Caldwell Memorial Presbyterian Church

Pentecost Sunday
May 27, 2007

Scripture: Matthew 14: 22-31

      Acts 2:1-21 

Among all of the stories, symbols, parables 

and metaphors in scripture, 

one of the most oft repeated is the storm.

It was with a storm - a mighty big one – 

that God started over with Noah, 

his family and two of every kind. 

God spoke to Job out of a storm – 

a good reminder that we all have 

our own personal storms from time to time.

In Psalm 107, the psalmist tells of God calming a storm 

to demonstrate God’s authority – 

work that is clearly picked up by Christ 

in the New Testament, as we read a moment ago 

in the Gospel of Matthew.

One of the great benefits of having four different gospels in the cannon -- of course -- is to highlight different perspectives and different details of Christ’s life.  
Still … one of the stories that all four gospels tell is about how Christ calms a sudden storm on the Sea of Galilee.  

These stories resonate for each of us at different times in our lives and in different ways.

For us as the church, they remind us that God does not to call us to stay in the harbor, where it is safe.  
God calls us to get out into the world, into the open waters. 
As a result, we in the church are never far away from a squall.
In the last few weeks, you may have heard reports of a particular storm that some fear is on the horizon here in Charlotte.
Several local media have carried stories about how quickly the face of our city is changing – literally.

For example, consider these facts. 

· 1 in 5 babies born in Mecklenburg County today is Hispanic. 
· Our county currently has a gap of more than 11,000 affordable housing units. African American and Hispanic households are twice as likely to be impacted by this affordable housing crisis as whites: as 33% of all African American households and 30% of Hispanic households make 50% or less of the median income, compared to only 16% of all white households. 
· Overall our county is growing by 1,500 new residents a month – that includes more than 5,000 new students in Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools every year. 
· Students of color now make up the majority of the CMS population – a clear predicator of our near-term future. 
· And at least 83 native languages are spoken by CMS students – but the challenge of CMS is to prepare them all for success in an English-speaking American economy.
Now … let me be clear, the change those statistics reflect is not the potential storm on our city’s horizon.

But indications of a storm may lie in the findings of a 40-city Harvard University survey that examined something called social capital.

Like a lot of things – there was good news and bad news.

The good news from the survey was that Charlotte ranked second out of 40 in measures of charitable giving and volunteerism and fourth in terms of religious involvement.
The bad news was that Charlotte ranked next to last on levels of trust between the races.  And therein lies the storm.
How then, a group of civic leaders has asked, do we reconcile the fact that we seem to care for others in our city, through giving to the United Way, non-profits and our houses of worship … and we trust a higher authority … but we don’t trust people who look different?

The result of those conversations was an initiative called Crossroads Charlotte. And, to help us all imagine our future, the leaders of this initiative sketched out four different scenarios … four potential paths our city can take between now and 2015.

One imagines a community known as Fortress Charlotte, a city gripped by racial division and fear and an economy sputtering because companies have stopped coming and growing here.

A second scenario called Class Act envisions a city that is considered by some to be “World Class,” a prospering place but also one where the races keep their distance and find ways to prosper without having much to do with one another.

A third scenario – called the Beat Goes On – imagines a city that keeps up appearances but never really comes to grips with its underlying problems of racial trust.

And a fourth scenario projects our city as seeing “Eye to Eye” on issues of access, equity, inclusion and trust, and, by doing so, has made its diversity an asset.

More than 30 organizations have taken a hard look at these possible futures and asked how they would be affected – businesses large and small, non-profit and religious organizations, media outlets and public sector partners like the schools and the police department.  

Recently, the first wave of Crossroads Charlotte initiatives was announced – a broad array of partnerships and solutions that are just getting started.  

Will these swirling new winds that are sweeping across our city rip our sails?  

Or will we find a way to harness them and let them carry us to new destinations?

Those are important questions for each of us as individuals.

But we are more than that.  We are people of faith.

And … as people of faith, how will we respond? 

*
*
*

Our scripture readings for today relate two very different kinds of storms and how our Triune God worked in and through both of them.

The first passage was Matthew’s account of how Christ calmed a storm and saved Peter from his own lack of faith.
The response of the disciples when their sudden storm blew in was clear. 

They were afraid. 
Jesus said: “Take courage.  Do not be afraid.”

But his words were lost on the disciples.

Even when Peter boldly proposed that he should walk on water as Christ did, his fear got the better of him.

As he began to sink under the weight of his own fear and doubt, Peter cried out, “Lord, save me.” 

Understanding our own fears is a good place to start when we consider the gusts and squalls that may be ahead for our city. 

We will not be asked to walk on water.  At least I don’t think we will.
But if we are to be brutally frank, we must recognize the power that fear will have over many of our city’s residents, maybe even some of us, as the face of our city changes. 

Fear of the unknown, of new things, fear of new people that will bring new ideas, new traditions and new and different ways of worshiping God to our city and even to neighborhoods.

So, again, the question for us as people of faith is: How will we respond?

*
*
*

Our second scripture reading today describes a different kind of storm – what the text calls a “sound like the rush of a violent wind,” filling the house where the disciples had gathered.  
“Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them.  All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them the ability.” 
This is a storm of a different kind -- obviously not your average gulley-washer, but rather a storm of grace. 
We often read this scripture on this day on our church calendar … a day we call Pentecost Sunday. 
On Pentecost Sunday, we celebrate how God came into the world in the form of the Holy Spirit and inspired the genesis of the church. 

As we state in our creeds and confessions, it is through the Holy Spirit that we grasp Jesus Christ and are given capacity for faith.  

Through the Holy Spirit we are renewed and regenerated and caused to do good works.  

Through the Holy Spirit, as written in the Confession of 1967, we are called to love and accept one another.

Now … were you listening closely to how God in the Holy Spirit made his debut?  
He didn’t speak just in the Greek that the disciples would have spoken.  
God chose a time when a convention of visitors from every nation was in Jerusalem. 
And the Holy Spirit spoke through the disciples in the native languages of each.

So, what does this tell us about God?

That from the beginning God has not intended for the church to be a club … or some other kind of private affair.  

That the Word goes beyond distinctions in native languages or national identity.  

That God speaks to all who would listen.

That the same God who accommodated himself to humanity in the life, death and resurrection of Christ Jesus then accommodated himself in the Holy Spirit . . . and in how the Spirit communicates to all people.

The larger truth in all of this is that God speaks across all of our differences, not just in language, but differences in opinion and outlook, large or small.  

That is an important word -- in a divided world and in a divided nation.

It is an especially important word as we consider the changing face of our own city … a city where at least 83 native languages are spoken in our schools every day. 
*
*
*

So, again, the question for us as people of faith is:  How are we to respond?

More specifically, we should ask that question of ourselves as this particular part of the Body of Christ … called together here at Caldwell Memorial Presbyterian Church … one of the most diverse communities of believers in our city.

It is a timely question as we begin this season of discernment for the “new thing” God is doing here.  
Surely God has not assembled this tapestry purely for God’s own viewing pleasure on Sunday mornings. We have an opportunity unlike any other church in our community.  How will we respond?
*
*
*

 Lewis story (shorten)
*
*
*
Friends, in Charlotte, we see the patterns changing.  As a city, we still have time to build trust that crosses lines of race, ethnicity and religion.

As a diverse -- and a diversely gifted -- community of faith, how will respond?

How do we join hands and walk together … and, perhaps, show others how to do the same?

As we ponder those questions together and individually over the next few weeks, remember the scripture we read this morning.

In Jesus Christ, God has calmed every storm we will ever face. The issue is settled and we are forever freed from fear and doubt to serve God in faith in perfect peace.

And in the Holy Spirit, the church is encouraged and equipped to tell the story of God’s atoning grace in Christ Jesus.  In the Holy Spirit, God has come to dwell with us forever, giving us strength to make the journey together as the church … whatever storms may come our way.   
In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit,

Amen.
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