“Wild Goose Chase”
Acts 2:1-21

Perhaps you are wondering about that bulletin cover this morning, and if you’ve looked inside of the bulletin and noticed the title of this sermon, you’re probably scratching your head in confusion.  Wild Goose Chase?  What’s that got to do with Pentecost?  And why in the world is there a woman on the cover of the bulletin flying with a bunch of Geese?

Well, Mark Batterson, author of the book Wild Goose Chase, explains.  In a video I found on YouTube, Mark is sitting in front of the ancient ruins of a church that stood in the 7th century in the British Isles.  Christianity came to Britain, Scotland, and Ireland in the 5th century.  At that time the British Isles were inhabited by the Celts.  As Mark Batterson explains, “The Celtic people had a very primal experience with God, a love of nature, and love of God’s creation.  And for those reasons, they had an interesting name for the Holy Spirit—An Gead Glas, or Wild Goose.”  In the words of Mark Batterson:

“When you first hear that name, it almost sounds a little scandalous, even sacrilegious, but I love the connotation.  A wild goose cannot be tracked or tamed.  There’s an air of mystery or a hint of unpredictability or an element of danger that surrounds a wild goose, and I think it is a very good description of what it means to live a Spirit-led life.  It’s like a wild goose chase.  You’re not going to know where you’re going most of the time and for many of us that causes tremendous circumstantial uncertainty and anxiety.  But here’s the thing: circumstantial uncertainty goes by another name, and we call it adventure.  And I just wonder if our institutional version of Christianity hasn’t clipped the wings of the Wild Goose and if we aren’t missing out on what God originally intended.”
Batterson goes on to admit that without the Holy Spirit in his personal life, his life spells “boring!”  But if you add the Holy Spirit, the Wild Goose, well then “all bets are off.”  With the Holy Spirit in your life, “you never know who you’re going to meet, where you’re going to go, and that is the adventure of the Wild Goose Chase.”
As Batterson points out, the institutionalized church of our modern-day can be pretty “innocuous … safe and … predictable.”  We’ve become “civilized.”  But Batterson wonders if, deep, deep down inside, there’s something in the church that longs “for something more primal, more adventurous,” something more like a Wild Goose Chase.
Now I know what you’re wondering.  Isn’t the Holy Spirit supposed to be symbolized by a sweet little white dove?”  Well, yes, that too is a symbol for the Holy Spirit.  White is the color of purity and holiness.  And the Spirit of God is pure and holy.  A dove also represents innocence.  And the Holy Spirit of God is certainly innocent, without guilt.  At his baptism, the Holy Spirit descended upon Jesus “like a dove.”  So, yes, a dove is one of the symbols for the Holy Spirit, but so are fire and wind.  So why not a wild goose?
Purity and innocence are important and vital in symbolizing the Holy Spirit, but it seems to me that there’s more to our story this morning.  For me, purity seems to imply words like neat, tidy, and consistent.    And the opposite of purity would be words like messy, mixed up, or uncertain.  Pure gold is consistent.  It’s not mixed with other elements.  Pure-bred animals are consistent in their characteristics.  You know what you’re getting.  But life lived in the Holy Spirit can get downright messy.  You never know what you’re going to get.
And I know it may not be a part of the true definition of the word, but in our world today the word innocent seems to imply a bit of naïveté.  An innocent child is also seen as a harmless, powerless, and gullible.  These are hardly words I would use for the Holy Spirit.
When our story this morning begins, the disciples are “all together in one place.”  There’s safety in numbers, you see.  And as the story of Pentecost is told in the Gospel of John, the disciples had gathered together in a room behind locked doors.  They weren’t going to risk going out, and they weren’t going to risk letting anyone in.  But the Holy Spirit comes right on in, with the sound of a violent wind.  Now a violent wind is anything but harmless.  A violent wind stirs things up, like their languages, which become all mixed up.  And what do they do?  They open the doors, and they go out sharing the Good News about Jesus with everyone they met.  With all these new languages they were speaking, they could reach out to people from all walks of life, from every corner of the Roman Empire.  Things got messy.  Far from innocent, they’re even accused of being drunk.
And according to Peter’s sermon, it’s going to get even messier.  In the last days, the Holy Spirit of God is going to be poured out on all flesh—Jews and Gentiles, free and slaves, male and female.  But what about purity?  What about predictability and consistency?  I’m sorry.  With the Holy Spirit, you never know what you’re going to get.

And Peter goes on in his sermon quotation from the Prophet Joel: “And I will show portents in the heavens above and signs in the earth below, blood and fire, and smoky mist.  The sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to blood.”  Oh my, it’s really getting messy now.  Harmless is the last word that comes to mind.
Far from harmless, gullible, and naïve, the Holy Spirit is undomesticated, untamed, wild.  The Holy Spirit is unpredictable.  You never know which way she might turn.  Chasing after the Holy Spirit, there’s an air of mystery and a hint of danger.  But what an adventure.
And an adventure is what we see and hear and experience throughout the rest of the story in the Book of Acts.  There’s a continually escalating conflict with the institutional religious establishment of the day.  On their wild goose chase, disciples are whipped and stoned and martyred.  They’re called heretics for allowing the impure into the church.  They’re chased out of town when their healing ministry is bad for the economy.
And people begin to change.  Saul, the last person on earth who you would expect to become a Christian, becomes Paul, the greatest new church development preacher of them all.  And people begin to loosen their death-grip on their purses and wallets.  If anybody in the church had a problem, then people would sell their possessions as any had need.  You never knew where or upon whom the Holy Spirit would land next.
In my sermon last Sunday, I spoke of our church’s need to have conversations about the important issues of our day.  These conversations might take place in Sunday School gatherings or Bible Studies, small group gatherings for dinner and fellowship or two friends meeting for coffee.  In the world we live in today, we dare not speak about the important issues of our day, because our world has taught us that if you don’t agree with me, well then, you’re evil.  These worldly conversations can get messy and can be dangerous.  So, in our noble love and concern for the church, we’ve learned to steer clear of these risky subjects.  But in our effort to protect the church, we end up trying to control the Holy Spirit.  In our effort to catch and tame the Wild Goose, we’ve become “civilized,” “innocuous…safe and…predictable.”  And we wonder why more and more people are finding the church to be irrelevant.
Yes, in the world we live in today, it is risky, messy, and sometimes dangerous to share our thoughts and feelings about the major issues of our day.  But folks, do we believe in the power of the Holy Spirit or not?  Do we believe that the Holy Spirit of God gives life and power and direction to the church’s mission and ministry, if we are willing to listen?  Do we believe that we can study scripture together and be guided by the Holy Spirit to discern together the implications of scripture for our views and values?  And do we trust in the power of the Holy Spirit to hold us together, even if we come to different conclusions?
Empowered by the Holy Spirit, the disciples spoke in different languages so they could go out and speak to people from all walks of life, from every corner of the Roman Empire.  Yes, things got messy, and many of Paul’s letters to the early Christian Church were written to guide and direct congregations how to stay together in their diversity of thought.  Things definitely got messy in the early Christian Church.  But my friends, what an adventure!
In closing, I want to share a story with you, a story that perhaps might serve as a model for our conversations and how we might serve together and stay together, even in our diversity of values, views, and opinions.

A monastic community in the Philippines had to confront the fact that some of the sisters were participating in the public revolt against the Marcos regime.  Some sisters disapproved of these demonstrations and the possible embarrassment of arrest.  The monastic group assembled, bracketing the meeting with prayer.  Each side explained their reasons:
It was eventually decided that the nuns who were demonstrating should continue to do so; those who wished to express solidarity but were unable to march would prepare food and provide medical assistance to the demonstrators, and those who disapproved would pray for everyone.  The sisters laughed and said, “If one of the disapproving sisters was praying that we young, crazy ones would come to our senses and stay off the streets, that was O.K.  We were still a community.”
So, what about us?  What about this safe, predictable, innocuous church?  Are we ready for an adventure?  Are we ready to fly with the Wild Goose?

Let us pray:

Help us always to remember, O Lord, the modern implication of the expression “A Wild Goose Chase”—a futile attempt to capture what cannot be caught.  But may we find comfort in the knowledge that in our adventure of chasing the Holy Spirit, we are the ones who are caught.  May we be captured by your love and your grace.  Amen

David A. Cagle
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