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Almighty God -you breathe your life into all the
world -breathe afresh on us that we may know
your glory and proclaim your good news. In Jesus
name. Amen

It’s Pentecost. I’ve had a week of Diamond Jubilee
stuff , Confirmation stuff, all sorts of pastoral
stuff -so I looked at my blank page and decided
to go for a walk!
Truth was I was so cross about the House of
Bishop’s rolling over in favour of a few men who
convinced them that God permits them to be
bigots that I needed to clear my head! It’s been
that sort of a week!
Happens it was the best day of the week and after
a few steps in the lush grass I got my head
together again. The whole of creation was
utterly committed to proclaiming the glory of
God.
In fact it was so sensationally, extravagantly
beautiful that when I returned to my desk I dug
out the appropriately titled ‘The Astonished
Heart’ It’s by Robert Farrar Capon- born in 1925 he
is an American Episcopal priest and author from
New York. He has become quite a hero of mine
because of the way he talks about grace -the fact
that he is a fabulous cook and food writer makes
the package even more alluring.
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Anyway the book is all about reclaiming the
Good News from the mess that the church has
made of itself -a message I need at the moment
for general encouragement.
The word ‘astonished’ he tells us, appears no less
than eight times in the gospels –and then in Acts
6 times more as people react to the message of the
Apostles. And the day we celebrate today -the day
of Pentecost is perhaps one of the most
astonishing of all.
The day is celebrated as the birthday of the
church -but in so many ways it is the very
antithesis of anything to do with institution or
even religion.
The essence of so many religions is that it
promises that, if it is followed diligently, God
will smile on it’s practitioners. The Gospel on the
other hand proclaims that God has already
smiled on the whole world in Jesus. The utterly
astonishing thing on the day of Pentecost was
that explosion of good news for all -not just a
few select Jews. Pentecost was the day of
liberation!
Ever since it would seem we have been working
on putting the genie back in the bottle. We have
taken a community of believers living in the
freedom of unqualified grace and converted it
into a navel-watching institution dedicated,
inevitably, to the preservation of it’s own
structure.
How did we get from the mad, multi -lingual
chaos of that first Pentecost -with people so
high on freedom and good news that you’d have
thought they were drunk -to the situation in
the Reformation for example –were every church
fell in love with the idea of confecting longwinded confessions of faith -binding documents
that spelled out in mind numbing detail the
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correct positions to be held on all points at
issue?
Pentecost shouts a better way -the whole image
-tongues of flame -rushing wind -it all points to
the openness -indeed I would dare to say –the
universality of God’s grace.
‘The Lamb of God has not taken away the sins of
some — of only the good, or the cooperative, or
the select few who can manage to get their act
together and die as perfect peaches. He has taken
away the sins of the world — of every last being
in it — and he has dropped them down the black
hole of Jesus’ death. On the cross, he has shut up
forever on the subject of guilt: “There is
therefore now no condemnation. . . .” All human
beings, at all times and places, are home free
whether they know it or not, feel it or not,
believe it or not.’ (Capon)
Salvation never was and never can be a
transaction -it is a mystery -and what’s more although in some ways we locate it in the birth
of Christ at a moment of incarnation -it is clear
that it is a mystery that has been at work since
the foundation of the world. Not an insertion
into history but part of the very constitution of
history itself.
So then, in the same way as the birth of Christ
was not a sudden change of tack by God but an
unfolding of an eternal truth -Jesus being the
very breath by which the world came into being
-so at Pentecost we have a fresh unveiling of
grace -and it is grace that is for us all.
Just in case you are getting worried, I am in an
other way not a universalist at all. ‘Even though
I cannot locate anyone’s hell outside the realm
of grace, grace is forever sovereign, even in Jesus’
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parables of judgment and no one is ever kicked
out at the end of those parables who wasn’t
included in at the beginning.’ (Capon) Even so, of
course, we can and do all create our own hellish
misery when we turn our face resolutely away
from that grace.
By saying ‘yes’ to God; to his existence, to his love,
to his Son Jesus Christ. By saying ‘yes’ our eyes are
opened to the reality that the spirit of God
infuses every aspect of our lives. Not just the
wonderful, the joyful, the love-filled moments,
but also when we are in the thick of it, when life
deals its toughest hand -even then the Spirit of
God is there. We don’t ever have to tackle that
stuff on our own.
I have yet to encounter the person who has
never caught just a glimpse, just the faint perfume
of God at some moment in their loves. It may be at
the birth of a child, or maybe some special
beautiful place, or some strange configuration of
light, and for a heart stopping moment God
passes by.
Now this is not spooky stuff. I’m not talking newage, touchy-feely gooey nonsense. This is
normality -and this is the way the world is.
Infused with the spirit of it’s creator. Infused
with the spirit of God.
Yet that’s not quite the whole story. Jesus
promised his disciples the Spirit as a gift. And
there is a special way in which we as Christians
experience the spirit in our lives. It is all part of
God’s grace.
Although the spirit of God is here, around us all
the time, yet our ability to see, to experience, to
feel close to God is small and unconfident. We
long to be close, we long to reach out to
God...but to be honest we’re pretty hopeless at it
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most of the time. For some people, as they mature
in their faith, as they build a deeper and more
solid relationship with God, this sense of the
presence of God in everything, in the whole of
their lives and in the world around them
becomes strong and confident.

But most of us all too easily slip out of step with
God. We hide away in our own lives -worried
about today and about the future and sometimes
shouting at God, sometimes pleading with him.
Needing him to be more clear, more immediate,
more present with us.

Out of love for us, recognising just such a need
Jesus sends us this special blessing of the Holy
Spirit. Not for the super-saints, but for everyone
who, however faintly, tremblingly, half-heartedly
trusts in him.
So what difference does the Holy Spirit actually
make in our lives? You and me, today and
tomorrow. Sitting here in church or lying in bed
wide awake in the middle of the night.
Lets begin with what Jesus spoke of so often.
Peace. He called the Holy Spirit the comforter.
Often, often I’ve heard people say something like
this: ‘I never thought I would be able to cope, but
somehow, somehow even in the midst of this
terrible thing I have coped. I’ve been calm and at
peace.’ That somehow is the Holy Spirit, helping
us to know at gut level if you like, that
ultimately all will be well because our lives are in
the hand of God. God who loves us and care for
us infinitely more than we could ever know.
It's about getting engaged with God's presence...

5

Think of this example: You have the choice to
come to church on Sunday - or not. Church will
be there in any case. But say you decide to come as you have this morning, and a particular hymn,
or the words of the Eucharistic prayer, or even
the smile and warmth of the person sitting next
to you really warms your heart. You leave the
church with a renewed sense of God’s love for
you -in this mornings terms the Holy Spirit has
spoken to you.
You could have chosen not to come -and by that
choice you would not have made yourself
available for God to speak to you in that way.
Do see what I’m getting at .... the Spirit will speak
to us -we will receive that gift of inner peace but it helps if we make ourselves available to God.
I don’t know what that may be for you - I’m
certainly not suggesting you ought to come to
church more often -that was by way of an
illustration. There are many ways of being open
to God. A good walk in this lovely countryside
might be one. Sitting quietly for some moments in
the middle of a busy day, listening to beautiful
music, lighting a candle...or maybe standing on a
packed escalator in the middle of London and
seeing all the people that God has created in a
new way, ... many , many ways. But saying in your
heart -Come Holy Spirit! Living your life with
your spiritual eyes open. Living your life with
your spiritual eyes open.
If you believe that you are one whole, integrated
person -body, mind and spirit -then this is what
normality should be you.
In a moment we are going to celebrate
communion -and today the emphasis is on the
word celebrate -God with us, amongst us, always,
everywhere. Remembering the sheer effervescent
joy of that day we'll be using champagne.
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Rejoicing that among us -not in the distance
dispensed by priests -but right here in the middle
of us -just for today we've brought the altar
down and Carolyn and I are going to cocelebrate. Specially as a sign that we are all equal
-that the day of Pentecost had no favourites God's Sprit poured out extravagently.
You may find it challenging -specially if your
faith is a private, secret thing. But there is no
doubt that today of all days is about the love of
God being on the edge, risky, unpredictable,
exciting. –So sip that fizz as a sign that the life
spring of God's love is within you.

Amen.

Rosie Harper
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