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A few moments ago, Don read I Corinthians 13 and Acts 2, and I worry that you didn’t hear 
them. It’s no easy thing to pay real attention to words you’ve heard so often that the edges have 
worn off. Let’s listen again.  
 
Pentecost is the birthday of the church. Yea, church! We celebrate the birth of the church as the 
repository of the sacred wind, the Holy Spirit. Peter announces the Spirit’s arrival:  I will pour out 
my spirit on all flesh, your sons and daughters will prophesy, and your young people will see 
visions and your old people shall dream again. In the aftermath, those who first heard believed 
the message, held all things in common, pooled their resources to help any who had need. They 
spent time together, broke bread and possessed good will to people. It’s a story worth our time. 
 
 But we weren’t there. Our job is to live in the aftermath of that first Pentecost. We are bereft of 
that pure experience, yet burdened with every false interpretation of the Holy Spirit since.  

When friends strike out in job searches, people post comments on Facebook like, “Something 
about that position wasn’t right for you. Trust that the Holy Spirit is at work and will help you 
find the best fit, one that uses your unique gifts.” Well, maaaybe. But what I want to write in 
response is, “Or perhaps the Holy Spirit did her part, and HR screwed up and picked the wrong 
person!” Isn’t that just as plausible? Or, “Maybe the Spirit has more important things to do than 
finding us the perfect job.” 

I sound cranky, don’t I? To make the Holy Spirit the repository for our hope of rescue or success 
is to set ourselves up for disappointment and disbelief — unless we keep adjusting our 
argument so that the Spirit always wins. 

I attended a holiness revival when I was in college. People spoke in tongues and the preacher 
put his hand on the foreheads of people who then immediately fell to the floor. One woman, 
slain in the Spirit, paused in her fall just long enough to adjust her bra strap. That was all I 
needed to be skeptical of certain interpretations of the Spirit 
 
It’s not the Spirit I doubt; I doubt the feeble attempts to manipulate the Spirit to fit our tawdry 
agendas. These days, these perilous days, require something more, something more like 
humility before God. In humility, ask yourself if you can you think of a time in your life when 
language separated you from another person. Can you think of a time when that division was 
overcome? Can you remember a time when by the work of the Holy Spirit those differences 
were overcome? These are Spirit questions, aftermath questions.   

Today, removed as we are from the first Pentecost, how would you characterize the wind of 
Pentecost? Is it a gentle wind that freshens and cools? Is it tornado-like in its force, blowing 
down what we have placed in its way? We weren’t there that first Pentecost. We are left to live 
in the aftermath, asking better questions, questions of love.  

 I’ve heard I Corinthians 13 hundreds of times. It’s about love. The passage is plastered on 
greeting cards and framed needlework. It’s been set to music. And why not? The words are so 



beautiful, sheer poetry. The cost of it being so beautiful is that we fondly mistake it for being 
tame. But what if we heard it differently as we live in the aftermath of Pentecost?   

If I can sing so gorgeously as to melt hearts by the beauty of my song, and I don’t love, I am 
fingernails scraping down a chalkboard. 
 
If I am uncommonly wise, brimming with insight that illumines the minds of many, and do not 
love, I am a waste. 
 
If I apply myself with discipline and make a contribution in my field that makes a difference in the 
world and love is lacking, I might as well not exist.  
 
If I reject the sickness of our culture and live by values that are honest, pure, responsible and 
right, and am not loving, my values don’t mean squat.  
 
If I pray daily, think spiritual thoughts, give generously, volunteer for mission work and am 
actually loveless, none of it counts. 
 
If I am totally committed to justice and human rights, am an advocate for the oppressed and an 
activist for peace and I work among the poor, and am personally lacking in love, I amount to 
precisely nothing. 
 
I can hear your objections. Can’t a person do a lot of good without necessarily loving? Keith, can 
you really say that a research scientist or a social worker or teacher or musician who use their 
gifts while lacking in love amount to nothing? Are feelings of love so important? Are our gifts 
really nothing if we happen to lack the warm and tender feelings of love? Yes and no.  
 
Both Jesus and Paul stress that love is not about warm and tender feelings. When Jesus tells us 
to love our neighbors, he is not talking about cozy emotional feelings. He is asking us to love our 
neighbors by working for their well-being even if it means sacrificing our own well-being. We 
can love our neighbors without necessarily liking them. In fact, liking them may stand in the way 
of loving them by making us overprotective sentimentalists instead of reasonably honest 
friends. Liking may be a part of loving, but it doesn’t have to be. 
 
Paul doesn’t say a blooming word about how we should feel. However, without love as the 
guiding principle of our lives, whatever it is that we do or give doesn’t matter. And we ask again: 
Why? 
 
Because, as Paul states, only love will last. Everything else has limits and comes to an end. The 
best things we do, all our good gifts, hit a wall and come to an end. Paul gives examples. 
Prophecy will end and tongues will cease. These have boundaries and will one day end.  
 
Even knowledge has limits, Paul says: “We know only in part,” he says; “we see through a glass 
darkly.” Whatever it is we think we know is knowledge incomplete, fragmentary, and always 
imperfect. Scientists understand this. Every fresh discovery of science opens to a larger sense of 
what we do not know. The more we learn, the larger the mystery of things. Someone has nicely 
said, “the true virtue of knowledge” is that “it makes our ignorance more precise.” That seems 



to be true of any endeavor, but especially religious knowledge. The saints are always saying that 
the more they learn of the divine, the greater the unknown. 
 
 A young rabbinical student went to hear three lectures by a famous rabbi. Afterward, he told 
his friends, “The first talk was brilliant, clear and simple. I understood every word. The second 
was better, deep and subtle. I didn’t understand much, but the rabbi understood all of it. The 
third was by far the finest, a great and unforgettable experience. I understood nothing and the 
rabbi didn’t understand much either.” 
 
In other words, the more we think we might know of God, the more we are pressed to humility 
and awe which, it turns out, is the very ground of how we love our neighbors.  
   
I may now have reached the equivalent in this sermon to that rabbi’s third lecture, where 
neither the listeners nor the speaker understands much of what’s been said. So, let me hasten 
back down to earth to say one thing:  If love outlasts all limits, what on earth are we doing still 
tangled up in old regrets and guilt and fear? The breeze of the Holy Spirit is on you and in you. 
Regrets, guilt, and fear are nothing. Walk away from them. Feel the breeze that blows across 
you face and life. Leave this place confident as you live in the aftermath. Amen. 
 


