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Day of Pentecost
Joseph S. Pagano

In our lesson about Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit was poured out on the first disciples and they started to
speak in different languages, the crowd, we are told, responds in interesting ways: they were confused, they
were astounded, they were amazed, they were bewildered, and some said the disciples must have been
drunk. I wonder – when we come to church, gathered in the name of the triune God, reconciled in Christ,
united in the Spirit, listening for God’s word – whether these are the types of responses we are really looking
for. I suspect, if we are honest with ourselves, we are actually looking for the opposite. We are good Episcopalians, after all, mainstream Christians, and we come to church wanting our preachers and teachers to explain things. You know, we read these strange and wonderful stories in scripture and we do these peculiar
things in church, and their job, we may think, is to explain them in a way that makes sense. However, I worry, if we are being honest, that what we end up trying to do is to explain away the strangeness, the wonder,
and the peculiarity of our faith. We are probably more comfortable with a response that is like, “Okay, that
makes a certain amount of sense,” rather than “Okay, that was confusing and bewildering,” or, “Isn’t it a little early for the preacher to be drinking?” In trying to make things understandable, we may end up stripping
the power from these stories.
For example, in a key passage about the gift of the Holy Spirit in John’s Gospel, Jesus breathes on the disciples and says to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you
retain the sins of any, they are retained” (John 20:22-23). Now, in our desire to have things explained, we
might prefer to hear something like, “You know, Jesus was on to something with this teaching about forgiveness. Of course, Jesus was a peasant from 1st century Galilee and he didn’t have the benefit of a seminary education, so he didn’t really have a chance to develop his ideas about forgiveness more fully. But if he
could have taken a few courses on pastoral care and counseling, I’m sure he would have come to see that in
the power to forgive, we find the strength to overcome our resentment and anger, and to find healing for ourselves in laying down the burden of unforgiveness.”
Now, even though a lot of what was just said about forgiveness is true, that was not what Jesus was talking
about. Rather, Jesus was making a claim that was a whole lot more astounding, bewildering and even shocking. Most Jews at the time would have said that there is one (and only one) person who can forgive sins and
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that person is God. When Jesus had the temerity to say that people’s sins were forgiven, the religious authorities of his day accused him of blasphemy. Who but God can forgive sins? So, when Jesus breathes the Holy
Spirit upon his disciples and tells them that they have the authority to forgive sins, we are moving into really
scandalous territory. The response to Jesus’ claim should not be a polite, “Thank you for teaching us a way we
can achieve emotional healing.” Rather, it should be the almost scandalized astonishment we feel at God’s
prerogative to forgive being handed over to sinful human beings. Jesus’ breathing forth the Spirit upon his disciples is not a nice object lesson used to illustrate a bit of self-help. It is the astonishing gift of the Holy Spirit
to the disciples that transforms them into participants in God’s mission to forgive the sins of the world.
And yet, in our desire to have things explained, we can even domesticate our Pentecost story from Acts about
the Holy Spirit descending with a loud noise like a violent wind and appearing on the disciples like tongues of
fire. From our account, the coming of the Holy Spirit was a noisy and visibly stunning event, which turned a
bunch of frightened disciples into bold proclaimers of the Gospel. But for many of us, we are much more
comfortable confining the Holy Spirit to deep, interior experiences, oftentimes occasioned by long walks
along the beach, or in the mountains, preferably at sunset. Somehow in the quiet, in the solitude, in nature, in
the sunset, the Holy Spirit speaks to something deep within our souls, in a way that seems to bring some comfort. And the response we get to these musings on the Holy Spirit is usually pretty much the same. Okay, that
was kind of nice. I guess the Holy Spirit is the nice part of the Trinity. The problem is that the Holy Spirit we
meet in Pentecost blows the doors off the building, lights up the room like a fireworks display, and has the
disciples speaking such strange and wondrous things that the crowd is bewildered and astounded. When people encounter the disciples after the Pentecost, they don’t politely shake their hands and thank them for the
lovely service, but rather shake their heads and wonder if these people are drunk.
Then Peter gets up and he gives a speech that doesn’t try to explain away the strange and wondrous things that
were happening. And he gives what must be one of the all-time great opening lines in a sermon. He basically
says, “Okay, I want to clear away some confusion right up front. We are not drunk. For heaven’s sake, it’s
only 9 o’clock in the morning and the bars aren’t even open yet.” And then Peter goes on to talk about the
Spirit turning the world upside-down. It is strange and wondrous and somewhat scary. It is about the power of
the Holy Spirit let loose in the world, and a people filled with the Spirit of God who have been empowered to
change the world.
Pentecost is traditionally a feast day on which we baptize new members into Christ’s Church. And we have
gotten so good at explaining things, we can even talk about baptism in a way that will evoke a rather halfhearted, hmm that’s interesting. As trained professionals, we can suck the life out of almost anything. So
about baptism, we might say something like, “All cultures and religions have life-cycles rituals which anthropologists tell us play an important role in socializing members in the norms and values of the community.
Baptism is the way we are incorporated into the life of the church and take on the beliefs and practices of the
Christian faith.” True enough, but kind of a yawn. But actually, when the priest pours water on a child’s head,
we are making the astounding claim that the triune God, the Creator of Heaven and Earth, is claiming this
child as God’s beloved daughter, uniting her to Christ in his death and resurrection, filling her with the Holy
Spirit and sending her out with gifts that can turn the world upside-down. God in baptism is pouring out the
Holy Spirit upon adults and children in order to resist evil, to proclaim the Good News of God in Christ, to
seek and serve Christ in all persons, to strive for justice and peace among all people. It’s crazy talk, but in
baptism and in the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, God uses frail, fragile, fallible human beings to forgive sins
and to bring about his kingdom of justice and mercy and peace. This is strange and wondrous, confusing and
bewildering, and much more interesting than a little me-time with the Holy Spirit.
Continued on p. 4
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Donald Juel tells a story that gets at this strange and wondrous good news. Juel was a New Testament scholar
who taught at Princeton before he passed away. He was also a faithful churchman who taught regularly at his
local Lutheran parish. One time he was teaching a confirmation class, and he was talking about the story of
Jesus’ baptism when the heavens were torn open and the Spirit descended upon Jesus. Being a biblical scholar, he explained the meaning of the Greek term for the heavens being torn open and all the different places in
the Gospels where this Greek word was used. One of the teenagers interrupted and said to get to the point. The
point, Juel said, was that “When Jesus was baptized the heavens that separate us from God were ripped open
so that now we can get to God. Because of Jesus, we have access to God—we can get close to him.” However, the young man interrupted again and said, “That ain’t what it means.” “What?” Professor Juel said, startled. The teenager repeated, “I said that ain’t what that means. It means that the heavens were ripped open so
that now God can get at us anytime he wants. Ain’t nobody safe now!”
At Jesus’ baptism, the heavens were torn asunder and the Holy Spirit descended upon him in the form of a
dove. At Pentecost, the Holy Spirit filled the upper room with the roar of a great wind, landed on the disciples
in tongues of fire, and sent them out into the world to proclaim the good news. In John’s Gospel, the risen
Lord breathed the Holy Spirit upon his disciples and gave them God’s power to forgive sins. Now God can get
at us anytime God wants. Ain’t nobody safe now.
And, in case anybody is wondering, we are not drunk!

Education for Ministry (EfM)
Education for Ministry has finished this year of study and we will be starting a
new session in the fall, tentatively on September 9, 2019. We are eager to have
new members join us. We will meet on Mondays from 5-7:30 PM at St. Clements.
If you are interested in participating please contact Laura Simkins at ldsimkins@comcast.net or call her at 916 425-3754. You will need to register by July 27
so materials can be ordered in a timely manner.
EfM is offered through Sewanee: The University of the South, School of Theology. EfM is a four year course of study, prayer and reflection for those interested in
gaining a fuller understanding of God’s kingdom. The course is taken on a year-by
-year basis. Participants are given weekly assignments to study with the help of resource guides. Discussions are exciting and insightful! The goal of the group is to
learn how to think theologically. Students are responsible for setting their own
learning goals and can expect to spend between two to four hours in study and
preparation each week. Sewanee requires a minimum of six people and a maximum of twelve in a group, and the fee is $375.00 per year. Fees pay for the EfM
materials and the honorarium for the mentor. We hope you will consider this exciting course of study. Further information is available on the website at: http://
efm.sewanee.edu
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Night 1: Jesus Meets the Fishermen taken from
Matthew 4:18-22 and Luke 5:1-11
Night 2: Jesus Feeds the People taken from
John 6:1-14
Night 3: The Story of Two Sisters based on
Luke 10:38-42
Night 4: Jesus Sends Out HIs Disciples taken from
Matthew 10:1-14, Mark 3:13-19 and Luke 10:1-12
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2018 Vestry

Contacts

Senior Warden

Office Manager

Debbi Honeycutt

Volunteer Staff

Junior Warden

Music Minister
Carole Maxson

362-5170

209-

795-5768

Sexton
Randy Grimwood

362-5170

Anchor Editor

Harry Shippy

631-0640

944-1757
(707) 304-0758

Denise Smith

213-8739

Betty Chapman

363-4435

Ken Dunham

817-4245

Laura Simkins

944-3426
(408) 781-6326

Treasurer:

Daughters of the King

Kent Ransom

481-0225

635-5751

Sexton:

Lay Ministry Coordinator
Len Honeycutt

Zoe Mitchell

Lisa Barnetts

e-mail anchor@saint-clements.com
Sharon Burke-Polana

889-6814

Lavinia Benesh

458-8196

Altar Guild
Debbi Honycutt

Gaylen Quarles, Jr.

Randy Grimwood

362-5170

Lay Eucharistic Visitors

458-8196

Pastoral Needs
635-8324

If you have a need for a pastoral visit,
please contact: Fr. Kenn Katona at:
916-635-5282

Muriel Murray

967-5981

Clergy and Lay Eucharist Visits

Sharon Burke-Polana

481-0225

Prayer Tree
Mickey Boughton
Sunday School

Please call the church office (635-5282)
or send an e-mail to the church at
info@saint-clements.com if you would
like communion brought to you or a
family member.

Ushers
Randy Grimwood

458-8196

Coffee Hour Hospitality
8:00am: Chris Wash

852-7224
Harry Shippy, Editor

Kitchen Supplies
Chris Wash

852-7224

Harry Shippy

631-0640
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