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I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord the Giver of life.  Who proceeds from the father and the Son. With the Father and the Son, He is worshipped and glorified. He has spoken through the Prophets.

That is what the Nicene Creed we say every week says about the Holy Spirit.  I believe it with my whole heart.  I don’t understand it, but I believe it.  But there is more that I believe.  I believe that a relationship with the Holy Spirit is the only real door to a human relationship with God.  Through the history of the Church we have said this in many ways, and another way of saying it may be this.  We experience God the Creator, the Father, the one who gives life—through the witness of creation.  This is the God whose wonder we grasp for just a fleeting second in a spectacular sunset, or in the meticulous construction of a fern frond, or in the birth of a child.  

This creating God is our source and our ending, but we are hard put to know this God’s boundless nature from our limited human perspective.  So, after a hundred different ways of trying to relate to a nation called Israel, God sent a Son.  The Son walked on earth in time and space. He knew pain and sorrow and joy.  He gathered a band of followers around him to continue his work in the world, and he was put to death by the jealous hatred of humanity.  And God, the Father, intervened, taking what could have been a brutal end in death and turning it into the glory of a resurrection.  That resurrected Christ visited among his followers for forty days, the scripture tells us.  He promised to send another counselor, a comforter and guide who would be present with the church, and then he ascended into Heaven.  On the day of Pentecost that we celebrate today, that Holy Spirit arrived in the lives of the disciples of Jesus.  It surprised them like a gust of wind in the room with them, and it empowered them to step out into streets filled with pilgrims from all the known world, and to tell the story of Jesus to them in all their own languages.  This Holy Spirit became the guardian of the church, God’s presence with us.  Through the gifts the spirit brought us the ministries of the church moved forward.  And the spirit was always near, reminding us of who we are, forgiving us when we fall short of the mark, urging us toward our potential, binding us together in one body, the Body of Christ.  


We must be careful how we understand this spirit.  Some of us might say it is a shadow of God’s former presence with us, that this spirit is not here in a powerful way as was 
Yahweh leading Israel through the wilderness, or as was Jesus relating personally to the twelve who followed.  Some might see the Holy Spirit’s presence as something less than this.  Others might say that the Holy Spirit is a nice metaphor for saying that somehow Jesus is still with us, but in a less visible way.  Others might say that the Holy Spirit is just a cultural invention, like the tooth fairy or the Easter Bunny, designed to give us rewards and keep us in suspense. 


I believe that the Holy Spirit is present in every day of the church’s life.  Not as a metaphor, nor as the remembrance of stories from our past, not as some willy-nilly symbol of our supposed unity.  I believe that the Holy Spirit is present and moving in the church today, just as it has been through all time. But, I wonder if we are listening.  What if the hymn is right and the Holy Spirit comes like the murmur of a dove’s song?  Look at our lives.  Do you think we could possibly hear the cooing of a dove above the noise of our lives?  There are days when I wonder if we could hear the trumpeting of an elephant if that were the spirit’s voice.  

Since that era of our history called the Enlightenment, some time in the eighteenth century, when western culture invested itself in everything that was measurable and weighable and controllable, we Christians have lost ground in our relationship with the spirit.  We began to lower our investment in the things of the spirit, things beyond our understanding.  Our medicine came to use words like “curing” instead of “healing.”  Our science came to believe that for something to be real, we had to experience it in a measurable way.  In other words, we set about defining the world by what we humans could understand.  If we didn’t understand it, we called it superstition, or we said it was just in our imagination.  Do you remember that fifty years ago we assumed that Asian medicine, with ingredients like acupuncture and herb remedies, had no basis in reality, and was simply a left-over cultural memory from a time eclipsed by modern science?  

We also assumed that spiritual healing was just a nice thing that the church said while you were waiting to either die or get cured.  And many people, even Christian people, came to believe that God was far, far away, and not particularly invested in the plight of humanity. It is not hard to see how easily we could miss the cooing of heaven’s dove: God’s call to us. 

  
In short, we have sold out to the world’s definition of reality.  We have come to use even the sacred writings we have inherited as a proof for the way things really are.  And, when some prophet suggests that there is still a mystery beyond the text, something from God’s hand that we have not predicted, we call them heretics or lunatics or worse.  We have sought safety in the things that we could measure and understand, the measurable laws of nature, and even the laws of God that were given as a gift to a particular place and time.  I am not saying that God’s law changes, but that our only vision of that law is through the lens of human experience and understanding, the clouded limitations of our humanity. 


And still, as we sit here in our certainty, the Holy Spirit rests upon us just as it rested on the heads of the disciples on this day of Pentecost long ago.  But it coos to us, it doesn’t shout.  It invites us, it doesn’t coerce. It enables us, it does not force us into courses of loving action.  And I wonder how much of it we hear.  The spirit says the same things today that it has always said.  It tells us that we are one, even if we do not agree about the measurables in our life and in our faith.  It calls us to service to one another, even when we would like to serve ourselves and our own ends.  It empowers us to forgive people who don’t, by the rules of this world, deserve or even desire to be forgiven.  It loves us into loving others and it moves us toward unity with God.  Yet, we seem frightened by the thought of the spirit’s working in our lives.  We read and study the action of God in our history, we even memorize its shape and themes, but we scarcely notice God’s movement among us today.  For, you see, we can control and manipulate the past.  We can decide what it meant when God did this or said that, and what Jesus meant in the parables of his teaching.  But what will we do with this small voice inside us that calls us to new and holy living?  What will we do with the murmur of God’s voice that tells us that we are acceptable to God just as we are—acceptable, redeemed, loved and cherished?  The Holy Spirit is God’s voice calling us to repentance and amending our sinful, selfish, egotistical ways.  And we are so busy debating who Jesus was and what he did, we are so self-satisfied with our own behavior in relationship to God’s ten big rules, that we miss that voice entirely through most of our days.  But the voice is here.  The voice that whispered over creation speaks in us.  The fire that led Israel warms our hearts and we are touched and claimed as God’s own.   

I believe that the Holy Spirit is real and living and moving among God’s people.  We do not need to fix or up-build or augment the Holy Spirit.  But perhaps we should attend to our ability to listen.  Perhaps we should examine our own willingness to change?  Is it just maybe possible, even in the realm of our terribly logical minds, that working on our openness to God would lead us to deeper faith and greater love?  These are the questions of the spirit.  


After we baptize these sweet babies, we will bring them into the middle of the congregation.  We will cradle them there in the heart of this community and we will anoint them with an oil called “chrism.”  The church teaches that this oil, blessed by the bishop, symbolizes God’s sealing us with the Holy Spirit.  But God doesn’t seal us from change and growth, God seals us from becoming agents of this world and its forces.  God marks us as Christ’s own forever.      


You can begin to hear God’s voice more deeply and more fully today by simply taking a deep breath and inviting God more fully into your heart.  You can rededicate yourself to the spirit’s purpose by saying the baptismal covenant along with these who will pass through the water today.  But today there is something more. The oil is not magic, but receiving it can be an outward and visible sign of opening our hearts to the song of God’s spirit in a new way.  It can be a way of our beginning to comprehend that just maybe the things that are unseen are as important in our walk with God as the things that are seen.  Whether you choose to breathe in God’s spirit quietly, or to take a more active step in this anointing, the Church’s prayer is that all of us leave this day of celebration walking closer to our God, listening more attentively to God’s spirit, and finding ourselves reconciled both to God and to one another.  And that, beyond all our human understanding, is the work and the Hope of God’s Spirit.   AMEN.
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