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Pentecost 2014 
 

What in the world happened at that first Pentecost?  And what in the world does it have 

to do with us?  Now some of us who are more psychologically inclined to like new and 

unusual and exciting experiences and who are who tend to "letting go" when things in life 

get really tense, may find the whole Pentecost idea rather exhilarating.  Others of us, 

however, who are more psychologically inclined to like order and familiarity and who 

prefer to keep ourselves more tightly on a leash in terms of emotional expression, may 

find the feast of Pentecost just incredibly bizarre and disturbing, glad when its over and 

happy to get back to what we rather oddly call "ordinary time". 

 

Pentecost, both its liturgical remembrance and its meaning for our lives, must in some 

way speak to both of these kinds of people and to all those people in between.  In some 

sense, all Christians are called to be Pentecostal people, to live in the Spirit of Jesus, to 

be drenched in the Spirit of God, and to experience the life-giving power of what this 

Christian thing actually means.  There are various ways of talking about this, but let me 

suggest just two of them.  First, whatever else Pentecost means, it certainly means that 

in some significant way we human beings wake up to the presence of God in our lives.  

This is important because, as we all know, we can go through life half-sleep and half-

aware of what we call for lack of a better word "God".  On the day of Pentecost, it was as 

if those early disciples of Jesus finally woke up- woke up to the full impact of Jesus in 

their lives and woke up to what the living and moving and fire-delivering God was then 

doing to them and with them through this Jesus.  The second thing that Pentecost means 
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is that Jesus' disciples had to learn what was saving their lives now that Jesus was no 

longer with them.  Both waking up to God and becoming conscious of how God is now 

saving our lives are, I think, at the heart of Pentecost.  Let me tell two short stories to 

illustrate what I mean, one from the Bible and one from a contemporary author. 

 

The experience and the practice of waking up to God is embedded in our biblical tradition, 

and in a real way the experience of those first Christians at Pentecost was only a radical 

renewal of what God has always wanted for His human creatures- for us to open our eyes 

and to know, to really know, that we are not alone and that where we are standing is holy 

ground.  The Old Testament story of Jacob and his dream of a ladder  is a really important 

story and lays the foundation for what happened at Pentecost.   

 

If you remember the story, Jacob had just had this huge fight with his brother Esau whom 

Jacob had tried to cheat out of his birthright  (this alone should remind us that God doesn't 

deal with us only when we've been good boys and girls).  Although Esau and Jacob were 

identical twins, they were very different.  Jacob was a bit of a mamma's boy while Esau 

was this big, hairy, aggressive, "wild ass-of-a-man" (as the Bible calls him), who could 

have crushed Jacob with one hand.  So Jacob left home with little more than the clothes 

on his back, and when he had walked as far as he could, he looked around for a stone to 

use for a pillow for the night.  He eventually fell asleep and had this really odd dream.  

Wherever the dream came from, it was vivid- a ladder set up on the earth, with the top of 

it reaching to the heavens and the angels of God ascending and descending on it like 

bright-winged ants.  And then, all of a sudden, God was there beside Jacob, without a 
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single trumpet of warning, promising him safety, children, land: "Remember, I am with 

you," God said to him.  "I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you".  

When Jacob woke up from his dream, God's breath was still stirring the air.  "Surely The 

Lord was in this place", Jacob said aloud, "and I did not know it!"  Shaken by what he had 

seen, Jacob couldn't stop talking to himself, "This is none other than the house of God, 

and this is the gate of heaven".   

 

It was one of those dreams that was so much more real than what ordinarily passes for 

real.  Having woken up to God, Jacob would never be able to go to sleep again to the 

divine presence that had been promised to be with him.  This, I would suggest, is what 

also happened to those first disciples of Jesus at Pentecost and what is at the heart of all 

authentic Christianity and authentic humanity- we wake up to the presence of God and 

we can never forget it or leave it behind.  When the Spirit of God comes- and the Spirit 

can come almost anytime, anyplace and under any circumstance- and when it happens, 

we become conscious, aware, of the presence of "The More", "The Other", "The Really 

Real", the "Luminous Web that holds everything in place" - whatever you want to call it.  

And we can no more walk away from it than we can walk away from life itself. . . because 

it is Life itself.  This implies then that unless we wake up to this Spirit, church and religion 

and Christianity and even Jesus Himself will always, always remain only a system or an 

idea or an institution or an ideology or a mechanism of  social control.  Without knowing 

"The More", the Spirit of God, religion is only a shell, and often a nasty one at that.     
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Waking up to the presence and Spirit of God inevitably and at some point in our lives 

leads to the second piece of the Pentecost experience- the question of what is saving our 

lives right now.   This question, I think, is at the heart of all genuine Christianity, at the 

heart of all genuine religion of any kind, and at the heart of human existence.  What is 

saving my life right now.  Barbara Brown Taylor, who just had an article written about her 

in Time magazine a few months ago, recalls the time when she was invited by a wise, old 

Episcopalian priest to speak at his church in Alabama.  "What do you want me to talk 

about?" she asked him.  "Come and tell us what is saving your life now", he answered.  

His response, she said, was one of the most profound and freeing invitations she had 

ever received.  All she had to do was to figure out what her life depended on.  And all she 

had to do was to figure out how to stay as close to that reality as she could and then to 

find some way to talk about it that might help listeners figure out the same thing for 

themselves. 

 

When you think about it, that was probably precisely the challenge for those first 

Christians who gathered together in the Upper Room waiting for whatever Jesus said was 

to happen to them.  He was now no longer with them.  He was gone.  So what was it that 

was saving them now that it was all over?  Or was it all over?  How could they stay close 

to Jesus in such a way that He wasn't just a set of words, a set of memories, a set of 

ideas about the past, but something so real and so present to them that their lives 

depended on it?  Here, I think, is where the rubber hits the road, and I think that each of 

us should keep on asking ourselves that question which the priest asked Barbara Brown 

Taylor, because at its core it is asking us what God's Spirit is doing in us and with us and 
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around us right now.  If we have nothing to say in response to that question then 

something is wrong, Pentecost is a dead letter.  And if what we are doing in Church is not 

somehow a response to the question, "What is actually saving your life right now?", then 

what we do in Church probably will have little force, little power, to convince anyone that 

this stuff actually has much to do with the Mystery of Life. 

 

To believe and to trust that God actually wants to save us right now is not the same thing 

as thinking that God has what some people call a special plan for us that is hidden from 

our sight and which we have to somehow discover or work out.  The mission to try to read 

God's mind often becomes a strategy for ignoring what is going on right around us and 

for for keeping our minds off present unhappiness until we become like ghosts going 

through the motions of the people we once were but whom we no longer want to be.  

When we are drenched in God's Spirit, we certainly stop being ghosts. We become spirit 

because we are baptized in the Spirit of God,  and we can begin to live in the present as 

if The More actually has something to do with the present, as if God is here with us.  We 

can begin to live open to what is to be because we become convinced that what already 

is has something to do with the Really Real.  That, I think, is what happened on the day 

of Pentecost- those first Christians woke up to God and began to realize that although 

Jesus was no longer with them in the way they had previously known him, God, 

nonetheless, was there with them, the Spirit of Jesus was somehow really in their midst, 

and the Really Real was saving their lives right there and then.  It was with that conviction 

and living in the power of that awareness, that they stopped being afraid, and they were 
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able to go out of the doors they had carefully locked behind them and begin a work in the 

name of the crucified and risen One that would slowly but surely start to change the world! 

 

Source: 

Barbara Brown Taylor, An Altar in the World.  A Geography of Faith (2009) 

 


