The Feast of Pentecost

23 May 2021
A very warm welcome to this service wherever and however you are tuning in today as we gather in this way to celebrate the feast of Pentecost, the coming of the Holy Spirit, the birthday of the Church across the world.

On the day of Pentecost, as God’s Spirit filled the hearts of Jesus ’ followers, they miraculously started praising God in every possible language, languages they could not previously speak. And the crowd, who were from all around the region and spoke many languages said: “We hear them declaring the wonders of God in our own languages!”
Let us pray:
God of all people under the sun, of every language and dialect, of every culture and history, in our diversity and difference, in our particularity and uniqueness, meet us with you singular love, bridging our divides, spanning our separation, bringing us to know our deeper unity in you.

Holy Spirit, go between, interpreter, peacemaker, fill us now. In Jesus’ name. Amen.
Hymn
1. Lord, Thy Church on Earth is Seeking Thy renewal from above;
Teach us all the art of speaking With the accent of Thy love.
We would heed Thy great commission; "Go ye into every place;
Preach, baptize, fulfil My mission, Serve with love and share My grace."
 
2. Freedom give to those in bondage, Lift the burdens caused by sin;
Give new hope, new strength and courage, Grant release from fears within.
Light for darkness, joy for sorrow; Love for hatred, peace for strife.
These and countless blessings follow As the Spirit gives new life.
 
3. In the streets of every city Where the bruised and lonely dwell,
We shall show the Saviour's pity, We shall of His mercy tell.
In all lands and with all races We shall serve and seek to bring
All the world to render praises, Christ, to Thee, Redeemer, King.
Acts 2.1-21
When the day of Pentecost had come, the disciples were all together in one place. And suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting. Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability.

Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. And at this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in the native language of each. Amazed and astonished, they asked,

‘Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language? Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabs—in our own languages we hear them speaking about God’s deeds of power.’ All were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, ‘What does this mean?’ But others sneered and said, ‘They are filled with new wine.’ But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed them: ‘Men of Judea and all who live in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and listen to what I say. Indeed, these are not drunk, as you suppose, for it is only nine o’clock in the morning. No, this is what was spoken through the prophet Joel:

“In the last days it will be, God declares,
that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh,
    and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,
and your young men shall see visions,
    and your old men shall dream dreams.
Even upon my slaves, both men and women,
    in those days I will pour out my Spirit;
        and they shall prophesy.
And I will show portents in the heaven above
    and signs on the earth below,
        blood, and fire, and smoky mist.
The sun shall be turned to darkness
    and the moon to blood,
        before the coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day.
Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.”
Homily
There is something about the feast of Pentecost that defies logic –  this is a distinctly supernatural occurrence. Indeed, there is something frightening, overwhelming, disturbing and also exciting about the Pentecost that took place with the disciples. 
But first things first. Pentecost is not a Christian festival, but an ancient Jewish one. Pentecost, meaning 'fifty', is the Greek name for the celebration known in the Old Testament as the Feast of Weeks, and celebrates the end of the grain harvest. So Pentecost is not the name we give to the day that the Holy Spirit came, it is the feast day when this great event took place, and the climax of season season.
In many ways this new Pentecost is reminiscent of the Last Supper – the disciples were all together in a house for what proves to be an important event. The former would have had all the joy and anticipation of the Passover, with heightened emotions and fearful expectations of what might be next. Pentecost, in hiding and fear at what might be done to them by those who killed their Lord. At the Last Supper the disciples witness the end of the Messiah's earthly ministry; at Pentecost the disciples witness the birth of the New Testament church.
There are many references in the scriptures to the power of the wind (exodus, Psalms and Isaiah, for example), and the wind is always understood to be under God's control. But even more important than wind as power is the idea (remembering that breath is the same Hebrew and Greek word) of wind as life in the OT and spirit in the NT. God breathed life into the first Adam through physical breath, so the second Adam (Jesus) brings the breath of spiritual life. 
Like the burning bush that Moses encountered, fire is the other Pentecost image, and associated with the presence of God, with holiness, with danger and comfort. Those tongues of flame resonate through the pages of scripture, and leap out to touch the disciples.
The effects of this NT Pentecost are startling. Peter becomes a bold and incisive preacher, rather than the bumbling fisherman we have been familiar with; the apostles are miraculously speaking of the good news in foreign languages; three thousand souls are added to the fellowship; and there are apostolic signs and wonders.
However we understand the events of Pentecost, we know that something dramatic happened. There is a gear shift in the understanding and actions of the disciples, and the gospel goes viral. Like Mary, they have been 'overshadowed' by the 'power of the Most High' and something new has been birthed into the world – the church.
One of the things that Pentecost reminds us is that through loss and grief and fear and isolation and confusion (read the story between Good Friday until Pentecost, or of the past year for us) something new and powerful can happen when even a small group remain faithful, allow themselves to be inflamed by the fire of God's love, and driven into the world by God's power. Maybe we are in such a time of crisis, and we pray for an openness to the Spirit of Life so that we too may share in this outpouring of life and love.
As the prayer goes: 
Come Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of your people 

and kindle in them the fire of your love. 

Send forth your spirit and they shall be created 

and you shall renew the face of the earth. Amen.
Intercessions
On this day, the feast of Pentecost, when we celebrate the work of the Holy Spirit of God – let us give thanks for the birth of the church and all the opportunities that we have to spread the good news of Jesus Christ.
Heavenly Father, by the power of your Holy Spirit

set our hearts on fire with a new love for Jesus Christ,

that we may be alive to the opportunities of these times and bear witness to you with enthusiasm and a sense of urgency.

Save us from complacency and from fear of new ways.

Inspire our minds with the vision of a world won for our Lord Jesus

and stir our wills to pray and work until your will is done.
Let us pray for our world –
We lift to God the continuing situation we find ourselves in as the Covid–19 pandemic continues to spread across so many nations and especially as we begin to relax the controls on international travel and allow more mixing between people. We ask God to give our world leaders the courage and wisdom to act decisively and quickly when necessary.  

O God, have mercy on our fragile world. Have mercy on the leaders of the nations who bear the responsibility of making decisions which will affect so many lives.

We ask God to bless all those people engaged in the medical and caring professions, who are working under extreme pressure. We thank God for the work which continues towards producing new vaccines that may offer us a means of finally defeating the virus.

This we pray in the name of Jesus Christ our Saviour. Amen.
Let us pray for those people who are in special need at this time. We remember those who are ill, those who are lonely, those who cannot get out of the house due to old age or infirmity and those who are frightened of what the future may hold. In a few moments of quiet we take this opportunity to bring to God anyone known personally to us who is in special need today.

God of love and power we bring to you those people whom we have named and also the countless numbers who are known only to you. Grant them healing, if that may be; but above all grant them your peace and joy, that they may know that you are with them, that they are safe and that nothing can snatch them from your love or finally defeat your purposes.

This we pray in the name of Jesus Christ our Saviour. Amen.
As we celebrate the founding of the Christian church we pray that we may all be energised and be granted renewed enthusiasm for the work which we do in God’s name. We ask especially that we find ways of caring for those who are left out and discouraged for any reason. 

We thank God for those churches who are working in the big cities helping the homeless and the poor, risking their own safety for the sake of others. We ask God to help us to approach the future with open minds while always listening for His gentle word to guide us.   

O God you have called us to be your witnesses in the world; give us grace to hear and obey your call. We pray that our lives may bear witness to your love shown in Jesus Christ and that our witness may reflect your light in the communities in which we live and work.

This we pray in the name of Jesus Christ our Saviour. Amen. 
Finally – we bring together all our prayers in these words –

We thank you Lord that we can bring our prayers to you in faith knowing that although we are just ordinary people you always hear us and never leave us.

Receive our gratitude, O Lord, and may we become more worthy of your goodness.

This we pray in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen
Our Father in heaven,
hallowed be your name,
your kingdom come,
your will be done,
on earth as in heaven.
Give us today our daily bread.
Forgive us our sins
as we forgive those
   who sin against us.
Lead us not into temptation
but deliver us from evil.
For the kingdom, the power,
   and the glory are yours
now and for ever. Amen. 
Hymn
1 Praise, my soul, the King of heaven,
to his feet your tribute bring;
ransomed, healed, restored, forgiven,
who like you his praise should sing?
Alleluia, alleluia!
praise the everlasting King.

2 Praise him for his grace and favour
to our fathers in distress;
praise him, still the same as ever,
slow to blame and swift to bless;
Alleluia, alleluia!
glorious in his faithfulness.

3 Father-like, he tends and spares us,
All our hopes and fears he knows;
in his hands he gently bears us,
rescues us from all our foes:
Alleluia, alleluia!
widely as his mercy flows.

4 Angels, help us to adore him;
you behold him face to face;
sun and moon, bow down before him,
praise him all in time and space.
Alleluia, alleluia!
praise with us the God of grace 
Blessing and Dismissal
May the Spirit, who hovered over the waters when the world was created, breathe into you the life He gives. 

May the Spirit, who overshadowed the Virgin when the eternal Son came among us, make you joyful in the service of the Lord. 

May the Spirit, who set the Church on fire upon the Day of Pentecost, bring the world alive with the love of the risen Christ. 

And the blessing of God almighty, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, be with us all and remain with us always. Amen. 
May that same Holy Spirit send you out to tell his story, and give you a voice to glorify God before all people. In the name of Christ. Amen.
