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Texts:  
Acts 2:1-21; Psalm 104:24-34, 35b; 1 Corinthians 12:3b-13; John 7:37-39

About 20 or 30 were gathered in the sanctuary this particular evening. 
It was in a British Methodist Church in Manchester, England. Some of you have 
heard me talk about the summer I spent on exchange with the British Meth-
odist Church. I was responsible for being one of the pastors for a circuit of 
churches for that summer and showed up when and where called upon, this 
time on a Sunday evening. I found my way to this church and indeed there 
were 20 or 30 gathered. The music was beautiful, and it led us into a spirited 
worship experience. During this time of music and prayer, different persons 
in the congregation would spontaneously call out. Some would recite a psalm 
from memory; others would speak in a language I didn’t understand or in an 
unknown language. It was clear to me that whatever was going, on the people 
were united in their cries out to God. Theirs were cries of worship, cries for 
help, cries of praise, expressions of longing. After about an hour and a half, I 
was up to preach, knowing that what I had carefully prepared to say wouldn’t 
altogether suffice, given what I had just experienced in that space. The Holy 
Spirit was present in a mysterious way I don’t fully understand and couldn’t 
deny.

And so It came on the occasion of the first Pentecost, just as Jesus had 
promised. And it didn’t come in the form of a still small voice on this Pentecost 
occasion or as a quiet whisper as it does in scripture to some. It was not given 
to a monolithic group; the Holy Spirit of God made a grand and overwhelming 
entrance into the diverse gathering of people from every tribe and language. 
Wind and fire are the powerful images of today.

As the Christian story so often does, this experience coincides with a 
regular Jewish festival observance. Pentecost comes during the Festival of 
Weeks, the 50th day after Passover. It is the harvest festival associated with the 
covenant renewal of promises to God and neighbor.



The Old Testament tells us how the Festival of Weeks was to be cele-
brated. Leviticus 23 and Deuteronomy 16 tell us that each person was to bring 
to God a special gift in proportion to the blessing the Lord had given them 
through the year. 

All daily work was to be set aside during the festival. The people were 
to gather and worship and rejoice before the Lord. Each and everyone was in-
vited. No one was to be excluded. The guest list was God’s guest list and was 
clearly stipulated in the Scripture for all to read. Says the Old Testament scrip-
tures: You shall gather – “You, your sons and daughters, your servants and 
maid servants, the Levites in your towns, the immigrant, the orphaned child 
and the widows living among you.”

Did you hear that you are invited to participate in a pentecostal experi-
ence today?  

You didn’t know we did that at St. Paul’s, did you? 
Maybe that’s what our Pentecostal or Quaker friends do up the road.
Well, we are invited, all of us — Whatever your past, your present, what-

ever your anxieties, guilts, or fears, whatever your name or season of life.
And everybody in your household is invited, too. Your relatives and 

those who work with you and for you. 
And did you hear that those who are or have different opinions are also 

invited?  
All the barriers that divide throughout the year were to come down on 

that celebration of the Festival of Weeks and Pentecost. 
This set-aside time to focus on common worship and thanksgiving was 

fairly countercultural in that day — we see they got sneered at. And that focus 
on commonalities in Christ is fairly countercultural today, too. In fact unity of 
any kind goes against the grain these days.

Public opinion polls we read today indicate that the American people 
are divided about almost everything. We are a 50/50 nation in many ways. Red 
states, blue states, and purple states the political pundits have divided us. And 
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It seems that any moments of togetherness, like just after 9/11 or other rally-
ing times, quickly dissipate. Divisions and camps line up and return to form.

But this is not a new phenomenon. We’d be mistaken to think that 21st 
century folks have it worse than others. Since almost the beginning, conflict 
and division have marked our human story. Many of you, many of us have lived 
through conflicts internationally, nationally, in the church, and certainly in 
your own household and, yes, even in your own divided heart.

Christians have not always modeled the Pentecostal unity that God calls us 
to. Unity in the midst of diversity is a high and holy calling that often eludes us.

We have often fought among ourselves and squabbled over the issues 
that divide us rather than find common ground on the matters that need our 
unified witness.  

Each side screams at the other side, waits for the other to finish talking, 
and yells some more. It’s like talk-radio Christianity, and there is plenty of guilt 
to go around for it on every side and in between. 

The culture at large is already pretty good at dividing people up, they 
don’t need our help — it needs the church of Jesus Christ and Christian people 
to model a more peaceable way of living together and living in relationship 
with the rest of the world.

Centuries ago, in the year 1219, Francis of Assisi and his traveling com-
panion Illuminatus went to the port city of Damietta in Egypt where the Chris-
tian Crusaders had been holding the fortress of the Muslim Sultan Al Kamil 
under siege for more than a year. When they got there, they were appalled 
by the savagery of the Christian and Muslim armies. Christian soldiers had 
been involved in unspeakable horrors of violence and Muslims the same — all 
under the banner of their faiths.

For a few days Francis tried preaching repentance and reconciliation 
among the Christian Crusaders, and when this didn’t stop their violence, Fran-
cis went to the head of the armies and begged him to accept the sultan’s peace 
terms.
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The general was dead set on defeating the Muslims with might, so Fran-
cis decided to take matters into his own hands and make a personal visit to 
the sultan. This was risky — the sultan had promised a hefty bounty for every 
Christian brought to him.

Despite the danger, Francis and Illuminatus bravely approached the 
enemy lines singing psalms and asking to see the sultan. First they were beat-
en by soldiers, then they were received by the sultan Al-Kamil. After the sultan 
listened to Francis share the gospel and plead for peace, his aides urged him 
to depose of Francis. The sultan, however, was touched that this crazy friar 
had put his own life at risk for the sake of peace among these warring armies. 
Later, he said that if he were to meet more Christians like Francis, he might be-
come one.

Jesus’ prayer in the Gospel of John was that his followers be One so that 
the world might know that He came from God. 

Francis and his companion were just two people, and look at the witness 
they conveyed. Imagine if the whole church of Jesus Christ in our day were to 
harness our strengths, let the power of the Spirit blow in our lives for the sake 
of mission in the world?

Actually, we don’t have to imagine it. There are powerful witnesses to 
it, all around. Contrary to reports of the church’s demise and inner strife, the 
Holy Spirit is alive and well when welcomed.

I will never forget one Sunday in the life of an international church I 
served. People from 15 different countries and as many languages worship-
ping together. This was so on any given Sunday. This particular day yielded 
more than I was prepared for. 

I don’t even remember the scripture texts for the day; I wish I could 
tell you it was the Pentecost Sunday. But the truth is, it was, because of what 
happened.

All I remember about the day was that the sermon was about being a 
church of compassion and Biblically rooted justice, caring for those who come 
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our way, something to this effect. I was praising the congregation for being 
faithful in this way, for being a living sign of unity amidst of diversity as a wor-
shipping body.

There were 300+ people in this large sanctuary when all of a sudden a 
man near the back stands up in the middle of my sermon and says, “I’ve got 
something to say about that!”

I knew this man. He was a visitor to our church and had been for some 
time. I knew something of his story; it was a rocky one.

As I had praised our church for being this compassionate and justice- 
oriented place, I wondered what he might say. Had this indeed been his experi-
ence in our community?

We espoused these qualities about ourselves, but had it been true in his 
experience of this community?

Was he about to tell us the truth, hold us accountable, and blow a hole in 
my sermon?

“I’ve got something to say about that,” he said. “Yes, Macon,” I said, call-
ing him by name.

He proceeded to give the most beautiful testimony of his redemption 
and the way that church had indeed come together and been the church for 
him in ways that gave him hope. Thank God! Although it would have been okay 
if he had held us accountable, too. The people applauded as he took his seat, 
and indeed it was an unannounced Pentecost that day.

His life was messy and so was ours. Life together in the body of Christ is 
a beautiful bit of chaos. But when the Spirit blows…a better way of life is wit-
nessed to.

And I don’t have to imagine what it would be like for there to be a Pen-
tecostal spirit of unity in diversity here. I see it happen when you serve along-
side others on the street through our ministries here, or when lively discus-
sions occur in our study groups and people maintain a common respect for 
each other’s common faith.  
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You see, Unity does not mean unanimity; it does not mean we will al-
ways agree, but that like on that first Pentecost Day, our unity is rooted in the 
Triune God who in Itself is a sign of unity.  

And unity in the body of Christ is not just for unity’s sake. Unity does not 
mean passivity or preserving a status quo — it certainly didn’t mean that on 
Pentecost. Unity in the Pentecost sense has a purpose: towards understanding 
and common worship and care for one another. 

Parthians entered and departed Parthians.  Elamites entered and de-
parted Elamites. I mean the divisions that separate Americans in our public 
opinion polls pale in comparison to the ones that separated these folks. They 
were from different countries, didn’t speak the same languages, but they came 
together in this place, and the Holy Spirit gave them one voice.  

In his book Backpacking through the Anglican Communion: A Search for 
Unity, priest Jesse Zink reminds us that “the Bible makes clear that the most 
significant way in which Christians demonstrate their distinctiveness is in the 
nature of their life together. How the Christian community’s members interact 
with one another, engage in discourse, and welcome others, for instance, are 
all part of their witness to God….Difference is a blessing to the Christian com-
munity, each member has gifts others need to receive in order to truly follow 
Jesus.”

The apostle Paul makes clear in his metaphor of the body in talking 
about the church. The “eye cannot say to the hand, I have no need you…” The 
body of Christ needs each member to make it whole.

You know, a church is a church when we are gathered as a community 
with people we might not otherwise be gathered with. The Holy Spirit of God 
draws us together and doesn’t make us uniform; it makes us unified, not be-
cause of anything but the gift of God’s Spirit and what it makes possible. When 
we pray for the unity of the Holy Spirit, we will not always get agreement, 
which did not happen here; what we get is understanding, and that itself is a 
profound miracle.
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Praying for a fresh Pentecost here and now is worth praying for. And, 
yes, the Holy Spirit is not just for the Quakers and Pentecostal folks; it’s for 
Methodists, too!

The Holy Spirit is always coming, always unifying, always moving us to a 
deeper life together. 

And so, may God bless you if you believe that Pentecost still happens. 
In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen

Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.
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