
PENTECOST SUNDAY, May 31, 2020  

 Within the Christian Church year there are three major festivals:  Christmas, Easter, 

and Pentecost.  Our current Church year began with the first Sunday of Advent last 

December, which means that of those three most significant holy days, we celebrated one of 

them together in our church building on Dec. 25, but now two of them have been celebrated 

apart from our building and within our homes through the medium of online worship.  It’s a 

little crazy when you think about it, something none of us could have seen coming.  And it’s 

a little sad, too.  It felt strange to celebrate Easter apart from gathering together here where I 

am in our sanctuary; and it feels strange to celebrate Pentecost the same way.  Normally, 

we’d all be here, gabbing away loudly, welcoming back snowbirds from their time elsewhere.  

We’d be dressed in red, with red begonias and balloons and banners.  We’d hear the Gospel 

read in different languages.  We’d celebrate Holy Communion.  There’d likely be special 

music from Joyful Noise and the handbell choir, and we’d be enjoying fellowship time with 

coffee and goodies, watching our young ones run around the church or outside after service, 

perhaps.  I miss that.  You probably do too. But while it was strange and sad to celebrate 

Easter differently, I had no doubt that Christ was raised, that Easter did happen, and I was 

certain that we worshiped together in Spirit on that good and Holy Day.  And that holds true 

for this morning also. On Pentecost about 2000 years ago the Holy Spirit of God came  to the 

fledgling Church and has never left us; and we are celebrating that event in that same Holy 

Spirit together today even from within our own homes.  As so many memes remind us these 

days, while church buildings have been closed, the Church itself is a people that has 

remained active and united throughout this pandemic; the Church never closes.  And 
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certainly we have seen that in our own vibrant and cherished community of faith here in 

Knife River.  

Our Knife River congregation traces its beginnings back to 1927, but we are part of 

that larger Christian Church, extending through time and space, and that movement traces its 

beginnings back to the event of Pentecost in our lesson from Acts today.  The initial sparks of 

the Church’s birth had already been kindled in the birth, life, death, and resurrection of 

Christ.  Then there were appearances of the risen Christ that followed and helped to bind 

together the disciples, before Christ ascended.   But, it was the event described here in Acts 2 

that really transformed that spark of the church into a raging fire.  Pentecost was a long 

established Jewish festival.  It was a Harvest celebration, like our Thanksgiving.  Did you 

know that in our time, Thanksgiving is the holiday when folks are most likely to travel back 

to their homes?  Prior to Covid-19, of course?  Likewise, Jews from all over the known world 

had gathered in Jerusalem to celebrate their harvest festival.  They’d returned to their 

spiritual home. Peter and the other disciples were in this crowd.   They thought they knew 

how the celebration would go and what to expect.  They were wrong.  God surprised them.  

First there was a rush of a mighty wind.  Then flames of fire appeared.  Wind and fire, the 

symbols of the Holy Spirit.   We know the power of wind and fire.  We know that both are 

double-edged in their impact. A Lake wind can cool pleasantly on a warm day, but a 

Nor’easter can bring down a mighty vessel on our inland sea.   A fire in a furnace or fireplace 

can warm pleasantly, but a raging fire can destroy a Hinckley or Moose Lake, as it did in the 

former century.  The presence of the Spirit in wind and fire is a bracing reminder to us that 

God is not only loving and gracious, but powerful;  God is by no means domesticated, safe, 
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or tame. There’s something liberating about that which makes my heart sing; for all the ways 

we humans think we can manipulate and spin and control everything, God is beyond all of 

that.  God is holiness manifested for us but not of our making.   Which makes God a little 

scary, too, and there may be some virtue in the attitude of some of our forebears who feared 

God---at least it was an acknowledgement that God is worthy of our respect and awe.  But, 

for all of God’s might, we experience God as a gracious Lord, which is true in this lesson 

also.   The power of wind and fire is creative rather than destructive.  What happened is that 

people begin to speak in foreign languages that they didn’t know how to speak in.  They 

found themselves speaking about the mighty acts of God in a language they didn’t know to 

people they’d never met before.  This meant that every person present, regardless of where 

they were from, heard and understood good news from God.  Not surprisingly, the crowd was 

amazed and perplexed.  We would be, too.  We aren’t necessarily comfortable with wind and 

flame, or with God’s Holy Spirit, for that matter, who has a way of surprising and unsettling 

us.  

But, surprising and unsettling though it was, the presence of the Spirit created a 

community out of the thousands baptized that day. And that was no small feat.  This lesson 

from Acts is the horror of the lector on Pentecost every year, as they wade through the list of 

nationalities that were present:  Parthians, Medes, Elamites and residents of Mesopotamia,  

Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of 

Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, Jews and proselytes, Cretans and 

Arabs---it's a mouthful.  Because these are people of different ethnicities, nations, languages 

and backgrounds.  Not at all a likely group to band together in a community that effectively 
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will change the world.  They couldn’t even understand each other!  Except they could on 

Pentecost, because a miracle occurred, a miracle worked by the presence of the Holy Spirit 

who bridged those linguistic and cultural barriers to form and empower a Christian 

community.  That’s what the Spirit does.   

Arguably, the task of the Spirit back in the 1920s here in Knife River wasn’t quite as 

daunting as on that original Pentecost; for the most part, language was not a large 

barrier here anymore, and most people in the area may have shared a similar socioeconomic 

situation, with fishing, railroad, small farms, hunting, providing a fairly basic livelihood.  Yet, 

the challenge they faced was not insignificant: to bring into being a congregation where there 

had been none.  Starting something from scratch always requires big, brave dreams and a 

passionate vision; the Spirit provided just that.    

And here we are today, a more diverse community than our forebears, I’m thinking.  

We’re not all Norwegian, Swedish, or Finnish.  We don’t all rely on fishing or the railroad for 

our livelihoods.  We represent  a fair diversity of socioeconomic groupings, ages, interests, 

and political persuasion.  And there are more of us; more of us to undertake big 

tasks and more of us to try and get along with each other.  Cuts both ways, doesn’t it?  And 

we are facing a pandemic not completely unlike that of the 1918 influenza that swept our 

nation just 9 years before this congregation was born.  Not only did our forebears survive 

that; they made it through 2 world wars and the Great Depression and a world that exploded 

in technology and innovation. Their time was not without challenges, and neither is ours.  But 

just as the Holy Spirit brought them together, so the Spirit continues to bring us together, 
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even when we worship apart.  If I needed proof of the Holy Spirit, I would look to those 

elements that symbolize the Spirit’s presence.  So, I might stand on a rocky beach and feel 

the fresh wind of the Spirit on my face.  Or I might watch the dancing flames of a bonfire and 

marvel at the warmth, the beauty, the brightness.  Or I might look around at this Knife River 

Lutheran Church congregation and feel the wonder of what God has been up to among us and 

through us. This congregation and how we have done ministry together is honestly one of the 

most convincing demonstrations of God’s Holy Spirit that I know of.  I’m guessing you feel 

the same.   

And this morning on Pentecost, we will celebrate the Holy Spirit and our community 

of faith, created by the Spirit, in the sacrament of Holy Communion; the holy meal of love 

and second chances that we share in together. You know how I like to drive home the reality 

that our altar is a half circle, intentionally, because the other half extends throughout the earth 

and into heaven.  Theological architecture!  This means that  when we share in Holy 

Communion on this side of the altar railing, the Spirit unites us with those on the other side: 

the  forebears in faith I mentioned, and those we love who have died, and believers alive 

today in Africa and Europe and Asia and a few miles up and down the North Shore.  That 

other side of the altar rail circle is immense and mind boggling.  And today, all of you are on 

that other side of the circle.  In your homes, in the same manner as the earliest Christians of 

the 1st C., you celebrate Holy Communion, united by the Spirit, on the other side of this altar 

rail.  And all of us are together in the perfect circle, bound in the Spirit’s love.  You are 

forgiven.  You are restored.  You receive second chances.  You are healed.  And all of us are 

gathered, in the love and unity of the Spirit, to be God’s heart for this community.   Amen.  
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