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Well within the Hebrew Bible, there is a certain practice that leaves me perplexed              

and amazed. What makes this holy habit so perplexingly amazing is that it is              
transformative, in so that it takes something from one level to another that is completely               
different and totally unprecedented. I’m not quite sure if there was a fancy word that I                
was supposed to learn in seminary to describe this action; however, it is one of those                
things that when you hear it, you know it. Take for instance some of the wisdom sayings                 
from the Book of Psalms:  
 
In the 30th chapter, it says, “Weeping may endure for a night, but joy comes in the 
morning” 
 
If you skip over to chapter 37, you’ll see that someone wrote this: “I was once young 
and I am now old, but I have never seen the righteous forsaken and begging for bread.  
 
And if you flip a few pages back to Psalm 22, it says, “My God, I cry out to You by day                      
and You do not answer, by night and I find no rest. Yet, You are the one enthroned as                   
the Holy One. You are the one Israel praises. In You our ancestors put their trust and                 
You delivered them. To You they cried out and were saved; in You they trusted and                
were not put to shame.”  
 

In each of these cases, the writers and poets and sociologists of the Psalms              
demonstrated their skill to make a turn from grief to gratitude. This practice is not some                
form of obtuse optimism, and nor is it a plethora of plastic platitudes. However, it is done                 
in a way that acknowledges the reality of the situation, but also declares the hope that                
there is something of good measure to recognize despite the situation. It offers the              
reminder that despite the challenge, there is still a reason to smile. It provides that               
despite the obstacle there is still plenty good room for gratitude. And where there is               
gratitude, there is cause for celebration.  
 
For the gratitude of professional endurance, we throw retirement parties. 
For the gratitude of being able to put up with another person for one more year, we  

arrange anniversary parties. 



For the gratitude of new beginnings, we hold baby showers.  
For the gratitude of a love that wins and wins and wins, we march throughout the city of  

Boston draped in every color visible to the human eye. 
And, for the gratitude of our very own God-given lives, we celebrate birthdays. 
 

But, the thing about birthdays, anniversaries and other celebrations is that you            
know when they are coming up. They land on a particular day, occur at a particular                
time, are located in a particular place, and happen for a particular people. Therefore,              
preparations are made, invitations are sent out, the venue is set up, and the countdown               
begins to tick. Errors are not welcome and surprises are avoided at all costs.  
 

*** 
 

They didn’t know it just yet, but soon, they would have something else to              
celebrate. They, who in the previous chapter were stricken with grief when Jesus finally              
ascended into heaven would together find reason for gratitude. These apostles and            
disciples and followers, they thought they knew what time it was. According to all of their                
calendars and agendas, the hour had arrived for the long awaited festival to begin.              
Seven weeks had passed since the commemoration of the Passover and like            
clockwork, everyone was in place to celebrate the next regularly scheduled program            
called the Feast of Weeks: the anniversary of the day when God gave the Torah to the                 
entire nation of Israel at Mount Sinai.  
 
….“So, when the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. Suddenly,               
a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house                 
where they were sitting. They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated               
and came to rest on each of them. They were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to                   
speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them.” 
 
“Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every nation under            
heaven. When they heard this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment because             
each one heard their own language being spoken. Utterly amazed, they asked: “Aren’t             
all these who are speaking Galileans? Then how is it that each of us hears them in our                  
native language? Parthians, Medes and Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and           
Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya             
near Cyrene; visitors from Rome; Cretans and Arabs—we hear them declaring the            
wonders of God in our own tongues!” Amazed and perplexed, they asked one another,              
“What does this mean?” 
 



 After Peter addressed the crowd, explaining to them the prophecy of Joel, the             
Bible goes on to tell us that all the believers devoted themselves to study with the                
apostles, to pray, break bread together, and to generously share of their resources. And              
so it was that the first organization of Christian ministry was conceived, delivered, and              
breathed its first breath. The body of Christ -- the Church -- was born.  

 
The Church is very much so like a body. Saint Paul’s analogy to the Church in                

Rome makes that point very clear when he states that “For just as each of us has one                  
body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in                
Christ we, though many, form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.”               
So, it is very fitting that we actually call this occasion the birthday of the Church.                
However, from the very first Pentecost to that of today, one thing is true: this body called                 
the Church has been around for a while. And just like the folk in Jerusalem who                
witnessed this dynamic display, not only am I amazed and perplexed, but I also have a                
question. However, instead of asking, like them, “What does this mean?” the question             
that I pose to the Church and this church is “How many left?” 

 
How many birthdays do we really have left to celebrate? 
How many anniversaries of our genesis do we really have left to  

commemorate? 
How many rotations around the sun do we really have left to recognize? 
How many annual observations of our existence do we really have left to  

acknowledge? 
How many left to wait around and consider ourselves old enough to do  

something? 
How many left till we finally realize our purpose? 
How many left do we have to prove to our heavenly Parent that the gifts first                

given to this body through the Spirit at Pentecost are not being squandered.  
How many left to prove, like Paul says that “We have different gifts, according to               

the grace given to each of us; [that if] your gift is prophesying, then prophesy in                
accordance with your faith; if it is serving, then serve; if it is teaching, then teach; if it is                   
to encourage, then give encouragement; if it is giving, then give generously; if it is to                
lead, do it diligently; if it is to show mercy, do it cheerfully.” 

 
How many left?... 

 
I have come to realize that this question is not so much about length than it is                 

about health. The longevity of any living organism is directly related to the state of its                
physical, mental, and social well-being, as well its ability to adapt and self-manage.             



Therefore, a clean bill of health and a favorable answer to the question of “How many                
left?” for the Church is dependent upon its motivation to take seriously that which              
inhibits or inspires its health. I am by no means a doctor like Luke, the writer of Acts, but                   
I believe that there are three healthy things that the newborn Church did well from which                
the not-so-new Church can learn.  

 
One takeaway from this text is that they were all together in one place. In the                

very first verse about the very first Church, Luke describes to us a united front. They                
were not scattered nor were they divided. Instead they were a team that functioned in               
harmony and in sync, as being in one place together requires being in one accord               
together. This community took seriously what Jesus said in the book of Matthew, that              
“where two or three are gathered in my name, there I am in the midst.” Simply being                 
together physically is not enough, but being together in the name of Love makes the               
difference. I believe that something transformative like Pentecost only happens when           
we are together. Therefore, Sanctuary, be together in one place knowing that we were              
not called to do this work as individuals, but as a connected collective.  

 
Secondly, the first followers were willing to find a third way. In keeping with the               

metaphor of the body, when experiencing a certain situation, the body chooses between             
two reactions: flight or fight. However, because of their curiosity and humility, the             
believers of the Church at Pentecost were able to beat the binary and find a third way.                 
Instead of flight or fight, they chose faith. Their faith motivated them to step beyond their                
comfort zone and actively listen to what was going on. Their faith challenged them to               
come together -- even in their bewilderment -- to behold and marvel the miracle at hand.                
Their faith moved them to have discussions with each other, asking the existential             
question “What does this mean?”. Their faith encouraged them to consider the other.             
Therefore, while we are together in one place, Pentecost reminds us to exhibit a radical               
faith  
 

Lastly, while the Church at Pentecost knew that they were indeed the body, what              
they also knew was that none of them were the head, nor the face. Yes, there were                 
leaders, and decision makers, and people at the forefront of the Church, but they were               
all well aware that just as the Church is nothing without a horizontal connection, there is                
no point at all without a vertical one. With a clear understanding that God was direct                
cause of this ecstatic affair, in his address to the crowd, Peter reassured anyone with               
doubts that this was not the result of inebriation, but that of divine inspiration -- from the                 
Head, Who promotes sober judgement and clarity of thought. Peter made his point by              
telling the people that it was only through God that the Spirit would be poured out on all                  
people; that sons and daughters would prophesy; that young people would see visions;             



that the elders would dream dreams; that there would be wonders in the heavens              
above; and signs on the earth below; and that everyone who calls on the name of the                 
Lord would be saved. Remember that while we are the body, God is the head, and                
Christ is the face.  
 

Sanctuary, the work is plenty: there are seniors who are isolated, children who             
are neglected, addicts who are rejected, prisoners who are dejected, and unfortunately,            
the list goes on. The gravity of these real life situations is heavy and full of grief. But I                   
thank God today and express my gratitude for the Spirit of Pentecost -- the Spirit that                
enables us with the gifts to be change agents in our community; however, not as               
individuals but as a unit, as a family, as a body -- a body that takes seriously its health.                   
Therefore, let us be all together in one place. Let us work together to find the third way                  
of faith. And let us remember Who is really in charge. Because if we do those things, we                  
ourselves will be amazed and perplexed, and we wouldn’t even have to consider the              
lingering question: “How many left?”  

 
Amen. 


