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Sermon:  Acts 2:1-11 (Visions and dreams)
Pentecost!  The gift of the Holy Spirit for God’s people.  A time of joy, of laughter, of celebration.  A day when Peter, inspired by the Spirit, brought some 3000 people to the Christian faith.  People who became devoted to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.
It’s easy for us to think that Pentecost is strictly a Christian celebration, like Easter or Christmas.  But it’s not.  It was one of three Jewish pilgrimage festivals, where all Israeli men were expected to be present at the sanctuary.  The first was Passover and Feast of Unleavened Bread.  The third was the Feast of Tabernacles, the fall harvest ingathering.

The second was the Feast of Weeks.  In Deuteronomy,
 the Israelites were instructed that from the day after Passover, “You shall count seven weeks; begin to count the seven weeks from the time the sickle is first put to the standing grain.  Then you shall keep the festival of weeks to the Lord your God, contributing a freewill offering in proportion to the blessing that you have received from the Lord your God.”  In Greek this grain harvest festival became known as pentēkostos, meaning 50th day.  Seven weeks, seven days per week, plus one day.
In later times this festival was regarded by both Jews and Christians as commemorating the giving of the Law on Mt. Sinai. Leonard Fein
, a Jewish author, tells of the old teaching that all Jews, “the living, the dead, and the still unborn, were present at the Revelation at Sinai.”  He then tells how a young friend of his was once wandering around Haifa in Israel when a Hasid, an orthodox Jew in full regalia, walked towards him.  Fein’s young friend, a genial sort, smiled and nodded.  The Hasid stopped, squinted and asked, “Do I know you?”  To which the young man replied, “Yes: we met at Sinai.”  The Hasid slapped his forehead and exclaimed, “Of course, you must forgive me.  It was so hot and crowded that day.  How have you been?”
In a way, we were all present at that Pentecost.  In place of receiving the Law we have received the Spirit.  The same Spirit that has come to each of us at baptism.  The BCP says, “Holy Baptism is full initiation by water and the Holy Spirit into Christ’s Body the Church.”
  For those confirmed, the catechism in the Prayer Book says that we “receive strength from the Holy Spirit through prayer and the laying on of hands by a bishop.”

Reginald Fuller writes, “This day [Pentecost] is not merely the commemoration of a single historical event.  Indeed, while Acts locates the outpouring of the Spirit on the day of Pentecost, John . . . places it on Easter Sunday evening . . . The important point is that the giving of the Spirit is the outcome of the work of the risen Christ.  Nor should we think of the outpouring of the Spirit as a single event.  Even the Book of Acts speaks of successive outpourings.”

The Spirit comes to us in many ways.  In the Bible, at times it seems to come at baptism, but not always.  In the book of Acts we hear, “When the apostles in Jerusalem heard that Samaria had accepted the word of God, they sent Peter and John to them.  The two went down and prayed for them that they might receive the Holy Spirit (for as yet the Spirit had not come upon any of them; they had only been baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus).  Then Peter and John laid their hands on them, and they received the Holy Spirit.”

With Paul, it was the reverse.  In Acts, Ananias placed his hands on Saul and said, “Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on your way here, has sent me so that you may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit.  And immediately something like scales fell from his eyes, and his sight was restored.  Then he got up and was baptized  . . .”

And when Cornelius, with his relatives and close friends, met with Peter, we hear, “While Peter was still speaking, the Holy Spirit fell upon all who heard the word.  The circumcised believers who had come with Peter were astounded that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the Gentiles, for they heard them speaking in tongues and extolling God.  Then Peter said, “Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing these people who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?”  So he ordered them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ.”

The Spirit blows where the Spirit will.  Coming to us not once or twice but many times, yet dwelling in us.  According to Biblical scholars, it’s not even clear exactly what happened that day of Pentecost.  I was a bit surprised to read that the literal interpretation in Acts is considered, in the Anchor Bible, to be a minority view among scholars.  And that the commentator William Barclay considers it “unlikely.”
Barclay writes, “It seems most likely that Luke, a Gentile, had confused speaking with tongues with speaking with foreign tongues.”  He argues that speaking in tongues was a phenomenon of the early Church, attested to in the New Testament.  And this fits better with the accusation of people being drunk than people speaking in foreign languages.  Secondly, only two languages were really needed at that time.  Almost all Jews spoke Aramaic, and even if not, they would speak Greek.

C.S. Mann, in The Anchor Bible, writes that there would appear to be three possible explanations of the reaction of the crowd that day.  The first, the “minority view,” is that the apostles were speaking to the crowds in foreign languages.  Second, that the apostles addressed the crowds in Hebrew.  That the Greek can be translated, “How do we hear, each one of us, in the language which is our native inheritance?”  Or, third, that “tongues” may mean “interpretations” rather than languages.  That the crowd was astonished to hear the traditional Jewish lessons appointed for Pentecost being reinterpreted in terms of the death and resurrection of Jesus, the Messiah.

So if either of these alternative explanations help you, you are in good company.  And if, like me, you hold to the traditional view, well, we are also in good company.  Honestly, which would you rather hear in our liturgy:  (1) speaking in tongues, (2) Hebrew, (3) an “interpretation,” or (4) the melodic blending of all the languages we heard today?
And this is not just our sense of the artistic.  It speaks to the truth of the passage that Peter quotes from 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 daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions and your old men shall dream dreams . . . Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.”
Our liturgy today, the blending of voices and languages, speaks to the universality of the gift of the Spirit.  Poured out upon all flesh, that everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.  It speaks, too, to the miraculous.  It speaks to the disdain of the Spirit to be bound by speaking only in tongues, or by reason, or by nation.  It speaks to the power of the Spirit – revealed through a sound like the rush of a violent wind, with divided tongues, as of fire.  A force, unpredictable and uncontrollable.  Yet promised as a gift to all baptized.
“I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams.”
Visions and dreams, inspired by the Spirit.  Think of all the times God used visions for his kingdom.  The Lord came to Abram in a vision, saying, “Look up at the heavens and count the stars – if you can count them.  So shall your offspring be.”  God spoke to Jacob in a vision:  “I am God, the God of your father.  Do not be afraid to go down to Egypt, for I will make you into a great nation there.”
There was the vision of Cornelius, called to send for Peter, and Peter’s vision of the large sheet, containing all kinds of animals, reptiles and birds, with the instruction of God, “Get up Peter.  Kill and eat.”  The entry point of Gentiles into God’s church.  And Paul’s vision of Ananias placing hands on him to restore his sight.

And dreams, they abound like visions.  The dream of Jacob, of a stairway to heaven with the angels of God ascending and descending.  Joseph’s dream, of his sheave of grain standing upright, with the sheaves of his brothers bowing to his.  The dreams of Solomon, of Nebuchadnezzar.  And of Joseph, the husband of Mary: “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.”

Visions and dreams.  Now you all probably know by now the vision of St. Paul’s:  seeking, serving, sharing Christ.  But have you caught the vision, have you found yourself passionate about some existing or future ministry here?  Think of our patron, St. Paul.  His passion for expanding the kingdom, his desire to see the Gentile churches flourish.  His willingness to endure hostility and suffering and setbacks, over and over again.  Without that spark, that passion, that gift of the Holy Spirit, it is all dry bones.  All just words on letterhead or on a wooden sign.
What is your dream, for St. Paul’s?  Relax, dreaming is fun.  Especially when we get to see our dreams begin to take shape.  Dreams about outreach – like Relay for Life, like the Amore mission trip.  Dreams about our Spanish service.  Dreams about a service with contemporary music.  Dreams about the daytime use of our buildings to support the needs of our community.  Dreams about evangelism.  Dreams about short and spiritual vestry meetings.  Dreams  about Prayers and Squares.  Dreams about a school, excellent in academics but rooted in daily prayer.  Dreams about VBS, about more children, about a Sunday school with lots of children.

Dreams about classes for those struggling with raising children and finding happiness in their marriage.  Dreams about really fixing up St. Paul’s cabin on Lake Ferguson as a place of renewal for youth, vestry and couples.  And getting rid of some of the critters that are “sharing space.”
Will we grow?  Will the changes take root and take off?  Remember, it’s Pentecost.  The Holy Spirit promised by our Lord Jesus has been given to us all. The Spirit quickens our dreams.  So let us dream, and then plan, and then persevere.  Like St. Paul.
What do you want to accomplish in your life?  How do you want to be remembered?  Do you feel the rushing of wind in your soul?  Do you sense the passage of time?  Do you hear the cacophony of sounds, the babble of different languages?
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