Sermon, Pentecost Sunday, May 23. 2010

Genesis 11:1-9,  Psalm 104:25-35,37; Acts 2: 1-21, John 14,8-17,25-27

The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle 

Do not be afraid.
At least sixty-three times in the Hebrew Scriptures we read the phrase: Do not be afraid. 

Beginning in the fifteenth chapter of Genesis, God tells Abraham: Do not be afraid, Abram. I am your shield, your very great reward. And then further on God tells Isaac I am the God of your father Abraham. Do not be afraid, for I am with you. . And the last Hebrew reference is found in  Zechariah where God tells him, Do not be afraid. These are the things you are to do: Speak the truth to each other, and render true and sound judgment in your courts.

                 The story of the Visitation to Mary begins with the Angle telling Mary Do not be afraid. Throughout the gospels we hear Jesus telling the disciples, Do not be afraid. And yet we live in fear of failure, crop failure, the stock market, failing in school, failing to live up to someone else’s expectations. There are many individuals and especially some of those who appear to have it all together, whose lives are torn to shreds on the inside due to fear.

             Gerald  Jamplosky writes that:  “Fear is the opposite of hope Love is the total absence of fear. Love asks no questions. It’s natural state is one of extension and expansion, not comparison and measurement.” Frank Sant’Agata writes: “Love and fear are the only emotions we as human entities are able to express. All the others are just sub-categorical emotions. For example, On the one hand fear reflects: hate, depression, guilt, inadequacy, discontentment, prejudice, anger, attack, and so on.   On the other side, love’s side, there is joy, peacefulness, happiness, forgiveness, and a host of others.”

          The feast of Pentecost is a feast of Love. It’s the feast of the coming of the Holy Spirit on the Apostles where they were in the house for fear of the Jewish authorities. And yet when they experienced the gift of the Holy Spirit they threw open the doors, took to the streets and preached the Good News. They were no longer bound by the feeling of fear but rather driven by the gift of love. They were so filled with joy that those who listened to them considered them to be drunk but Peter reminded them that it was only nine o clock in the morning. (too early to be drunk?)
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According to Luke, the author of the Acts of the Apostles, those in the crowd included Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and part of Liyba belonging to Cyrene and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabs. In other words, there were people from Rome in the West to Babylon in the East and all around the Mediterranean.

                 Look at this in contrast to the reading from Genesis where the people from the East gathered on a plain in the land of Shinar and decided to build a tower to the heavens and spoke only one language. But God decided to confuse them so he scattered them to the four winds where they began to speak different languages. Now God, through the Holy Spirit, has come down and reunited the people in that they can all understand the language of love, the language of the Holy Spirit. Now we have come full circle, as it were, where the language that was divided by God is now reunited by God, not that they were all speaking the same language but that they could understand one another. The language of love is a unifying language; the language of the Spirit is that which reunites and heals those who are separated.

                  As Paul says in his letter to the Romans: All who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God… you have received a spirit of adoption. When we cry “Abba! Father!” it is that very spirit bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God.        

 In many churches today there are children and adults being baptized. This is a special day on which to be baptized. The baptized person will commit to a life of Christian witness that is filled with the Spirit and the message of love.

               After acknowledging the summary of our faith which is enshrined in the Nicene Creed the candidate for baptism is asked. Will you continue in the apostles teaching, and fellowship, in the breaking of bread and in the prayers? And the candidate will reply I will with God’s help. The candidate in this has acknowledged that there is a heritage of faith that has been taught and, even though we may disagree in our understanding of it, nonetheless we will continue to teach it as it is understood in our time; that we will 

continue to meet in fellowship; in participating in the Eucharist and in praying together. 
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This first question joins us with the early church as its faith and doctrine began to be clarified as people gathered to pray and break bread with one another.

             The next question acknowledges we are human. We are asked, “Will you preserve in resisting evil and, whenever you fall into sin, repent and return to the Lord?”  Of course we all fail t live up to our commitments. But we are not to be afraid to begin again or afraid to acknowledge that we failed. It is because God is love that we can ask for forgiveness and renew our commitment to do better.

                The third question invites us, like the apostles, to step out in faith: “Will you proclaim by word and example the Good News of God in Christ?”  The first thought is “What do you mean, will I preach? I’m not a preacher?”  And yet all of us are called to share the good news.  A simple statement like “It’s raining, Thank God” or “It brighter today, thank God” is an affirmation of our thanks to God for the weather we are experiencing. Proclaiming the Good News is simple and we can use many opportunities to express our faith in God, or our gratitude to God. Also, by our example of caring for those less fortunate we also set an example of how we want others to treat us.

                The fourth question points to the reason why we care of others. “Will you seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving your neighbor as yourself?” The message here is clear; we are called to seek, to look deeply in the other person and serve Christ in that person and love our neighbor (meaning everyone, not just those next door to us), as we love ourselves. 

                   And finally, we are asked: “Will you strive for justice and peace among all people and respect the dignity of every human being?”  Will you strive; in other words, go out of your way for peace and justice among all people. This is where we discover that we can’t turn our back on the needs of the people of Haiti once we turn off the TV. We can’t ignore the needs of the people in Darfur because they are so far away. We can’t ignore the needs of those in prison for the sake of conscience in South America because we don’t understand their needs or because they are a different culture.

                  All too many of us are still under the influence of the mindset that says “That’s none of your business. don’t get involved.”  “You don’t know those people, stay 
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away from them.”  “If you start helping them where will it end?” We are constantly looking for ways to not become involved in the lives of others. And yet there are many NGO’s, Non-governmental Agencies, crying out for our help to write letters, etc to get help for one country or another, for one prisoner or another. Just about every church has a webpage at their national office for social justice issues where we can add our name with the push of a button. We don’t even have to write a letter any more. It takes love for our fellow human beings to help us overcome our old self-protection ideas. It takes love for our fellow human beings to get over our fear of becoming involved. There is great wisdom in the statement: “If you are not part of the solution you are part of the problem.”

              And what does it mean to say that we will “respect the dignity of every human being?” Again, this is easy to say but may not be as easy to defend. Churches are torn over a variety of questions regarding human sexuality; immigration; death penalty, etc. As a Christian community we still have a long way to go to have anything near a unanimous opinion on these questions.  More often than not it is in our disagreement that we tend to lose respect for one another instead of respecting the differences and be willing to continue dialogue.           

                    Fear paralyses us. Fear creates a deeper fear, a sense of paranoia, and self as well as other destruction. Love, on the other hand, opens the door to greater risks, risk of changing my mind; risk of being wrong; risk of being conned. Love causes us to go where angels fear to tread. Love invites us; even more so, love challenges us to be and become more than we are for ourselves and for others. As Jesus said, greater things than these shall you do. Fear constricts us. Fear restricts us. Fear destroys us and envelops us in a cloud of negativity, anger, jealousy, which become hatred, which is the sickness of the soul.

              Love comes from above. As Jesus told Nicodemus: I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit. It is the Spirit of God that prompts us to pray, to become involved, to reach out, to stretch ourselves beyond our level of comfortability.                                                   
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The great Lebanonese Christian mystic, Kahlil Gibran, wrote the following meditation about Love:

             Then said Almitra, Speak to us of love. And he raised his head and looked upon the people, and there fell a silence upon them. And with a great voice he said;

When Love beckons to you, follow him,

Though his ways are hard and steep. 

And when his wings enfold you yield to him,

       Though the sword hidden among his pinions may wound you. 

And when he speaks to you believe in him, 

      Though his voice may shatter your dreams as the north wind lays waste the garden,

For even as love crowns you so shall he crucify you. 

Even as he is for your growth, so is he for your pruning.

Even as he ascends to your height and caresses your tenderest branches that quiver in the sun,

   So shall he descend to your roots, and shake them in their clinging to the earth.

Like sheaves of corn he gathers you unto himself

     He threshes you to make you naked.

     He sifts you to free you from your husks.

     He grinds you to whiteness.

     He kneads you until you are pliant;

    And then he assigns you to his sacred fire, that you may become sacred bread for God’s sacred feast.

All these things shall love do unto you that you may know the secrets of your heart, and in that knowledge become a fragment of Life’s heart.

But if in your fear you would seek only love’s peace and love’s pleasure, 

          Then it is better for you that you cover your nakedness and pass out of love’s threshing-floor, 
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Into the seasonless world where you shall laugh but not all of your laughter, 

         and weep, but not all of your tears.

Love gives naught but itself and takes naught but from itself. 

Love possesses not nor would it be possessed; 

            For love is sufficient unto love.

When you love you should not say, “God is in my heart,” but rather, “I am in the heart of God.”  And think not you can direct the course of love, for love, if it finds you worthy, directs your course.

 Love has no other desire but to fulfill itself.  

But if you love and must needs have desires, let these be your desires:

          To melt and be like a running brook that sings it melody to the night.

         To know the pain of too much tenderness.

         To be wounded by our own understanding of love;

              And to bleed willingly and joyfully.

To wake at dawn with a winged heart and give thanks for another day of loving; 

To rest at the noon hour and meditate love’s ecstasy;

To return home at eventide with gratitude; 

         And then to sleep with a prayer for the beloved in your heart and a song of praise upon your lips.
