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Romans 8: 22 – 27









John 15: 26 - 27, 16: 4b - 15  

The disciples were gathered around the risen Jesus. He filled their hearts and minds with wonder and knowledge. He told them, “you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” He told them to go to Jerusalem and wait for the promised gift of the Holy Spirit. And then he was gone. Death had been unable to rob them of his presence. But now he was snatched away by Life, greater than they could ever imagine. Life that was waiting, apparently, to claim and re-shape their own lives as well. So they returned to Jerusalem and waited.

Ten days they waited. How did they fill those days? Praying? Remembering? Pretending that all was normal? Or did they just leave their days as empty as their hearts were?

It was, and is, a perilous time, this hollow time of grief and anticipation. We do not suffer such times quietly. Times of death and loss. Times of uncertainty and fear. What was it, after all, that they were waiting for, those disciples so long ago? Jesus said wait, but then he was gone, gone, gone, and why should they go on waiting, and what could they do other than wait? So we might imagine their frustration. No, we do not suffer such times quietly. We rush to extremes. We enter a frenzied activity, putting on a brave face with our busyness, hoping that it will hide our doubts and fears. Or we enter paralysis and despondency and seek some sort of oblivion. And it is all because we fail to understand.

You have heard my complaints in the past of what is known today as the “spiritual”. This term seems to refer to a sub-set of human activity that can either be safely ignored because it is harmless, or is sought out and celebrated as something unreservedly good. Either way, we are wrong. We are thinking of spirituality as something we do, and we are trying to do it all ourselves, as if it were all up to us. Our impatience creates an opening for the demonic to enter. Demons of denial and grandiosity. Demons of pleasure and distraction. Demons of violence, ignorance, poverty and prejudice. Look, I am not about to try to define demons any more closely than I would want to define angels. Whatever they are, there are spiritual forces present in the world, and we have experiences of them. It is a mistake, a serious mistake, to assume that they are all benevolent. These are the principalities and powers that lie behind the unjust systems of our world today, even as they did in the days of the disciples. The difference is that people back then knew those principalities and powers were there. They knew that without calm and careful discernment, we are apt to choose the destructive over the life-giving. And with that knowledge they found the patience to sit and wait.

They waited because they had seen that simple human life, which seems so over-whelmingly abundant that we easily take it for granted, is something more precious and more powerful than they had ever imagined. They waited because Jesus had opened their minds to everything about himself, but had told them so little about their own selves. They did not try to fill that emptiness by their own efforts. They did not invite simply anything in to make a home in their hearts. They waited to know the presence of God in their lives and their world. And God came, giving them the knowledge they lacked, supplying that missing piece which would fill them to bursting and fill them again: They were, and henceforth ever would be, themselves the presence of God in the world.

All the rest is metaphor. Metaphor for communication, for reconciliation, for ministry, and metaphor is the only language we have. A spirit is not something we have. Spirit is what we are, because God is Spirit; and we have but a short time to learn what it is to be human, because God is revealed in the Incarnate One. Something wonderful happens when the Spirit and the human intersect and cooperate. We have forgotten it, which is why we are so lost. The demonic refuse to accept it, which is why they are forever our enemies. When the Spirit and the human are one, music and beauty are born!

We are surrounded by the air. We cannot live without it. But by the same token, if there are no lips or tongues to shape and bend that air, nothing is said and nothing is sung. The air is not alive without us. Just so. We cannot live without the Spirit of God in our hearts. But without these hearts, these bodies, these hands and mouths, not even God can whisper “I love you” in someone’s ear. And as all breath but one air, so all are filled with but one Spirit. Some of us know it, that’s all, and the rest do not. This is the gift of the Spirit: We know who we are. We are the singers of the praises of God. We are the celebrants of the glory of Creation. This is the gift of the Spirit: We know what we must do. We must teach our song to those who have forgotten how to sing. We must call to our celebration those too weak to dance. This is the gift of the Spirit, and our gift to the Spirit: music and beauty, identity and purpose, and a home here and hereafter.

