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Pentecost 2019 
 

Divine Wonder 
 

I don’t think it’s an exaggeration to say the most renowned Jewish theologian of the 20th century 
was Abraham Joshua Heschel, and he wrote, “Awareness of the divine begins with wonder.”1 

Happy Pentecost!  We celebrate this important day for the church—when the Holy Spirit 
descended upon the apostles.  Some call this day the birthday of the church but I open with a Jewish 
theologian because the name Pentecost is not particularly Christian at all.  It’s the name of a Jewish 
holiday.  The apostles we heard about in Acts were celebrating Pentecost even before the Holy Spirit 
came.2  Pentecost means fifty—and is celebrated in the Jewish tradition fifty days after Passover. Today 
you might hear it called more often Shavuot, meaning weeks…seven weeks after Passover.  It was a 
festival of the harvest and around the time of Jesus and his first followers, it became a remembrance of 
when Moses went up Mt Sinai and was given the Torah.3  We hear about this in Exodus.  The Israelites 
have fled from Egypt and are being led to the land flowing with milk and Honey.  At Mt Sinai, God calls 
Moses up the mountain.  The mountain is covered in thunder and lighting and clouds and God says only 
Moses can go up the mountain and there he speaks to Moses…for a long time.  When Moses descends 
he has two tablets: the 10 commandments and about 600 more.  These commandments fill up a big 
portion of our Old testament, the Hebrew Bible.  Moses is a channel of God’s Spirit—given in a cloud 
and a storm.  Pentecost, for Jews, is a celebration of the spiritual liberation from idolatry of other gods 
and of ourselves               

Our apostles were in their small house celebrating this day of Pentecost when there came a loud 
sound like the rush of wind and tongues of fire fell on each one of them.  Wind and Spirit being the 
same word in Hebrew, “ruach.”  What happens next with these apostles changes everything for us and 
for the church to this day.  These tongues of fire give the apostles the ability to speak in different 
languages than they knew before and for the first time the apostles of Christ, who had been gathering 
behind closed doors since Jesus’ death, leave their houses and they speak.4  They begin by telling the 
Good News of Christ to “devout Jews” from all over—to the “every nation under heaven.”5  In only 
eight more chapters of Acts, chapter ten, they shared this good news with Gentiles, to all people, in 
every language: this Jesus is the Messiah. 

Raymond Brown, a New Testament theologian, says that Acts, with its official name Acts of the 
Apostles, could be called the Acts of the Holy Spirit. 6  It is a book of the Holy Spirit intervening at 
crucial moments.  Not always in tongues of fire but in nudges, in different forms: directing Paul to 
Rome, Peter to Cornelius.  Over and over the Holy Spirit directs and guides these apostles into sharing 
about this Jesus, the Messiah.  But it is good we do not call it Acts of the Holy Spirit because we must 
not pretend that the Holy Spirit is confined to this book remembering the Apostles, not even the life of 
Moses, the prophets, or all of our ancestors of faith.  

Today we celebrate the Holy Spirit—who continues to inspire and direct the faithful. And we 
today still seek this wonder, this fear at times of God.  Abraham Joshua Heschel said “Awareness of the 
divine begins with wonder.” 
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And he explained that we do not suffer from a lack of information or entertainment today.  We 
have lots to amuse us but do we have much we really appreciate.  We see this every day and we can see 
it painfully at church.  He said, “Religion declined not because it was refuted, but because it became 
irrelevant, dull, oppressive, insipid.  When faith is completely replaced by creed, worship by discipline, 
love by habit; when the crisis of today is ignored because of the splendor of the past; when faith 
becomes an heirloom rather than a living fountain; when religion speaks only in the name of authority 
rather than with the voice of compassion—its message becomes meaningless.”7  

We, the church, are meant to cultivate wonder.  Thousands of people were brought to 
Christianity in Acts not because they were forced to convert, not even because the Apostles were trying 
to convert them, but because they witnessed something they were in awe of—people given the power to 
speak in their language and who spoke of a God who was risen from the dead.  There is so much to 
wonder about!  As we’ve seen throughout history, it is a sad day when God’s people lose our wonder of 
God who rose from the dead, a Holy Spirit who still lives and moves today.  But when the church 
missteps, acting from a want of power or acknowledgment for themselves, the Spirit calls us back. We, 
the church, are to be examples of wonder, not barriers to it.              

 And an important part of our Christian wonder, that our Pentecost of Acts shows us, is that the 
amazement of the Holy Spirit is awfully powerful and can call us back and to new paths… when 
experienced with others.  
            Just before the passage in Acts the now eleven apostles add a twelfth, Matthias to their number.8 
The Holy Spirit lands upon twelve people gathered together, sharing and exploring their lives of faith. It 
would have been hard to believe in this work of the Spirit had it just happened j to one person—It was 
hard enough to believe with12. Peter acknowledges this, “we are not drunk, it is just the third hour!” But 
the power of what we celebrate today comes from 12 apostles given this gift of the Spirit and with that 
they could go to all parts of the world inspiring a wonder strong enough to believe.  

At Good Shepherd we gather in worship where we are all united in the Spirit by Christ whether 
we know the person we sit next to or not. We are lifted into the body of believers across generations and 
throughout the world. We have events like the Parish Picnic because we also need those we talk with, 
can go to, in faith.  The apostles gathered who received this Holy Spirit on Pentecost were those who 
believed and needed others to help them and remind them of their belief. The magic equation of 
Pentecost seemed to be a group gathered together seeking faithfulness and the presence of the Holy 
Spirit. When all of this came together—those apostles left their closed doors and made the way for us to 
be the church we are today.  
            And the Holy Spirit keeps on moving.  She keeps on stirring.  Something good is happening at 
Good Shepherd, but for it to bear fruit faithful groups must gather and believe in what you are being 
called to do for this community, for the city, for the world.  The apostles didn’t know what they were 
doing after their Lord ascended into Heaven.  They heard about this Holy Spirit but didn’t know when 
she would arrive.  They just remained faithful, together. 
 Sit together in silence for 90 seconds bid by instruction and “Come, Holy Spirit.” 

Awareness of the divine begins with wonder…together. Thank you all.  May we not let our faith 
become dull, our doubt become overwhelming but find together the strength of the Spirit who knows us 
each and who guides the church from those who walked with Jesus, who gathered at Pentecost, and still 
to this day.  May we have courage to follow your ways, to be inspired by the Spirit of God who was with 
Moses and the Apostles and who is with us now.  Come, Holy Spirit. 
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