
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Day of Pentecost

Whitsunday

Year A

RCL

Numbers 11:24-30
Psalm 104:25-35, 37
John 7:37-39

O God, who on this day taught the hearts of your faith-

ful people by sending to them the light of your Holy 

Spirit: Grant us by the same Spirit to have a right judg-

ment in all things, and evermore to rejoice in his holy 

comfort; through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, who 

lives and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy 

Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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Numbers 11:24-30

Moses went out and told the people the words of the 

LORD; and he gathered seventy elders of the people, 

and placed them all around the tent. Then the LORD 

came down in the cloud and spoke to him, and took 

some of the spirit that was on him and put it on the sev-

enty elders; and when the spirit rested upon them, they 

prophesied. But they did not do so again.

Two men remained in the camp, one named Eldad, 

and the other named Medad, and the spirit rested on 

them; they were among those registered, but they had 

not gone out to the tent, and so they prophesied in the 

camp. And a young man ran and told Moses, “Eldad 

and Medad are prophesying in the camp.” And Joshua 

son of Nun, the assistant of Moses, one of his chosen 

men, said, “My lord Moses, stop them!” But Moses said
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to him, “Are you jealous for my sake? Would that all 

the LORD’s people were prophets, and that the LORD 

would put his spirit on them!” And Moses and the el-

ders of Israel returned to the camp.
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Psalm 104:25-35, 37 Page 736, BCP

Benedic, anima mea

25 O LORD, how manifold are your works! 
in wisdom you have made them all;
the earth is full of your creatures.

26 Yonder is the great and wide sea
with its living things too many to number, 
creatures both small and great.

27 There move the ships,
and there is that Leviathan, 
which you have made for the sport of it.

28 All of them look to you 
to give them their food in due season.

29 You give it to them; they gather it; 
you open your hand, and they are filled with good things.

30 You hide your face, and they are terrified; 
you take away their breath,
and they die and return to their dust.

31 You send forth your Spirit, and they are created; 
and so you renew the face of the earth.

32 May the glory of the LORD endure for ever; 
may the LORD rejoice in all his works.

33 He looks at the earth and it trembles; 
he touches the mountains and they smoke.

34 I will sing to the LORD as long as I live; 
I will praise my God while I have my being.

35 May these words of mine please him; 
I will rejoice in the LORD.

37 Bless the LORD, O my soul, 
Hallelujah!
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John 7:37-39

On the last day of the festival, the great day, while Je-

sus was standing there, he cried out, “Let anyone who is

thirsty come to me, and let the one who believes in me 

drink. As the scripture has said, ‘Out of the believer’s 

heart shall flow rivers of living water.’” Now he said 

this about the Spirit, which believers in him were to re-

ceive; for as yet there was no Spirit, because Jesus was 

not yet glorified.
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SERMON

It’s Pentecost Sunday! The Spirit is given to the 

church and the season of Easter is complete! What a 

journey we have taken! Let’s see if it is possible to 

stitch it into a cloth. 

Most of us who grew up in the church heard God be-

ing spoken of both as “up in heaven” and as “every-

where,” that is, as omnipresent. The traditional terms 

for these two dimensions of God are transcendence and 

immanence: the “moreness” and the “presence” of God.

Combining these two affirmations produces the central 

claim: God is “the More” who is “right here.”1 For most

of us, though, the teaching we received didn’t combine 

these affirmations so much as they suggested a third – 

God in heaven, far away. Is this an accurate way to con-

ceive of our relationship with God?

1 Borg, Marcus J. (2009-03-17). The Heart of Christianity (p. 66). HarperCollins. Kindle Edition. 
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On Easter Sunday we learned about “The Stone”. The 

stone the two Marys beheld marks the line of division 

between what we can know and what we cannot know 

but must accept in faith. That stone, and all it symbol-

izes is the entrance point for those seeking to enter the 

Kingdom. Until you humbly acknowledge the moreness

of God, you are stuck with the idea of God as a physical

phenomenon which just needs more study.

On the Second Sunday of Easter, we learned about

“Three  Little  Words”,  faith,  belief  and  doubt.  In  the

story of Thomas, I said, 

Thomas’ problem wasn’t doubt. It was faith-
lessness. He lacked faith because he had not 
yet come to believe that Jesus had been 
raised from the dead. To maintain that any 
doubt somehow trumps faith is to be awfully 
cavalier about the meaning of these impor-
tant words.

On the Third Sunday of Easter, I taught that the di-
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vine  is  inextricably  wound  up  with  the  profane  and

however much we might wish to keep God off some-

where in the clouds where he might miss some of the

stuff we get up to, He insists on making His dwelling

here.

On the Fourth Sunday of Easter, we met the issue

head-on when I spoke about the uncomfortable concept

of a supernatural theism which imagines God as very

distant, interacting with our world only through occa-

sional  miracles  to  make  a  point.  Thus  God  and  the

world are sharply distinguished: God is “up in heaven,”

“out there,” beyond the universe. When “out there” is

emphasized and separated from “right here,” God’s re-

lation to the world is distorted, and the notion of God

becomes harder and harder to accept2.

On the Fifth Sunday of Easter, I suggested a better

2 The Heart of Christianity (Marcus J. Borg) 
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way of envisioning our relationship with God than that

offered by a distant miracle worker God. We spoke of

the Spirit of God abiding within the living. He is in us,

and we are in him. That’s quite a difference!

On the Sixth Sunday of Easter, we learned that Je-

sus promised another Advocate, who would be with us

forever. Jesus described this Advocate as “... the Spirit

of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it nei-

ther sees him nor knows him. You know him, because

he abides with you, and he will be in you.”

On the Seventh Sunday of Easter, we learned that

our dreams of reality, which we trust so easily, are no

more than dreams. The Spirit of Truth, the Advocate Je-

sus promised, informs us that the only reality is God,

who abides in us and we in him.

Through  that  long  journey  I  was  contrasting  two

ways of envisioning our relationship to God. On the one
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hand is the idea of God in heaven, separate from us, in-

tervening in the world only to perform the occasional

miracle. On the other hand is the idea of God abiding

with us here and now, a God who is in us, and we in

Him. It is not possible to decide which version is “true”

for God cannot be caught in our nets of thought. It is

possible to decide which concept permits us to do as we

were commanded and to spread the Gospel throughout

the world. Let’s convince ourselves first that God can-

not be caught in our nets.

Recall the stone in front of the tomb of Jesus. On

one side is the world we inhabit. On the other side lies a

mystery we cannot plumb. Between the two is the stone

and however hard we might hammer upon it, the stone

will not be moved. It is the work of angels to roll aside

the stone. Or, imagine our world as an enormous air-

liner. We, the passengers, can have no access to the pi-
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lot’s cabin for the door is locked. Even if we were to

gain access to it, we have no skill to operate the con-

trols. Yet we know that the captain in the cabin has the

welfare of us all foremost in his mind. We ride in com-

fort and security for we know that the captain abides

with us in the plane, and we ride with him.

How would you feel, though, if the idea of a distant

God who only intervenes to cause occasional miracles

were an accurate way to imagine our relationship with

God?  In  other  words,  how  comfortable  and  secure

would you feel if the airliner were a drone, operated re-

motely?

The idea of a remote God did damage to me as a

young  person.  I  came  away  from my  early  religious

training with the idea of a distant, miracle working God

who intervened in the world only in response to prayer

and I left the church, and thoughts of God, in the dust.
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Just as Marcus Borg observed, 

When “out there” is emphasized and sepa-
rated from “right here,” God’s relation to 
the world is distorted, and the notion of God 
becomes harder and harder to accept.

“Harder to accept?” I found it impossible to accept!

I cannot have faith in a drone airplane piloted from a

distance. I don’t think I am the only one to be betrayed

by  well-meaning  teachers  caught  in  a  net  not  of  the

church’s making but one of modern Western Christian-

ity’s failure to take seriously the teaching of Christ. God

is here! Now! You abide in Him and He abides in you!

It is this division between what the world tells us and

what the Scriptures reveal which can only be crossed by

the indwelling Spirit of Truth. So, what does that mean,

anyway?

The Book of Numbers reports

Moses went out and told the people the 
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words of the LORD; and he gathered sev-
enty elders of the people, and placed them all
around the tent. Then the LORD came down
in the cloud and spoke to him, and took some
of the spirit that was on him and put it on 
the seventy elders; and when the spirit rested
upon them, they prophesied. But they did 
not do so again.

But the Gospel of John tells us 

On the last day of the festival, the great day, 
while Jesus was standing there, he cried out, 
“Let anyone who is thirsty come to me, and 
let the one who believes in me drink. As the 
scripture has said, ‘Out of the believer’s 
heart shall flow rivers of living water.’” Now 
he said this about the Spirit, which believers 
in him were to receive; for as yet there was 
no Spirit, because Jesus was not yet glorified.

Well...which is it, God? Was there a spirit to be shared

in Moses’ time or not? If God only intervenes in our 

lives from a distance to perform occasional miracles, 

what does this passage from John mean? If God abides 

8



within us and we in Him, what does that mean? Here’s 

a thought:

So it may be that individual men do not re-
ceive from God the fullness of spiritual bless-
ing expressed in the New Testament, as “the 
gift of the Holy Spirit” until they cease to re-
gard Jesus as a mere teacher, example and 
friend, and glorify Him by accepting Him as 
their Savior and the absolute Lord and Ruler
of their hearts and lives!3

When I was a kid, children who rode an airplane were 

given gold plastic wings to pin to their shirts. It meant 

that you had won your wings and announced to the 

other kids that something remarkable had happened. To 

have faith that your life is in the hands of a loving pilot,

you must first believe in the pilot’s ability to pilot, a 

skill which you do not have. You must accept that there 

is a locked door between you and the pilot’s cabin, but 

that the pilot has your back, nonetheless. You cannot 
3 The Modern Speech New Testament (New York: Baker & Taylor Co., 1904)
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travel comfortably envisioning the captain as your 

friend or your teacher or an example of good behavior. 

You must accept Him as your savior if you are to win 

your wings. God gives the gift of the Holy Spirit but we

must humble ourselves to receive it.

This cannot be stated too strongly. Until you believe 

that something happened in the pilot’s cabin beyond 

your ability to know, beyond your ability to see, you 

cannot have faith in God’s love for you. Until you have 

faith in God’s love for you, you will live in doubt, fear, 

and anxiety. The attempts to move God to a far-off 

heaven, on the one hand, or to explain away the resur-

rection, on the other, are just attempts to avoid teaching 

of the one spirit of truth — that Jesus was not your 

friend or your teacher or your example of a life well 

lived. Jesus is the absolute Lord and Ruler of your 

hearts and lives. Glorifying Jesus in this way opens 
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your heart to the receipt of the Holy Spirit, and nothing 

less, more or other will suffice.

The other kids who saw the gold plastic wings on my 

shirt knew I had done something wonderful. They knew

I had flown through the air like Superman safe in the 

hands of a highly skilled pilot. I was a different kid than

I was before. Something had happened and all the kids 

could see it. 

What does a life touched by the Spirit of Truth, a life 

lived in recognition that God abides in me and I in Him 

look like to others? Would it be different than a life led 

by one envisioning a remote, distant God? I think it 

would. I think a life led by one envisioning a God living

in a far-off heaven would involve a lot of discussion of 

what happens when you die. I think the kids I was 

showing my wings off to would pretty quickly lose in-

terest if all I had to say about the experience was that I 
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was confident that if the plane crashed, I’d go to 

heaven. They wouldn’t want to hear that! They would 

want to hear about my experience of flying above the 

clouds!

In contrast, a recounting of my adventure by one envi-

sioning a God who is here and now and abides with me 

would be full of stories of how the plane banked on 

takeoff and how high we were and what the clouds 

looked like from the other side. I think the stories would

emphasize life, not death. And I think the other kids 

would want to hear more.

For centuries the church has taught that God is both 

immanent, here and now, infusing the world, and tran-

scendent, beyond human understanding. But transcen-

dent doesn’t mean absent. It just means that the door 

between the pilot’s cabin and the passenger cabin is 

locked, as the stone is in place before the tomb. Choos-
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ing to move God to a distant heaven is just an attempt 

to avoid accepting that God is God, we are not, nor can 

ever be. Choosing to move God to a distant heaven is 

just an attempt to avoid the work of faith which comes 

from understanding that we live here by God’s grace, 

and with His love if we will but pay attention. But ac-

cepting that God abides in us and we in Him empowers 

us to be about God’s business. 

Acknowledge that God alone is God. Acknowledge 

that you cannot receive from Him the fullness of spiri-

tual blessing expressed in the New Testament, as “the 

gift of the Holy Spirit” until you cease to regard Jesus 

as a mere teacher, example, and friend and glorify Him 

by accepting Him as your Savior and the absolute Lord 

and Ruler of your hearts and lives!

AMEN
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2014 J. Stewart Schneider

14


