Pentecost Sunday 2011
Sermon 6.12.11

Scripture:
Numbers 11:24-30


1 Corinthians 12:3-13
Worthy of Words

Sitting in a circle with the ten other members of this committee, I had an idea that I thought would contribute to our working through this problem.  It wasn’t the solution, I knew.  It wasn’t an exact fit for the problem.  Coming as it was from the world of congregational organizations, I knew this wouldn’t transfer into this organization without some translation of the terminology and then a lot of tinkering with the concept itself.  I knew also that this committee comprised of people familiar with one another, but only enough so that each member had firm suspicions as to whose side everyone else was on.  So I sat with my concept for a while, wondering whether to say anything at all.  
I have, I’m pleased to say, grown wise(r) about whether, and if so when, to speak.  It’s taken years, years of me saying to myself—whenever presented with a problem in need of solution or with a conflict in need of resolution, whenever asked a question I want to have a helpful answer to, or approached with a request I feel some compulsion to respond to right away—saying to myself, this chant, this mantra with which you might also be familiar, “You have the right to remain silent.”  After all, in more than a few contexts, I had come painfully to discover, anything you say can and will be used against you—if not in a court of law than at least in a court of popular opinion.  

So there I sat, in this circle, Mirandizing myself, until, a few meetings into our coming together, I spoke up.  And it was as if I’d fouled the room.  Not one person could stomach what had just come out of my mouth.  People recoiled in their seats, gasped and groaned.  I tried to remain calm; I tried to keep perspective that all I had done was spoken a sentence.  “I’ve actually thought about this,” I said.  “Would you like to hear what I have to say?”  Shifting in their chairs, they couldn’t quite drown me out.  Then, one voice rose above the din.  “Okay.  Okay,” he said.  “Go ahead and talk.  I mean, I don’t agree with what you’re going to say.  But go ahead and talk.”
I did, but I shouldn’t have—because I didn’t agree to the terms he had laid out as to why we talk in the first place.  He assumed I was trying to convince him of something, and he wanted me to know he wasn’t going to be convinced.  But I wasn’t trying to convince him of anything; I wasn’t trying to convince anyone of anything.  I wasn’t even convinced myself.  It was just an idea, and I’d offered it in the spirit of collaboration—as a possible building block for our creating something together that no one of us would have been able to create on our own.  After all, why else come together as a committee if not to collaborate and make use of collective wisdom?

I didn’t say “wise,” I said “wiser.”
I imagine the story of Eldad and Medad is not disruptive to us at all.  The idea that authority might rest on the unlikeliest people, the idea that authority (that is, the power to name what’s real) might rest on people outside the accepted authoritative structure and moreover might be collective—I imagine this doesn’t disturb our thinking or disrupt our worldview.  If anything, we probably welcome the idea.  The Protestant movement begun five centuries ago called on the scriptural concept of “the priesthood of all believers.”  The Founding Fathers three centuries ago considered such a democratic ideal as the cornerstone of this new society.  Babyboomers three decades ago urged us to question authority.  And to this day, Monterey church-goers engage in the homily of the people.  Authority not by birthright or bloodline; authority not as exclusive and narrowly expected and defined; authority by virtue of something more mysterious, something more elusive: this is mother’s milk to us.

Certainly, Moses welcomed it as well.  Though it might have been a new idea to him, it was also a welcome one.  He had been leading the people all on his own—and it wasn’t an easy job.  Though the assumedly hard part was behind him—Pharaoh’s hard-heartedness, the ten terrible plagues, the surprising and likely frightening parting of the sea that saw the people Israel through while swallowing the Pharaoh’s army up—the task of leading this people would still be a tricky one.  Though now, in the wilderness, it was just a matter of getting along and getting through—no external enemies to thwart, no external oppression to overthrow—such waiting and wandering the people found difficult indeed.  Hungry, they complained.  Tired, they bemoaned.  Fearful, they rebelled.  And the only one with any clarity seemed to be Moses, whose regular audience with God gave him a sense of direction and purpose.  But even he was beginning to waver; even he was becoming resentful.  Stuck between the rock that was God and the hard place that was the people, Moses was about ready to quit.  “Why have you treated your servant so badly?” he demanded of God while the sound of weeping and wailing rang through the camp.  “Why have I not found favor in your sight, that you lay the burden of all this people on me?  Did I conceive all this people?  Did I give birth to them, that you should say to me, ‘Carry them in your bosom, as a nurse carries a suckling child,’ to the land that you promised on oath to their ancestors?  I am not able to carry all this people alone, for they are too heavy for me.”

That was when God said, “Gather for me seventy of the elders of Israel, whom you know to be the elders of the people and officers over them; bring them to the tent of meeting, and have them take their place there with you.   I will come down and talk with you there; and I will take some of the spirit that is on you and put it on them; and they shall bear the burden of the people along with you so that you will not bear it all by yourself.”

So Moses did this—gathering seventy elders and bringing them to the tent of meeting.  And God did this—giving them portions of his spirit that had once rested on Moses alone.  And the elders did this—prophesied to support Moses in his care for the people.  But then this unexpected thing happened, as two others who had stayed in the camp instead of going to the tent of meeting, Eldad and Medad, also prophesied.  And it was an upsetting thing, apparently, that these two men should prophesy—activating even a tattletale to put an end to it.  But Moses would have none of that.  When the unnamed young man told Joshua (Moses’ assistant) that these two men were prophesying in the camp, and Joshua told Moses, “My lord Moses, stop them,” Moses was incredulous.  “Are you jealous for my sake?” he asked.  “Would that all the Lord’s people were prophets, and that the Lord would put his spirit on them.”

Well, I don’t know about you, but I’d caution against this as a solution.  I realize I just advocated understanding authority as something that can and should be painted with a broad brush.  The priesthood of all believers, the homily of the people, collective wisdom, democratic values: I realize I just spoke in rosy terms about these things.  But Moses opines for the opposite in the extreme.  And I’m here to tell you this, too—that I’ve been in meetings where everyone seems to regard themselves as a prophet, and it isn’t a pretty picture.  Everyone taking themselves to be in possession of the whole truth; everyone regarding all others as having only partial insight, and (worse) as coming with an agenda and the intent to convince or (failing that) to connive: this spirit of self-rightness and suspicion of all others is pretty hard to overcome.  And this gathered around a vacuum of leadership is all the worse.  When a group can’t decide on any one person to represent the whole cohort, or at least to set the agenda and the tone in coming together, chaos can’t be far behind.   Granted, the people Israel weren’t in that downward spiral: Moses was still very much at the center of things; he yet had the trust, indeed the dependency, of this whole cohort.  But, still.  You should be careful what you wish for.  And Moses wouldn’t live forever…
Today is Pentecost Sunday, the day when the Holy Spirit is remembered to have come down and to have breathed the breath of life into the gathering body that would come to be called the Church.  It was by the power of the Holy Spirit that Peter preached to the people of his day; it was by the power of the Holy Spirit that the apostles healed those who were sick and raised some who had died and testified to the truth of their experience of the risen Christ in front of courts that had the power to execute them for such conviction—and that in more than a few cases used this dread power.  The Holy Spirit was their wellspring of strength, their secret weapon if you will.  And it is still ours today.

When Jesse and I first arrived in the Berkshires and I first began here as your pastor, Jesse was a fellow at Austen Riggs where one of the doctors, Patrick, asked him about this church.  A Catholic man who once was a Jesuit novitiate and is now a resident of Tyringham, he was curious about this little church.  “What do they believe?” he probably asked (according to me, as I attempt to reconstruct a conversation that took place nearly a decade ago and that I wasn’t a part of in the first place).  Jesse, as I sensed in his telling me about it after the fact, was at an even greater loss for words than Patrick in attempting the question.  “They believe in God,” Jesse said, feeling himself on pretty safe ground.  “And Jesus,” he said, probably remembering that we talked about him a lot.  But when the question came around to the Holy Spirit—did we believe in the Holy Spirit?—Jesse sifted through his short experience of us and concluded, “Nope.”  He couldn’t remember the Holy Spirit ever coming up.  “Hmm,” Patrick said with what I credit as well-meaning befuddlement, “I can’t imagine a church without the Holy Spirit.” 
The whole conversation struck me as funny, so it was without any worry at all that I corrected Jesse—that we do believe in the Holy Spirit; and that I corrected myself—that perhaps we should mention this Spirit more by name.  This Spirit by which we might speak truth at all (whether in the context of church or beyond), this Spirit by which our words are given meaning and power (whether in a context sacred or secular), this Spirit by which our attempts at communication are blessed to become communion and by which the context in which we speak and hear is blessed to become community: this one aspect of the Triune God is someone we would do well to name, and moreover to evoke.  When things get combative that might otherwise be collaborative, it can help to call on the Holy Spirit of truth.  When things get competitive that would better be collective, it can help to calm down and pray that the Holy Spirit come.  When the battle for who has the authority to set the course becomes a war of all against all, it’s a blessing to remember as a resource the Holy Spirit, who, though sometimes slow in coming (time being the medium of the Spirit) and though sometimes still and small in voice, is yet the power by which all things that last are sustained.
When I think of all the well-meaning organizations that gather to address a problem, but do so as a group of near strangers to one another, I realize what a blessing it is to have language to conceive of something as elusive and mysterious as the Holy Spirit.  When I think of all the organizations I’ve been a part of that have collapsed into a dynamic of all against all, I realize also what a blessing it is to have this weekly practice at communing with others in the Spirit.  I don’t mean to imply that it has magical power, like a spell cast that makes everything alright, clarifying all confusion, dispeling all suspicion.  (No, for one of these collapsed organizations was a church, and so was in some real sense gathered by the power of the Holy Spirit.)  What I do mean to say is that we at least have a chance—we who gather for regular worship at least have the chance of being sustained in a more gracious dynamic, we who practice our faith in the Holy Spirit at least have the chance of being perfected in that faith.  Worship is practice with powerful language that sustains us when the going gets rough.  To worship is to play with living words so we might be sustained and strengthened for the living of our days.  The fact that we’re here means that already we know this.  It means also that we might be a blessing to those who aren’t here but who are yet people with whom we share in our days.  For, while we do have the right to remain silent, we also have a joy that is worthy of words and a Spirit that strengthens and wizens for honest speech.  

Thanks be to God.
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