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Empowered To Serve

That first Pentecost nearly two millennia ago was an unusual day to say the least.  For Jesus’ disciples it was a day like none other.  There was no way they could have ever imagined what the day would bring.  

During the preceding 50 days that intervened between Easter and Pentecost the disciples were without direction.  Now that Jesus no longer accompanied them on a daily basis they were uncertain what to do.  At one point Peter and several other disciples returned to their former occupation and went fishing.  

But on this occasion, Pentecost Day, all the disciples were gathered together in one place.  Suddenly out of nowhere a mighty rush of wind came blowing through the place where they were gathered.  The sound of the wind came upon them suddenly, like the deafening roar of an approaching tornado. 

Then something really strange happened, something our text describes as “tongues of fire.”  It’s difficult for us to envision what that might have been like.  In any case these “tongues of fire” spread out and touched each disciple there.  Suddenly each “began to talk in other languages as the Spirit enabled them to speak.”  (Acts 2:4).   

At first there was mass confusion.  Each disciple began speaking at the same time, each in a different language.  It was similar to the confusion you heard as our scripture was being read a moment ago.  They had no idea what was happening, let alone what purpose this phenomenon might serve.  

Unknown to them at the moment, these were the signs of the Church being born.  The new-born Church was being divinely empowered to continue the ministry Jesus and they had begun three years earlier.  They were being miraculously empowered to go forth and serve in the name of the risen Christ.

Only later would they realize that this gift of tongues was a tool for ministry.  That it would enable them to overcome the language barrier in proclaiming the gospel of Jesus.  

Later that same day Peter, empowered by the Spirit, addressed a a multi-lingual crowd assembled in Jerusalem.  People who had never before heard about Jesus were hearing about Him in their native language.   By the end of the day 3000 had committed their lives to following a Lord they had never met.  Within days small communities of believers started to form.  The Church was launched.


This was the fulfillment of Jesus’ promise to His disciples that they would receive power when the Holy Spirit came upon them.  Jesus told them,  “…and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth." (Act 1:8)   Pentecost began the fulfillment of that promise which has continued to the present.   

The United Methodist Church continues to answer Jesus’ call to be witnesses close to home and across the world.  Our church has always sought to reach new people with the good news of the gospel.  In that same tradition today we celebrate the confirmation of nine new disciples of Jesus Christ. 

Jesus’ disciples had been drawn from Judea and Galilee.  Peter’s preaching in Jerusalem sent the gospel through much of the known world.  These were new people.  But the story in Acts also takes the church to new places like Samaria, Antioch, and 

Cyprus.  For the next1700 years Christianity spread throughout the Middle East, Europe and India to England where the work of the Wesleys began the Methodist movement that led to our being here today. 

John Wesley considered all the world to be his “parish.”  He cautioned the Church of his day as well as future generations not to be stuck thinking that God is restricted to the inside walls of a church building.  God’s presence and activity encompass the whole world, indeed, ‘to the ends of the earth.’   

Ministry and mission happen everywhere.  Church buildings are designed for ministry, not to limit it.  Church buildings are designed as a tool for ministry, not to restrict it.  Wesley insisted that we share the good news of God’s love in all places.

But how do we do that?


Peter did it by proclaiming the gospel he personally experienced. (Acts 2:14-36)   In like manner, as disciples of Christ we’re called to give personal testimony to what we have heard and experienced.  We are commissioned to speak the name of Christ, sharing with others how Christ has saved us from sin and ourselves, and given us a new perspective on life.

So let me ask you, as a disciple of Christ, are you able to recall the first time you encountered the living Lord, realizing His presence was real and not just the subject of biblical stories?   Are you able to recall the occasion when you surrendered your life to Him, transferring control of your life to His authority?  I trust the Confirmands who stand before us today have done so.  Can you claim the same?

In Acts 2, people from all nations heard the good news of Jesus Christ in their own language.  Seventeen-hundred years later Jacob Albright went to the German-speaking residents of Pennsylvania, Maryland and Ohio preaching Christ.  

Bishop John Seybert carried wagon-loads of books to the Germans in Ohio and the middle-west.  Swedes and Danes were also reached with books printed specifically for them.  As our nation pushed further west toward the Pacific, the Methodist Circuit Riders proclaimed the message of Christ to immigrants who forged the frontier, hearing the gospel in their own language. 

And the mission of proclaiming the message of Christ in different languages goes on even today.  But in addition to the different spoken languages of the world, new languages are emerging defined by technology.  

The Internet, email, texting, cell phone, Skype and the I-Pad have changed the way we’re communicate with each other.  A whole new dimension of social networks has emerged through Face Book and Chat Rooms that only 25 years ago was unimaginable.  

If the message of Christ is to be heard by our younger generations, the Church must learn to proclaim the message in the language they use and understand.  We must speak their language, even as the early disciples spoke the different languages on Pentecost.  And that means the Church must embrace the language of electronics.  To ignore this lesson is to lose our younger generations, which is what has been happening in most mainline denominations for the past thirty years. 

I congratulate the youth who today comprise the Confirmation Class of 2010.  They are not only the Church of tomorrow; they are the Church of today.  They have much to offer the Church if we’re willing to hear them; willing to learn to speak their language; and willing to adjust to the cultural changes occurring around us.  

As Allison takes the next steps to redefine and reshape her future, may we be attentive to the voice of our youth and learn to speak their language.  May we embrace the power of God’s Holy Spirit as we learn new ways to proclaim the message of Jesus Christ our Lord.   

Amen.

