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Today’s reading
Acts 2: 1–21 (“The coming of the Holy Spirit”)
When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. And suddenly from
heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where
they were sitting. Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on
each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages,
as the Spirit gave them ability.
Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. And at this
sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in the
native language of each. Amazed and astonished, they asked, ‘Are not all these who are
speaking Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language?
Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and
Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors
from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabs—in our own languages we hear them
speaking about God’s deeds of power.’ All were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another,
‘What does this mean?’ But others sneered and said, ‘They are filled with new wine.’
But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed them: ‘Men of Judea and
all who live in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and listen to what I say. Indeed, these are
not drunk, as you suppose, for it is only nine o’clock in the morning. No, this is what was
spoken through the prophet Joel:
“In the last days it will be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your
sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old
men shall dream dreams. Even upon my slaves, both men and women, in those days I will pour
out my Spirit; and they shall prophesy. And I will show portents in the heaven above and signs
on the earth below, blood, and fire, and smoky mist. The sun shall be turned to darkness and
the moon to blood, before the coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day. Then everyone who
calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.”. Amen.  (NRSV)

Today’s hymns
Like fireworks in the night (CH4: 584)    Come, Holy Spirit, come! (CH4: 594)
Spirit divine, attend our prayers (CH4: 583)  She sits like a bird (CH4: 593)

Praise the Spirit in creation (CH4: 588)



Today, the Church celebrates Pentecost, the arrival of God’s Holy Spirit among the
assembled believers in the days following that very first Easter Day. The story that we
find in the second chapter of Acts is one of the most dramatic (and, frankly, one of the

most supernatural) of all passages in the New Testament, and for this reason many people
find it perplexing: a little too odd for our cool, refined Presbyterian way of thinking. Yet the
big, long story we have heard read today is one which can really help us to frame our faith,
particularly our notion of what the Church is … and maybe also our notion of what the
Church isn’t.
On that original day of Pentecost here were folk from many backgrounds and nationalities
drawn together for an event with God as the host. Here, something new was being made, and
that new thing – that God-given thing – was the Church: the Body of Christ here on earth.
So what are we to learn from the day of Pentecost? First, that this thing called the Church is
not an organisation. It would have been easy for Jesus’ friends to have formed a Nazarene
Fan Club, or to have drawn up the constitution of the Society for the Appreciation of Christ’s
Teaching. They might have drafted a “What Would Jesus Do Action Plan”. But none of that
would have come close to grasping what this man, Jesus of Nazareth, was about.
Organisations can organise, but it takes a spiritual community to worship. And that is what
we see in Pentecost: many, many people coming together from far and wide to witness the
divine at work, as God creates a Church not from stone and wood, but from flesh and blood:
I am the Church! You are the Church! We are the church together!
All who follow Jesus, all around the world, yes, we’re the Church together!
For us today, who is it who is front and centre in our church? Is is a minister or a Moderator?
Tempting though it may be to think in those human terms, we must always shy away from
any such view of church, to acknowledge instead the presence of God at the heart of us all:
Father, Son and Holy Spirit, here when we gather, and with us as we go out into the world.
Pentecost shows us the presence of God 20 centuries ago. Our worship must show it today.
What else can we learn from Pentecost? Perhaps that the creation of the Church marks a
departure from the old ways, and the adoption of the new. As we know, Jesus himself came
from Jewish roots and ministered within a Jewish setting, regularly going to synagogue and
ultimately arriving at the Temple in Jerusalem where so much drama was to be played out.
He was a rabbi, a religious teacher of the Hebrew tradition, and it seems that he himself
would have identified entirely with Judaism, even as he was reforming Judaism from the
inside out. Jesus, let us remember, was not a Christian.
Through the pages of the New Testament there is much evidence to point us towards early
believers who held firmly to the view that you could only be part of the Church if you had
first become a Jew according to the law of that older standard. Going by this thinking, there
could be no clean break with the past, only some continuation of what had gone before.
It took the arrival of Paul for that school of thought finally to come to an end. As he told the
members of the Galatian Church in no uncertain terms:
You who want to be justified by the law have cut yourselves off from Christ; you have fallen
away from grace. For through the Spirit, by faith, we eagerly wait for the hope of
righteousness. For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for
anything; the only thing that counts is faith working through love.



Faith in Christ brought with it something radically different: an emphasis on God’s
unconditional gift of love – we call it “grace”. For these new Christians there would be
complete freedom from page after page of requirement in the black letter law. Instead, the
rule of law would be superceded by the rule of grace: God giving himself in so many ways:
in creation, in incarnation and in the gift of the Holy Spirit to the emerging Church.
Perhaps we should view Pentecost as gift: a gracious gift from heaven to believers who
attuned themselves to hearing the Spirit’s active calling. And that gift is ours today. God’s
Spirit is here, ready to guide the Church in her journey of faith. We speak perhaps a little too
glibly about “the Word of God” as being the Bible: a fixed set of words that is the be all and
end all. Is that how we are to live? Or are we to see God speaking in other ways also?
At the moment, we are running two Bible study groups in Gladsmuir and Longniddry,
conducted through the technological marvel that is Zoom webcasting. (Great when it works!)
The course we are following comes to us from the United Church of Christ in the USA. The
UCC is, I think, an attractive denomination in that it offers Americans an open, welcoming,
inclusive approach to faith. Rather than saying, “Thou shalt believe every word of Scripture
as the truth from on high,” the UCC holds to something much more fluid, much more open
and vibrant. Their theology is aptly summed up in four short words: “God is still speaking.”
The impact of this can be to shift people’s thinking away from the notion of inerrant
Scripture, towards a searching for God’s guidance through the prompting of the Holy Spirit.
Of course, this way of working is fraught with danger. If I think God speaks to me with one
message, and you think God speaks to you with a different message, then how are we to
resolve that difference? The answer, it strikes me, is that we would need to come to one mind
on any topic through prayer and contemplation and openness – together – to God’s guidance.
And ultimately, if the Church is truly the Body of Christ, we would need to take contentious
issues to our Church’s decision-makers for them to follow through in a similar way.
The United Church of Christ and the Church of Scotland are, I believe, very close on this
issue, as we in our Presbyterian setting acknowledge that we need to be open to God’s
prompting whether in kirk session, presbytery or (when it’s able to sit!) General Assembly.
We take the Word of God very seriously, and like our friends in the United Church of Christ,
we see the Word of God as being alive and accessible through the grace of God.
Pentecost gives us much to focus upon as we recognise that God who was once with us in
Jesus, is now with us in Spirit, just as Jesus himself promised in these words:
This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor
knows him. You know him, because he abides with you, and he will be in you.
Do we know the God who is more than words on a page? Do we recognise this God at work
in us as individuals and in us, the Church? These questions matter, because they determine
whether we are the Body of Christ, or else that tired, old Jesus Fan Club.

Our task as Christ-followers is to recognise the working of God’s Holy Spirit throughout the
Church as being the hallmark of a vibrant faith. Here I am not talking about tongues of flame
or speaking in other languages. What I am talking about is an openness to God’s prompting,
and a willingness to see ourselves as willing instruments of the God who, in this our time, is
still speaking. As God speaks, may we listen, and may we act as Christ’s Body. Amen.



A prayer from Southwark Cathedral:

Ever present God,
be with us in our isolation,

be close to us in our distancing,
be healing in our sickness,

be joy in our sadness,
be light in our darkness,

be wisdom in our confusion,
be all that is familiar when all is unfamiliar,

that when in time the doors re-open
we may with the zeal of Pentecost

inhabit our communities
and speak of your goodness

to an emerging world.

In Jesus’ Name we pray. Amen.

Praying for others

And finally …
Robin Hill reflects on the arrival of Zoom and all that this means:
When 2020 dawned I was totally oblivious to the existence of something called Zoom: a
means of bringing people together computer screen by computer screen, to form virtual
meeting places covering a village or spanning the world. By Easter, I was using it daily.
Thanks to the suggestion of a tech-savvy Longniddry elder, I was encouraged to master the
basics of Zoom. With much coaching and coaxing I and others across our congregations
reached a point where we felt able to try new approaches to those elements of church life that
have always been seen as standard activities: Sunday services, a Lent study course, coffee
mornings, ministers’ gatherings, and not one but two biblical discussion groups. We have
even managed to negotiate our way through a Longniddry kirk session meeting!
Each week, The Sunday Focus is e-mailed out to lots of homes across our charge, with kind
elders printing out copies for those they know to have no internet connection. It may well be
that you or someone you know are connected to the web but lack the very same know-how
that I was missing back in January. You might want to use Zoom, but lack the knowledge.
If you fit into that category, help is at hand. Plans are afoot to offer practical guidance on
how to set yourself up, how to enter a virtual meeting, and what to do once you’ve got there.
If you would like to have a church “Zoom buddy” to guide you through what’s what, simply
e-mail Abigail Morrison at abimor1808@gmail.com and she will get back to you.
The Sunday Focus keeps us in touch with weekly worship, and that facility will continue into
the future – no doubt about it. Going beyond the written word though, I suspect we can gain
so much more as congregations and as individuals if equipped to engage with new
opportunities. In Zoom we can find a valuable new way forward through these hard times.


