
Pentecost 2018, Resistance to persistence 

 As most of us are aware, the Island of Hawaii is currently threatened by a potentially serious 

eruption of the Kilauea Volcano, which has already been causing havoc since the first eruption on May 3 

some weeks ago now.  To quote the Forbes news source, which is far better informed on this than I am: 

“The ongoing eruption of Hawaii's Kilauea Volcano has opened up over twenty fissures in a residential 

neighborhood and resulting lava flows have destroyed dozens of homes and structures, but the threat 

to the Big Island extends beyond  just the reach of emerging magma.  On Wednesday, a magnitude 4.4 

earthquake rattled the volcano's main caldera, damaging roads and buildings in Hawai`i Volcanoes 

National Park. Earlier, ash plumes led to an aviation red alert and raised the threat of acid rain and 

volcanic smog or "vog" from toxic sulfur dioxide gas that spews forth from the volcano.”   Many of you 

have likely seen video of all of this, and it’s something to behold.  

 I have never experienced a volcano like this first hand, but can well imagine it to be an awe 

inspiring, terrifying experience---not only visually, with the sight of flames, lava, and eruptions; but the 

powerful rumbling sounds and explosions; the smell and feel of the ash, the acid rain, the vog.  Certainly 

this volcano is one of those humbling happenings that reminds us that our human capabilities are 

sometimes quite limited against the forces of nature,  and those forces reflect the unrestrained power 

of God.  One interesting development I heard about was an attempt to stymie the lava flow by cooling it 

and stopping its forward motion through blasting ocean water through water canons at the flow.  

Seemed like a good idea, but it turned out to be useless; although the lava at the precise point of 

contact with the blasted water was slowed, it simply expanded horizontally and continued to flow with 

even greater breadth.  Unstoppable, we might say!  Resistance only led to further persistence on the 

part of this natural force.  A force made up of many components, but among them is certainly and 

predominantly fire. 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/ericmack/2018/05/14/kilauea-volcano-eruption-spreads-again-sending-lava-bombs-500-feet-in-the-air/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/ericmack/2018/05/04/hawaiis-kilauea-volcano-erupts-opening-fissures-and-flooding-streets-with-lava/


 Fire is one of the images held up for us in our morning’s Scripture lessons for the Holy Spirit on 

this day of Pentecost.  Many remembered to wear red, in honor of that fiery Spirit.  Fire has long been 

associated with the divine, back to the earliest reaches of humanity.  Religious faiths throughout time 

and around the world have in some way featured fire as a representation of God’s power and presence.  

In the Old Testament, during the Exodus event, when God led the Hebrew slaves out of Egypt through 

the wilderness, they were guided by a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night.  Our Paschal 

candle, which we have lit through the season of Easter, is symbolic of that pillar of fire; that’s the reason 

for it’s height and shape.  And obviously worship of all kinds has taken place around camp fires in 

outdoor settings, oil lamps or candles within temples or sanctuary settings for millennia, a tradition we 

continue to this day with our altar candles, the candelabra we use at certain times of the year, and our 

paschal candle.  On the Day of Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit was so blatantly manifested among those 

early Christians, there were numerous surprising phenomena.  Pentecost was a Jewish harvest festival, 

and the early Christians, most of them good Jews, were gathered for that reason.  But the Spirit of God 

surprised them by rushing through their worship space in a powerful wind; kind of like the wind shift 

that caused us to drop from 88 to 55 in about 15 minutes on Thursday.  We Shore dwellers know all 

about wind and the power of wind.   Wind, the same as the word for Breath in Hebrew and Greek, is a 

primary manifestation of the Spirit, along with fire. The Spirit was also manifest in the gift of languages; 

which is to say that somehow all those present could hear and understand the Gospel message, even 

though they all spoke different languages.  Finally, the Spirit was manifest in tongues of fire, in flames, 

above each worshiper’s head---happily no one’s hat or hair apparently caught on fire, but this must 

surely have been a pulse raising experience for all those present.  This ancient and particular Festival of 

Pentecost is now regarded as the birthday of the Christian Church.  And like the fiery lava I alluded to 

earlier, it was unstoppable.  Both Jewish and Roman leaders did their best to cool, impede and prevent 

this faith from existing or spreading, but they failed utterly.  Every time they aimed their water canon at 



one target, the faith simply spread elsewhere in a different direction.  It could not be stopped.  And in 

fact, resistance only increased its persistence.  The Church didn’t merely maintain; it grew, spread, and 

thrived.  

 If the Christian Church was born on Pentecost, around 33 AD, this Knife River Lutheran Church 

was born on June 29, 1928, nearly 90 years ago.   Several of us have been having the time of our lives 

digging through the Church history; Jim Allert, Melanie, and myself, among others.  Melanie and I went 

up and brought down the earliest records from the church attic, and they do exist---beautifully hand-

written accounts of every congregational meeting, annual budget and so on, kept in old, heavy ledger 

books.  They will be out on display for our anniversary celebration on June 10th.   It is awe inspiring to 

realize how the birthday of this church is rather similar to this birthday of The Church Universal we 

celebrate on Pentecost.  I’ll mention just a few highlights to whet your appetite for our Anniversary 

Sunday, which is going to be a gala affair that you will not want to miss!  This church began to come into 

existence when a woman from Knife River asked Pastor Tetlie, serving up in Bethlehem in Two Harbors, 

if he would come down to do services in Knife River every so often.  He agreed to do a monthly service, 

in Norwegian, on a Sunday afternoon.  Out of this small beginning, the Ladies Aid then formed, followed 

by a Men’s Brotherhood, and on June 29, 1928, this fledgling congregation chose a name—Knife River 

Lutheran Church of the Norwegian Lutheran Synod—and voted to incorporate.  This congregation was 

born.  All to the good, but think again about that date—1928.  What’s about to happen that will 

certainly impact this tiny, fledgling congregation?  The Great Depression!  Something they could not 

possibly have foreseen or planned for.  But resistance led to persistence, and they endured, finding a 

way to meet their small budget largely through the fund-raising activities of the Ladies Aid.  In 1938, 10 

years later, they moved from the house-church they met in into this building, which had been a 

Presbyterian church.  The Presbyterian church went belly up, possibly as a result of the Depression, and 

the Lutherans grabbed at the opportunity.  On that occasion, they celebrated both their 10th anniversary 



as a congregation and the dedication of their new building with a special service that included these 

words on the back of the bulletin: “It is indeed meaningful for the members  and friends of this Church.  

Ten years have passed since the day of organization.  We are not many, and therefore not strong as 

some think of strength, in terms of numbers.  But we do believe God has blessed us, and that it has been 

very much worthwhile for us to carry on even though we are not many.  Our children are being taught 

the Word of God, which is able to save.  This alone, is indeed worth every endeavor we may put forth in 

His name.  We are very happy about our new church.  May God bless us. “  I hear both gratitude and a 

sense of vulnerability in that statement, but they have taken the risk and purchased the new building in 

1938,and then what happens?  WW II!  Another thing they could never have anticipated or planned for!  

But again, resistance led to persistence, and they persisted.  In 1946, after the war ended, they 

regrouped and carried on, with a special service that dedicated numerous of the church furnishings we 

have to this day.  And the baby boom followed on the return of the service men, so while there may 

have been years when the church only averaged 20-25 people a Sunday in worship, the Sunday School 

might have had up to 50 children.  The story continues in this way, even up to 2008---at that time we 

were expanding the building, paying off the mortgage, adding on elevators and Memorial Gardens and 

the economy, as you recall, tanked.  Somehow we not only maintained, but continued to grow.  

Resistance created persistence.  The Spirit of God cannot be stopped.  Our presence here today is proof 

of just that! 

 It’s comforting somehow, in looking through our church history, and the history of the Christian 

Church overall, to realize that as it played out in small, daily ways, our forebears dealt with the same 

kinds of concerns as we do: adapting to changing trends.  Staying true to the Gospel while being 

accessible to the culture.  Planning worship and children’s education and meeting budgets and filling 

leadership positions.  And many times, they, like us, may have doubted that force of the Spirit.  It’s easy 

to fear that we will be the generation that lets God down, that somehow the Holy Spirit will cease to 



support and sustain and inspire us, and we will be nothing but an empty building, a valley of dry bones, 

to use the image from that remarkable lesson from Ezekiel.  That kind of fear fails to take into account 

the power of the Spirit.  

 Let’s look at that lesson from Ezekiel for a moment.  In this lesson, it’s wind or breath rather 

than fire that is highlighted as the manifestation of God’s Spirit.  But there is that same sense of 

unstoppability; of the power of God to meet resistance with persistence.  Ezekiel, the featured prophet 

in this reading, was a prophet in exile; he was with the Hebrew exiles in Babylon.  At the time of his 

words, the story of the Hebrew people, which began over 1,200 years earlier with Abraham, seems to 

have come to a complete halt.  10 of the 12 tribes are  gone, and the remaining two are exiled to a 

foreign land.  The Davidic line of kings is gone.  Jerusalem is gone.  The temple is gone.  The Hebrew 

nation no longer exists.  We see, then, why Ezekiel saw what he did: a valley of bones, lifeless, scattered, 

and utterly devoid of hope.    The people are no more.   The dream is over.   

 Or maybe not.  Because the valley of bones are not God-forsaken after all.  God is there; Ezekiel 

is there; and they have a strange and wonderful encounter.  God asks Ezekiel an apparently nonsensical 

question: “Can these bones live?”  The wily Ezekiel evasively answers, “You’d know that better than I 

would, Lord.”  So God issues a command to Ezekiel---“Prophesy to these bones that I shall breathe life 

into them and they shall live once more.”  And Ezekiel did prophesy, and God did breathe life into the 

bones and bones came together and were covered with flesh, you know:  the foot bone connected to 

the-- ankle bone, and so on.   God tells Ezekiel, “Mortal, these bones are the whole house of Israel.  They 

say, “Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we are cut off completely.’ “  Therefore, I want you to 

tell them---Here’s what the Lord says: “I am going to open your graves and bring you up from your 

graves, O my people; and I will bring you back to the land of Israel, and I will put my spirit within you and 

you shall live, O my people.”   The Hebrew people are not completely lost after all; the dream is not 



dead after all; God will bring life to the people and the dream once again.  In fact, in about 50 years, the 

remnant of the Hebrew people will be released from Babylon and will return to Jerusalem, where they 

will re-build the Temple and formulate their faith, including the eventual creation of the Old Testament.  

God wasn’t done with them yet, by any  means.  The Spirit of God is unstoppable.  Resistance created 

persistence.   

 I suspect many of us experience this truth on a personal level.  “What doesn’t kill us makes us 

stronger”, we joke.  But there’s truth to that.  The things we thought we couldn’t endure, but-by the 

grace of God-- did, certainly leave a mark on us, but they also leave us stronger.   Physical exercise and 

strengthening is based on the principal of overcoming initial resistance.  The same is true for us 

spiritually and in other ways.  More, I think, then we generally realize, God’s Spirit is within us—as close 

as our next breath---empowering us, sustaining us, inspiring us, and giving us, in times of resistance, the 

power of persistence. You are much harder to bring down than you think!   You may feel like one those 

piles of dead bones in that strange, dark valley, but there is nowhere you can be, where the Spirit of God 

is not.  And always that Spirit breaths life into us.  There will, without a doubt, be forces of resistance.  

Some of them are impersonal—disease, accidents, aging.  Others may come as a result of our own sin or 

that of others---violence, broken relationships, addictions, self destructive behaviors.  But resistance 

leads to persistence.  God isn’t through with you yet, and God’s Spirit never abandons you as a lost 

cause.  It’s true for us as individuals, and it’s true for us corporately.   As a congregation we see that we 

have weathered any number of storms, and doubtless there will be forces of resistance in our future 

years to come.   That’s a given.  But so is the breath-giving, life-giving, fiery and unstoppable presence of 

the Holy Spirit a given.   God’s Spirit is among us, and among the Church around the world.  God is at 

work in this world and cannot be stopped.  We are so blessed to be a part of God’s work, in this time 

and place.  Amen.  


