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What to Do with the Holy Spirit?
Episcopal Church of All Saints, Indianapolis

Pentecost, Year B, June 9, 2003

Charles W. Allen
Acts 2:1-11; 1 Corinthians 12:4-13; John 20:19-23
Dorothy Sayers was a genius when it came to satire. I probably quote too often from a tongue-in-cheek catechism she wrote back in the 1940s, but you’ll just have to forgive me for doing it again. She tried to imagine what typical members of the Church of England might believe if they were being honest. Here’s the part about the Holy Spirit: “Q[uestion]: What does the Church think of God the Holy Ghost? A[nswer]: I don’t know exactly. He was never seen or heard of till Whit-Sunday. There is a sin against Him which damns you for ever, but nobody knows what it is.”
 

Maybe you would have answered differently. But Sayers’s catechism reminds us that the church has never quite known what to do with the Holy Spirit. That may not be such a bad thing. It may in fact be a good sign of the Spirit’s working when we don’t know what to do with—well, which pronoun shall we use: “it” or “him” or “her”? That’s part of what’s confusing. In Hebrew the word is feminine, in Greek it’s neuter, and in Latin it’s masculine. 
If you stand next to the newly-confirmed Helene Russell when we say the Nicene Creed, you might be thrown off when she says, “We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lady, the giver of life … With the Father and the Son she is worshipped and glorified. She has spoken through the Prophets.” Maybe you think that’s just being trendy, but keep this in mind: the Hebrew feminine is the most ancient usage of all, and if it throws you off a bit that could be another sign of the Spirit at work. Who’s to say? Who really knows what to do with the Holy Spirit?
Speaking of the Nicene Creed, did you know that the original council stayed completely away from the subject? The first part is pretty close to what we recite today, but when they get to what we call the third article all they say is “and in the Holy Spirit.” The End. Period. We’re told that they added the rest at another council that met 56 years later, but nobody felt like writing it down for still another 70 years. It’s almost as if they hoped the subject would go away. Maybe they were afraid they’d get into another fight, and of course they did eventually. I’ll leave those details to whoever’s stuck with preaching on the Trinity next week. All I want us to notice right now is how even our earliest church councils shied away from saying too much about the Holy Spirit.
And can you blame them? They had already started to notice that whenever people got too interested in the Spirit, things got out of control. They first noticed it on the day of Pentecost. One minute they’re sitting together, and then suddenly you have all these flaming Jewish Christians out in the streets chattering away in languages they don’t even know. To lots of people they sound drunk. But all the Jews visiting from other countries hear stories of God’s working in their own languages. Hoards of them join up, and the movement has to open up to include all these new strangers. 
Then later the Spirit sweeps through them again and the movement has to make room for Samaritans—people who almost practice the same faith and read almost the same Bible, but who just won’t conform to Jerusalem’s established patterns. Then it’s the eunuch from Ethiopia. His status is just as questionable, but the Spirit has spoken—these non-conforming worshippers of the God of Israel are just as welcome as the home-grown varieties.
And then one day Peter preaches to some Romans—people Peter will never feel comfortable with—and they respond with the same drunk-sounding chattering that happened to Peter on that first Pentecost. His theology told him that couldn’t happen, but now the Spirit forces him to move beyond his theology and welcome a whole class of people who threaten his movement’s very identity. There’s just no controlling things when the Spirit gets our attention.
Now all of that sounds like loads of fun when you’re looking back after several centuries, and especially when you’re descended from people who got included. But it didn’t take the church long to realize that getting out of control isn’t always a good thing. In fact, it’s a great opportunity for power-hungry people to step in and manipulate things for their own self-serving ends. There were leaders like Indianapolis’s own Jim Jones back then too, and it wasn’t a bad idea to take precautions against them. 
So a few years later we have St. Paul trying to keep things from turning into total chaos. We heard some of that in our second reading. He never quite sorted everything out, because, of course, you can’t. But he had this vision: the Spirit knocks things out of control, but only so community can happen. The Spirit makes each of us different, and then keeps us together. The Spirit opens our eyes to see the same mystery at work in people we just can’t comprehend. We may not like their theologies, or their politics, or their relationships, but there’s something we can’t quite figure out that makes them part of us and us part of them—like different parts of the same body. Except that’s really too tame. These are differences that don’t hold still. Even the unity we glimpse won’t hold still. The differences and the unity are both beyond our control. All we know is that they both have to be there—or it’s not really the Spirit.
Since Pentecost makes people think of Pentecostals, I can’t think of a better example of all this than the first time I ever saw anybody speak in tongues. Would you believe it was in an Episcopal church? I was in college. Though I had been reared to be open-minded, I had rebelled and become, of all things, a fairly rabid Southern Baptist (and by the way, Baptists, for all their revivalism, strongly disapprove of speaking in tongues). I had this friend, named Alan, who had come to faith through my church but who left us to join the Episcopal Church across the street. I thought that church was deader than a doornail, and full of idolatry, though I hadn’t really experienced it yet. I couldn’t understand what he saw in it. 
One night he invited me across the street to this charismatic prayer group that had started meeting there. The rector had welcomed them, though he insisted on being present and celebrating the Eucharist with them. So I went there with Alan. 
It was a strange evening, to say the least—a Baptist trying to make sense of charismatics and Episcopalians at the same time. But I actually found myself growing closer to both of them. And the most memorable moment of the evening happened during the Eucharist. These charismatics knew all the prayers by heart, and they said them together with an intensity that made the mystery of God’s presence a living reality. They received the bread and wine with expressions of pure delight. And I realized that every one of us belonged there that night, though I didn’t know how that could be.
Afterward, I never could think of charismatics or Episcopalians in the same way. There was an integrity to both sides of their worship that I had to honor, and if my theology didn’t make room for that, well, too bad. I knew I had seen the Spirit at work—and just look at where that finally got me!  Honestly, though, I might not be here, counting the days till my ordination, if I hadn’t gone there that night.
There’s a more sober note to add to this. That rector who welcomed this group, and welcomed me and became one of my favorite ministers in town, was named Edward Salmon. He’s now the Bishop of South Carolina. And it saddens me to say that if I were in his Diocese, I wouldn’t be getting ordained at all. He wouldn’t consider someone like me a fit candidate.
This is someone who taught me to see the Spirit working in people beyond the limits of my world, but now he doesn’t see the Spirit working in people like me beyond the limits of his world. Of course he would describe the whole situation differently. And maybe he’ll never change. But if there’s anything I’ve learned from this, it’s that if I ever hope to see people like him change, I have to believe that the Spirit is still at work in them as much as in me, that maybe there’s something for me to learn about the mystery of God’s love from the fact that they can’t stand where I do.
I’ve been drawn to think about that part of the story this week, partly in gratitude for the election of a new and very different sort of Bishop in New Hampshire, but mostly because of the recent pastoral letter issued by the Anglican Primates. (For those of you not up on our jargon, these are not hairy bipeds grooming one another in hopes of finding a flea—they’re the Archbishops and Presiding Bishops from all the countries with Anglican churches.) They’ve asked us to make the letter available in every parish on this very day, and there are copies on our information table if you want to pick one up on the way out.
The letter addresses lots of timely issues, but the one that’s getting all the media attention is the portion about union rites for non-traditional couples. They’ve declared that “as a body” they “cannot support the authorization of such rites,”
 because the Church hasn’t yet achieved consensus about them. They stopped short of forbidding them—they don’t have the jurisdiction anyway. They didn’t even ask churches to stop having them. They just can’t support having them authorized by an official body. In a way, that’s hardly news. Most of us already know there isn’t any worldwide consensus, and we would have been utterly dumbfounded if this group had “come out” (so to speak) in support of these rites. Still, for most of us here a letter like that comes across as a disappointing word.
What makes for really racy headlines is that, almost at the same time, Canada’s Diocese of New Westminster went ahead as promised and published their own authorized holy union rite, which was bound to spark plenty of controversy all by itself. And believe me, it has. The rite seems well-crafted (though that’s my take on it), and it has a helpful accompanying commentary explaining the grounds for such covenants in Scripture and tradition. At least one parish has already used it.

So here we have one embodiment of the Church with a foot on the brake and another with a foot on the gas pedal. And on this day of Pentecost we’re bound to ask just where we see the Spirit working. It’s no surprise that we’re always inclined to see the Spirit working more on our side than others. But that’s not the message of Pentecost. 
Today we’re called to listen for the Spirit speaking in languages that may not make sense to us. We’re called to trust that there’s something for us to learn about the mystery of God’s love from the fact that other faithful people can’t stand where we do. That doesn’t mean we’re called to bury our disagreements and put on a bunch of fake smiles. But it does mean that we need to remember that there’s no such thing as a single-issue Church. It reminds us that other people of faith around the world have different urgent concerns weighing on them—concerns like starvation, war, or the spread of AIDS without access to the treatments almost taken for granted in this country—and those concerns may make it hard for them to take the time they need to take before they can discern the Spirit at work in people like me. All of us need to trust that the Spirit is working even—or especially—where we can’t tell exactly how, and that somehow through all this the Spirit is drawing all of us toward a communion that isn’t even supposed to hold still.
So we’re back where we started. Who really knows what to do with the Holy Spirit? We’ve been wondering for nearly 2,000 years, and we’ll probably keep wondering for as long as there’s anybody left to wonder. Maybe St. Paul was right. Maybe the best we can say is that the Spirit knocks things out of control, but only so community can happen. The Spirit makes each of us different, and then keeps us together. The Spirit opens our eyes to see the same mystery at work in people we just can’t comprehend. We’ll never know exactly what to do with that. We’re not supposed to. But we can trust that the Spirit still knows what to do with us. After all, she’s had lots of experience. 

Amen.
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