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Fire. That was what the disciples perceived, as they huddled in a locked room, grief-stricken over the loss of their Savior and fearful over what would come next. First a sound “like the rush of a violent wind,” and then this amazing and perplexing vision: “divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue of fire rested on each one of them.” 


This, then, is how the Holy Spirit presents itself. After Jesus’ life, death and Resurrection, this is what’s next. The Spirit like tongues of fire, resting on each one of the disciples, on each one of us, and assuring us that the story is not over, that in fact God’s revelation is just beginning.


 Fire. It’s something they should have expected, if they remembered their own history. Because Luke tells us that John the Baptist had made them a promise: that Jesus would baptize believers not with water, but with the Holy Spirit and with fire.


Today we celebrate Pentecost, one of the holiest days of the Christian calendar. But it’s not original to Christianity. Pentecost, which comes 50 days after the Jewish holy day of Passover, was traditionally celebrated in Judaism as the day on which the Law was given, the commandments of the Torah. 

As with so much of Jesus’ ministry, what the disciples experienced was a reinterpretation of the Jewish tradition. When the wind and fire descend upon them in that tiny room, they are receiving a new law, a new revelation. It’s the coming of a Holy Spirit that, as Jesus says in the Gospel of John, will remind the disciples of all that Jesus has taught them, and will continue to lead them toward wisdom and understanding. The Holy Spirit comes to them as the animating force of the church they will build in Jesus’ name. 


Fire. In caveman days, it was right up there with the wheel and the stone ax, a discovery that forever changed life as human beings knew it. Fire is of course a great tool. Every time you turn on the gas stove or the barbecue grill, you’re using fire to transform your dinner from raw to delicious. In the winter it’s the fire in your furnace that keeps you from freezing to death. Fire heats the water for your morning shower. A welder uses fire to join things together that need joining. A campfire or a fireplace can be good company and keep the darkness at bay. Fire turns huge industrial turbines to make electricity. Fire is a deeply emotional symbol of hope and constancy; that’s why we light candles here in church.


Fire is a great tool, but of course it can also be deadly. 2,755 people died in house fires in the United States in 2008. Fire has been used as a weapon of war, from the firestorm bombings of World War II to the flamethrowers of Vietnam. 


So humankind has this love-hate relationship with fire. It’s a little like keeping a grizzly bear cub as a pet – you can cuddle it all you want, but sooner or later it’s going to take a swipe at you with those big claws. We have tamed fire, but we haven’t conquered it.


And yet Luke gives us this image of the Holy Spirit, the animating force of Christ’s church, as tongues of fire. In that image there is both great blessing and a cautionary note, and it’s this blessing and this caution that I want us to think about today.


It has been said that the church is a rough draft of the Kingdom of God. That is, the way we construct and conduct ourselves should reflect the perfect society toward which God is leading humankind – a society that honors God in every facet of life, a world congregation in which every knee shall bow and every heart shall turn toward God. The church is a rough draft of this. When I was working at the newspaper, different writers had different ideas of what a rough draft should be. There were stylists, who would write a sentence, polish it until it was perfect, and then go on to the next sentence. And then there were writers whose first drafts were only a little better than the proverbial monkeys banging at typewriters – a near-random collection of letters that they then whipped into some kind of shape and let the copy desk do the rest of the cleanup. A certain restaurant reviewer, not to be named here, comes to mind. Different kinds of rough drafts.


As a rough draft of the Kingdom of God, the church is somewhere in the middle. We have the best of intentions; we want church to be a place where love and forgiveness are practiced, where we grow spiritually, where we organize ourselves to do Christ’s work as best we can figure it out. But of course imperfect people can never create perfection, and the church we build together won’t ever be the final draft of God’s Kingdom. We’re always a work in progress.


And because of that, we need to be careful with fire. We have this powerful, effective, dangerous gift of the Holy Spirit, and we need to be careful in how we use it. That’s the cautionary note for today.


One of the things I do in service to the United Church of Christ is to serve on the Church and Ministry Committee of our Western Association. The committee’s job is to provide oversight for the 52 UCC churches in Western New York, to help train and place new ministers, and to work to keep both churches and pastors healthy in many ways. 


I like this job. One reason I like it is that it reminds me to count my blessings, because at Church and Ministry we hear some gut-wrenching stories about the ways churches sometimes go wrong. Hard to believe, isn’t it? But as I said, churches are a first draft, and some are rougher than others.


On Tuesday, for example, I spent three hours in a special meeting of this committee, hearing the report of an investigation requested by a church whose former pastor just won’t go quietly into retirement and is causing havoc for the congregation and its new pastor. Elsewhere there has been embezzlement in churches, sexual harassment, even sexual abuse. In one church, a terrible rift was created when a parishioner saw his pastor walking down the street and waved hello; the hard feelings came when it seemed to him the pastor just waved his hand dismissively. No, I waved hello, the pastor said. This tore the church apart. At another church a new member joined the choir, and a woman who had heard the love of Christ preached at that church for 50 years told him, You’re a lousy singer and I don’t want you here. 


I count my blessings because, God be praised, we’ve had very little of that sort of thing here at ACC. But these are cautionary tales, and we need to be reminding ourselves that when we do this thing called church – when together we try to hunt-and-peck a first draft of the Kingdom of God – we are playing with fire. It is good fire – the enlivening, purifying power of the Holy Spirit – but it’s fire nonetheless. If we’re not careful, vulnerable people can get burned.


Partly this happens when we unconsciously act out of our own human needs. Just like we need food and water and fresh air, human beings have emotional needs that have to be satisfied. We need to feel loved, to feel useful, to feel secure, to feel like we belong to something beyond ourselves.


We get those needs met in different ways – in families, in our vocations, in our friendships. And it’s perfectly OK to acknowledge that being part of a church helps to meet some of those needs.


Where we can get into trouble is when satisfying those needs tears the fabric of the communal life we have covenanted to build together. When a deeply seated need for control, for example, leads us to run a committee or a project with an iron fist, shutting out the ideas and contributions of others. Or when a need for personal significance leads us to try to win every argument, and in the process turn a deaf ear to the leading of the Spirit. Or when a need for self-esteem leads us down the path of gossip and casual slander. The Letter of James says, “How great a forest is set ablaze by a small fire! And the tongue is a fire.” 


As I said, it’s OK that our needs are being met in part through our presence in this congregation. But it’s good to do a reality check every once in a while. We need to ask ourselves: Whom am I serving in this situation? Am I acting out of the loving care to which Christ calls us? Am I building up and not tearing down? Am I living and acting out of a desire to do Christ’s work and to be part of a community of Christ’s people?


Fire can burn. The presence of the Holy Spirit comes with risks.

But it also comes with great rewards and incredible possibilities. Used responsibly, the Holy Spirit makes possible a church that is closer to that perfect first draft of the Kingdom of God – a church without so many typos and mistakes and dropped words. A church characterized by four wonderful aspects of our life together: belonging, believing, behaving and becoming.

Church needs to be a place of belonging – a place where every child of God can feel safe, accepted, a part of an open community. A place where we can see that our individual stories connect with the story of this faith community and God’s story in history.


Church needs to be a place of believing – a place where we can talk freely about what we believe about God, who Christ is and what it means to be a Christian, and know that we won’t all agree about these things and that’s OK.


Church needs to be a place where we’ll know and practice some foundational understandings about our own behavior. What are the principles that will allow us to live justly, lovingly and fruitfully? How can we as a church community explore the meaning of life and look to the future with hope?


And church needs to be a place for becoming. All of us want to know that we are building a life that counts. As a church we need to be about spiritual formation and development, character building for young and old alike, coping with the transitions of life, and developing the gifts we offer in service.

Belonging, believing, behaving and becoming. That’s the welder’s torch and not the forest fire. That’s the kind of church where the fire of the Holy Spirit builds up instead of burns down. That’s the church of Jesus Christ, right here, right now. Let’s feel the burn.

Amen.
