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Personal Remarks 

 

 Before we turn to consider this morning’s scripture, I want to take a brief personal 

moment to say thank you. Thank you for the privilege of standing here today and worshipping 

with you, the saints of the First Presbyterian Church in the City of New York. My name is Bob, 

and I have been called to be your accompanist, in a way. As your interim pastor, I will 

accompany you, your officers, and your staff through the transitional months until a new pastor is 

found. I am pleased to be here, and I am grateful to the members of the interim pastor search 

committee for their trust, and to the other pastors and members of the church staff and to many of 

you for your most gracious welcome. 

 

 I also want to say that I have been, for more than thirty years, a friend of Jon Walton, and 

so I have known him longer than many of you.  In these days I join you in feeling a loss at his 

retirement, because Jon is simply one of the best. I am pleased for Jon, because I know first-hand 

the joy, rest, and freedom that come with retirement; and yet here I am, a year to the day from my 

own retirement, stepping out of a life that was very satisfying, to join hands and hearts with you 

for this important journey ahead.  I do so because I believe deeply in the message and ministries 

around which this congregation orients its life.  I do so because of who you are in this fine city, 

and because I believe there are great days ahead of you. Marla and I are so glad to be here.   

 

 As we begin, I ask for two favors. First, I want to know your names, and I only have so 

long to learn them, and my memory isn’t what it once was. So please do me (and Marla) the favor 

of telling us your names until we are able to call you by name. Second, I ask for your prayers as 

we step into the time ahead together, and I will be praying for you.   

 

Now, remembering once again the worship that brings us here, we turn back to today’s 

text and the story of that extraordinary Pentecost in Jerusalem. 

 

Sermon 

 

It is a remarkable story… no doubt about it. This is the stirring telling of the birth of the 

Christian Church… of the day when Christ’s sometimes motley crew of disciples finally found 

their voice and their courage and their passion for what Jesus had taught them. It is Luke’s 

extraordinary remembrance of the day the Spirit stirred the Jerusalem pot in a bold new direction. 

It’s a wonderful story. But if pressed, I’d have to say that most days it is too big for me. In those 

days I am more at home with the way Jesus describes the Holy Spirit in the fourteenth chapter of 

John’s Gospel than I am with the way Luke depicts the Spirit in this second chapter of Acts. 

 

In the fourteenth chapter of John, you may remember, Jesus speaks of the Spirit as our 

advocate, as our comforter, the one who will steady us and remind us of all that Jesus taught. 

Sensing that his disciples were growing anxious over all the talk about his impending death, Jesus 

sought to allay their fears with a promise: 

 

If you love me, you will keep my commandments. And I will ask the Father, and he will 

give you another Advocate [Counselor], to be with you forever. (14:15-16) 

 



 2 

The Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you 

everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you. (14:26) 

 

 Christ promises his followers – and so promises us – that he will not leave us as orphans 

in the world. Because of the Spirit at work among and within us, we will never be left alone to 

fend for ourselves, nor will the church – a most helpful word for any church in a time of 

transition. The Spirit stirs our memory of what is important and essential for the faith community. 

The Spirit whispers peace to us in times of stress and anxiety.  

 

 Of course, belief in Christ’s promises, trust in such memory, is not always an easy thing, 

and it may seem not much to go on at times. I think of the way Barbara Brown Taylor speaks of 

our faith: 

  

It is not a well-fluffed nest, or a well-defended castle high on a hill. It is more like a rope 

bridge over a scenic gorge, sturdy but swinging back and forth, with plenty of light and 

plenty of air, but precious little to hang on to except the stories you have heard: that it is 

the best and only way across, that it is possible, that it will bear your weight. All you 

have to do is believe in the bridge more than you believe in the gorge, [and] fortunately 

you do not have to believe in it all by yourself. There are others who believe it with you, 

and even some who believe it for you when your own belief wears thin…. It takes a lot of 

courage to be a human being, but if Jesus was who he said he was, the bridge will hold.1 

 

Now, the One who assures us of the reliability of Christ, the One who reminds us of His promises 

is the Holy Spirit… everywhere the giver and renewer of life. 

 

The Bible says the Spirit is Comforter, Counselor and Advocate. The Spirit is the voice 

of conscience that confronts us in times when we are tempted to be less than who we are called to 

be.  The Spirit is the voice that speaks through the sacrament of baptism and says, “You are my 

child! I have called you by name, and you are mine.” The Spirit is the gift-giver who gives to 

Christ’s followers lives of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness 

and self-control (Gal. 5:22,23). The Spirit is the one who energizes and empowers and renews the 

Church with gifts both ordinary and extraordinary.  

 

And surely one of the most compelling parts of the Spirit’s work, as Jesus described it, is 

the role the Spirit plays in bringing Jesus and his teachings to the memory of his disciples. Tom 

Long describes it as the primary task of the Spirit, “reminding the faithful of the truth, jogging the 

memories of the followers of Jesus about all of his commandments so that they can keep them in 

love, whispering the lyrics of the never-ending hymn of faithful obedience in their ears.” 2 

 

So, that’s the way I prefer to think of the Holy Spirit… as the abiding, reminding 

presence of God among us. But we should not forget the fiery Spirit of Pentecost either, or the 

power the Spirit wields. The Spirit of Pentecost is “the Spirit who blows and burns, howling 

down the chimney and turning all the lawn furniture upside down…”  

 

 Here are the tongues of Pentecostal fire, the unsettling noises of ecstatic speech, which 

sounded like the beginning of a drunken brawl to some hearers, even if it was the proclamation of 

the Gospel for all flesh.  It is enough to make staid Presbyterians more than a little uncomfortable. 

                                                 
1 Barbara Brown Taylor, The Preaching Life, Boston: Cowley Publications, 1993, 93-94. 
2 Thomas G. Long, as cited in the newsletter of the First Presbyterian Church of Durham, North Carolina, 

May 12, 1998. 
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Have you ever attended a Pentecostal service? After doing so in Memphis once, Barbara Brown 

Taylor was honest about her own discomfort: 

 

I felt like I was caught in the middle of a thunderstorm, so I did what you are supposed to 

do [when lightning is flashing all around]: I made myself very small and held perfectly 

still. Lightning did not strike me, which was an answer to my prayer, but in the months 

since then I have wondered about my reaction. Was it simply a reaction to that kind of 

worship or was it more than that? If I had been in that room on the first Pentecost day, 

would I have done the same thing? “O God, if you are about to pour out your Spirit, and 

this is what it looks like, would you please skip me?”3 

 

 But it’s not just the drama of it all that is discomforting. If we are honest, the discomfort 

also has to do with the breadth of what the Spirit intends. When Luke reports the list of those who 

were able to hear in their own native languages after the Spirit came upon them, he lists a broad 

range of folks: Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, 

Pontus and Asia, Phrygia, Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and 

visitors from Rome. (2:9) Normally, when we talk about that moment we say that people were in 

Jerusalem from all over the world of that day – from north and south, from east and west.  And 

that’s true, but it doesn’t say nearly enough.   

 

This crowd of people is not merely a diverse and pluralistic gathering of tourists; it is 

also, as Tom Long notes, an historically impossible collection of folks, except in the type of 

hyperbole Luke employs.  The Medes, for example, would have had to travel not only several 

hundred miles to get to Jerusalem, but also several hundred years as well, since Medes had long 

since disappeared from the canvas of history.  The same is true of the Elamites, also long gone.  

Long likens this account to the communion scene at the end of the old movie “Places in the 

Heart,” where both the living and the dead gathered at table.  Luke’s list of the nations of people 

present at Pentecost is the equivalent of someone saying, “You should have been in church on 

Pentecost Sunday.  We had a huge number of visitors, some from Montana, others from Arizona 

and Michigan, not to mention the [busload] of Assyrians and the nice little Hittite couple who 

signed the friendship pad.”4 

 

 What’s up with that?  What was Luke thinking? Well, here’s what I think.  If you read 

the whole Book of Acts, what you discover is that Luke believes the Spirit is not bound by time 

or space, nor confined to any one group, and is always expanding the Church’s mission outward. 

Outward. As Beverly Gaventa says, “the arrival of the Spirit simultaneously involves a public 

venue and public accountability.  In some unexplained ways, the walls of the house dissolve and 

the community finds itself outdoors and in the presence of Jews ‘from every nation under 

heaven….”5 God is not contained within any box or temple or church made with human hands.  

The Spirit drives the church ever outward and ever onward, even as it connects us with memories 

of those who have gone before us. 

 

 The Holy Spirit arrived at Pentecost and immediately initiated a ministry of outreach and 

expansion.  The message of the Pentecost-inspired church was that its good news was, in the 

words of the prophet Joel, for “all flesh” – that is, for everyone.  “The dream of a multiethnic 

                                                 
3 Taylor, 68-69. 
4 Thomas G. Long, "A Night at the Burlesque: Wanderings Through the Pentecost Narrative," Journal for 

Preachers, Pentecost, 1991, 28. 
5 Beverly Roberts Gaventa, Acts: Abingdon New Testament Commentaries, Nashville, Abingdon Press, 

2003, 73-74. 
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community held together by [the Gospel] begins to come into view at Pentecost…. The Holy 

Spirit throws the doors open wide…”6  The disciples went out immediately sharing the good 

news, because they discovered at Pentecost their connection with those to whom they went and 

spoke. They set out to widen the circle of faith. It got them in some distress at times, because the 

Spirit kept leading them into uncomfortable expansions among people they weren’t so sure about 

– people previously considered unclean or untouchable. But still they pressed forward and 

outward.    

 

 A couple of years ago, I heard North Carolina pastor Alan Sherouse retell the story of 

Andrew Forsthoefel, an account first reported a few years earlier on a segment of the NPR 

program, This American Life. 

Andrew Forsthoefel was 23 years old when he decided to try walking across the 

continental United States from his home in Philadelphia all the way to the Pacific Coast. 

No rides. No smart phone. He carried a backpack containing camping equipment, a 

camera, a food bag stocked with jerky, tuna fish and PB&J, and a sign hanging off the 

pack that said, “Walking to listen.” 

He also carried a voice recorder that he used to collect the stories of those he met along 

the way, asking them the question, “If you could go back, what would you tell yourself at 

23?” The question yielded some remarkable answers, which Andrew curated into [a 

broadcast for] This American Life in 2013. 

Andrew admits that along with his spirit of adventure he traveled with an acute sense of 

vulnerability. At times, he said, he was “fear-walking.” And this fear was heightened by 

those that he met along the way. Not one person said that they would tell their 23-year-

old self to be more cautious or more fearful. To the contrary, their messages were full of 

boldness and daring. Nonetheless, Andrew described how when people would take him in 

they were constantly warning him – telling him to watch out for the others down the road. 

“Don’t trust them,” they would say. “They’re not like us.” 

“What I wish,” Andrew said, thinking back, “is that these people could have experienced 

what I did and seen that the people that they had warned me about were the very ones 

who took me in later on, and fed me, and told me their stories.”7 

 The disciples would certainly encounter their share of dangers down the road from 

Pentecost, but they would also continue to encounter the Spirit of God, who kept pressing them to 

create community among people who were once no community and to find kinfolk among 

strangers, which is to say, to forge a creative, spirited community despite all and any differences 

in language and custom and ritual. 

  

 In these days, I can think of few more important gifts than the gift of pressing on to 

establish wider circles of community and connections one with another.  In a time of rampant 

xenophobia, resurgent racial divisions, and deepening partisan divides, we desperately need such 

connections.  And we have the impetus and the message by which we can bridge such gaps, for 

                                                 
6 Matthew L. Skinner, “Pentecost as Resistance to Monoculture: On the Inclusive, Hospitable, and 

Prophetic Community Imagined in Acts 2,” Journal for Preachers, XLI, 4, Pentecost 2018, 10, 11. 
7 Alan Sherouse, “Open Wide the Doors,” broadcast May 15, 2016, on the Day 1 national radio broadcast, 

citing This American Life, May 5, 2013. http://day1.org/7240-open_wide_the_doors, accessed May 1, 

2018. 

http://day1.org/7240-open_wide_the_doors
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the Spirit has given us connections, and requires of us that we seek unity with others, for the 

Spirit of Christ is poured out on “all flesh” – on everyone. Who knows who will take us in and 

what stories they may tell us! 

 

 The Church began that day at Pentecost.  The Spirit came and forged the linkage between 

our memory and our mission, driving the disciples outward into unexpected connections.   Do 

you think the same could happen here?  Of course it could!  In fact, it already does. It does. I tell 

you, every time you shed tears of compassion for the world beyond these walls, or reach out 

across lines of difference to welcome strangers or to embody grace, or pray to God as the God of 

the whole universe, there rest on you the tongues of Pentecostal fire.  On you.  You may doubt me 

here, but I know.  I know it’s more than just you at work. I know it’s a sign of the Holy Spirit at 

work among you. The Spirit who strengthens our memory and binds us together is the same Spirit 

that now sends us out…sends us on… to everyone... to all those who need to hear our stories and 

who long to tell us theirs.     

 


