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This Sunday we mark the end of the Easter Season with stories from the early Church about the festival of Pentecost. We read a powerful account of the descent of the Holy Spirit upon the early Christian Community who for the last fifty days have been trying to come to terms with the reality of Jesus’ death and the puzzling and awe-inspiring encounters they have had with the risen Christ. Mostly they have gathered in secret behind locked doors fearful of what the authorities may do to them. But Pentecost changes all that.  Luke’s description is both powerful and dramatic. There is noise, fire, touch, communication and elation all rolled into one. It’s the ultimate sound and light show! Rushing wind, flames of fire, people speaking different languages so that people from many different language groups were able to hear about God’s great deeds of power. Luke impresses upon us the transformational impact this had on the early church community, for it pushed them out of their comfort zone into the public arena to speak and act with a boldness they had not known before.

Have you ever experienced that kind of thing in your life? Has there ever been moments in your life - “ah-ha” moments? Moments of insight and awareness that changed your perspective and moved you to think and act differently? It might have been the birth of a child, a conversation with a friend, visiting or living in a different country, seeing the world in a different way. It might have been a book your read or learning from making a mistake.

The account of Pentecost by Luke is very dramatic and powerful and that may also cause some to be sceptical. It’s so outside our own experience that it raises lots of questions. When I read it I see many references to other stories in the bible. One of those is the story of the Tower of Babel in the Book of Beginnings we call ‘Genesis’. In that story we hear about people trying to build a great tower but being completely frustrated because they didn’t all have the same language and so could finish the job. It’s a story about failed ambition and how so often we humans sabotage our own endeavours. However, the story of Pentecost where people were able to hear clearly despite the differences of language speaks about God’s desire to bring people together to live and work in harmony. It’s a story about reconciliation, of God communicating to us in order to lead us to live well together.

Luke’s Pentecost also reminds me of the story of the Prophet Elijah’s encounter with God, not in the earthquake, the violent wind, or the fire, but in the sound of sheer silence, or as some translations put it, the sound of a still small voice. It’s the opposite of Luke’s Pentecost, but this encounter with God was equally transformative. Is this saying that God speaks to us in different ways, some respond to the big and brassy ‘Sound and Light Show’, while others grow steadily through making mistakes and learning from them as Elijah did?

The most refreshing walk I ever took was on the Scottish Island of Iona in the middle of winter. The wind was so strong I literally had to fight my way against its constant force. But it was exhilarating none the less. While it remains highlighted in my memory as a powerful experience, the weeks I have spent in silent retreats where I have encountered the awesome presence of God, were much more transformational. That leads me to the resurrection story at the end of John’s Gospel where Jesus quietly but authoritatively breathes the Holy Spirit into the disciples calling them to be bearers of God’s peace. Pentecost is about God reaching out to touch and empower us to be people of reconciling love.
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