PENTECOST 2009




THE BOOK OF LIFE

We’re glad you’re here with us for this very special day as we celebrate the Festival of Pentecost, a time that celebrates all the new life God gives to God’s people.  This is such a special day in the Church year…a time when we celebrate the beginning of the Church…a time when we celebrate the gift of the Holy Spirit…a time when we celebrate all the new life that is ours from God.  All of that is part of the reason why many churches, particularly the liturgical churches-Roman Catholic, Episcopalian and Lutheran often celebrate confirmation on this day.


And so I’d like to begin by asking all of you who were ever confirmed or had a similar rite or ceremony that affirmed your faith, to think back to that day and all that went on then.  For a lot of people, their memories are of special family being present, of parties and of a time when you felt like God was going to forever change your world.  It was going to be different.

I remember my confirmation day, and it was a bit unusual because as many of you know, my parents weren’t part of the church. Sister Fran and Brother Tom and Carol and I were all picked up by a neighborhood outreach program of our Lutheran Church there in Camden.  And so when confirmation day rolled around it had to be a little awkward for my parents.  They weren’t hostile to the church, though my mother had definite issues having grown up in an extremely conservative Baptist home.  They’d always been supportive of Fran and Tom and me, and yet they’d probably only ever been in our church two or three times in the few years we had been going there.  And so confirmation day came and our family was there and so were neighbors and friends.  Aunt Betty MacPherson, my Godmother was there…she had been the one to insist that I be baptized all those years before.   And my Aunt Betty Whitcraft was there…she and my Uncle Woody were “courtesy” relatives.  Friends of my folks, we knew them too well to call them Mr. and Mrs. and we dare never call them by their first names, so they were aunt and uncle.  Aunt Betty had an interesting life to put it mildly and then God became a part of her blessings.  She joined the Pentecostal church and there’s another whole story.  Well, the day of my confirmation, she and Uncle Woody were seated all the way in the back of the church and she’s down on her knees throughout most of the service, hands up in prayer leaning against the last pew.  And as the service went on she got louder and louder; she starting speaking in tongues.  I was 13 years old.  You want to talk about embarrassed?  As quickly as the liturgy was over, my mother was back there.  “Betty, what are you doing?”  “Praying that Murdoch will find the Lord.”  And without missing a beat, my mother retorted, “I didn’t know he was lost.”  Mom’s sarcasm ironically was a wonderful statement of our confessional, evangelical theology.  This faith thing is not about us discovering God.  It is about God working in and through us to constantly give us new life.

Our year long worship theme has been The Book of Faith and we have tried to tie our Festival sermon titles to that theme.  Today’s title, The Book of Life, is a reminder of the Scriptural witness of God’s constant presence and blessings to us.


God gives new life every day that you hear God’s promise of grace and forgiveness.  Those words Pastor spoke at the very beginning of our liturgy.  You don’t need to beat yourself up for what you did 20 years ago, or what you didn’t do this week.  God through the Holy Spirit is constantly calling us home to begin anew.  And that is a gift of life.

God gives new life every day that we hear the Easter message of resurrection hope.  How else could we cope with so many of the struggles and problems of this world without claiming God’s promise of victory?  Without hearing the reminder that God is with us every step of our journey?  You’ll hear that Gospel promise in our choir anthem this morning in that beautiful passage from Isaiah, “They that wait on the Lord shall renew their strength, they shall mount up as eagles; they shall run and not grow weary, they shall walk and never faint.”  Powerful, powerful words of life.  And I can tell you on the darkest days of my life, it was this very passage that gave me hope.  And new life.

God gives new life every day of our lives as special people and special moments come from the Holy Spirit to help us see the world and life not as it is, but as God intends it to be.  I marvel at how many special moments I’ve seen, where God has surprised me in the most unbelievable ways.  Looking back, my confirmation was one of those days.  And you know what?  When I was in that cancer battle two years ago, even in the midst of that nightmare, there were so many ways that Carol and I were so especially aware of the work of God’s Spirit through so many special people.  There too was a gift of life.

And today here in our Family, we give special thanks for the gift and work of the Spirit in the lives of these 12 young people.  God’s Spirit has worked through parents and Godparents; through relatives and friends; through Sunday School teachers and catechists and Pastors…until we reach this point where these young folks stand and affirm the promises that were made at this font or one like it a dozen years ago.  They have studied hard and worked well.  They have been to the Soup Kitchen and the Homeless Ministry.  Some have been to our AIDS Center and all have at one time or another worked to feed the hungry.  They have struggled with the issues of faith and in so many ways they have been touched by God’s Holy Spirit.  They didn’t need to find Jesus, because Jesus claimed them a long time ago.

And the special message for them today and in reality for all of us is the promise of our first lesson.  Touched by the Holy Spirit we are empowered to see visions of what God wants for us and for the world.  We are empowered to prophesy, to speak the Word of God that is so desperately needed all around us.  A word of hope.  A word of life.  A word of grace.  


One of the gifts from our partners in Tanzania is the hymn our choir will be singing (during communion) (after our young folks affirm their faith).  It has beautiful words and if you want to follow along, its #401 in our hymnal.  Gracious Spirit, heed our pleading, fashion us all anew.  It’s your leading, that we’re needing, help us to follow you.

Amen.  Amen. 

