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“Happy Birthday, Church!”[endnoteRef:1] [1:  Adapted from Reaching for Rainbows.  Ann Weems, Westminster Press:  Philadelphia, 1980,  pp. 41-43.] 


	There was once a church that had only party rooms:  the Church Council Party Room, the Music Party Room, the Feasting Party Room, the Do Justice Party Room, the Love Mercy Party Room, the Touch Lepers Party Room.  In the center of the building was a large round room with an altar and a cross:  God’s Party Room.
	There was in the church an air of festivity and brightness that could not be denied.  The people outside the church pointed their fingers and shook their heads:  “Something should be done about that church.”  They were especially upset when they saw that the members wore party hats and smiles both inside and outside the church.
	Other congregations came to take a look and were shocked when they saw this church having so much fun during a worship service, snapping their fingers and dancing, and singing at the top of their lungs.
	“Sacrilegious,” screamed the crowd.  But the people in the church just smiled at them and went right on doing things like taking people in wheelchairs to the park and playing ball with them.
	When everybody else was collecting canned goods for the poor, this church bought pizza and marched right into dingy, dirty, paint-peeling apartments and sat down to eat with the tenants.
	They held picnics for the old folks’ home, and old men ran races while the congregation stamped their feet in applause.  It was at one of these picnics that some of the members climbed up on the roof and shouted:  “Good news!”
	“Now we can get them for disturbing the peace,” said one of the outsiders.  The police arrived with sirens, ready for the arrest…and came out two hours later wearing party hats and smiles.
	One Sunday afternoon, the entire congregation met at the jail and passed out flowers to the prisoners.  The following week after bread and cup and much laughter at the Lord ’s Table, the people went to the hospital and asked to see the dying patients.  They held their hands and mopped their brows and spoke to them about Life.
	“Disgraceful!” shouted the crowd.  “They must be stopped.”  So the crowd appealed to the governing body of the denomination…and they sent a committee of respected church people to see for themselves.
	“Do you deny the charges of heresy?” asked the committee.  “Do you deny that you’ve mocked the church and the Lord?”  The people of the church looked into the stern red faces and smiled at them.  They held out their hands to the committee and led them to the Birthday Cake Party Room.  There on a table sat a large cake decorated beautifully in doves descending and red flames and words that read:  HAPPY BIRTHDAY, CHURCH!  The people began cutting cake and blowing up balloons and handing out party hats to the committee members.
	“Wait! Wait!” cried the chairperson.  “Can’t you take anything seriously?”
	“Yes,” said the people.  “We take our commitment to the Lord very seriously indeed.”
	“You don’t take it seriously at all,” interrupted the chairperson in loud voice and red face.  “You have parties and wear silly hats and blow up balloons and sing and dance and have fun.  Do you call THAT commitment?”
The people smiled at the chairperson and asked him if he’d like to drink from the cup.  The chairperson hit his fist on the table.  “I don’t want to drink, and I don’t want birthday cake.  We’re here to reprimand you.  We’re here to show you that you’re wrong.  Can’t you be serious?”
“We are,” said the people.  “We’re asking you take communion with us.”
“With birthday cake?” screamed the chairperson.  “Outrageous!”
“Outrageous?  We ask you to sit at the table and sup with us.  God gave the Holy Spirit to believers, and that is something to celebrate!  It’s an occasion for a party.  We are celebrants of the gift of Life.  We are community.  We are God’s church.  Why are your faces red when we are trying to do justice and love mercy?  Why do you shake your fists at us when we are trying to discover the hurting and begin the healing?  We are overjoyed that we can be the church, a community of people, who are many, yet one—who are different, but who walk together and welcome any who would walk with us.  When we weep there is someone to weep with us and to affirm us and take us to a party.  When we see injustices, we must be about God’s business of freeing the oppressed.  When we are faithless, we have God’s promise of forgiveness.  Isn’t it remarkable that we can be God’s good news?  Is it any wonder we have a church full of party rooms?  There is so much love to celebrate!”
The committee stared at the people, and the people moved closer to them and put their arms around them.  The committee chairperson stepped up to the table and sliced a piece of birthday cake, took a bite, and laughed out loud.  He began slicing and passing it out.
When the cup was poured and the hands were held, the chairperson raised his glass and said:  “There is so much Love to celebrate!  Happy Birthday, Church!  Happy Birthday!”

Our lesson this morning does not come from the Bible per se but from the Christian poet Ann Weems and a story of hers found in one of her popular works of fiction, Reaching For Rainbows.  It is actually a modern parable that challenges the reader to reclaim the purpose and meaning of the Church.  It describes a congregation that has been consumed by joy and the ways that we, the church, the Body of Christ, are summoned to live out our life once we experience him in all his fullness.  This morning, congregations all over the world inaugurate what should be a joyous celebration for today the festival of Pentecost begins.  Pentecost provides us with an annual opportunity to reflect upon the Church's birth, not merely as an institution or organization, but as the fellowship of believers in the Lord Jesus Christ.  Bound together by the indwelling presence of his Holy Spirit, the Church came into being on the fiftieth day after Passover almost two thousand years ago.  After his resurrection, we are told that Christ appeared to many of his followers for a period of forty days, speaking to them about the kingdom of God.  He commanded his disciples not to leave Jerusalem but to "wait" for what the Father had promised- his Holy Spirit.  And when the Spirit HAD come upon them, they would receive power to become his witnesses throughout Judea and Samaria and the uttermost parts of the earth.  
Just WHEN and HOW it would come, no one knew- THEIR responsibility was to remain faithful and steadfast in their devotions, and when the time was right, then and ONLY then would the Spirit arrive.  Well the answer came on the tenth day of their prayer meeting when in the presence of 120 of Christ’s followers the place was suddenly overtaken by the sound of a loud, rushing wind.  Tongues of fire, symbolizing the Spirit's presence, appeared and settled over everyone's head.  Then each worshiper was filled by it and they began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance.
	As a result of receiving the Holy Spirit, we learn that the followers of Christ devoted themselves continuously to prayer, Bible study, the breaking of bread among themselves, and celebrating the Lord’s Supper.  There was an uncommon love such as had never been seen before as they thought nothing of selling their possessions and goods and distributing them to any who might have need.  If Christians were to do that today, we would probably be labeled a group of Communists and be scrutinized by the FBI.  It can be said that NONE of these men and women were ever the same following this dramatic move of God in their lives.  We are further told that while under the inspiration of the Spirit, Peter stood up and preached one of the most powerful sermons ever delivered- one that resulted in the conversion and baptism of three thousand souls that very day.  Subsequently, these followers would become known as “those who were turning the world upside down.”  AGAIN, I suspect that if someone stood up TODAY in one of our mainline pulpits and preached a sermon that resulted in hundreds, perhaps even THOUSANDS of persons coming forward to make a life-changing decision, the preacher might very well be arrested for inciting a riot and promoting revolutionary activity.
	Yet, whether we read the account of the first Pentecost as written by Luke in the Book of Acts, or the tale by Ann Weems of a church consumed by great joy, it’s hard to deny that there exists a great disparity, a huge disconnect between what THEY thought was to be a normative experience for the church and what WE often find in our OWN churches today.  Where they experienced a heightened enthusiasm, a renewed boldness because Christ had now taken up residency within their hearts, many within our churches TODAY--possessing the spirit of the SAME Christ and affirming the SAME gospel promises--are anything BUT bold or enthusiastic.  If ANYTHING, they confess to feeling more TIRED and DIS-SPIRITED than Spirit-inspired.  It is sad to say that in the face of declining membership, reduced financial giving, and a graying membership, mainline churches in our country tend to be more concerned about basic survival, about making sure that the doors remain open and that their minister will be there to bury them when they die, than being a beacon of unimaginable hope in a world in such desperate need of it.  
	After almost forty years of ministry, I have come to believe there is nothing MORE destructive to the Church than when she gives in to her fears rather than abides or rests in her faith.  In this post-9-11 era, when there is already a heightened level of anxiety and helplessness in light of such recent natural disasters as the devastating tsunami in Japan, those killer tornadoes throughout the mid-West, and the flooding that is currently taking place along the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers, instead of being a source of comfort and peace to persons, we can all-too easily surrender to fear OURSELVES and even EXACERBATE to it.  The reality is that our churches frequently reflect the same neurotic and sometimes PSYCHOTIC patterns that afflict the REST of the country, particularly as we struggle to get through this devastating recession with its disturbing job picture.  
	In fact, the church can often be just as scary as the culture to which it has been called to witness.  Last week, I spoke in my sermon about Harold Camping and the hysteria he incited with his claim that Christ was returning and the world would be ending this past May 21st.  Just before Easter, I saw an ad for a Waterloo church promoting what they described as a “life-changing, world famous” drama entitled “Heaven’s Gates and Hell’s Flames,” the purpose of which was to scare hell OUT of you and heaven INTO you.  This leads me to ask in how many pulpits this Sunday will the sermon be that unless we repent, we will all find ourselves consigned to everlasting perdition in a lake of fire.  The Rev. Fred Phelps and his family from the Westboro Baptist Church in Topeka, Kansas has become nationally known, not for promoting the love and grace of Jesus Christ to the world but for picketing churches and even the funerals of our fallen servicemen and women with their anti-gay propaganda and violent hate speech.  To her detriment, the church has shown throughout her history that she can be every bit as successful in heightening and exploiting people through their fears as ANYONE else is- so much for the “Good News” we’ve been called to declare and live out.
	If ANYTHING is the enemy of Christian faith it is FEAR for fear distorts our perceptions and undermines our ability to trust; there is something soul-crushing about fear.  We worry about the future even though most things we fear never ever come to fruition instead of trusting in the PRESENT with all its risks and daring challenges.  Psychologists and sociologists say that fear has a tendency of either pulling persons closer together or forcing them further apart.  When people are fearful, they will either withdraw into themselves, that is, into a self-protective cocoon of their own making, or they will huddle with small groups of like-minded persons they can trust whether it is their own families or the KKK.  Regardless, fearful people display little love and trust towards anyone and when what little faith they DO have in each other breaks down, they then wind up attacking ONE ANOTHER.  
	The opposite of all fear is one thing- HOPE.  Hope involves risking oneself to trust God and trust one another.  Second Timothy 1:7 tells us that God has not given us a spirit of fear but a spirit of power and love and self-control.  People who hope are those who trust in the present and look with confidence towards the future knowing that God, in his providential care, will never leave or forsake them.  Thus, ALL of us find ourselves confronted with one of two options- either we can succumb to our fears which will ultimately diminish us, leaving us emotionally stunted and spiritually deformed, or we can walk confidently in HOPE, undertaking whatever lies before us as a glorious adventure because we are assured that we never travel alone.  We, as the Church, the Body of Christ, travel together with God holding our hands every step along the way and promising he will never let them go.  St. John, who knew more about spiritual love than any other disciple, summed it up best when he wrote “Perfect love casts out all fear.”  
	Therein lies the key, friends- the secret which IS no secret.  Cultivating our relationship with Christ, walking in His presence and talking to God, THIS is the key to overcoming our fears.  Not one of us will surmount the slightest trial in our lives outside of the presence of God.  If fear is the opposite of hope and we live much of our lives in fear, then how can we continue to walk in the presence of God?  We must call fear what it really IS: a lack of trust in the One who always loves us and is always there for us- our Heavenly Father.  As trust is the foundation of any relationship, then how can we remain committed to a God in whom we really do NOT trust?   No matter what happens to us in this life, no matter what we lose, be it our health, our wealth, people close to us, loved ones, we can lose all these things but we cannot lose our God.  This is where our peace and our joy COMES from, not from circumstances, but from trust, from the confidence that every step along the way--the Holy Spirit, Christ’s OWN spirit--is IN us and that he promises to help us through every difficulty that may ever BESET us.
Let me close by returning to the Pentecost account once again and trying to answer for you two very important questions: Why did the Spirit come after only ten days, and what were they praying for during that period?  I believe the greater miracle, even MORE than the tongues of fire, was the fact that those 120 men and women were of ONE MIND AND IN ONE ACCORD.  You see, they knew they had to be UNIFIED before the Spirit would come- a unity that not even the inconvenience of being crowded into a one-room, un-air-conditioned apartment completely lacking in running water and bathroom facilities would rend.  Believe me, if they could remain unified under THOSE conditions, NOTHING in this world could possibly divide them.
And SECONDLY, I truly believe that they prayed, not for the SPIRIT per se, but that God would fill their souls to overflowing with an aching burden for those who did not know Christ, that the Holy Spirit would equip their hearts and minds and spirits with tremendous compassion for themselves and for the many lost and lonely that God would bring their way.  I believe those disciples asked God, not for more converts, not for more stewardship, and not for more programs, but for a greater love for the people of Judah and Galilee and the regions beyond.  They sought an enlarged heart to love each other even MORE and to meet the needs of the many thousands they would encounter in the world outside those walls because they knew that if they were possessed by GOD'S LOVE rather than obsessing about numbers and financial statistics, the rest would eventually take care of themselves.  That was FAITH!
LIKEWISE, until WE learn to PRAY as one (to not simply recite our little form prayers but to humbly and honestly open our hearts before God), until we learn to BE as one (that is, lay aside the anger and pettiness that still divides so many of us), and until we learn to LOVE as one (by making LOVE and FAITHFULNESS our obsession instead of simply church survival), until we do these things, we shall continue to PRAY for Pentecost, TALK about Pentecost, PREACH about Pentecost, and TEACH about Pentecost without ever EXPERIENCING Pentecost for ourselves.  Let us now begin to prepare ourselves for that special encounter with Christ which occurs every time we partake of his body and blood.
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