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Six months ago today, on a cold December morning just two weeks before Christmas, the community of Yaphank, Long Island was awakened by a 5-alarm fire that gutted the sanctuary of the 160 year old Presbyterian Church on an early Sunday morning.  Instead of coming to church getting ready for the choir rehearsal and setting up for Sunday School and worship service, many parishioners found themselves in a state of shock while holding on to each other and embracing God’s presence.  They thanked God that nobody was in the building at the time of the fire, where the night before they were just having a fellowship meal.  

Their once beloved sanctuary was now reduced to rubbles and ashes.  Though the steeple remained intact, it was however in danger of collapsing.  The parishioners lamented over the loss of this historic building and many the cherished items within the sanctuary, including its stained-glass windows and the pews that the family has sat for generations.  But on that fateful morning, the worship of God continued in the adjacent fellowship hall building.   

“It appeared that a faulty furnace pipe in its heating-system was to blame for sparking the blaze in the historic wooden church”, said the Rev. Glorya Johnson.  The blaze left only the four walls standing of the 163 year old building.  The building might be gone, but the church survived and God’s mission at this church and in this community continued despite this momentary setback.  

Two weeks after the fire, there was still Christmas Pageant, Christmas Eve service.  There was still Good Friday and Easter worship services.  Baptisms, Communions continued on as usual with the reading and preaching of the Word every Sunday since the fire.  The church must go on.  The worship of God never stops.  

"The building is just a symbol. The community of faith is the church."  Rev. Johnson added.  God will rebuild us and restore our lives and our hopes for the future.  It won’t be the same as it used to be, it will be better and relevant to its needs going forward.

On this Pentecost Sunday, the church celebrates the arrival of the Holy Spirit.  It marks a new beginning and new birth for the church, rising up from the ashes.  The Holy Spirit is not only a gift to the church, but a fulfillment to God’s promise to God’s people.  We have entered a new era in God’s story of salvation for humanity, and you and I play a critical part of it.   


Prior to the arrival of the Holy Spirit, there were a great deal of uncertainty, cynicism, fear, and doubt among many of Jesus’s disciples and followers.  They had lived through the time when Jesus was alive and after He was resurrected.  They had witnessed his ascension to be with the Father in heaven.  They had heard Jesus’s promise to them that a new person, the new Advocate will come on His behalf.  But when was it going to come?  Let the waiting began.  


As the disciples waited, they didn’t just sit around looking at each other.  They continued on about their business.  Some, undoubtedly, might have crossed their mind about going back to what they were doing before.  But that seemed ludicrous, they could never go back to the past, they must march on and go forward.  

Those disciples and other followers lived in community with one another, perhaps fearing their own lives.  They continued to spend time in prayer, broke bread and shared fellowship with one another.  

They had no place to GO to church on Sunday morning for worship, that didn’t matter!  They didn’t have any savings in their bank account, that didn’t matter!  They didn’t have a huge crowd coming together for worship, that didn’t matter either!   Where 2 or 3 are gathered in God’s name, Christ was there among them.
  That’s all it mattered to them! 

What mattered most was that they surrendered their hearts to the Spirit’s leading.  They put God first before themselves and others.  As a result, God multiplied them not only in numbers but in spirit and in faith.  The Spirit enabled and empowered them to do things that they had never imagined before.  People came and their hearts were set on fire for God!  God gave them ability to see vision and to dream dreams.  “I will pour our my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams.”


Furthermore on this day of Pentecost, God unveiled a new perspective of God’s Kingdom.  The people began to see things with a broader “Kingdom” vision rather than with their narrow focus.  It didn’t matter who they were or where they were from, what language or nationality that differentiated them from one another, what mattered most was that they understood each other through God’s love, which is the universal language.  They were able to see each other’s needs and listen to one another’s concerns, instead of voicing only their own.  They were filled with the new wine that was put under the new wineskin.

For those of you who were at our Bible Study two weeks ago, we discussed this metaphor of the new wine and the old wineskin.
  The new wine represents the renewed understanding of God’s salvation based upon God’s grace and one’s faith.  When the new wine is poured into the old wineskin, over time the new wine expands and eventually the existing structure will break.  If the wineskin bursts, all the wine will be wasted.  Therefore, the new wine must be poured into the new wineskin in order to season properly and yield the best wine.  

Every time I come across this Pentecost passage, I tried to imagine what that was like on that night.  Imagine in a room full of people, all of a sudden, they all started speaking in their own native language, but somehow they understand each other.  They were in the same mind and in the same Spirit.  How’s that possible, you may ask?  Even those of us who speak the common language, we often do not “understand” what each other are saying either or we might be intentionally closing our ears when the others are speaking.  We only hear our own voices speaking and voicing our own concerns, and nobody else.  We speak in different wavelengths and unwilling to see what others see or value their opinions and ideas.  It seems that these are the on-going challenges that we, as a church in whole, are being called upon to be a witness of today.


This Pentecostal moment serves as a great reminder for us all of how we ought to be as a church….how we must seek our common ground in mutual understanding, respect, and love.  When the Holy Spirit came upon those disciples, many of them might have different concerns and priorities on their mind.  They had different preferences of how things ought to be carried out, what they would like to see, from their own perspective but not God’s perspective and timing. 


By the grace of God, the Holy Spirit softened their hardened hearts, and convicted their passions together in seeking the common good for the God’s people.  It was then, and only then when they were able to experience the fullness of God’s calling in their lives.  


This week, as you know, our denomination – the Presbyterian Church (USA) will be gathering in its biennial General Assembly in Detroit, Michigan.  Undoubtedly, there will be many voices spoken there.  By that I don’t mean linguistically, but socially and politically.  There will be voices that are spoken aloud in signs of protest and advocacy, as well as in silent meditation and in prayers, upon the various contentious issues of our times and in our society that often divide us today.  Yet, somehow after all that is said and done, we must never forget to seize the moment to acknowledge who we are and who God is. Why are we called to gather here in first place, as One body in Christ.  

How do we experience the fullness of God’s embrace through the leading of the Holy Spirit?  How have we spent time listening to one another and seek the common good while preserving the peace, unity and purity of the church?  Instead of voicing matter of concerns that pertain only to our personal interests, can we strive to seek common ground and reconciliation for the up-building of God’s church?

Through the Spirit of Pentecost, God invites us to drink new wine, utter prophetic words, see visions and dream dreams.
  God has poured out His Holy Spirit upon the people for the common good.  Through the Spirit, we have been given the gift of wisdom, knowledge, faith, healing, miracles, prophecy, discernment, tongues and the interpretation of the tongues, as the Spirit chooses.  For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are One….so it is with Christ.


If we look around us, we will notice that none of us are identical.  None of us are equipped with the same gifts and abilities.  None of us have walked the same journey of faith that got us here today.  The fact that we are gathered together in this place and at this time, as a church, was nothing but a miracle itself.  But yet, God has manifested Godself to us with a common purpose and a common vision.  God has equipped us with different gifts, tools, and passions that supplement one another like a giant jig-saw puzzle for the glory of God.  

No matter how skewed and disfigured we are, no matter what backgrounds we come from, or even sins that we’ve committed, God has called us and united us to be the church that is not only set apart, and set on fire for God.  For we are all baptized into one body – Jews or Greeks, slaves or free and we are all made to drink of the same Spirit.
  

So what does this all mean for us today as a church that stands at the corner of E 15th Street and Ave. T?  Well more than 114 years ago, the Holy Spirit descended upon a few in this neighborhood.  A vision was captured and a flame of passion was sparked to begin a new school for students and to plant a community of worship for this area of Brooklyn.  The early founding members devoted themselves individually and corporately in prayers and petitioned the Holy Spirit for a vision that would ignite their passion to serve God and God’s people.  114 years later, that same vision remains fervently alive today.    

The Holy Spirit has not left its people or this neighborhood.  The same God is still being worshipped and God’s Word is still being proclaimed and heard.  God’s grace is still being witnessed and rejuvenated just like the first Pentecost.  

Many have come from East and West, North and South have found their spiritual calling and belonging right here.  This was their spiritual home and this is YOUR spiritual home as well.  Let us invite the Holy Spirit to re-ignite our spark within us and to rekindle our passion for others once again.  We might just be surprised by what the Spirit can and enable us to do.  


In closing, I would like to share with you the lyrics of one of my favorite youth group songs.  It’s called “Pass it on”.  Some of you might know it or have heard of it?  I find the meaning of the lyrics to be quite appropriate on this Pentecost Sunday and as we celebrate the birthday of the church.  It goes like this…. It only takes a spark to get a fire going, And soon all those around can warm up in its glowing;
That's how it is with God's Love, Once you've experienced it,
Your spread the love to everyone.  You want to pass it on.

Whether it’s 114 and 2014 years ago, the flame never ceases to extinguish as long as the Spirit is still alive and well.  God has not blown out its candles on us just yet.  God remains active and alive yesterday, today and tomorrow.  Over the years, God may be witnessed in different forms, different tongues or different styles, but it is the same Spirit that activates and motivates us into the heart of worship.  


Listen and invite the flame of the Holy Spirit to speak to us and to burn within us once again.  Happy Birthday Church!  Happy Birthday Homecrest!  Glory be to God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.    
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