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Come,	Holy	Spirit!	
Last	 Sunday	 I	 was	 away	 from	

you;	 I	 was	 attending	 the	 General	
Meeting	 of	 the	 BC	 Conference	 of	 the	
United	 Church.	 That’s	 a	 gathering	 that	
takes	 place	 most	 years	 at	 around	 this	
time,	 the	 time	 of	 Pentecost,	 and	 it	
brings	 together	 ministers	 and	 lay	
people	 from	 all	 of	 the	 congregations	
and	 presbyteries	 throughout	 BC	
Conference.	 So,	 I	was	 there	 along	with	
Betty	 Chenoweth	 and	 Maxine	 Coffey,	
two	 of	 Trinity’s	 lay	 representatives.	
Don	Seaton	also	attended	as	an	at-large	
delegate	 from	 Kamloops-Okanagan	
Presbytery.		

One	 of	 the	 highlights	 of	 this	
meeting	 is	 the	 worship	 service	 on	
Sunday,	 where	 new	 ministers	 are	
ordained,	 commissioned,	 or	
recognized,	depending	on	 the	 category	
of	 ministry	 they	 are	 entering.	 The	
meeting	 also	 conducts	 business,	 and	
passes	 motions,	 and	 elects	 a	
Conference	 President.	 There	 are	
opportunities	 for	 learning	 and	
discussion,	 and	many	 opportunities	 to	
worship	together.		

There	 is	usually	 a	 theme	 for	 the	
meeting,	 and	 this	 year—somewhat	
unusually—our	 theme	 was	 theology,	
what	 we	 believe	 about	 God	 in	 the	
United	 Church.	 Now,	 it	 may	 surprise	
you	to	hear	me	say	that	it	is	unusual	for	

us	 to	 discuss	 theology	 at	 a	 Conference	
meeting.	 After	 all,	 this	 is	 a	 large	
regional	 gathering	 of	 church	 people:	
what	else	would	we	talk	about?	

But	 think	 about	 your	 own	
experience	 of	 church	 meetings:	 think	
about	 your	 experiences	 on	 a	 church	
committee	 or	 team,	 or	 at	 the	 annual	
meeting	 of	 the	 congregation;	 maybe	
you’ve	 been	 to	 Presbytery	 or	 BC	
Conference,	or	a	meeting	of	the	General	
Council.	The	 truth	 is	we	 spend	a	 lot	of	
time	 in	 church	 meetings	 doing	 other	
things	 than	 taking	 about	 theology:	
passing	 motions,	 conducting	 business,	
making	 plans	 and	 organizing	 tasks,	
reviewing	 what	 happened,	 passing	
budgets,	taking	minutes.		

So	 it	was	unusual	 that	 the	 focus	
of	this	meeting	was	the	theology,	or	the	
theologies,	 of	 the	 United	 Church	 of	
Canada.	 Our	 theme	 presenter	 was	 the	
Rev.	 Janet	 Gear,	 a	 teacher	 at	 the	
Vancouver	School	of	Theology,	and	she	
presented	 her	work	 on	 discerning	 five	
theological	 streams	 within	 our	
denomination.	

The	 meeting	 was	 organized	
around	 the	 question,	 “How	 big	 is	 our	
tent?”,	 using	 the	 metaphor	 of	 the	 big	
tent	 to	 talk	 about	 the	 extent	 to	 which	
we	are	open	to	 including	and	engaging	



Trinity	United	Church	 2	 June	4,	2017	

 

a	 wide	 variety	 of	 theological	
perspectives	 in	 our	 church.	 This	
question	 shaped	 not	 only	 our	 learning	
and	 discussion	 times,	 but	 also	 our	
worship,	 and	 even	 our	 conduct	 of	 the	
business	of	the	meeting.	

The	 reading	 from	 Acts	 that	
Phyllis	 read	 for	 us	 today	 also	 opens	
with	 a	 description	 of	 a	meeting.	We’re	
told	 that	 the	 followers	 of	 Jesus	 had	
gathered	 together,	 and	 we	 might	
imagine	 that	 their	 agenda	 as	 they	
gathered	was	to	figure	out	how	to	keep	
the	 Jesus	 movement	 going	 now	 that	
Jesus	 had	 ascended	 into	 heaven	 and	
was	no	longer	with	them.		

Perhaps	 they	 were	 soliciting	
suggestions	 from	 table	 groups	 or	
debating	 resolutions	 about	 how	 to	 do	
just	that,	when	their	agenda	was	rudely	
interrupted.	The	 interruption	comes	 in	
the	 form	 of	 a	 sound:	 the	 sound	 of	 a	
roaring,	 howling	 wind	 that	 fills	 the	
entire	house	where	 they	had	gathered.	
Whatever	 was	 happening,	 whatever	
they	 had	 been	 saying	 was	 obliterated,	
all	 the	words	 swallowed	up	by	 this	 jet	
engine	roar.		

In	 the	 midst	 of	 this	 deafening	
roar,	 flamelike	 tongues	 appear	 over	
each	 person’s	 head,	 resting	 there	 like	
dancing	flame.	And	the	roar	must	have	
subsided,	 because	 they	 all	 began	
speaking	 again;	 only	 this	 time	 they	
spoke	in	all	the	languages	of	the	known	
world,	 languages	 they	 hadn’t	 even	
known	a	moment	earlier.		

All	 of	 this	 commotion—the	
deafening	 roar,	 the	 dancing	 flames	

resting	 on	 each	 head,	 the	 miraculous	
ability	 to	 speak	 in	 new	 languages—
attracts	a	crowd.	And	it’s	a	very	diverse	
crowd	 as	 Jerusalem	 was	 a	
cosmopolitan	 centre.	 The	 crowd	 that	
gathers	 is	 alternately	 “bewildered,”	
“amazed	and	astonished,”	and	“amazed	
and	perplexed,”	though	some	sneered.	

The	 reason	 they	 are	 so	
astounded	 is	 because	 they	 hear	 their	
own	languages	being	spoken	by	people	
that	 they	 thought	 couldn’t	 speak	 their	
language.	They	are	receiving	a	message	
in	 a	 language	 that	 they	 can	 actually	
hear.	And	the	message	that	they	receive	
is	 a	 message	 about	 “God’s	 deeds	 of	
power.”	 It’s	 a	 theological	 message,	 a	
message	about	what	God	is	up	to	in	the	
world.		

I	 think	 something	 like	 this	
happened	 at	 our	 BC	 Conference	
Meeting	 last	 weekend.	 I	 mean,	 there	
wasn’t	 a	 deafening	 roar—although	
sometimes	the	music	was	quite	loud—,	
and	 there	weren’t	 little	visible	 tongues	
of	 flame	 above	 people’s	 heads,	 but	
almost.	Surely	the	Holy	Spirit	was	in	the	
tent	with	us.	

The	 presenter,	 Janet	 Gear,	
described	 what	 are	 essentially	 five	
theological	 languages	 spoken	 in	 the	
United	 Church:	 evangelical,	 ecclesial,	
missional,	 ecumenical,	 and	 spiritual.	
Each	 of	 these	 languages	 has	 its	
particular	ways	 of	 understanding	 God,	
and	 understanding	 the	 role	 of	 the	
church.		

For	 example,	 evangelicals	 want	
to	 share	 the	 gospel;	 ecclesial	 folks	
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emphasize	 the	 role	 of	 the	 church	 as	
steward	of	the	story,	teaching	it	to	each	
new	 generation;	 missional	 people	 are	
in	 the	 business	 of	 making	 disciples,	
those	 sent	 out	 into	 the	 world;	
ecumenicals	believe	 in	partnering	with	
others	 for	 social	 justice	 and	 social	
change;	and	 the	spiritual	 folks	want	 to	
nurture	 the	 inner	 spiritual	 path.	 Over	
the	weekend,	 people	 who	 represented	
each	of	these	languages	gave	testimony,	
led	worship,	 and	 participated	 in	 panel	
discussions.		

And	 what	 happened	 over	 the	
course	of	the	weekend	is	that	everyone	
who	had	gathered	there,	everyone	who	
had	 come	 to	 Vancouver	 to	 participate	
in	 the	 meeting,	 heard	 their	 own	
language	 being	 spoken—especially	 in	
the	 times	 of	 testimony,	 people	 giving	
witness	to	their	life	of	faith.		

Speaking	 for	myself,	 as	a	person	
who	lives	somewhere	in	the	evangelical	
/	 ecclesial	 /	 missional	 part	 of	 the	
spectrum,	 it	 was	 thrilling	 to	 hear	 my	
kind	 of	 language	 spoken	 so	 much	 in	
this	 meeting.	 In	 my	 experience	 of	 the	
United	 Church,	 the	 main	 languages	 I	
have	 heard	 spoken	 are	 those	 at	 the	
other	 end,	 the	 ecumenical	 and	 the	
spiritual.	 It	 was	 affirming	 to	 feel	 that	
there	 was	 a	 place	 for	 my	 theological	
language	 and	 culture	 in	 the	 wider	
church.		

But	 the	 wider	 point	 of	 the	
meeting	was	to	enable	us	all,	whatever	
our	 language,	 to	 hear	 the	 Spirit	
speaking	 in	 each	 of	 these	 languages,	
testifying	 to	 what	 the	 Scripture	 calls	
“God’s	 deeds	 of	 power.”	 Just	 like	 the	

people	in	the	Acts	story,	each	person	at	
the	 meeting	 heard	 the	 Spirit	 speaking	
in	 their	own	 language	about	what	God	
is	up	to	in	the	world.	

It	 was	 way	 more	 exciting	 than	
just	 doing	 business!	 And	 keeping	 the	
focus	 on	 theology,	 on	 God,	 enabled	 us	
to	get	past	some	of	the	usual	things	that	
divide	 us	 as	 a	 church:	 political	 or	
ideological	leanings;	the	rural	vs.	urban	
divide;	 generational	 differences.	 Even	
though	 we	 explored	 five	 different	
languages,	 rooting	 all	 of	 our	
conversation	 in	 theology,	 in	 God,	 gave	
us	a	common	language.	

But	 let’s	 not	 forget	 the	 main	
lesson	 of	 the	 Pentecost	 story.	 Hearing	
our	own	 language	spoken	 is	gratifying,	
it’s	deeply	moving;	it	conveys	a	sense	of	
home,	 of	 belonging.	 Belonging	 to	 the	
family	of	God.	But	the	deafening	roar	of	
the	wind,	and	 the	 lively	dancing	of	 the	
flames,	isn’t	designed	to	get	us	to	settle	
down	and	be	cosy	with	each	other.	 It’s	
designed	to	disrupt,	to	challenge,	to	stir	
us	up	and	send	us	out;	to	send	us	out	as	
witnesses,	able	to	testify	to	the	world	in	
whatever	 language	 we	 speak	 best,	 to	
testify	 to	 the	world	 about	what	God	 is	
up	to.		

The	 Pentecost	 story	 of	 speaking	
new	 languages	 is	 a	 reminder	 to	 us	 of	
how	 the	 Spirit	 gifts	 us	 and	 empowers	
us	to	do	what	we	otherwise	couldn’t	do,	
or	wouldn’t	do.	Let	us	pray:		

“Jesus,	 in	 your	 resurrection	 you	
graciously	 returned	 to	 your	 people,	
forgave	us,	and	commissioned	us	to	be	
your	 witnesses	 in	 the	 world.	 In	 the	
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pentecostal	descent	of	your	Holy	Spirit	
you	became	present	to	your	church	in	a	
wondrous	new	way.		

Keep	 pouring	 out	 your	 Holy	
Spirit	 on	 your	 church.	 The	 tasks	 that	
you	 call	 us	 to	 undertake	 are	 too	
demanding	to	be	done	by	ourselves.	We	
need	your	empowerment	in	order	to	be	
faithful	to	your	vocation.	

Descend	 among	 us	 and	 drive	 us	
out	beyond	the	safe,	secure	confines	of	
our	 congregation	 so	 that	 we	might	 be	
your	 Spirit-filled	witnesses	 throughout	
the	world.	Holy	wind,	stir	us	up.	Shake	
us	 up.	 Ignite	 us	 that	 we	 might	 burn	
brightly	and	our	 lights	might	show	the	
world	 the	 presence	 and	 reality	 of	 you,	
light	of	the	world.	

Make	 us	 the	 sort	 of	 people	who	
attempt	such	great	works	in	your	name	
that	 we	 will	 utterly	 fail	 without	 the	
empowerment	 of	 your	 Holy	 Spirit.”1	
Come,	Holy	Spirit!	Amen.	
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1Prayer by Will Willimon, Pulpit Resource, April May 
June 2017. 


