COMMUNICATION. COMMUNITY AND COMMUNION

Sermon for the Feast of Pentecost, May 11, 2008

Readings: Acts 2:1-11; John 7: 37-39 
Sermon text: Out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water. John 7:38

Communication is not easy. The miracle of Pentecost is not only that the disciples were given the ability to speak in all the languages of the people listening, but that the people listening were given ears to hear and hearts open to conversion. Imagine if that happened again today, that we could understand and speak in any language; that we could listen and be changed by hearing the good news. What a light, what a flood, what a wind of new life would cover the world!

But it would be a miracle. Consider the barriers. Most obviously there is the problem of language. “soy embarazado” does not mean I am embarrassed in Spanish, but I am pregnant—a miracle indeed. Even within the same language group, cultures clash, men and women have different styles of communication, parents, teachers and children and students talk past each other much of the time, spin and ideological blinders hamper communication in politics, intolerance does the same in religion, not to mention the many confusing messages of love (for instance, “I still love you” means “I no longer love you as I once did”). Studies have shown that only about 30% of intended information is successfully communicated. Seven out of the ten things we are trying to communication get lost in translation, diverted by distraction, are misunderstood or poorly expressed.
It’s a miracle anything gets across. We need knowledge and words in which to express thoughts and also the conviction and courage to launch them into the potential for misunderstanding and embarrassment. We need not only to hear but also to listen, not only to judge but also to allow new knowledge and insight to change one’s mind and heart. And that is the hard part—not speaking in tongues. We have, or will have soon enough, protocol droids or translating machines like R2D2 to translate. But try hearing and accepting criticism about oneself. Changing bad habits is harder than learning a new language.

But scripture offers us a lesson in miracle working. The Pentecost story in Acts chapter 2, part of which we just read, is instructive for communication, and the building up of community. 

The story then

In the first chapter, after the ascent of Christ, the disciples are restored to the full number of twelve through the election of Matthias to replace Judas. Obedient to Christ’s final instruction to wait in Jerusalem until the descent of the Holy Spirit they gather in an upper room of a house in the city. Chapter two begins fifty days after Easter during the feast of Pentecost—a feast celebrating the harvest of the winter wheat and first fruits of spring. The feast also commemorates the giving of the Torah to Israel at Sinai fifty days after the Passover Exodus.

Suddenly a new gift of the Holy Spirit is given: a tremendous and even violent wind shakes the house, and what appears to be tongues of fire descend and rest on the disciples heads. Suddenly they all begin to speak, a sudden outpouring of praise of God. Outside, witnessing this tremendous rattling and then outpouring of speech, Jews who had gathered in Jerusalem for the festival, Jews from all over the Mediterranean world speaking a variety of native languages—all hear the disciples speaking in their own native tongue. 
There are really miracles: A gift of tongues to the disciples and a gift of ears to hear for the gathered people. The believers fired up and preaching as never before. The bystanders hearing them speaking about “God’s deeds of power” in their own languages.

The text goes on past our reading to record that the people asked each other what this could mean. Some sneered and said, “They are filled with new wine.”

And this was true in a sense—not literally, as Peter said in reply, it was only 9 am and too early to drink--but in the sense that the miracle of Cana shows wine as a symbol of the power of Christ to transform, and as a reminder of Jesus saying new wine must be poured into new wineskins. In that sense of wine as a symbol of spirit and life—it was true, the disciples were filled with new wine.
Peter went on to deliver the first Christian sermon—giving any Pentecost preacher a very high bar against which to be measured, as his preaching resulted in the conversion of 3000 people that day. 

He told them about Jesus—how he proved he was the Messiah not only through his deeds of power during his life but now decisively by being raised from the dead and ascending to the right hand of the Father. Peter implicated all the gathered people in his death, as being part of a crooked and corrupt generation separated from God. The people, scripture tells us, were “cut to the heart” (2:37)—and asked Peter what they could do. “Repent and baptized in the name of Jesus—so that your sins may be forgiven and you may also receive the gift of the Holy Spirit,” Peter replied.

“Those who welcomed his message”—who made Peter’s act of speech an act of true communication—were baptized and about 3000 new believers were added to the community. In the often-quoted description of this new Christian community---embedded in our baptismal covenant—“They devoted themselves to the apostles teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers” (2:42).

Thus community arose from communication: not only because of the awe and inspiration of the miracle at Pentecost but because “all who believed were together and had all things in common”—they shared their goods and helped those in need; they spent time together in worship and pray; and they broke bread together at home “and ate their food” scripture says, “with glad and generous hearts.” “And day by day –and year by year and century by century—the Lord added to their number those who were being saved” (2:47).
Lessons for today

This brings us to this day, this place, this gathered people of many languages and cultures and ages and politics, men and women, parents and children—mothers being especially honored—gathered to worship and pray and share food and gifts. Praise God. And let me pause for a minute and invite the congregation to turn one to another and say “Praise God” in whatever is your native language.
Communication, Community and Communion

What are the important points I want to communicate this morning—that the Holy Spirit is stirring me to say—and what do I hope you will receive and make part of your understanding?

1. Communication is listening as well as speaking, a miracle of tongues and ears—and hearts on both sides open to God and each other. We must listen first to God and then speak with conviction the truth that god has given us to know. We must listen with love and without prejudgment—(you must be drunk, crazy, stupid, different…)—not only for our own sake but because listening to someone—truly giving that gift of attention—which I am so privileged to receive from you this morning. For the gift of attention is the secret to producing miracles of communication. Listening with attention and sympathy allows the person to unfold, to blossom, to flow. Watch what happens when you encourage someone—children, friends, strangers, someone trying hard to say something in a language not their home and native tongue---to tell you their story. You will witness an everyday miracle of true communication

2.  Community comes from this sharing—not only of thoughts but other goods and resources. We should spend time together—like this--and include food—stay for the reception, to see the short video of what we did in New Orleans as a group of students and mentors helping rebuild, how we became friends. How sharing and working together means a need for forgiveness as well. For communication is always difficult and we need to respect and learn from each other.

3. Communion—deep abiding and holy community, fellowship—in biblical Greek, koinonia--comes from a continuing focus on and coming to Christ. This is the gospel lesson we heard from John: about how Jesus in his earthly ministry, in Jerusalem for a different festival—the festival of booths, Succot, a fall harvest festival—spoke about a coming spirit, the promise of Pentecost—that would create in the believer’s heart, in the community of believers—the new Jerusalem—a river of everlasting water. He said that the way to this promise was through faith in him—through coming to Christ. And not only once—as when a revival sweeps through town, or you feel called to the altar or confession; not just as a miracle of fire and violent wind. Not just as an emotional response to a great sermon, be it St Peter or Billy Graham. Not just in reaction to crisis in your life—that may get you going, that may begin you turning or returning to God. But it can’t stop there. Too many revivals and great awakening end with burn out. Wind and fire and flood can be terribly destructive, as we see only too well in Katrina and now in Myanmar and Missouri. But the immediate moment—the crisis or conversion, the emotional connection—must be followed with continual conversion, the seed once planted must be watered and fed, the field weeded and the harvest reaped. This is the ever-living ever-flowing water springing up from faith in Christ. You and I –we must continue to turn to him, to his words and teaching and example—so that the Holy Spirit which he sent from the Father on this day many years ago, may continue to build us up into new life, new community and Holy Communion.

Let the people say a word we all know as it has remained the same in every language into which the Bible has been translated. Let the people say, Amen.
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