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I read somewhere recently, I can’t remember where, that the various denominations and sects of 
Christianity tend to fall into three categories: those who emphasize God the Father, those who 
emphasize God the Son, and those who emphasize God the Holy Spirit.  Baptists, if I remember 
correctly, fell into the second category, according to the author.  We are Jesus people and I don’t 
just mean that as a reference to the 70s-style theology and music that is still popular in many of 
our churches.  In our songs, in our prayers, in our preaching and teaching, Baptists focus on the 
life and work of Jesus and on the interpretation of that life and work in the letters of Paul and the 
others. 
 
I don’t think there is anything wrong with this but we do need to be careful not to spend all of 
our time solely on Jesus.  He, after all, came to preach the Good News about God, whom he 
called Father.  Jesus spent his time talking about how to live life pleasing to the Creator and 
opening up the Scriptures, what we call the Old Testament, for his contemporaries.  And I think, 
by and large, that most Baptists do pretty well in remembering that the Son points to the Father, 
Jesus giving his “Abba” the glory. 
 
But most Baptists, it seems to me, give fairly short shrift to the third person of the Trinity: the 
Holy Spirit.  I do remember a time in my life when Baptist churches fairly buzzed with 
discussion of the work of the Spirit.  It was in the mid-70s – the Jesus People movement had 
begun to wane and the next big thing was the Charismatic Revival.  Everywhere you looked, 
people were experimenting with speaking in tongues and interpreting and prophesying.  It was an 
exciting time!  It was also, sadly, a dangerous time for the Church, as many congregations had 
negative experiences with this outpouring of spiritual fervor.  There were problems with spiritual 
pride ― associations and congregations and even families were split over the age-old balance 
between enthusiasm and order.  The turmoil experienced by some Baptist churches caused others 
to take fright with the result that Holy Spirit talk was suppressed by mutual agreement or by fiat.  
I’ve never again heard as much teaching and preaching on the Spirit as I did when I was a 
teenager. 
 
So naturally (and I’ll bet you saw this coming), I’m going to do my little bit to redress the 
balance.  When I recently read a book on the Holy Spirit by Wayne Ward, a former colleague of 
Charlie and Pam and a fellow member with the Boyers at Crescent Hill Baptist in Louisville, it 
occurred to me that the season of Pentecost would be an excellent time for a brief series on 
Pneumatology, that is, the doctrine of the Holy Spirit.  That’s one of the two big words promised 
to you in this week’s newsletter, by the way.  For the next five weeks, until I leave for the ABC 
Biennial and vacation, I will be preaching from a combination of lectionary passages and other 
Biblical sources about what we used to call, in good old King James English, the Holy Ghost.  
We’ll look at topics such as where the Spirit is featured in the Bible, what the role of the Spirit is, 
how the Spirit functions and what impact the Spirit has on each of us. 
 
But we’re going to begin, in an odd sort of way, with an interruption.  That’s because Pentecost, 
the Church Festival most directly connected with the Holy Spirit is also known in some circles as 
the Birthday of the Church.  So perhaps even more than pneumatology this morning, I’m going 
to talk about Ecclesiology, the doctrine of the Church.  I think we’ll find, as we consider these 
topics, that you can’t really have the one without the other.  But I’ll get there in a few minutes.  
First, let’s think about the story itself.  What happened on that Day of Pentecost long ago? 
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The 49 days between Passover and Pentecost had certainly been amazing for Jesus’ disciples.  
No sooner had they celebrated the holy day with the traditional meal, than their Master had been 
taken from them, horribly tortured and executed.  They had stayed together in Jerusalem, not 
knowing where to go, what to do.  And then, on the third day, the miracle.  Jesus had been 
restored to them, alive and whole.  For forty wonderful days he had lived with them, eaten with 
them and taught them.  Luke tells us that he “opened their minds to understand the scriptures.”  
How exciting it must have been for them to study the scriptures with their beloved teacher, who 
they now knew beyond doubt as the promised Messiah.  Once again it seemed to them that their 
dreams of a restored Israel were about to be fulfilled.  No more armies of occupation, no more 
governments propped up by foreign powers, but peace for a chosen people in a blessed land, 
flowing with milk and honey.  “Lord,” they asked him, “are you going to restore the kingdom to 
Israel now?” 
 
But Jesus, as usual, surprised them.  “That’s not for you to know,” he said.  “That’s up to the 
Father.  But in a few days the Holy Spirit is going to give you power to be my witnesses, here in 
Jerusalem and all of Judea and Samaria and across the whole earth.  So stay here in Jerusalem 
and wait for the promise of the Father.”  And then he was gone.  He rose up into the clouds and 
vanished. 
 
So once again they were on their own. They weren’t afraid and sad this time, they just didn’t 
quite know what to do next.  So they went to the temple every day and prayed and praised God 
and waited.  Peter called a business meeting (which is probably why some folks think Baptists 
have been around since those days) and they prayed and chose Matthias to be the twelfth apostle.  
And they waited. 
 
It wasn’t a hard time to be hanging around in Jerusalem, waiting.  It was the week of the second 
great festival in the Jewish calendar:  Shavuot, the feast of weeks, the feast of first fruits.  Jews 
from all over the known world were gathering to celebrate and to bring their offerings to the 
temple on the “Pentecost,” the 50th day after Passover.  There would be a great procession, from 
the gates of the city to the temple, of all the pilgrims who had assembled outside the city.  They 
would be led by an ox with its horns painted gold and crowned with an olive wreath and 
accompanied by musicians playing flutes.  All the people of the city were to line the streets to 
greet them.  It would also be the day they celebrated the anniversary of God giving the Ten 
Commandments to Moses on Mt. Sinai, the true birth of the nation of Israel.  And if that weren’t 
enough, it was also, according to tradition, the anniversary of both the birth and death of King 
David.  Imagine the Fourth of July, Thanksgiving and Presidents Day all wrapped into one.  No, 
it wasn’t a hard time to wait around in Jerusalem, even if they weren’t certain what they were 
waiting for.  There was an atmosphere of excitement and anticipation was in the air. 
 
So they gathered again, the morning of Pentecost, probably intending to join the throngs in the 
streets, to get as close to the Temple as possible for the great ceremony of first fruits.  But 
something happened before they set out; something that altered their expectations and their 
actions; something that changed their lives, and ours, forever.  Jesus had promised them power 
and the Holy Spirit.  Some of them had heard his cousin, John, tell them that the Messiah would 
bring a baptism of Spirit and fire.  Luke tells us that is exactly what they experienced that 
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morning.  The room was filled with a mighty wind, ruach in Hebrew, pneuma in Greek: both 
words which also mean spirit.  Tongues of fire appeared to them and rested on them.  They were 
filled with the Holy Spirit and when they ran out to join the crowd all of those who had come to 
the city from all the countries where Jews were scattered, those foreign Jews heard them praising 
God in their respective native languages.  And when Peter stood up to preach the good news of 
Jesus, that Gallilean fisherman was filled with the Spirit and his eloquence and power led three 
thousand to be baptized. 
 
And so it was that the relatively small band of Jesus’ followers became the infant Church.  The 
twelve apostles with perhaps a few more became three thousand plus.  As these returned to their 
homes in the Jewish diaspora around the Roman Empire and in the places where the Babylonian 
and Persian and Hellenic empires had taken them previously and they began to relate what they 
had seen and heard, those who’d been following Jesus, propelled by that same Holy Spirit, now 
went to help teach and lead the new converts.  The birthday of the Church, the Ecclesia, was 
powered by the Spirit. 
 
But of course, all these new believers, being from such diverse backgrounds, though all Jews at 
first, began to interpret the teachings of Jesus in slightly different ways.  As non-Jews came to 
first believe and follow and then teach the Way of Jesus, they, too, needed slightly different 
words and slightly different understandings to be able to relate this Good News from God.  And, 
just as in Baptist churches in America in the mid-70s, as they sought to apply what they had 
learned from the Holy Spirit to their lives, disagreements began.  Soon, one of the post-Pentecost 
Jewish followers of The Way who had helped to start many of those far flung churches, had to 
write to one of them to remind them to get along.  “For just as the body is one and has many 
members,” Paul wrote in his first letter to the church at Corinth, “and all the members of the 
body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For in the one Spirit we were all baptized 
into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we were all made to drink of one Spirit. 
Indeed, the body does not consist of one member but of many…  Now you are the body of Christ 
and individually members of it.” 
 
And so the church became understood as the Body of Christ, a metaphor I have used among you 
frequently.  And just as Jesus’ human body was conceived by and empowered by the Holy Spirit, 
so was the universal Body of Christ initiated by the Holy Spirit at Pentecost and so are we, 
collectively and individually, empowered by the same Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit creates one 
body of us, both as members of Good Shepherd Baptist Church and as members of the Church 
Universal.  As those who have followed Christ in Baptism, we have a bond that goes far beyond 
membership in a club.  When we allow the Holy Spirit to flow through us and guide us, then we 
can rely on each other just as different parts of our healthy bodies rely on the other parts – the 
hands on the eyes, the blood on the lungs, the brain on the stomach, and so forth.  We are made 
into an organic whole, those of us who gather here, with each other and with our sisters and 
brothers around the world, across denominational lines, and through the sweep of time. 
 
But whatever connection we feel with those more remote members of the Body, as Baptist polity 
has always clearly stated, the center of our active faith lives is with our local congregation.  We 
learn and serve and worship and fellowship together in this community.  Here is where we bring 
our joys and our sorrows to share together, to laugh together or to mourn together, as the case 
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may be.  Here, we once again give witness to the ongoing leadership of the Holy Spirit moving 
among us as we set the course for our corporate mission and as each of us, from time to time and, 
again, led by the Spirit, rises to leadership and then gracefully bows to the leadership of our 
sisters and brothers.  We are democratic and congregational in our polity, we Baptists, because 
we trust in the leadership of the Spirit within us and in the gifts that the Spirit bestows among us. 
 
This is an especially important aspect of ecclesiology, of the reality of the Church, to consider 
today as we prepare to baptize two new members into our Body.  We have already seen their 
willingness to pitch in and help and their willingness to step up and take leadership from time to 
time.  It’s a reminder of how we come to rely on each other in the church, a reminder of how we 
are diminished when even one member is lost to us by death, as our dear Jean Lindmark passed 
away this week, or when previously active members withdraw for more than just a time of rest, 
or when some keep only to the fringe of relationship.  We, all of us, need all of us. 
 
It’s not always true, sadly, but the Church, both local and universal, is meant to be for us a 
foretaste of the Beloved Community, the coming Kingdom of God.  That’s why it’s important 
for us to continue to work ecumenically, in combination with our brothers and sisters in other 
denominations and traditions.  Let us not add any further veracity to the old story of the new 
arrival to heaven being given a tour by St. Peter.  It is said that at one point, the two passed near 
a compound with high, windowless walls.  “What’s that?” asked the man.  “Shhh…,” said Peter.  
“Inside there are the Baptists.  They think they’re the only ones up here.”  We must continue to 
work to be that little taste of heaven for ourselves and our visitors by continuing our tradition of 
welcoming a variety of viewpoints.  We must strengthen ourselves as God’s inbreaking Kingdom 
by adding diversity of race and national origin to our number.  And, of course, we must continue 
to love each other. 
 
That was, incidentally, one of the things that made the established order really begin to pay 
attention to the followers of Jesus as something other than a troublesome group of Jewish 
outsiders and converts.  Writing around 150 years after the day of Pentecost which started the 
Church, the North African theologian Tertullian had this to say about Roman society’s reaction 
to Christians: “it is mainly the deeds of a love so noble that lead many to put a brand upon us. 
See, they say, how they love one another, for themselves are animated by mutual hatred; how 
they are ready even to die for one another, for they themselves will sooner put to death.”  This 
mutual love which we in the Church hold and practice for one another is another mark of the 
Holy Spirit in our lives, love being chief among the fruits of the Spirit enumerated by Paul. 
 
That attitude and practice of love among one another brings me to my final metaphor for the 
Church – we are the family of God.  Like most families we have our ups and downs but when we 
need each other, we come through.  For the past eight years, my nuclear family has been a part of 
the Good Shepherd Baptist family and we never cease to be moved by how you all invited us in 
and made us a part.  I think that’s true for many, many others who have joined this church over 
the years as well.  Except for Lannon and Gaile, all of us here this morning came to a Good 
Shepherd Baptist that was already established and were welcomed in. The group that signed the 
charter back on May 7, 1961 did a good job along with Pastor Bernie Turner in creating a 
welcoming, nurturing atmosphere and you all have done well to maintain and enrich that 
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environment.  Can there be any doubt that the Holy Ghost, the Comforter, has been moving in 
this group and in this little building for all these years? 
 
We will continue that ministry of welcome tonight as we baptize Samantha and Jules, giving 
witness to the world of what has already taken place within them and among us.  In doing this, 
we will be following an ancient tradition of the Church, which has long held the day of Pentecost 
as the appropriate day to add to her number, be it by three thousand or two.  In England, 
Pentecost is sometimes known as Whitsunday or “White Sunday” for the white robes worn by 
those being baptized.  It is a good day to remember the history of the Church and it is a good day 
to look forward to the future – the future for those being baptized, the future for those who 
continue to come together as the Church, the future of the Beloved Community for which we 
pray and work.  The foundation of the Church in God’s redeeming love is strong.  Let us pray for 
the Holy Spirit to continue to work among us, empowering us, inspiring us, filling us with an 
active faith and an active love to serve both Creator and Creation. 
 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost, Amen. 


