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Friends, are you thirsty for God?

Are you spiritually parched?

Do you want to feel the breeze of the Spirit pass by like a whiff of a minty fresh scent?

Or, do you want to taste and chew your way to enlightenment – like you chew on a good piece of scripture?

Do you?

Well the marketplace has some products for you.

As you may have read in the Observer or Newsweek recently, several companies have begun marketing consumer products with religious messages.

You can get fresh breath with Testamints.
You can read verses of scripture on every pack of Bible Gum.

And if you are thirsty for God, several firms now market bottled water with religious packaging.  You can choose from Holy Drinking Water, which is blessed by a priest. Its marketers say it’s as good as the cross for reminding us to be kind to others.  

You can swill a bottle of Liquid OM, which purportedly contains positive energy because its bottlers strike a giant gong over it before shipping it out.

Or you can get revived with a bottle of Spiritual Water, available in only one flavor but with different labels, such as Freedom Water, Strength Water, Control Water, Energy Water or Formula “J” Water.

I called the company, said I would like to show you a bottle and they were gracious enough to send me three. .

On their website, the marketers of Spiritual Water explain it is purified from a municipal water source.  Spiritual Water, the website says, “can meet the demands of discerning and health-conscious consumers by offering purified water that also delivers purified thoughts and actions for a totally positive and wholesome lifestyle.”  

So there you have it.

According to media reports, some religious and green advocates have criticized these products as unethical and unhealthy for the environment.  In the end, as always, the marketplace will decide their ultimate fate.  
As for me, I like my bottled water, which I get by going to the kitchen off the Shelby Room and filling up an empty water bottle I keep in my office. 
*

 *

*

Today, of course, is Pentecost Sunday, the Sunday on our liturgical calendar when the church focuses on the work of the Holy Spirit. 
And perhaps the question of the day is, where do we turn for spiritual renewal?

Consumer products like Testamints, Bible Gum and Holy Drinking Water provide one alternative. 

Or do we find it elsewhere? 

The honest truth is that the Holy Spirit may very well not be at the top of the list of many people who consider themselves Christians.  Of the three persons of the Trinity, I think, many don’t quite know what to do with the idea of the Spirit.

We know the Godhead from the entire sweep of scripture, and we consider Christ the cornerstone of the church.  
But what of the Spirit?

That is a question more of us are asking, it seems.

There has been a surge of interest in the Holy Spirit and in spirituality over the last quarter century or so, and that is a good thing. 
Dan Migliore, whose book Faith Seeking Understanding is widely considered a standard for the Christian life, offers these points for consideration on the resurgence of the Spirit.

First, he says, the renewed interest in the Spirit is a counter-reaction to how the church at large has grown less personal over the decades.  It may also reflect a hunger for a deeper faith and spiritual strength to deal with the crises of our times.

He goes on: Social activists may be turning to spirituality as a source of perseverance in the ongoing struggles for justice, peace and freedom.  
It also may be that we turn to the Spirit to find common ground in our efforts for better ecumenical and interfaith relations.

In scripture, the Spirit makes well over 500 appearances. 

In the Old Testament, the Spirit is the origin of supernatural abilities – think Moses and the Red Sea.  It is the giver of artistic skill and the source of power and strength for leaders such as David and the Judges.  The Spirit inspires prophesy and equips God’s messengers.  And the Spirit sustains all who call on God in times of trial, from Job to Israel in exile.

In the passage we read a moment ago from Numbers, God appears in a cloud and imparts the power of the Spirit to seventy elders, who are temporarily endowed with the gift of prophecy.  

This is an answer to prayer for Moses, who had complained to God that the burden of leadership was too heavy for one person to bear. It’s also fair warning to you elders out there that I may call on you to preach some Sunday when my well has run dry.

In the New Testament, the Spirit declares the truth about God in the Gospels, fuels the growth of the church and pours out God’s love on the world.

Our passage from 1 Corinthians is the familiar story of how the Spirit bestows a variety of gifts on people for worship and how God calls on them to use that array of gifts for the common good.

Perhaps part of our perplexity about the Spirit is that we don’t see these kinds of Spiritual outbreaks in our own times.  Perhaps we are looking for God to move in and through the Spirit as God did in the accounts of Scripture. Our world is by no means without miracles, but it’s been a while since someone parted a sea or healed another person with the touch of a hand.  We tell ourselves that God must have saved those activities of the Spirit for biblical times.  

So, where does the Holy Spirit fit in our walk with God here in the twenty first century?

If we turn to theology, which after all means knowledge of God, we find some answers.

The Spirit represents – or re-presents -- Christ to all believers, uniting us with Christ and closing the gap between us and Christ, who sits at the right hand of the Godhead.

The Spirit gives and nurtures life – which is a good image for us on this Mother’s Day, when we remember those who, in our birth, gave us our mortal lives.  Along those lines, it is good to remember that the Hebrew word for Spirit, ruach, is female in gender.

The Spirit also gives us freedom – it liberates us to do God’s will, just as it broke Peter and Paul out of jail in Acts.

The Spirit energizes resistance to injustice and makes good on God’s guarantees. 

Now . . . perhaps I could stop there.  Perhaps one or more of these explanations and references represents what the Holy Spirit is to you.

But, some of you may still be saying … “That’s all very well and good, John, but … but I’m still listening for an explanation of the Holy Spirit I can get my arms around, one that I recognize in my life.” 

I do not and will not ever pretend I understand – much less describe from the pulpit – your individual walks with God.  So, if that’s what some of you are thinking right now, I can respect that.

We live in such chaotic times, after all. 

Here in America, no one seems to really know how deep and how long this time of economic stress may last … and how many families at the bottom rungs of our society may suffer before things get better.

Around the world, more than three dozen countries are experiencing food shortages so severe that they are at high risk of major civil unrest.  Indeed, a number are already experiencing food riots.

In Myanmar, a cyclone leaves a million people homeless yet their own government prevents humanitarian aid from reaching them. 

Where is the activity of the Spirit in all this, you might be asking.

Well, I would respectfully offer two responses.

First, if you are looking for the kind of conclusive answers that will address the issue so comprehensively that it is completely resolved, I am afraid I must tell you that you’ve come to the wrong place.

The mystery of faith is that some things stand outside our realm of understanding.  That is a hard reality to digest.  At some time or another, each of us has asked – or even demanded – that God would give us clarity. 

But as the apostle Paul writes in the chapter following today’s reading, “For now we see through a dark glass, but then we will see face to face. Now I know in part, but then I will know fully just as I also have been fully known.”
Faith is in part a mystery and that is why we call it faith.

If that is too remote an answer … too esoteric … here is the second part of my response.

God abides with us in that mystery, through the Holy Spirit. Through the Spirit we are each given gifts.  The Spirit is revealed in and through those gifts and so we are gifts to each other … until the dark glass is removed and we know fully.

In today’s text from 1 Corinthians, Paul uses the word “variety” not once but three times to describe the range of God’s creative expression in the gifts God gives.  The list of spiritual gifts that he provides here is one of several in his letters. None is meant to be complete. Even Paul does not presume to be able to catalogue all the ways in which the Spirit endows believers.  

The church is not meant to be homogenous, you see.  So we must strive to achieve what one commentator describes as the “delicate balance between form and freedom.”

As New Testament scholar Bruce Fisk writes:

 “Apparently no one told Paul he had to choose between the two; he wants both.  So his challenge to the Christian community in 1 Corinthians 12 is to celebrate and encourage the wildly diverse contributions of each individual.  At the same time, however, he challenges each individual to use his or her gifts in ways that strengthen and support the corporate assembly.”

We are blessed with the delicate balance here at Caldwell, aren’t we?  God’s variety of gifts is as clear here as any church I have known … because God’s variety of people is evident here … and because so many of you offer your gifts so freely.

Here is another quote from Fisk, the New Testament scholar: 

“In Paul’s vision, when the Spirit empowers believers, they become ‘freely bound’ – creatively committed to the needs and interests of one another, and to the dynamic unity of the church.”

That “dynamic unity: sounds a bit like us, doesn’t it?  We should hope it does. We should aspire to that.

The Greek word Paul uses for spiritual gifts in today’s passage is charis-mata.  The first part of that word – charis – is the Greek for grace, which is God’s greatest gift and the root of all of God’s gifts. 

Our gifts are not our own – not a badge or an award or an achievement – any more than our salvation is something we can achieve for ourselves.

So in the sense that Paul means it, to be charismatic is – at once – to use our particular gifts but to do so only with an abiding commitment to unity and community.

That part can get tricky. Each of us – all of us – see through that dark glass – and, even then, we may not perceive the same thing.  That’s where many churches get in trouble.  They lose control of that balance of form and freedom.  That’s why Paul wrote this letter to the church at Corinth in the first place.  The church there was a mess. 

But that risk does not relieve us of the call to turn our various gifts into a symphony of praise and service. We are called to keep our ears - and our minds - open for the guidance of the Spirit.

*
*     *

As I have mentioned before, several of our working groups and committees are engaged now in the hard work of listening and thinking very intentionally for how we can best serve God as a distinct faith community in Charlotte – through mission and education, congregational care and worship and stewardship of this marvelous but aging campus.

In the first few weeks as your pastor, it’s been a pleasure to see how these teams seek to balance diversity and unity. The Spirit is surely present in those conversations, and that is what makes this such a special place.  

I admit that I am still getting used to friends and acquaintances asking: “So, John, how is your flock?” 

When I hear that, and pause to think about all of you, I picture the greeting card I keep on my desk.  

It’s one of those Far Side cartoons.  

It shows a flock of sheep grazing in a field, heads down, munching away. Except for one, who is standing up on her hind legs in the middle of the flock, waving her front legs frantically in the air.

“Wait, wait, listen to me,” she says, “We don’t have to be just sheep.”

That one sheep is from Caldwell.

We may all be God’s flock … but in the spirit of that cartoon … I have come to appreciate the fact that this congregation is anything but just another bunch of sheep.

To the contrary, we have an opportunity to serve as a model of what Paul is saying here in Corinthians … to strive for that precious balance of diversity and unity, charisma and community.

We are endowed with a variety of spiritual gifts … so many different expressions of God’s creativity. We are gifts to each other … freely bound … for the common good. 

May the Holy Spirit abide in us and with us … as we seek to discern, individually and collectively, the path our God has ordained. 

Amen.
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