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Pentecost (Confirmation Sunday) • May 20, 2018 
Ezekiel 37:1-14  •  Psalm 104 •  Acts 2:1-21  •  John 15:26-27; 16:4b-15 
 
On the fortieth day after Easter, Jesus promised the disciples the gift of the Holy Spirit and 

ascended into heaven. So on the forty-first day after Easter, Peter and the disciples woke up 
expecting something big to happen. And nothing did. On the forty-second day, they woke up 
expecting something big to happen. And nothing did. Same for the forty-third, forty-fourth, and 
forty-fifth days. Eventually a whole week had gone by. And still nothing.  

By day forty-nine it was starting to look a little iffy. It took Jesus three days to rise from the 
dead, and now we’re up to nine just for this Holy Spirit thing? Maybe some of the disciples started 
to wonder if Jesus had actually abandoned them. Maybe Jesus forgot or something. Or, even worse, 
maybe they’d already received the Holy Spirit and just hadn’t realized it. When the day of Pentecost 
dawned, fifty days after Easter, it was just like the forty-nine that came before it. Until, suddenly, it 
wasn’t like the other ones at all.  

Today is a little different for us too because today is confirmation Sunday. When we 
celebrate two years of intentional study and formation you’ve engaged in. And over those two years, 
I’ve tried to make it clear that confirmation is not school. Which means you have not had to endure 
any tests, memorization, essays, or unexcused absences. You have, however, had to suffer through 
all my references the Tina Fey movie Mean Girls. But even if confirmation isn’t school, I want to do 
a little physics with you all this morning. Because the story of Pentecost is the story of two 
movements. 
 The first movement of the Holy Spirit is a kind of centripetal force. It pulls all things toward 
the center. The Holy Spirit is the relationship between Jesus and the one he called his Father. Which 
means that God’s very being is relationship. So when Jesus gives the disciples the gift of the Holy 
Spirit, he’s inviting them into the same kind of relationship with God that he had. Life that is loving, 
relational, and caring. So God isn’t some far off being. God is never an “it,” God is always a “you.” 
And God is always a “you” that we address together as a community.  
 Those of you who are affirming your baptisms today have been raised in a community of 
faith. Your faith has always depended on, been strengthened by, and grown through the lives of 
other people. Your faith is different from everyone else’s. It reflects your own experiences and 
hopes, your own anxieties and your joys. Your faith is yours. But it’s also ours. Because it has been 
nurtured in a community of faith. And it affects the lives of everyone here. This community has 
changed you. And you have changed us. That kind of reciprocal building up is what the gift of the 
Holy Spirit is all about.  
 And the second movement of the Holy Spirit, this is the fun one, is outward. It’s a kind of 
centrifugal force that pushes us out from this place, out into God’s world. The story of Pentecost is 
not just a story of the church being drawn together. It’s a story of the church being sent out. And 
that’s where it gets complicated.  
 Because we are all living through a time of immense cultural and civic change. You live in an 
increasingly globalized, diverse, and pluralistic world. Being sent out by the Holy Spirit means 
encountering and partnering with people of different creeds, races, identities, histories, values, and 
languages. And not merely tolerating your differences, not merely putting them aside, but viewing 
them as a gift of God for the sake of the world. St. Luke says that after the church received the Holy 
Spirit, they began to witness to “Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea, 
and Cappadocia,” just to name a few. Sounds like a pretty diverse group. Sounds a lot like the world 
that we all live in.  
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 And you are living through a time of immense change in the church as well. From the fourth 
century until about the time this sanctuary was built, the church had a privileged role in our culture. 
And it was nice. Because the Sunday school classrooms were full, the budget was never in the red, 
the pews were never empty. But it meant something else, too. It meant that we could just let people 
come to us. It meant we could get complacent. It meant that we could always react to changes 
instead of causing them. To put it another way, it meant we could ignore that second movement of 
the Spirit.   
 The great challenge of the church in your lifetimes will be keeping these two movements in 
creative tension. Because the church fifty years from now will look very different than it does today. 
Being the body of Christ for the world today means moving past charity to accompaniment. It 
means engaging the arts more fully in our liturgical life. It means curating communities that affirm 
the particular intersections of people’s identities while still having your center in Christ. And, as if 
that isn’t enough, you will still have to deal with the leaky roof. What the mission of God needs 
today is creative thinkers unafraid of failing, unbowed by cynicism, and unencumbered by 
parochialism. Sound like anyone you know? Sounds a lot like the eight of you.  

So what if Pentecost never happened? What if day fifty came and went like the others before 
it? What if the Holy Spirit never came at all? That question is a little abstract, so let’s make it a little 
more specific. What would happen if you woke up tomorrow and Advent was gone? What would be 
different? What would change? We talked about this in our last confirmation class and it generated 
some good discussion, so let’s play this out a little bit.  

If the first movement of the Spirit never came, we would have no worship, which means no 
preaching, no sacraments, and no music. We would have kids without a community to explore new 
ideas about God and grow in faith. We would have adults with no opportunities to learn about the 
traditions they practice. It means no support when your spouse goes on hospice, no counseling 
before you get married, no memorial service when your parent dies, no baptisms when you have a 
kid. It would mean no place where you could come for a few moments of peace away from the 
world and no place to help you discern how you were called to live as a Christian in the world.  

And what if that second movement of the Spirit never came? How would the world be 
different? A few weeks ago, we made a contribution to the Love Fund. So we have a family in town 
who can keep their electric from getting shut off, keep their kids in their sports leagues, and keep 
food on the table through the weekend. We made another donation to Annie Borgeson and the 
Manna Foundation in Ecuador, so now we have some people in the global south who are affected 
by Advent. Another donation to the Emmanuel Cancer Foundation, so now we have some parents 
who can sleep a little easier at night. We sent a truck down to the delta after Priceless Treasures last 
fall, so we have some people in the south now. We make donations to the Center for Food Action 
and serve walk-in dinners in Hackensack, so that’s food that wouldn’t be on the table otherwise. We 
give to the synod, who runs ministries we couldn’t do alone. That means camps for kids in Bosnia 
who have grown up in the wake of genocide. That means a hot breakfast and worship for day 
laborers in the parking lot at the Home Depot in Passaic. And this is all just from what we did 
together this past program year. And that isn’t even all of it.  

So what would be different if Pentecost never happened? A lot. Just like a lot would be 
different if your witness, your life, and your vocations weren’t enriching our world. That’s why you 
all are affirming your baptisms on Pentecost, when we celebrate how the Holy Spirit is poured out 
on everyone. And today we celebrate how the Holy Spirit moves in your lives and in the lives of the 
people around you. How those two movements of the Spirit that draw us in and send us out form 
the heartbeat of your faith. 
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 And at the center of those two movements of the Holy Spirit, at the center of our liturgical 
life and our vocations, at the center of our proclamation and practice, is trust. That’s what your 
whole confirmation experience has been about: trust. It hasn’t been about teaching you how to be a 
good person. It hasn’t been to teach you a bunch of trivia about the Bible or the Small Catechism. It 
has all been about helping you build trust in God’s promises so that you can join in God’s work of 
restoring, redeeming, and renewing our world. 

So trust that even when you feel like God is far away from you, the Holy Spirit will show up. 
It won’t sound like speaking in tongues. It won’t look like fire coming down from the heavens. It 
won’t feel like the rush of a violent wind. But it will sound like your words of forgiveness and care. 
It will look like your own striving for justice and equity. And it will feel like the grace of God we find 
around this table.   

So, Max, Hanna, Gavin, Owen, Christa, April, Olivia, and Victoria, trust in God’s mercy 
even when life is overwhelming. 

Trust in your gifts even when they seem inadequate. 
Trust the goodness of others even when people tell you not to. 
Trust that life is stronger than death even when it makes no sense. 
And trust that the Spirit will show up. Because she always does.  

 
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


