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He was a young minister who stood before us at that Christian retreat center a few years back.  He began his sermon by telling us that it had been written, not out of the depths of his faith and love- no, THAT well had run dry- but out of his hurt and disillusionment with the church and of his spiritual barrenness.  He said he was dry inside and all the enthusiasm and adventure and vision for ministry that he had when he left seminary was now gone.  We’ll call him Joe and he hadn't even been in the pastorate five years.  Joe was confessing to us that he was little more than a valley of dry bones inside.

She was a teacher for more than thirty years.  The truth was that she didn't HAVE to retire- it would be another ten years before she was 62, but her enthusiasm for teaching just wasn't there anymore.  It seemed to require a monumental effort to drag herself out of bed and drive to school every morning.  The kids were now totally unmanageable and she received so little support from school officials.  Parents got on HER case when their child came home with poor grades or disciplinary action, as though SHE was supposed to be the parent.  With each passing day, resentment built against the children, the parents, the administration.  Her energy level was drained, her creativity had become depleted, her dedication to what she once called "the world's greatest profession" had disappeared.  

He was an optometrist with a respectable thriving practice.  He had a great family and was involved in his local church.  He told me that though he was blessed in so many ways and more financially secure than he ever dreamed possible, he felt terribly unfulfilled with his work, that he could do more for people than dispense eyeglasses.  He wanted to work with people--kids especially--and thought that he might even teach.  With each passing day, he was becoming more disenchanted with his practice, his staff, and his customers.  As he expressed to me, "Dave, I'm bored.  There's got to be more for me than this- but what?"  
My sermon this morning addresses the theme of spiritual dryness or emptiness, and how the Holy Spirit is there to restore OUR spirit back to life.   It's a condition that afflicts everyone of us at recurring moments in our lives and there is no immunity against it.  It's no respecter of persons- afflicting young and old, rich and poor alike.  Drought can afflict our jobs, our relationships, even our walk with God.  They are moments when we become bored, irritable, weary and uninspired.  You wonder what has happened to all the excitement there once was, all the enthusiasm and creative energy, and even more, you worry whether you can ever reclaim it.  When your heart and mind and emotions become like dry bones, you wonder whether someone or some event can ever breathe life back into them again.  

There are times I find MYSELF not unlike that young minister I quoted before.  Pastoral ministry is so often a lonely profession, and one of the occupational hazards of ministry is that one is expected to minister to people even when he or she feels empty and dry inside, when he feels unable to minister even to himself in that hour.  I don't know a single pastor who hasn't from time to time stood in God's pulpit on a Sunday morning thinking that that was the LAST place he or she wanted to be.  And the truth is that all the singing and praying and Bible reading won't necessarily rescue you from it.

The fact is that we, the church, can often be MOST in need of new life.  We Presbyterians have always enjoyed a middle to upper-middle class status, boasting of a disproportionate amount of power and influence for a denomination of our size.  We are considered the highest educated group of Christians on earth.  We pride ourselves on doing things "decently and in order."  Our services are marked by reverence and solemn music and well-crafted sermons.  Certainly, we Presbyterians, like most organized religions in this country, have all the appearance of being a great, well-oiled organization.   HOWEVER, if the breath of God isn't breathed into it, if our hearts and minds and spirits aren't animated and motivated by the Holy Spirit, we remain no more than just that- a lifeless organization, a dead bureaucracy instead of a life-giving, spirit-energized "organism."  Though we may preach loquacious sermons and offer eloquent prayers and work tirelessly on behalf of the poor and disadvantaged, without an acute sense that all this is FOR and BY and IN the power of God through his Holy Spirit, we merely go through the motions of playing church without actually becoming the church.

This morning, we are continuing our series on the Apostles’ Creed, looking specifically at that part of the confession that says, “I believe in the Holy Ghost.”  The word “Ghost” is a somewhat unfortunate term for it creates the impression that as Christians, we believe in supernatural apparitions, like the old cartoon “Caspar, the Friendly Ghost” or Patrick Swayze in the movie Ghost.  Actually, in both the Old Testament and the New, the words for “wind,” “breath,” and “spirit” are the same.  When God created Adam, he breathed into him the breath of life and as a result he became a living being.  The basic difference between a living and a dead person is that the former breathes while a corpse does not.  Thus, God is the one who breathes life into dead, lifeless forms and vivifies or animates them.  Just as God brought Adam to life by breathing his life into him, so God is able to bring individuals and even his church to life again, filling them with his spirit, helping them to believe and dream and get fired up once again!

The second representation the Bible provides for us is that of “wind,” an image just as important as “breath.”  Wind connotes power, which is why Iowa, right after Texas, is now second in the nation in wind power production.  The wind, as every mid-westerner knows, can blow ever so gently, causing fields of wheat to rhythmically sway back and forth under its invisible action, or they may produce the most violent manifestation of power in nature imaginable, as we saw only a few years ago with Hurricane Katrina.  The wind remains an unseen, mysterious force which no human being can control or command- just ask anyone who has ever owned a sailboat.  Even Jesus said that, like God’s Spirit, no one knows from where it begins or where it ends.  

On the day of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit descended upon Jesus’ followers in the form of tongues of fire.  It was Jesus’ own spirit they received, and as a result, they would be empowered to be his witnesses throughout Judea and Samaria and the uttermost parts of the earth.  This guaranteed that every man, woman, and child united to Christ through faith was also filled with his personal presence so that they became the living extension of Christ in the world.  Thus the way in which he insured that his presence would be AMONG them and even IN them was through the promised gift of his Holy Spirit.  He would take up residence in their midst and even in their hearts by bestowing upon them his OWN spirit.  This is the spirit of Truth and it would speak to them and guide them even as HE spoke them on a daily basis.  However, through his Spirit, he would become even MORE intimate, MORE personal to them than he presently was for not only would he be at their sides accompanying them wherever they went and in every situation that would arise, he would reside in their very being- in their heart and mind and spirit, essentially becoming their spiritual DNA.  Even as he and the Father were one, so through the Spirit would he and his disciples enjoy that very SAME intimacy.

If ever we needed to believe in the “Holy Ghost” as the confessions says, it is today.  When you read what the scriptures say about the Holy Spirit, about the tongues of fire descending upon each believer and how those flames touched their hearts and filled them with such potent power and confidence and enthusiasm, you have to wonder why that SAME electric energy is missing from so many of our OWN lives.  During the confirmation class which Jan and I lead, I recently explained to the kids that by virtue of their baptism, Jesus Christ through his Spirit is now present in all his fullness within each of them.  When I tell them that this means that they are Christ’s new home, that the same Jesus who healed the sick and raised the dead and fed the five thousand is now living inside their own hearts, they look at me like I’m nuts.  “Spirits?  In US?  What, are you CRAZY, PASTOR DAVE?  We’re not possessed by any SPIRITS!”  I’m sure many of YOU feel the same way.  You can’t HELP but wonder why that same dynamic presence which was able to take a rag-tag group of fishermen and turn them into the mightiest, most fearless army of holy warriors the world had ever seen, why this SAME fiery spirit doesn’t just appear in our OWN midst—here in Waterloo, Iowa in 2009--and set OUR hearts ablaze as they did THEN.  As that wonderful preacher and theologian Helmut Thielicke expressed it in one of his own sermons, “But here we are, laboring under the sound of pious phrases, and wondering with amazement how the burned-out cinders and petrified lava we continue to hold in our hands could once have been molten.”

Well this morning, I want to share with you a great secret which shouldn’t be a secret at all.  There is a tremendous paradox at work here, that at the very moment we feel most weak, right at the point we have despaired of ourselves and all our attempts to try to be true to Christ, just when we thought what a complete and utter failure we have been in our spiritual lives, it is THEN that we are in the perfect frame of mind to be used of the Holy Spirit.  It is our effort to live the Christian life in our own strength and not necessarily our failures that so often makes it impossible to hear and receive the grace of God.  Only if we are bent over from the weight of crippling guilt can we ever be in a position to hear the Spirit of Christ whisper within our OWN spirit, “You are truly forgiven!”  Only when we’re most fearful and alone will we then hear his Spirit speak to OURS, “You are NOT alone.  I am with you ALWAYS, even unto the end of the age.”  Only when we feel most loveless, unable to love ourselves much less anyone ELSE, will we then be in a place to hear his Spirit say to us, “I love you with an everlasting love, and NOTHING will ever separate you from either my presence or my love!”  Only when we find ourselves most helpless and all strength has left us will we ever be able to hear the Spirit say to our own, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.”  Only when we’ve despaired of self and every effort to justify ourselves before God will we then experience that peace of heart and mind which can only come through the pardon freely offered through Jesus Christ.  

It was St. Paul who said, “When I am weak, then I am strong.”  What he meant by that was so long as he remained weak and vulnerable and KNEW himself to be so, then his reliance upon Christ would be all the greater.  It was only when he felt strong and confident of his OWN power that his faith would become ineffective.  Dr. Lloyd Ogilvie, the long time Presbyterian pastor and former Chaplain to the U.S. Senate, expresses this same truth in one of his sermons.  He says that his own experience has led him to a deep conviction that becoming a “vital Christian” involves two definite stages.  The first stage is our response to Christ through the gift of faith.  We initially commit our lives to him and then begin to live for him.  We make changes in our lives to try to conform to the kind of life Christ would have us live.  Unfortunately, the more we try to love and forgive and serve him and others, the more our sense of futility grows because the rule of love is generally so much greater than any of us are capable of fulfilling in our own power.  As a result, we feel like we’re failures; we are forced to admit to ourselves that we are weak and just don’t have what it takes.  This then leads to Ogilvie’s SECOND step which he says must constantly be repeated: “Out of power and conscious of our own failure, we are broken.  Empty!  That’s the only way we CAN hear Christ’s words, “Apart from me you can do nothing.” (Drumbeat of Love, p.24f.)  For Lloyd Ogilvie as for the Apostle Paul, it is only out of an acute sense of one’s own brokenness, one’s powerlessness, one’s own sense of failure that one can meet God.  Unless we are left broken, discouraged, empty, and dry, it becomes virtually impossible to ever hear Christ, through his Spirit, say ANYTHING to us!    

By now do you understand WHY we need to “believe in the Holy Ghost” now more than ever?  It is because Jesus Christ speaks to us THROUGH his Spirit, and he assures us that though our bones may experience periods of dryness, though we may feel terminally bored, though our enthusiasm may be waning, and our faith and joy appear depleted, there is yet hope.  God will not let his children remain empty FOREVER but through his Spirit, he promises to recreate us and breathe new life into us- whether in our jobs, our relationships, or in our spiritual lives.  This God can and WILL do this for us!  If in our emptiness, we continue to seek his face, if in our acute hunger and thirst, we persist in clinging to him because we know he remains our LAST and BEST hope, our God WILL revive us and his church.  He WILL pour the refreshing waters of his Holy Spirit over those parched, dry areas if only we continue to trust, if only we never give up, if only we refuse to surrender to despair.  If we continue to seek him even when we don’t see him, hear him, or sense him, God WILL revivify and restore us- in our lives, in our marriages, in our jobs, and in our churches so where there is hurt and disillusionment, we will find healing; and where there is weariness, we will find strength; and where there is emptiness and unfulfilment, God will fill us with direction and new meaning.  God promises us that.  We only need to trust his word and believe his promise to see those dry bones once more come alive.  Amen.
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