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Happy Pentecost! This is one of the major holy days—holidays—of our church
calendar. It’s a church holiday that can sometimes get forgotten or lost in the
shuffle, the same way we tend to sort of pay just a bit less attention to the Holy
Spirit. We don’t totally get it so let’s not think about it too hard; just have the
end-of-program-year celebration and move along.

But I love Pentecost, this Spirit-rich holiday. I love the joy and the mystery and
the utter strangeness of the story. I cherish the implications for us in our Christian
life, to use our gifts and follow the Spirit’s lead.

One of the ways we know today is about the Holy Spirit is the color. Sometimes
red stands for martyrdom, or Passion, but red is also the color of the Holy Spirit,
calling to mind the fire that is one of the Spirit’s symbols. We’re red on
Pentecost—and it’s great to see so much red out in the congregation.
Confirmation services are also red, and typically so are ordinations and
celebrations of new ministry, also called institutions.

Most of you know by now that my institution will happen here in the church in just
a couple of days. Usually this “celebration of new ministry” happens within a few
months of a new rector beginning her post. I’ve been with you over a year now
but, well, 2020

So on Tuesday we’ll celebrate my “new” ministry with the color red. I’d like to say
I planned this out of thoughtfulness for the Altar Guild, but it’s a happy
coincidence—thanks, Spirit—that Pentecost and my institution, also festive red,
coincide.

It’s not the first time I’ve had a Spirit-red event close to Pentecost. Here’s a fun
fact: my institution on Tuesday will be 10 years to the day since I was confirmed.
And my Confirmation, well, there was a story of the Spirit moving.



See, when I was first considering becoming a priest and trying to navigate the
decision, before I had voiced the idea to anyone, I was doing what any good
Millennial does when she needs the answer to a question: consulting the
Internet. How can I know what God wants me to do? I typed. And it turns out that
God still gives signs, for instance to the lady who fell asleep praying for an
answer, only to be awakened in the middle of the night by a great wind beating
against the house. In the morning, though, the pile of dried leaves was
undisturbed in the yard; the papers on the screen porch were still neatly
stacked—and she knew the wind-that-was-not-wind had come from God.

Yeah, that would work, I prayed, perhaps a bit belligerently, as I got ready for that
evening’s Confirmation service. Send me a wind. Let me know this is what you
want.

Well, if you remember reading about severe and destructive tornadoes in the
Midwest in 2011, you remember the week of my Confirmation. That evening, I
learned that the vast experience Episcopalians have with processing up and
down aisles makes them naturals at getting to a secure interior space free of
doors and windows, as long as there’s a hymn to sing on the move. I also
learned to be careful what I pray for.

Now, do I think God sent destructive tornadoes to central Indiana to prove a
point? Absolutely not. Do I think I was Spirit-led to read a story about a wind as a
sign, to have my heart opened by even a grumpy prayer for wind, to be able to
say, “Okay, fine, I’m listening”? Perhaps.

We’re a little safer from tornadoes here in Central Florida, but no more distant
from the movement of the Spirit.

The symbols for the Holy Spirit give us an idea of how she moves: a rushing
wind, tongues of fire, a heavenly dove. In churches today the Spirit gets credit for
prophetic preaching, spontaneous dance, and speaking in tongues. Always on
the move. Something that can’t be pinned down.

You probably know by now that I like poetry—and that I like quoting poetry in my
homilies. Well, a particular favorite is actually a poem specific to today: it’s a



poem called “Pentecost” by David Craig. It’s a very concise poem; in fact it’s so
short that I’m going to recite the whole thing for you. Are you ready? Here it is:

What is this Holy Spirit?
And what is it doing in the eggplant?

That’s it. What is this Holy Spirit, and what is it doing in the eggplant?

It’s absurd—and beautiful. It is impossible to make sense of, yet it manages to
convey the sense of the Spirit with us, permeating our lives and our world.
But...what is this Holy Spirit?

Compared to Jesus, the Spirit is a mystery. Jesus took the form of a man, and we
have the story of his earthly life. The Spirit appears as tongues of flame or a
blowing wind—how do we picture that? How do we identify the Spirit in our
world? What is this Holy Spirit and what is it doing in the eggplant?

There’s a story told about a four-year-old child who woke from a nightmare in the
middle of the night filled with the conviction that the darkness held all manner of
terrors. Hysterical, she ran to her parents’ room, where her mother managed to
calm her down enough to take her by the hand and lead her back to her own
room. There, the mother turned on the light and reassured her daughter, saying,

“It’s okay; you don’t need to be afraid. You aren’t alone—God is here in the room
with you.”

Frustrated, the child exclaimed in reply, “I know God is here, but I need
somebody with skin on!”

This is why the Incarnation is so important—because in Jesus we have
somebody with skin on, someone who experienced the world through senses as
we do, who knew firsthand human pain and joy and wonder. But we also have
the Spirit, if we know where to look.

The Holy Spirit is always present to us, that fire in our bellies telling us something
isn’t right, something could be better; telling us something we do could make the
world more like God intended it to be. And the Spirit can come to us anywhere. In
a tornado. In an eggplant. In a dream, a Facebook post, an offhand comment
from a friend or colleague.



The key is to teach ourselves to listen to this voice—because it’s not always as
blunt as tornadoes in the face of a prayer for wind. Sometimes the Spirit
whispers. But if we learn to listen for those nudges, to hear that sometimes still,
small voice, we can remember that God is still present with us—moving, burning,
breathing life.

On Pentecost we remember the Spirit descending, barely more than a week after
Jesus ascended. And the Spirit moves among us still. Where is the Spirit moving
in your life? Where are you being stirred to growth, to movement, to inspiration?
As we celebrate Pentecost, let’s take some time to listen—and then, in the Spirit
of Pentecost, to move.


