“Out of Control”

Acts 2:1-13
A pastor’s kitten climbed up to the top of a tree and was afraid to come down.  The tree wasn’t sturdy enough to climb, so the pastor lassoed the top of the tree with a rope, tied the other end to his car, and began to drive away. He was hoping the tree would bend sufficiently for him to reach the poor little kitten, but as he moved the car a little bit further, a little bit further, the rope broke.  The tree went “boing” and the kitten sailed through the air, out of sight.  The pastor felt horrible about the poor little kitten.  He looked all over the neighborhood but couldn’t find the lost cat.  So, he offered a prayer.  “Lord, I just commit this kitten to your keeping,” and he went on about his business.
A few days later, he met one of his parishioners at the grocery store, and he was surprised to see cat food in her cart, since everyone knew this woman didn’t like cats.  So, he asked, “Helen, why are you buying cat food?”  “You won’t believe it,” she said. “My little daughter has been begging for a cat.  Finally, I told her, ‘If God gives you a cat, you can keep it.’”
So, the little girl went out in the back yard, got on her knees, and prayed for a cat.  “And Pastor,” the woman said, “you’re not going to believe what happened.  At that very moment, a little kitten came flying out of the sky, with its paws outspread, and landed right in front of her.” Of course, the amazed pastor could not say a word.
What’s the moral of that story?  Sometimes the ways of God are out of our control!  And, it seems they are almost always out of control with the Holy Spirit!  
Today is Pentecost Sunday, the day we celebrate and give thanks for the outpouring of the Holy Spirit.  You see, it was the Holy Spirit who gave life to the early Christian church, and throughout the rest of the Book of Acts, it’s the Holy Spirit who is guiding, leading, and empowering the early church to spread like wildfire throughout the Roman Empire and eventually throughout the world.  Folks, it’s the Holy Spirit who shows us that some of the ways of God are beyond our control!
That first Pentecost certainly was “out of control.”  Originally, Pentecost was a Jewish holiday, marking the end of the 50 days between Passover and Shavuot.  But on this particular Pentecost Sunday, as the Christian believers gathered in Jerusalem, the well-planned festival soon took on a life of its own. For suddenly, with a rush of a mighty wind, the Spirit came and filled the believers.  It not only filled them, but empowered them and emboldened them with faith, and hope, and new life.  The Holy Spirit found them, and, well, the Spirit set them on fire.  
One by one, God turned them into human candles, offering light to the nations.  And just when they were about to say to one another, “Hey, your head’s on fire,” they began speaking in different tongues, so Jews from all parts of the world could understand them in their native tongue.  And they were acting so differently, so unusually, that some people started wondering if they were drunk, even though it was only 9:00 in the morning.
The crowds that day were bewildered, amazed, astonished, and perplexed.  And they asked one another “What in the world does this mean?”  They couldn’t understand what was happening.  They didn’t realize they were witnessing a birth – the birth of the Christian church.  
Peter tried to explain it to them, as he stood and raised his voice.  Suddenly confident and suddenly empowered, he boldly addressed the wondering crowd, quoting the prophet Joel, as he calmed their fears.  “Folks, God is at work here.  This is the fulfillment of God’s promise.  God’s Spirit is being poured out, poured out on God’s people.”
Folks, On that first Pentecost Sunday, those Christian believers were speaking about God’s deeds of power.  Pentecost is a day to be reminded of the power of God, the Spirit of God, who touches us, who encourages us, and set us on fire, energizing us to go out into the world.  And when the Spirit sets us on fire, we find ourselves reaching out in ways we didn’t expect, going beyond our comfort zone, doing things beyond our imagining and certainly beyond our control.
Let me tell you a story about what I’m trying to describe.  Steve would visit his elderly grandmother every Sunday afternoon in the nursing home where she had lived for several years.  She was always glad to see Steve and his family.  It was the highlight of her day, if not her week.  
Once in a while, Grandma would let her guard down and tell Steve just how difficult things were for her.  And once, after a particularly bad week, she even found herself saying to Steve, “Why doesn’t God just let me die?”  And she meant it.  But that kind of honesty always makes loved ones uneasy and scared, so Steve said that he quickly and naively responded with something like, “Maybe God has something more in store for you to do.”  Of course, neither of them really believed that.  What could God possibly have for an older, infirmed woman in a nursing home to do?
So, Grandma changed the subject to something less disturbing.  Simply trying to make polite conversation, she asked, “What did the preacher say in church today?”  Well, awkwardly, Steve had to admit that he didn’t know, because, actually, Steve hadn’t been to church that day, or even for a while.  So, the following Sunday, Steve decided to go to church, so that he could give Grandma an accurate report about the content of the worship service.  It was the least he could do for her, he thought.  Sometimes he even took notes during the sermon so he wouldn’t forget.  He knew Grandma would want a full and detailed report!

Well, this went on for about a year, and, as the Sundays passed, he found himself more and more drawn to the gospel message, until one day he realized that he was actually going to the worship services, not just to give a good report to Grandma, but because he wanted to.  And as he looked back on the series of events that led him to his life-changing conversion, he realized that it was Grandma who had planted the seed in him which led him to discover a whole new world.  And God did it through her simple question that just happened to come to her: “What did the preacher say today?”
Filled with the Holy Spirit of God, things happen which are beyond our original intention and beyond our wildest imagination.  Things happen that are out of our control.  
Have you ever experienced it?  Have you seen it?  As the prophet Joel predicted, there are people coming alive, dreaming dreams, seeing visions, daring to believe that God is still up to something, that God is alive and working in the world today.
Author and professor Barbara Brown Taylor puts it this way: “Breathe deeply.  Receive your life as a gift invisible as the air, and prepare to be astonished by all the forms that breath can take.  Under the power of the Holy Spirit, shy people have been known to step up onto platforms and say audacious things.  Cautious people have become dare-devils; frugal people have become philanthropists and people who used to be as sour as dill pickles have become rich with friends.”
“There is no limit to what the Spirit can do.  You just cannot hold your breath.  You have to keep breathing, keep paying attention, keep responding to whatever crazy idea you come up with next.  Some people call it intuition. Others call it inspiration.  Forever and ever, the church has called it Holy Spirit.”
Isn’t it exciting to wonder what the Spirit, what the Breath of God has got in mind for this church?  What the Spirit is going to do is beyond your imagination, beyond your intention, and out of your control!  So don’t be surprised when you feel the rush of a mighty wind or see tongues of fire flashing through this sanctuary [or Park] and dancing on your heads.  It’s going to be exciting when you are set on fire by God’s Spirit, because anything is possible, through the love of God, the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the power of the Holy Spirit.  
Oh, and don’t forget to watch for flying kittens falling from the sky! 
Let us pray:

Set us on Fire, Holy Spirit.  Make us Human lights of your love and care for this world.  Empower us.  Embolden us, and send us out as a light for the nations. Amen.
David A. Cagle
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