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You’ve all heard of J.K. Rowlings, I presume. She was the out of work single mother who sat in a coffee shop making up, and writing down, stories for her child that eventually became the Harry Potter phenomenon - sweeping the world and making her the richest woman in it. Quite a few people, after her amazing success, myself included, thought to themselves, ‘Well, if she can do it, so can I - how hard can it be if such an ordinary woman could make such a spectacular success of it’. But writing a good story is not half as easy as it looks. I had a few pages of real rubbish in front of me before I decided that this was not going to be my forte. Not that I have ever been a creative writer - I was always far better at well reasoned discursive essays than fiction. But I do remember my standard eight English teacher talking about what makes a good story. It needs, he said, a well constructed beginning, in which the main characters are introduced, crucial elements of the plot are laid down, and a set of dynamics between the characters is set up. That needs to be followed by a well thought out middle, in which the story of the characters unfolds, in which they can grow and develop. And it needs a carefully arranged ending, which ties up the strands of the story into one pleasing tapestry, and which is consistent with, although by no means obvious from, the characters and dynamics introduced at the beginning.

And it struck me, as I was considering Pentecost, that this is exactly what today is all about. The celebration of Pentecost is the celebration of God’s carefully put together ending of a five thousand year story in which we are the main characters.

It’s a story that begins with Genesis - with the creation of the world out of nothing, God’s first words on the blank page of history. Characters are introduced - God, humanity. Dynamics and plot lines are set up. God creates with the intention that all should be good - that God and humanity should live together in perfect harmony with all of creation. But humanity takes the low road. Humanity has a mean streak, a seed of rebellion, that makes it work counter to God’s intention. There is conflict between humanity and God, and humanity can no longer dwell in perfect communion with God. People were cast out of the metaphorical garden. Even worse, people sought to become godlike themselves through the exercise of their own power. At the tower of Babel, built to challenge the heavens themselves, God finally says, ‘Enough!’ and scatters the people across the globe. As introductions go, this one seems to set up a classic tragedy: humanity, made with so much potential, becomes a slave to the fatal flaws of greed and selfishness.

But then begins the meat of our story - a three thousand year dance in which God and humanity continually circle one another - sometimes drawing close, sometimes pulling apart, but always learning something more of the steps as they move. What kind of a dance has it been? What steps have we learnt? How should we relate to God?

Move away from the worship of idols and the practice of magic - it is selfish and wrong to try to control God and one another. Listen to the prophets, and let your relationships be governed by justice, compassion and love. Don’t let your needs blind you to those of your family, your tribe, your nation, your world. Live the life I have called you to because I, the Lord, have commanded it, because it is a duty of the law, because you love one another as I have loved you. Do you see how the dance has progressed? With every step God has been teaching people a new way to understand themselves, giving people a new sense of who they are with God. From the most narrow self definition of ‘family versus the rest’, through ‘one chosen tribe’, ‘one chosen nation’, to the all encompassing, ‘love your neighbour as yourself’; from the restrictive, ‘Do it because I command’ to the liberating, ‘Do it because you love and value one another as I love and value you’; God has been drawing us out of the tragedy that was set up at Babel, and toward something that truly reflects who we were made to be. At the climax of that story, the definitive example of what the dance could be, comes Jesus, when God entered our life to become one with us, enabling us to become one with God.

And we are not talking here of the kind of unity that was set up in Genesis, where God visited Adam and Eve in the garden and strolled around with them. That is the unity of those who come together while forever remaining apart - for the simple reason that they remain two separate and distinct beings - creature and creator. The twist in God’s story is that the flaws of selfish ambition that kept humanity from God at the beginning are revealed as seeds of a later maturity, carefully nurtured by God, that would allow God to truly be one with us when the right time came. As a child who never learns the independence of the ‘terrible two’s’ can never grow to mature adulthood later, so humanity needed to learn what it was to be human and separate from God before it could truly offer itself to God.

And that is where we are with Pentecost - the dramatic conclusion to our shared story with God. The story of God’s intention for humanity, the tapestry that God was weaving, has completely unfolded - and God’s revealed intention is that we become part of the intimate, inner life of God, by experiencing the Spirit of God within ourselves. The same Spirit who binds Father to Son in the trinity has bound us together as community. We don’t go to God as slaves to a King, entreating God’s favour - we learn ultimately that the life of God permeates everything we are and everything we do. Some writers have gone so far as to say that God’s plan, from the beginning, was for us to ‘be God, with God’. Where events at Babel were marked by the scattering of people, and the profusion of differences, the wonder of Pentecost lies in the overcoming of difference to form a community that binds people together across space and time, and of which we are members together here this morning. Language, culture, history, divisions of tribalism and nationalism - all of these are swept away by the Spirit who enables all to hear the voice of God together - as the Parthians, Medes, Elamites and Mesopotamians did in the Acts event. Pentecost is the celebration of God’s final working out of our salvation; the final step in the process that enables us to live the potential we were created for.

Because life inspired by God’s Spirit is exactly what we were made for - to share an intimacy with God and one another marked by love, joy, peace, patience, kindness and all the other fruits of the divine life; to be healers of body, mind and spirit for one another; to speak the word of God to one another; and all the other gifts that are the fruit of tapping directly into the life of the God who underlies all creation. This is what we were made for - to revel with God in the creation God has gifted us with. This is the vision of the Kingdom of God that should inspire us daily.

But, of course, there is a catch. Before Pentecost, in the dance that God was leading humanity through, it was God who was leading. It was God who was the architect of the carefully constructed process in which humanity was being taught to be itself. After Pentecost, the rules of the game were changed. Because the ball has now firmly been put into our court. There is nothing more that God can give us to help us achieve this vision - there is nothing that can draw us more surely into the life of God than God’s own Spirit. What we do with that is now up to us! Not that God does not still continue to call and inspire us, but what happens to God’s vision for the Kingdom from that point on is now partly in our hands as well. We have become co-authors with God of everything that happens from now on, because we have become adult participants in God’s life and in God’s creation. And that is an awesome responsibility - to know that we are genuinely the caretakers and architects of the future with God, and it’s not a responsibility we can dodge by pretending it isn’t true.

But we can draw hope and courage as well by realising that, although much needs still to be done, we have come somewhere: slavery is not as common today as it was two thousand years ago, people have more of a voice in their government, we are more aware of the importance of proper ecological stewardship, there are better programmes of social care for the upliftment of the poor - we are learning and contributing something - but it falls to us to ensure the success of these programmes, and others, by making our voices heard wherever we can, because their success is a reflection of our faith. And we can take hope from a thought that horrified God at Babel: ‘If they work together’, God said, ‘nothing will be impossible for them!’ If we are truly people of God’s spirit now, then let us dream impossible dreams together, because the best impossible dreams that we can imagine are the world we can build with God.

Amen.

