Pentecost Sunday 2010
Sermon 5.23.10
Scripture:	Romans 8:9-21
		John 14:11-27

This afternoon, the Berkshire Association of the Massachusetts Conference of the United Church of Christ is having our annual meeting.  Soporific sounding, I know.  But before you nod off at the very idea of it, please hear me say I’m excited about this.  Really, it might well be an exciting gathering.  That would be appropriate, of course.  Today is, after all Pentecost Sunday, which is to be a most exciting of the church year.  It celebrates the coming of the Holy Spirit, and the Holy Spirit is nothing if not exciting—literally the things that excites, quickens, enlivens.  
So, it’s unfortunate that the name belies the reality of it—the Massachusetts Conference of the United Church of Christ annual meeting.  It doesn’t quite make clear that the association, to my experience of it, is a gathering of interesting and faithful people, vital and surprisingly diverse congregations, and pastors who are good at what they do and love they do.  More to the point this afternoon, we’re gathering at this invitation—to tell a story of how God is at work in our congregations, to testify (if you will) how the Holy Spirit is at work in our churches.
Congregationalists don’t get much of a chance to testify, to witness to the Holy Spirit.  It’s not in our vocabulary.  But I would like it to be—or at least to be in mine.  I’ve been practicing the use of these words.  I even recently read a book I’ve now put on the shelves in the narthex and invite you to take home and give a read to: Testimony: Talking Ourselves into Being Christian.  I enjoyed it, but I recognize it as a book more for laity than for the ordained.  After all, we who are ordained (preachers anyway) get to “testify” every week—whether we’re in the mood to or not.  (It’s no mistake that a pulpit looks a bit like a courtroom dock—both as the place for giving testimony.  So, if preaching feels like something of trial, there you go.)  Laity, on the other hand, rarely have such a clear opportunity to bear witness to the work of God in their lives, in your lives.  This, I imagine, is especially true for those of us who live in this most secular region of our country.  Recent research reveals that New England is the least believing region of the United States, with the least church-going population anywhere.  All this said, if you’d like to practice the art of bearing witness to the God or the Holy Spirit or divine action in your lives and our life together, come to Old Parish Church this afternoon.  I really do think it’ll be time well spent.
I would think that, though, you say to yourself.  As moderator, I’ve played a big part in setting the agenda.  Even so, I’ve been surprised along with others on the executive committee of the association at how full a slate we now have of churches who want to speak of the Spirit in their midst.  We thought we’d have to twist arms.  We thought we’d have to beg, even resort to threats, to loosen the tongues of all these Congregationalists.  But now, we’re wondering whether we’ll fit every story in.  It’s been heartening to think people want to speak of their faith, because my experience with the United Church of Christ, which is very much my home and always will be I imagine, is that we’re an active church, but not a testifying church.  We have an extroverted way of being people of faith, yet more in what we do than in how we speak of why we do what we do.  The UCC tends to be action-oriented when it comes to the kingdom of God: we want it, we’re willing to build it, and we’re fairly certain that we can.  This isn’t a backhanded compliment—hugging the denomination just tight enough to punch it in the gut.  There’s real valor in such empowered faith.  But I think we can take this too far.  I think we do sometimes grow impatient with God’s time.  I think we do sometimes doubt the Holy Spirit’s power, and believe more in our own power.  Our denomination is right to be pleased with, and grateful for, our many firsts—the first to ordain women, the first to ordain black people (one prominent figure being from Pittsfield—Samuel Harrison who was pastor to 2nd Congregational Church still among the association), the first to advocate for the abolition of slavery and the religious home of many individuals who did the same.  But we’re mistaken when we become prideful of these things.  We’re mistaken to believe that it’s our own rightness, our own open-mindedness, our own courage that put us on the vanguard of such progress.  These were each gifts to us of the Holy Spirit, and the fact that we could receive these gifts was by the grace of God.
Here’s a concept I recently came across: the middle voice.  You who studied ancient languages will already have heard of it, even heard it.  But we who are monolinguists wholly reliant on modern English might have it only as a hunch—the hunch that there’s something between being passive in the world and so acted upon by outside forces beyond our control, and being active in the world, being the thing that acts.  We might have it only on the hunch that there’s a complex realm somewhere in the middle where the individual can act only in relation and response to on-going action.  We’re not so individual as we might have once believed, our hunch might tell us.  We’re not so autonomous as our culture and its language once proclaimed.  Surely there’s a way to speak of this truth.
Well, the modern active voice implies that such autonomous action is not only real, but also the only action really worth talking about.  It is the primary voice of our speaking—this which names the sort of activity caused by a subject acting on an object.  I wrote this sermon.  You came to church.  Soon we will sing a hymn.  These statements are all in the active voice, speaking clearly of the actor (I, you, we) and of the actions (write, come, sing) all to clear effects (a sermon, an arrival, a song).  Of the passive voice, we know from all our English teachers that it should be avoided.  (That’s a laugh line, since I used the passive voice to say that.)  It’s actually William Safire’s laugh line, the popular grammarian who advised, “The passive voice should never be used.”  (Other points he makes: “Remember to never split an infinitive…Do not put statements in the negative form.  And, last but not least, avoid clichés like the plague; seek viable alternatives. )   As for the passive voice, it is largely avoided—except by me at this moment and by most public figures when forced to admit upon discovery that mistakes were made, affairs were had, and if people were hurt or an offense was caused then an apology is offered.  
The middle voice speaks to a reality that dwells between these two.  Properly defined, “The middle voice is that use of the verb which describes the subjects as participating in the results of the action.”  Personally demonstrated, when I speak of myself in the middle voice, I recognize my active participation in an action on-going.  Faithfully felt, this is the language of the Lord God who acts in history, who is active in our lives, and of the people of God whom God calls and activates for God’s active purposes to ends that are God’s alone.
That’s not just poetry—my claim that the middle voice is the voice of the Christian faith.  It’s an historic fact.  Biblical Hebrew and Greek both feature prominently the middle voice.  Jesus spoke a language that featured, while no passive voice at all, the middle voice as primary.  Paul wrote, Peter preached, the gospel writers composed largely in the middle voice—this which is a theistic voice in the same way that our two choices are largely atheistic.  By this I don’t mean to condemn but merely to describe.  The middle voice not only implies, but engages with, a larger reality than the one we alone can directly influence.  Meanwhile, our two choices—we speakers of modern English—are either to speak of ourselves as the principle actors in our lives or as beings passively acted upon by forces personal or impersonal beyond our control.  There is no participation in activity on-going.  There is no interrelatedness implied, or moreover engaged.  
Let me just say as an aside, I don’t think it’s an overstatement to claim that the way we would speak of our experience is determinative of our experience.  Language is so fundamental to humanity this by which we relate ourselves to our world determines so much of ourselves and our world.  Our living and our langauging are a dynamic—each one framing and affirming the other.  There is neurological evidence to back up this claim.  Babies babble every conceivable phoneme, every possible sound.  They keep in their developing “vocabulary” the sounds they hear in the language, or languages, of their context.  The sounds they lose have corresponding brain matter that likewise falls away.  And the necessary loss of these sounds makes impossible not only the pronunciation of these sounds but also the subtle aspects of experience that those sounds might otherwise have named.  For example, none of us, I imagine (save for maybe Steve), can make the clicking consonant sound featured in Bhantu languages in Africa.  It becomes physically impossible after a certain age to pick that up if not heard and practiced from a baby’s earliest days.  What experience, then, is foreclosed upon when the language that makes possible access to such experience is not incorporated into the brain and therefore the mind of that one?  Experience determines language: language determines experience.  A baby’s potential eventually and necessarily, narrows into a given reality.  
(As an aside to this aside, one theory of autism is that the brain of those suffering this in extreme forms hasn’t properly pruned itself of unused neurons and matter.  So, the person is in a constant state of hyperstimulation, unable—neurologically unable—to moderate it.)
Well, of course, no one can speak every language.  And few people can have more than one language as primary.  (In this way, I think language and religion are alike.)  In sum, our world is limited from the start—our experience conscripted by our context from the moment even of our conception.  But that’s not to say we shouldn’t work to recover things of value that are largely lost to our contexts.  The middle voice, it seems to me, is a quality worth recovering.  I took you on a long walk to get to this point.  I hope it was worth it to you.  But, if this sermon feels like a trial, well, there you go.
Two weeks ago, when I preached here last, I referenced a writer, Thomas Long.  He wrote to encourage preachers to proclaim an eschatological faith—a faith that understands the world as having a beginning and an end.  He assures us who would step into this dock that eschatology isn’t the spooky, dreadful thing much contemporary apocalyptic might have us believe.  Instead, he claimed that holding out hope for the sort of end that reconciles and redeems all things, that establishes peace with justice and existence with meaning is an empowering, uplifting thing.  He wrote, such a faith “invites people to participate in a coming future that, while it is not dependant on their success, is open to the labors of their hands.”  And I remember that, as I said these words from the pulpit, I realized here was the sermon.  Everything else was just noise.  Everything else I had to say was just distraction from this crucial point.  Really, I thought at the time, just say that again and then don’t say anything else:  “The promise of the eschaton, of God’s good end, invites us to participate in a coming future that, while it is not dependant on their success, is open to the labors of their hands.”  God’s story—begun, unfolding, drawn to an end—is a dynamic that invites our participation but doesn’t depend upon our success for its success, for God’s success.  We can be simple-minded, even narrow-minded, and still be instruments for the living out of God’s will.  We can be mistaken, terribly limited, tragically wrong-headed, which is to say sinful, and still be a people God can use for God’s good purpose to God’s good end.  We can live our lives in the middle voice and watch in wonder when we manage indeed to do what Christ did and, in fact, to do even greater works than these.  
Do we believe this, which Christ is said to have said?  Do we believe we can do even greater things than these?  Suffer and then forgive?  Offer up ourselves for the sake of peace?  Speak truth unafraid, come what may?  Do we believe we can be the church—this people that depends neither on war nor ideology nor exclusion to exist, but simply on the Spirit who calls us together, graces us to believe, and empowers us for the work of love and life?  Do we believe this?
If we can do these things, it’s only by the power of the Holy Spirit, it’s only by the same power that was revealed anew on that first Pentecost centuries ago.  This was the day that birthed the church.  But the Holy Spirit wasn’t so new to the world.  The Spirit has always been amidst the creation, is indeed taken as the agent of creation, in the beginning and even now.  And now.  And now.  We do a disgrace to God’s activity in the world when we expect divine intervention.  Of course, when we don’t get divine intervention—God swooping in to save the day—we feel disappointment in God, even disbelief of God.  Where was God during the Holocaust, we understandably ask.  Where was God on 9/11?  If God is all-powerful and all-knowing, why didn’t God stop these atrocities, and so many other atrocities?  We do a disgrace to this God whose work in the world by all accounts isn’t one of intervention but of action.  Again, Mr. Long writes, “Divine intervention implies that God is completely outside of the world, in ‘heaven’ perhaps, and reaches in from outside to make changes in earthly history.  Divine action describes a belief that God is an agent acting in the world and that events cannot be fully described without reference to God’s activity.”  
I’ve been more than a little sorry to re-discover lately about myself that I am someone who cannot describe events in my life or in the life of the world without reference to God’s activity.  I’ve been sorry to find that I’d love to have at my ready use the middle voice which takes as a given the on-going action of what is certainly God the Spirit.  Sorry because this makes me peculiar in our secular context.  Sorry because this makes me strange—a stranger—to those with whom I’d like to be friends.  Sorry because this makes me Christian when I’d have been happy with being post-modern.  
This also makes me a needful member of the church.  Because the truth is that I don’t think it’s as simple as the apparent fact that I wrote this sermon and that you came to church and that in a few moments we’ll sing a hymn.  I don’t think it’s as cut and dried that we each autonomously act on given objects to a clear and objective end—subjects all in kingdoms of our own making where we are also sovereign yet sadly all alone.  Here’s what I think: I was given ideas and words to make use of in communicating this oddity called sermon for purposes that are the Spirit’s own; and you were called to church this morning—just like every Sunday morning of your life or just on this Sunday morning really as something of a surprise—because God willed and wills you to be here for some purpose to be revealed sooner or later or never to our thick minds and dim imaginations; and the hymn we’ll sing will be the Spirit singing through us that some light might be shed to make less dim our wondering.  I can’t tell this story without referent to the Spirit—and not only because the Spirit is the principle actor in the content of the story, but also because the Spirit is the breath by which telling the story is made possible and the words by which the hearer of the story will understand, the Spirit is the thread by which the story holds together and the granter of meaning by which the story will hold any significance at all.  The Spirit is behind the story, within the story, to the end of the story.  As for me, I am pleased to be activated as a participant—a middling who suffers and sings praise that I’m here.    
Thanks be to God.
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