then something happened.  Wind and fire and the sudden ability to speak different languages and before they knew what was happening, they were part of a story that was just beginning.  They thought they were at the end of the story, but as it turns out, the life and death and resurrection of Jesus was really just the prologue.  The main story was beginning right now, the story of what we all were going to do in response to what God did in and through Jesus Christ.  What kind of communities would we form, what kind of actions would we take?  Would we be able to do, as Jesus predicts in the reading today from John, things even greater than he did?  That’s a statement that’s impossible to comprehend if we put ourselves at the end of the story.  It only makes sense if we’re at the beginning.

It seems so obvious to us now, in hindsight.  Pentecost tells the story of how the disciples got out of their room, how they stopped talking just to each other and started talking to other people, including people who spoke different languages, had different customs and habits from them.  So of course this is the beginning of the story, the beginning of the Christian movement, the beginning of the church.  It’s much harder to see the beginning of a story when you’re right there, in the moment.  Oh sure, we celebrate the birth of babies, the beginning of a new marriage, but those beginnings quickly recede in our own lives.  We are nostalgic people—we savor memories, re-tell old stories.  The more old stories we accumulate, the farther we feel from the beginning.  Without really deciding to do it, we start to trace a plot line that places us pretty far down the story, much closer to the end than to the beginning.  

It’s easy to justify our end-time thinking.  We call it realistic.  We call it appropriate.  We tell ourselves that to everything there is a season, and nod together at the wisdom of acknowledging that our story is winding down.  I hear this at KC all the time.  “We’re an aging congregation,” people remind me at least once a week.  “Back in the day we had more energy for creativity, for outward projects.  But now, we need to spend much more time tending to our own needs, taking care of each other.”  And it’s not just KC.  Tune your ear to the winding-down channel and you hear it everywhere.  “I used to be a contender….”

But what if that’s not our story at all?  What if we have it as wrong as the disciples did as they stayed together in one locked room, remembering the things that Jesus had said or done?  What if all of what this church has done so far is actually the preamble to our story?  What if we are actually just beginning to be a church?  What if we are just now starting to understand what it means to be a community?  What if we are just now beginning to actually be disciples of Jesus?

I don’t know about you, but I find that thought thrilling.  I don’t want to stop there.  My sons, Paul and Isaac, are about to graduate from 8th grade.  They will begin high school next year.  I’ve thought about this a lot this year.  In four years (God willing!) they will graduate from high school and leave home!  Suddenly, my time parenting them is almost over.  But once Pentecost did its work on me this week, I said to myself, “I am really just beginning to parent Paul and Isaac.  I’m not coming to the end of that story.  That story is just beginning.”  I can’t tell you how powerful that thought was to me.  It literally rocked me inside.  It felt like the breath of the Holy Spirit.

So I kept at it.  “I am really just beginning my marriage to Dan.”  “The United States is just beginning its story as a nation.“  “I am really just beginning to be a pastor.”  “I am just beginning to know how to give and receive love.”  “I am just beginning to understand myself.”  “I am just beginning to build a relationship with God.”

Or try this one:  “I am just beginning to live.”  Does that make you laugh?  Is it hard to say?  Does it feel like a lie?  Well, what if it were true?  We all know stories of people who have grown tremendously in the final years, final months of their lives.  I have witnessed people make major breakthroughs, in their relationships with their families and with God, on their deathbeds.  And I trust that even those moments were the beginning of another kind of life, the life that Jesus promises to us, eternal life.  We are just beginning to live.

 A few years back, the United Church of Christ adopted a quote from Gracie Allen as its slogan:  “Never put a period where God has placed a comma.”  Pentecost blew away the disciple’s period.  It made them retell their story.  Let’s retell our story too.
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