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Acts 2:1-11; 1 Corinthians 12:3-7, 12-13; John 20:19-23; Psalm 104, Adonai, send forth Your Spirit, and renew the face of the earth. 

No matter what your Mama may have told you when you were little, I’m gonna tell you today that it’s absolutely OK to play with fire! As a matter of fact, that’s exactly what our scriptures today are inviting us to do, as we reflect on the history and the meaning of this great feast of Pentecost.


When the Israelites arrived at the base of Mount Sinai, they were somewhere between two and three months beyond their liberation from slavery. The reality of their abrupt exodus from Egypt  had settled in on them, and they were not without moaning and groaning and complaining. Yet it was there on Mount Sinai that God made a covenant with the Israelites. Looking up toward the top of the mountain, the Israelites could see fire and smoke, a sure sign of God’s mighty presence. And in the midst of fire and smoke and wind, the Israelites were invited to be God’s “Chosen People. ” In turn, they were promised that the one true God would be their God. 
For hundreds of years after that theophany on Mount Sinai, the Jewish people continued to celebrate  the Feast of Pentecost, when they would make an annual pilgrimage to Jerusalem to recommit themselves to the original covenant. So it comes as no surprise to us today that as we read the Acts of the Apostles, Jesus’ followers have made their own pilgrimage from Galilee back to Jerusalem. They had been there in Jerusalem for the feast of the Passover, witnessing the death and resurrection of Jesus. Now they’ve traveled back to Jerusalem for Pentecost, watching as Jesus leaves to return to his Abba God. Gathered in the Upper Room, they are once again renewing their covenant with their God … once again, remembering the smoke and the fire and the wind on the top of Mount Sinai when the first covenant was made.   

Only this time, the fire and the wind don’t stay up on the mountaintop, as they did on Mount Sinai. This time, fire and wind  come down to the Upper Room where the wind blows and the fire alights on the heads of each of those gathered. The very Spirit of God has come down to embrace these followers of Jesus. The covenant that was originally made solely with the Israelites has now been extended to all peoples – Parthians, Medes, Elemites, Romans, Cretans, Arabs. The covenant is now for everyone.  And in that moment of ecstatic speech that is understood by everyone in his or her own tongue, Jesus’ followers find themselves not only looking up toward  the fire on Mount Sinai; instead, they find themselves playing with that same sacred fire, that has now descended and rested on them.
So what does it mean to play with fire? I think it means that once we’ve been awakened to it, the Divinity that resides within each of us will not be contained. Like a single spark that starts a raging wildfire, God’s Love within us must spread. Once we’ve played with sacred fire, it’s no longer  enough for us just to be a “chosen people.” That was fine for the Israelites, centuries before Jesus revealed the love of his Abba God. But now, the fire that has touched us demands that we spread the experience of  Divine Love far and wide. Pentecost calls us to link arms in community and let each person in the world know that we are made for connection, for unity, for oneness with all that is. God’s covenant is still the same, only more profound in our times. You are my people … I am your God …but now,  you and I are linked as fire, burning as the heart of an evolving cosmos.

In his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul assures us we have what we need to spread fire. He tells us that although we are differently-gifted, together, we manifest the Holy Spirit for the common good. As one body baptized in the Risen Christ, we can be Pentecostal  fire for the world. Unlike the apostles on Pentecost, we probably won’t start speaking  spontaneously, in  foreign languages unknown to us. But touched by fire, we may begin to speak a language of love in a voice so filled with the energy of the Divine that others will be amazed and astonished and warmed by the fire we are able to share.


In some of the older translations of scripture, we’re told that the apostles were “huddled together” in the Upper Room rather than simply gathered there. That might be a better translation for us today in that we, too, have been huddled together in our separate lives and our separate homes these past fifteen months. We’ve lived in isolation, anxiety and fear. But now is the time to hear Jesus’ words to us, words we heard in John’s Gospel today: Peace be with you. As Abba God sent me, so I am sending you. More and more every day, the pandemic is behind us. We’re vaccinated. We can take off our masks. We can be at peace. We can be sent to the world in love. Once again, we can play with fire!


How that happens in anyone’s life is a discernment only they can make. But we know that there is no room for mediocrity. To be on fire is literally to be the Presence of God in the world. It is to live a life so saturated with the Divine, that people know the Oneness and the Unity and the Love of God when they know us – no matter our language, our culture, our gender, our age, education,  life experience, or creed. 
Those in the Upper Room on Pentecost were empowered to play with the Fire of God’s Presence, and – for them --  that Presence came out in words. We too can each pray for that experience of Divine Fire to manifest in our  lives – which we will do in our closing hymn today. I’d like to invite us all right now to pay close attention to our closing song today, and to sing it  in our homes with our hearts on fire. Just listen to what we’ll be praying in song … 

Send down the fire of your justice
Send down the rains of your love. 
Come, send down the Spirit, breathe life in your people, 
and we shall be people of God. 
Call us to answer oppression. 
Teach us the fire of your truth. 
Give us righteous souls, ‘til your justice rolls, 
make us burn with the fire of your truth. 
AMEN.  
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