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Sermon:  Acts 2: 1-11 (This is that)

Jack wakes up with a huge hangover after attending his company's party. He didn't even remember how he got home from the party. As bad as he was feeling, he wondered if he did something wrong. 
  
He forced himself to open his eyes, and the first thing he sees is a couple of aspirin next to a glass of water on the side table. And, next to them, a single red rose!  
  
He sits up and sees his clothing in front of him, all cleaned and pressed! He looks around the room and sees that it is in perfect order, spotlessly clean. So is the rest of the house. 
  
He takes the aspirin, cringing when he sees a huge black eye staring back at him in the bathroom mirror. Then he notices a note hanging on the corner of the mirror.  Written in red with little hearts on it and a kiss mark from his wife in lipstick: 'Honey, breakfast is on the stove, I left early to get groceries to make you your favorite dinner tonight. I love you, darling! Love, Jillian' 
  
He stumbles to the kitchen and sure enough, there is hot breakfast, steaming hot coffee and the morning newspaper. 
  
His 16 year old son is also at the table, eating. Jack asks, 'Son, what happened last night?' 
  
'Well, you came home after 3 A.M., drunk and out of your mind.  You fell over the coffee table and broke it, and then you puked in the hallway.  You got that black eye when you ran into the door.'
 
Confused, he asked his son, 'So, why is everything in such perfect order and so clean? I have a rose, and breakfast is on the table waiting for me?' 
  
His son replies, 'Oh THAT... Mom dragged you to the bedroom, and when she tried to take your pants off, you screamed, 'Leave me alone you hussy, I'm married!'
Relationships.  Nothing gives us more trouble, and nothing gives us more happiness, and vitality, and, well, life.  You might think the joke has little to do with Pentecost, but in truth it does.  Because Pentecost is all about establishing and restoring relationships.

Pentecost has been described as a reversal of the confusion of languages at the tower of Babel.  Not just restoring relationships between people, but between  people and God.

Think what it was like for the disciples that day.  Gathered together, Jesus gone.  Gone long enough for them to doubt the words he said to them just before he left.  About receiving power when the Holy Spirit comes.

Then, on that particular day, the sky darkened.  The wind picked up.  Slowly, at first barely a whisper.  Then suddenly growing, people scurrying for shelter.  The wind taking voice, becoming a low howl.  Conversation ceased; both futile and a distraction from possible danger.

Suddenly fire, or something like fire, comes upon them.  Someone speaks, but strangely.  Not in Greek, not in Aramaic, but in a strange tongue and cadence.  Then another, in a different voice.  And another.  The gathered crowd begins to murmur.

Now we are going to make a jump in time and location to another room.
  We see a man, a pastor, praying.  Looking at his clothes, he is clearly poor.  He seems wracked with emotion, pleading for something.  We soon get impatient watching him, for his praying goes on and on.  But we stay, we watch, out of curiosity if nothing else.  Wondering how long his prayer will last.  Five hours later, he rises.

In our time travel, we are able to fast forward through his life.  Every day the same –  five hours of prayer.  The same pleading, the same emotional outpouring.  Every day, for two and a half years.  We come to learn the reason for his prayer.  Not intercession, not any change of situation for his own health or welfare.  Just a hunger for more of God in his heart.

Time jumps, and the apartment is different.  We hear him say that the hunger is getting worse, and he asks God, “What can I do?”  We cannot hear the Spirit, but we know what was said  from his response.  “But Lord, I am praying five hours a day now.”

We watch the next day, and see him in prayer for seven hours.  But we hear something else in his prayers.  We hear him ask God for the real Holy Spirit, and for fire with tongues, and for the love and power of God.  Like the apostles had.  Every day the same prayer.  Seven hours.  A year and a half.

We follow him to the meeting house, where his small group gather together for their nightly prayer meetings.  We hear him preaching about divine healing and speaking in tongues.  The group gets into a hot debate – what is this teaching, what is this nonsense?  The next day we follow him again to the meeting house, but the door has been padlocked.  He leaves, returning to his room.  We watch him in prayer, but this time he fasts.  For many days.

Time jumps again, and we see him another person’s home.  It is a simple home, for Edward Lee is a janitor.  We watch the pastor lay hands on him, and anoint him with oil.  Suddenly sounds burst from Lee, in a strange tongue and cadence.  “At last,” he says, “This is that.”  Not the words of an uneducated laborer.  But the beginning words of Acts 2:16, quoting from the King James Version:  “This is that which was spoken by the prophet Joel . . .”  “This is that.”

We watch the two, wide-eyed with astonishment, smiling, laughing, then walking quickly to another home.  Where another evening prayer service, different from the first, was soon to begin.  We see the others coming – cooks, janitors, laborers, railroad porters and washwomen.  William Seymour, the pastor, begins preaching from Acts 2:4, “And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance.”  But before he was done preaching, Lee raised his hands, opened his mouth, and electrified all with an outburst of glossolalia – speaking in tongues.

It goes on for three days.  Ecstatic worship, healings, trances.  Sometimes shouts, sometimes a prolonged silence.

We see people gathered outside, whispering.  We watch as some of the prayer group departs.  Only two remain in prayer – William Seymour and one other. We see them kneeling, exhausted.  We hear his friend say to him, “It is not the time.”  But Seymour says, “I am not going to give up.”

Suddenly, we become aware of all that he experiences, all that he feels, all that he hears.  A sphere of white hot brilliance seems to envelop him.  Divine love melts his heart.  He sinks to the floor, seemingly unconscious.  He hears words of deep healing and encouragement spoken to him.  As though from a far he hears unutterable words being uttered.  He puzzles whether it is angelic adoration and praise.  Slowly he realizes that this indescribably lovely language belongs to him, pouring out from his innermost being.  A smile wreathes his face.  He rises, embracing those around him.

This story is true.  It took place in Los Angeles in April 1906.  For those who question whether the Pentecost story really could have happened the way it is described in Acts, we can answer “yes,” because it happened in the 20th century.  Some might say, “Yes, but the disciples spoke in known languages, not glossolalia.”  But I didn’t give the full story.  At the prayer meeting, a young woman named Jennie Evans Moore was present.  She later married William Seymour.  During the outpouring of tongues, Jennie Moore went to the piano (though she did not know how to play) and played flawlessly.  Singing in six languages she did not know – French, Spanish, Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and Hindustani.

The rest of the story is well known.  Huge crowds came.  A two story building at 312 Azusa St was secured.  A pulpit was created from two large wooden crates.  A prayer altar was set in front of the pulpit.  Pews circled the pulpit and altar, made from redwood planks laid over nail kegs and old boxes.

Prayer meetings were held three times each day for three years.  Eight hundred or so crammed inside, with another four or five hundred more outside.  Seymour launched a newspaper called The Apostolic Faith, which grew to nearly 50,000 subscribers and was distributed around the world.

One eyewitness described the Azusa Street Mission in this way:

“No choir . . . no collections are taken.  No bills have been posted to advertize the meetings.  No church organization is back of it . . . You find a two-storey whitewashed old building.  You would hardly expect heavenly visitations there, unless you remember the stable of Bethlehem.”

So what made Azusa Street so successful?  Richard Foster puts it well:

“The only complete answer to that question, of course, can be found in the wisdom of divine Providence.  Azusa Street was a supernatural work, a Spirit-empowered work, a charismatic work.  God freely chose the insignificant, the unimpressive, the foolish to show forth his glory.”

But Foster adds three observations
, all involving relationships. First, Seymour understood the implications of glossolalia for interracial reconciliation and community.  Seymour wrote, “Multitudes have come.  God makes no difference in nationality, Ethiopians, Chinese, Indians, Mexicans, and other nationalities worship together.”

Second, Seymour accepted everyone as potential leaders, writing, “No instrument that God can use is rejected on account of color or dress or lack of education . . .”  He could have added, “Or gender.”  Many of the most powerful leaders flowing out of Azusa St Mission were women.

Third, Seymour stressed Christian love above all else, including glossolalia.  He wrote, “Tongues are one of the signs that go with every baptized person, but it is not the real evidence of the baptism in everyday life.  If you get angry, or speak evil, or backbite, I care not how many tongues you may have, you have not the baptism with the Holy Spirit.  Pentecost makes us love Jesus more and love our brothers more.  It brings us all into one common family.”

Sometimes we may get drunk and stay out until 3 in the morning.  We may fall and break a coffee table, and run into a door.  We may throw up in the hallway . . . But sometimes we can say something right, and all is reconciled.

Let us listen for the right words.  It might be in a strange tongue and cadence, it might even be glossolalia.  But it just might be the Holy Spirit.  Calling us back into one family, one Church.

� Richard J. Foster, Streams of Living Water, (HarperSanFrancisco; 1998), p.113-125.


� Actually four.  Foster also attributes the success of Azusa St Mission to the holiness of William Seymour.
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