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When I was a young actor, I was trained in what is commonly known as the Stanislavsky 
System, the approach to preparing a role developed by the great Russian actor and director 
Konstantin Stanislavsky in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  Part of this technique is for the 
actor to develop a central focus for his character.  This is variously referred to by various 
teachers as the theme, super-objective or spine of the role.  It is the idea which propels the 
character throughout the action of the play, the goal which he or she pursues at all costs from 
beginning to end.  Over the years, I’ve found variants of this technique to be extremely helpful in 
the other kinds of work I’ve undertaken.  Finding the spine of a character, for example, has a lot 
in common with the strategic planning work I’ve done with various organizations as a staff or 
board leader or as a consultant.  The experience of building a role off of a super-objective has 
also informed my weekly task of building the sequence of the worship service and plotting the 
points of a sermon based on a theme from the Scripture passage or passages I’ve chosen for the 
week.  
 
Some weeks as I get begin to plan our worship service and my sermon, obvious points leap out at 
me and the theme for both sermon and worship seems crystal clear.  It is as if the Holy Spirit has 
whispered in my ear with the super-objective for the week.  Some weeks, it’s more of a struggle 
to discover the focus that seems right.  And other weeks, rarely, I simply have to allow my 
musings to stand as they are and hope that among the disparate points I try to make that there 
will be one or more that will find their right place in the thoughts of one or more of you. 
 
Fair warning: this is one of those latter weeks.  Perhaps because it is Pentecost, one of those 
annual feasts of the Church that preachers occasionally dread.  It doesn’t seem right to simply 
ignore Christmas, Epiphany, Easter, Pentecost or a couple of others but after several years of 
sermons, the preacher begins to wonder if he or she has anything new to say, anything 
worthwhile to add to the centuries of explication of those events and their key texts.  But perhaps 
also because it is Pentecost, I have given myself permission to simply allow the Spirit to blow 
where she chooses – I pray that we will hear the sound of it but we may not know where it comes 
from or where it goes. 
 
One thing I am certain of this morning is that at least one of the central lessons of Pentecost has 
to do with the broad diversity of the people that God calls into Beloved Community.  The first 
conclusion I came to about this week’s worship service was that the music needed to reflect that 
diversity and the different musical tastes represented in this congregation.  So we began with 
“Spirit of the Living God,” a very traditional sounding, meditative, almost plaintive chorus from 
1926.  With slight variations in wording, I have heard this brief musical prayer sung by 
congregations, choirs and individuals in a wide variety of settings and denominations.  “Sweet, 
Sweet Spirit,” written in 1962 is an apt companion for “Spirit of the Living God”: an affirmation 
that God has heard the prayers of the people and sent to us the Comforter that Jesus promised to 
guide and empower us.  It has a more modern sound, of course, and was a favorite with the 
youngest Baby Boomers as I was growing up in the Church.  The most recently written song we 
sang this morning ironically evokes the most ancient traditions of church music.  “Bless the 
Lord,” written by Jacques Berthier of the Taizé Community in 1989, recalls the chanting that has 
been a part of Christian worship since the time followers of The Way began to separate from 
their brothers and sisters in the synagogue.  On the other hand, the oldest hymn we sang this 
morning, “Pentecostal Power,” written in 1912, is connected with one of the most recent major 
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movements in Christianity, that of Pentecostalism, which, of course, often dubs itself as the “Old 
Time Religion.”  Before we go, we’ll also sing a hymn to the Holy Spirit written by a Catholic 
nun in 1965 and a folk song, once recorded by The Weavers, that originated in the Zionist Youth 
movement of the 1920s.  I’d say that’s a fairly diverse musical palette, well-representative of the 
current catalogue of the Church.  Keep that diversity in mind as I touch on a few points from our 
Scriptures. 
 
As we still celebrate, it was the day of Pentecost.  But what was the day of Pentecost and what 
has it become?  Literally, Pentecost is the fiftieth day, celebrating a week of weeks or 7 weeks 
after Passover.  In Christian usage, that has slightly shifted to 7 weeks after Easter.  Originally, 
Pentecost was a harvest festival, coming at the end of the spring harvest season in Canaan.  It 
was also used to commemorate the giving of the Torah by God to Moses, retroactively dated to 
fifty days after the first Passover and the beginning of the Exodus from Egypt.  In the giving of 
the Torah, devout Jews also saw their beginnings as a people.  Not only were they descendants of 
Jacob Israel, to whom the promises of God to Abraham had passed, but now they were all 
marked by this further covenant with God.  With Torah, they had become a nation, albeit a 
landless one for the next 40 years. 
 
For the followers of Jesus, the meanings of Pentecost shifted subtly with the date.  It was still a 
harvest festival but now, just as the fishermen had become fishers of men, they were harvesting 
souls for God.  Acts 2:41 tells us that “those who welcomed (Peter’s) message were baptized, 
and that day about three thousand persons were added.”  And just as the Jews see their 
beginnings as a people in the arrival of Torah, so Christians have seen the beginnings of the 
Church in the arrival of the Holy Spirit.  We remember the promise of God through the prophet 
Jeremiah, “The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the 
house of Israel and the house of Judah…  I will put my law within them, and I will write it on 
their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.  No longer shall they teach one 
another, or say to each other, “Know the Lord,” for they shall all know me, from the least of 
them to the greatest, says the Lord; for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no 
more.” 
 
But these Christian interpretations of the Day of Pentecost were only just receiving their impetus 
on the day itself.  As we consider the setting of the story, we must see Pentecost in its Jewish 
perspective to begin to uncover the reality experienced by those who were there.  As someone 
who took a pilgrimage of his own last summer, I am struck this morning by the description of the 
pilgrims in Jerusalem for Pentecost.  In order to celebrate this holy festival, Jews had come to the 
Temple in Jerusalem from around the Mediterranean and the Fertile Crescent and into North 
Africa; everywhere they had spread by cause of conquest and trade.  As I remember my 
sabbatical travels, I remember the essential dislocation of being a tourist, even one on a holy 
errand.  Far from home, experiencing different cultures, eating different food, perhaps not being 
understood by the locals or, at best, being understood imperfectly and vice-versa, such a journey 
can leave you feeling tired and cranky, especially if the situation is crowded as it would 
inevitably have been in Jerusalem.  On the other hand, when one goes on pilgrimage, one is 
preparing oneself for an encounter of some kind with the Divine.  Pilgrims are wide open to new 
experiences, so we come home from conferences and retreats with new songs, new ideas, new 
techniques of Bible study or worship.  It’s not really surprising, when you think of it, that so 
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many of the Pentecost pilgrims to Jerusalem were swept up in the spiritual fervor of the apostles, 
nor is it surprising that some of them were moved to sneer and say, “They are filled with new 
wine.”  It was, after all, a harvest festival, and as we all know from stories of family 
Thanksgivings gone wrong, people will tend to overindulge at such a time. 
 
I’m also struck as I read the list of nations represented by the pilgrims that their diversity of place 
of origin and of practice showed forth both the providence of God and the ongoing challenges of 
diversity.  When we studied the Book of Isaiah in “Soup, Salad & Soul” a few months ago, we 
discussed how the Diaspora of the Jews, which was seen as God’s punishment on them initially, 
can also be understood as a wonderful part of God’s plan.  Carried off into what is now Turkey, 
Syria, Iran, Iraq and other locations in Central Asia by the Assyrians and Babylonians, The 
Children of Israel established communities that were still strong in the Apostolic Age.  Fleeing 
from those invaders or pursuing trade opportunities, the Jews also established themselves in 
Egypt and Libya on the southern shores of the Mediterranean and in holdings of the Greek and 
Roman Empires on the north shore.  As the first Christian missionaries, including some of those 
in Jerusalem at this Pentecost, began to spread out with the Good News of God, they found these 
Jewish communities where they were, at least at first, welcomed. 
 
On the other hand, as we know from our study of the Deuterocanonical Books, also in “Soup, 
Salad & Soul” during the past year, the Diaspora also caused divisions among God’s Chosen 
People.  There were dueling accusations among those who had gone and those who had stayed or 
among those who had gone and come back, of unorthodox experimentation on the one hand and 
unnecessary rigidity on the other.  Deuterocanonical books such as Tobit and 3rd Maccabees, or 
even the Old Testament books of Esther and Daniel, were almost certainly written in part to 
show that Jews who lived far from Jerusalem were still faithful to the God of Israel, while books 
such as 1st Maccabees warned against the dangers of assimilation.  As this widely disparate 
group gathered in Jerusalem, there would have been tension between the pilgrims and their hosts 
in Jerusalem. 
 
There would also have been some tensions between the pilgrims themselves.  You don’t have to 
know much about the history of the time to know that even coreligionists from Egypt and Rome 
may not have immediately warmed to each other when Egypt was still fairly recently under 
Roman rule.  Depending on how long the families of the pilgrims had lived in their respective 
countries, they could well have suffered loss of family in those wars of living memory.  For 
similar reasons, there may have been multigenerational animosity between the Jews of Parthia 
and of Mesopotamia.  If this seems far-fetched to you, consider how cheerfully Christians of 
different countries have gone to war against each other for the sake of nations and then nursed 
grudges.  Even in our own country, it may matter less to a good church-goer in Arkansas that a 
stranger also faithfully attends worship that whether or not he or she comes from south of the 
Mason-Dixon Line.  Acceptance of diversity is still hard earned. 
 
Two examples of the difficulty of respectful diversity come to me as I read these verses in Acts.  
One is blatant, one less so.  The people of Jerusalem looked down on those from the region of 
Galilee as uneducated bumpkins and it may be that this attitude had spread among some of the 
pilgrims as well.  “Amazed and astonished, they asked, “Are not all these who are speaking 
Galileans?””  In other words, what are Peter and crew, mostly from Galilee, doing speaking other 
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languages fluently and articulately?  Must be a miracle.  The other example is just a mention 
which sets off the automatic chain references in my head.  Among those said to be in Jerusalem 
for Pentecost were some Cretans, Jews from Crete, the largest and most populous of the Greek 
islands, site of one of the first high civilizations.  Cretans had an evil reputation in the 
Mediterranean world.  One of their own philosophers, Epimenides of Knossos, wrote this about 
his countrymen around 600 B.C.: “They fashioned a tomb for you, (Zeus,) holy and high one, 
Cretans, always liars, evil beasts, idle bellies. 
But you are not dead: you live and abide forever, 
For in you we live and move and have our being.” 
For Epimenides, the flaw of the Cretans was impiety but it was his description of his fellows as 
liars that stuck.  Over 600 years after Epimenides wrote, one of Paul’s students, Titus, was in 
charge of the Christian community in Crete.  Paul wrote to him about some of his more fractious 
parishioners: “It was one of them, their very own prophet, who said, “Cretans are always liars, 
vicious brutes, lazy gluttons.”  That testimony is true. For this reason rebuke them sharply, so 
that they may become sound in the faith…”  Paul obviously knew his Epimenides.  Luke records 
later in Acts that Paul also quoted him in his famous sermon in Athens on Mars Hill: “The God 
who made the world and everything in it, he who is Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in 
shrines made by human hands, nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, 
since he himself gives to all mortals life and breath and all things.  From one ancestor he made 
all nations to inhabit the whole earth, and he allotted the times of their existence and the 
boundaries of the places where they would live, so that they would search for God and perhaps 
grope for him and find him—though indeed he is not far from each one of us.  For ‘In him we 
live and move and have our being’…” 
 
Our Executive Minister of the Evergreen Association, Rev. Dr. Marcia Patton, is fond of 
reminding folks that the miracle of Acts 2 is not simply a miracle of speaking in tongues, it is 
also a miracle of hearing.  It is a miracle that those hot, sweaty, tired, uncomfortable tourists, at 
least vaguely suspicious of their hosts and their fellow pilgrims alike, contemptuous of the rough, 
fishy-smelling peasants from Galilee, actually opened themselves to the movement of the 
mysterious Holy Spirit and heard the words of Peter and the rest; heard them so profoundly that 
their lives were changed.  Luke writes later in this chapter, “Now when they heard this, they 
were cut to the heart and said to Peter and to the other apostles, “Brothers, what should we do?””   
 
As I think of the miracle of hearing that happened that day, I’m moved to pray that we all might 
experience our own miracles of hearing on a regular basis.  Just like those Pentecost pilgrims, we 
are too often too busy and too pressured to stop to listen for the quiet whispers of the Spirit.  God 
often has to set our hair on fire and make a noise like a mighty wind just to get our attention.  
Just like the Jews of Jesus’ day, we have so much trouble, sometimes, hearing those who are 
different from us.  We, too, have a hard time dealing with diversity of origin and theology. 
 
I am particularly in mind of the difficulty of hearing those whose beliefs and practice are even 
slightly different from ours as I deal with some continued fractiousness in the Church Council of 
Greater Seattle.  Even faithful Christians who claim in good conscience to be committed to the 
ecumenical imperative of seeking unity in the Body of Christ have a really hard time hearing 
opinions that don’t correlate with their own from their brothers and sisters in Christ.  I hope you 
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will keep that fine old organization in your prayers and me especially as I fulfill my commitment 
to lead the Board for the next two years. 
 
I’ve also been especially in mind of the power of prayer this week as I’ve wrestled with the 
Scriptures for today.  Paul reminded the Romans that really we don’t even know how to pray as 
we should.  But fortunately for us, the Holy Spirit, the Comforter promised by Jesus who came 
into the world in a new way on that Pentecost, now dwells within all of us and raises prayer on 
our behalf to the Father.  Even when we do not know what is right for us and for the world, God 
Godself dwells within us and intercedes for us with Godself.  If you think about that long enough 
it will either give you an incredible headache or it will fill you with deep and profound hope.  As 
brother Paul says, “For in hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes 
for what is seen?   But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience.” 
 
Those are just a few random thoughts on Pentecost.  But I leave us this morning with this 
promise:  if we open our hearts to God, God will fill us with the Holy Spirit and with power.  In 
that power, the world will be saved, the whole creation, groaning in labor pains and waiting for 
freedom from the bondage of decay and the revealing of the children of God.  We, my sisters and 
brothers, are a part of the mighty company of the children of God.  We, too, can be a part of the 
blowing of the Spirit.  Thanks be to God! 
 


