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Today we celebrate Pentecost: the celebration of the coming of the Holy Spirit and the birthday of the church. It is a big day in the life of the universal church. Let’s start with a little context. 

Pentecost was originally Shavout (Sha-voo-oat), one of the three major Jewish festivals each year. Jews from all over the world would gather in Jerusalem to celebrate the fruits of the first harvest 50 days after Passover. It was also a commemoration of the giving of the Ten Commandments. This wasn’t just a party, but an obligation to come and remember all that God has done for them and the law and justice that they are called to live out. Everyone was there. Luke even includes in his list of the tribes that were there, groups that no longer existed. It wasn’t error, it was just a way to show us EVERYONE was there and how important this festival was. I imagine it in my mind this as similar to the Olympics, people from around the world gathered to gather for a celebration with a purpose. 

Barbara Brown Taylor paints a wonderful picture of the scene: 
Medes and Elamites from the east; Romans from the west; Libyans from the south; and Cappadocians from the north – all of them streaming into the city and setting up their own camps, so that walking through the crowded city is like taking a trip around the world, with Arabic singing over here, and Libyan laughter over there and, wafting over it all, the smell of Egyptian food cooking over an open fire.

But, the disciples and followers of Christ aren’t part of the street party. Instead they are gathered together in the same upper room where they ate the Last Supper. Most likely they are scared and together for their own protection and safety. Their leader is dead and gone. Jesus had promised to send the Holy Sprit, but the Spirit hadn’t come yet. It must have been terrifying for them—wondering what will happen next, and how it would be possible for the life changing movement they had been part of to continue without Jesus here on earth. For those of you who have experienced the deep grief of the death of a loved one or the end of a close relationship, you can relate to how lost they must have felt. What will happen to them next? How will they make decisions? How on earth do they function in a world without the one they loved most? Imagine how lost and confused they must have felt. 
Then in an instant, everything changed. The Holy Spirit came. A rush of violent wind filled the house and tongues of fire appeared among them—God was grabbing their attention in a big way. This was not a subtle moment! Hollywood special effects teams have nothing on God on Pentecost. The ribbons Zac and Ryan waved during our call to worship made us sit up and notice something was different about today, imagine how much more, real flames of fire would make you pay attention to what is happening. But, I promise the youth won’t be sending out flames across the sanctuary; in this church, teenagers playing with fire crosses the line from attention getting to terrifying church members! 
Suddenly, they were filled with the Holy Spirit and able to speak in other languages. Unlike in the Old Testament at the tower of babble, being able to speak these languages brings about good. They don’t use them to build themselves up, instead now they are able to share the good news of Christ with the world, not just those like themselves. This is the birth of church, they are able to live out Christ’s command to share his life and resurrection to the ends of the earth. 

And what a party it became! People around the disciples don’t understand what is going on, so they accuse them of being drunk on new wine—it seems like a reasonable assumption, given all that was happening. But, Peter explains to the crowd that they haven’t been drinking, they are just fulfilling the prophecies of Joel. God is pouring out the Holy Spirit on them, making them capable of doing things they wouldn’t believe they could do on their own. 
I believe we have more in common with those frightened early believers locked in that upper room than we want to recognize. We are in a time in the life of the world and the church, where everything is changing and we aren’t sure what is going to happen next. Hunter S. Thompson Jr. commented, "Look around you. There is an eerie sense of Panic in the air, a silent Fear and uncertainty that comes with it." Even just a few years ago, people came to church because it was expected. I remember being shocked as a child when we passed someone on a Sunday morning not wearing church clothes, because it was so unusual. There would’ve been riots on the playing fields if any sports league tried to have Sunday morning games. Stores were never open. Tithing was the norm, not a grand act of faith. Church scandals were rare, not at the top of news on a far too regular basis. 

The world has changed and we can either sit back and complain about it and wonder how to go back to the old ways or recognize that we need to do something different. Perhaps the new languages we need to speak are the ones on Facebook, texting and Twitter. Sitting around paralyzed, wishing for the way things use to be doesn’t accomplish anything. God gave us the Holy Spirit not to go backwards to move forward. 

Recently, Andy Rooney from 60 Minutes caught a lot people’s attention complaining that he didn’t recognize any of the artists on Billboard’s Top 200 list.  He wanted to know who on earth Lady Gaga, Usher and Justin Bieber were and why he hadn’t heard of them. If we aren’t careful, the church can end up sounding a lot like him- complaining that we don’t get the way the world operates today. Why don’t we instead focus on the now, instead of lamenting the past that is no longer?

The world stills needs God. People are still desperately seeking a community that cares for them. Jesus forgiveness and compassion is just as vital today. The Good News still needs to be proclaimed, but how we deliver that message is changing. No longer can we depend on people wandering in our church doors, just because they are open. 
Change can be frightening and scary. People go to school now, learning how to manage change, because institutions recognize how hard it is to really do. Stepping into the unknown means letting go of things we have loved and cared about deeply. It means our church will be different and that isn’t easy. We could stay the same and things will probably be okay for awhile. We can coast along and pretend we don’t need to deal with the challenges we are facing as the church in the 21st Century. We can sit here hoping that the pews around us will suddenly be filled by no effort of our own. 
Or we can make a choice to respond to the Holy Spirit moving among us. That takes hard work and effort. It involves us being open to really trying new things with open hearts and minds. It means pushing beyond what is comfortable to us and leaving behind that which isn’t working anymore. “It is not a time for a tepid or tired church. It is the time for a new church, a transformed church that is a vehicle of the Spirit to transform people and, indeed, the whole world (The Rev. Dr. James B. Lemler).”

We have to embrace this boldly. Randy Hyde tells this story of woman going to the beach: Every year, she had the same ritual. She put on her swimsuit, big floppy hat and dragged all her belongings down the ocean. She would set up camp in the sand and then journey down to the edge of the water. There she would hesitate while taking deep breaths and working up her courage to enter the icy-cold water. Finally, she would daintily extend one foot and lower it slowly into the water until she barely had her big toe submerged.  Then she repeated the act with the other foot.  Then, having satisfied her urge for a swim, she would retreat to her chair and umbrella and spend the remainder of the vacation curled around a book.

We laugh at her caution and know she really didn’t swim. But, can’t we relate when comes to doing things differently? When we sing a new hymn or try something new in worship or start a new program are we daintily dipping our big toes or diving into the water surrounded by the Holy Spirit? 

So what does this change look like? What do I think Vienna Baptist Church should do in the next few years? I don’t think anyone has any easy answers. People have written volumes on the future of the church, church organizations have countless conferences on it and our study team has been hard at work on this question for over a year. 
I think we need to be like those believers long ago, listening for what God is calling us to do next. Ready to go wherever God leads us. Showing the world Christ’s love for them with such enthusiasm that they wonder if we got into the new wine!
Charles Robertson said, “It began with Pentecost, but it could not stop there. Because the good news is that the golden age is not sometime back then, whenever then was. No, the golden age is NOW, and every now yet to come. Indeed, it is the journey itself, as we encounter the living Christ again and again in new and unexpected ways, in new and unexpected people we meet along the way.” 

I love that today is Youth Sunday. For in our teenagers we see our future. What do we want and hope for them? What are we willing to do, so that their children can grow up surrounded by love and grace here at Vienna Baptist? This summer, our youth will do great things as they are filled by the Holy Spirit. They will show God’s love to the children in our community when we host our Playdates on the Playground. They will travel to North Carolina to restore houses for those in need and minister to needy children and elderly people. Some of them will serve as counselors at our children’s camp, showing tweens that it is cool to follow Christ. These are good teenagers doing good things. I can’t say it often enough, we have great youth here! I am constantly in awe of the way they open themselves up to God. 
The youth didn’t get to this place in a vacuum. They are on this journey with Christ, because they had parents that made faith a family priority. Even when it would be easier to sleep in, they got them here. They had teachers that have loved and nurtured them from when they were in diapers. Now they have Sunday School teachers that challenge them and invite them to ask the difficult questions and don’t give out simple, pat responses. At camp, they are challenged to leave their comfort zones by their chaperones and leaders and they do so with abandon. If you have ever ministered to the children and youth of this church; I thank you for helping mold our youth into the incredible Christians they are today. If you have given to the church budget, your contribution helped fund the programs that change lives, both our youth and the people they have served. Because of all of you, our youth know to listen to the Holy Spirit guiding them. 
Let us recommit ourselves to being open to the Holy Spirit and seeing where God is leading us next. The Good News of Christ will never change, but maybe how the world gets the News will. How can we be creative and innovative and share what is happening here with the world.
