

2

What’s Going On?
This has been one of those weeks that’s made it difficult to write the sermon I had intended.  
I was going to speak primarily today about the two holidays being observed today. Our Jewish friends are celebrating the third and last day of Shavuot sometimes called the Feast of First Fruits. And our Christian friends are celebrating Pentecost, the day on which is believed to be the birth of the church, the day that the Holy Spirit descended in the form of tongues of fire on the first Jewish followers of Jesus after his death and the miracle that occurred of speaking in tongues or languages they did not know. Both of those holidays are joyous holidays, days of celebration.
But I can’t only speak of those right now. There’s too much happening right now all around us right now that has captured my attention and my outrage. Again. I suspect that many of you are feeling the same. Like me, I imagine you’re saying over and over again, “What’s going on?”
And there are a few things constantly echoing in my head:
And loudest of all, those three words: I can’t breathe. 
Words we’ve heard before, the words that were the last words of two black men, George Floyd and Eric Garner before they died.
No, wait. Not before they died. Before they were murdered by out of control white police officers.
Those names, Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, George Floyd, Eric Garner, and the countless other names of black men and women senselessly killed by white police officers.
And then there are the names, most of which I don’t know, of more than 100,000 Americans who have died and are dying of Coronavirus because our leaders paid no attention to the warnings that were given about it and who didn’t take measures early enough  to prevent it’s spread in the United States.
Those all said, “I can’t breathe.” And, disproportionately, the people most affected by this deadly virus have been members of the black community and people of color.
Seeing all of this play out before our eyes 24 hours a day is unbearable. 
Watching the life being deliberately drained from another black man on the street by a white police officer on national television outraged me to the point of breathlessness. Yes, I said deliberately drained because I don’t believe that a person could unknowingly kneel with the full weight of their body on another person’s neck for almost nine full minutes as that person kept begging for their life and for air without knowing that they were killing someone. It was deliberate. It was intentional. It was inhuman. It was a racist act.
I’m filled with disbelief, sorrow, fear, rage. Violence in the streets, the men and women who are paid to protect and serve targeting black and brown men, women, and children; a virus that is still not under control turning the things that are so familiar to us, things like grocery shopping, like going to the library or the movies, hugging our spouse or children or grandchildren Or like hugging each other at our Sunday gatherings at UUCP. 
We are surrounded by guns and germs, prejudice and plague. And far too many victims, each of whom has a name. 
And so, especially this week, after seeing just how the virus of systemic, racism infects our society, how our leaders call for change and peace but do nothing to change the underlying cause of injustice and racism, how the call is to “return to normalcy” and “re-open America” and “liberate” the states so that things can go back to the way they were, as the president of the United States continues to fan the flames of fear and ignorance and racism, further dividing instead of uniting us, the two holidays of Shavuot and Pentecost take on a different meaning.
In the Jewish tradition, today is the final day of the Feast of Shavuot, or the Feast of First Fruits. It’s one of the three pilgrimage festivals in the Hebrew scriptures, the other two being Passover and Sukkoth. During each of these three festivals, Jews were commanded to make the journey to Jerusalem to bring offerings and to celebrate.
Over the centuries, Shavuot also began to be observed as the day that God gave the Torah, the first five books of the Hebrew Bible, to the nation of Israel at Mount Sinai.  
Today is also the Christian celebration of Pentecost, the day on which. According to the Book of Acts, the Holy Spirit descended on the Jewish believers in Jesus while they were gathered in Jerusalem at the time of Shavuot. Shavuot takes place fifty days after Passover. The word Pentecost comes from the Greek and simply means “fifty.” In the Christian tradition, Pentecost is believed to be the birth of the Church.
Let me read to you the passage in the Book of Acts that descries what happened that day:
When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place.  Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting.  They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues[a] as the Spirit enabled them. Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every nation under heaven.  When they heard this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment, because each one heard their own language being spoken. Utterly amazed, they asked: “Aren’t all these who are speaking Galileans?  Then how is it that each of us hears them in our native language?  Parthians, Medes and Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors from Rome (both Jews and converts to Judaism); Cretans and Arabs—we hear them declaring the wonders of God in our own tongues!”  Amazed and perplexed, they asked one another, “What does this mean?”
I suspect that most Christians today have little to no idea that those first Jewish believers in Jesus were celebrating Shavuot or the meaning of that festival. And perhaps, depending on the tradition you were raised in, you recall the old hymn “Bringing in the Sheaves.” You might even be familiar with it because it’s frequently heard in old movies when they are showing a scene in a church and people are singing it. The meaning behind that hymn is the Christian idea of bringing in the first fruits of the harvest for the church. That harvest is a harvest of souls being saved as a result of evangelism and sowing “seeds of kindness” by Christian believers. 
 But beyond that, there is a deeper connection, I think, between Shavuot and Pentecost,   between the giving of Torah and the giving of the Holy Spirit on that occasion described in the Book of Acts. 
You see, the Torah not only told the story of creation and the story of the nation of Israel, it laid out the laws for how one should live and how one should treat others including strangers, neighbors, foreigners, etc. and how justice was to be observed. 
Later, in the portion of the Hebrew scriptures called the Nevi’im, the prophets would remind the leaders and the people of Israel of those laws and the consequences of not following them. 
It was on the last day of Shavuot when those Jewish believers were gathered with other Jews and the Holy Spirit descended and people heard others speaking in their own language, Peter went on to say this:
Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice and addressed the crowd: “Fellow Jews and all of you who live in Jerusalem, let me explain this to you; listen carefully to what I say. These people are not drunk, as you suppose. It’s only nine in the morning!  No, this is what was spoken by the prophet Joel:
 “‘In the last days, God says,
    I will pour out my Spirit on all people.
Your sons and daughters will prophesy,
    your young men will see visions,
    your old men will dream dreams.
 Even on my servants, both men and women,
    I will pour out my Spirit in those days,
    and they will prophesy.”

The result of that supposed miracle, of people speaking languages they didn’t know and other people understanding them, was the beginning of something new in the world, the beginning of a movement that brought people of all races and languages together as one. In later years, the apostle Paul would write in the Epistle to the Galatians these words:

There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female: for you are one in Christ. 

Now Paul was speaking about the church and those who were baptized members. For centuries, Christians have drawn inspiration from those words for causes of justice including abolition, economic reform, and women’s rights. They are Paul’s rallying cry to overcome divisions of race, class, and gender, poetically and theologically interwoven with baptism, proclaiming justice as heart of the Christian tradition.

But New Testament scholar Stephen Patterson argues that Paul was quoting an ancient liturgy dating from the earliest years of the Jesus movement, said by the first baptized, a credo that probably went something like this:
For you are all children of God in the Spirit.
There is no Jew or Greek,
There is no slave or free,
There is no male and female;
For you are all one in the Spirit.
Patterson goes on to say that this forgotten creed:
…is a statement of convictions of the Jesus people. It is not a statement about God, or about the mysteries of Christ. It is about people and who they are, really. In baptism, they were committed to giving up old identities falsely acquired on the basis of baseless assumptions—Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female—and declared themselves to be children of God… it proclaimed a world in which...female slaves could be leaders of free men, where foreigners and native born stood with equal power and equal rights. ‘You are all one’ signifies solidarity.
This isn’t unlike our liberal religious traditions principles and purposes:

The inherent worth and dignity of every person; Justice, equity and compassion in human relations ;Acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations; A free and responsible search for truth and meaning; The right of conscience and the use of the democratic process within our congregations and in society at large; The goal of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all; Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.
We are all one.
A couple of weeks ago, Donald Trump praised Henry Ford while giving a speech in Detroit at a Ford auto plant. He said that Ford had “good bloodlines.” Henry Ford was a virulent anti-Semite who spent a good deal of his fortune printing books and pamphlets that  spoke about the alleged danger Jews presented to the world. And Mr. Trump has often spoken about the importance of “good bloodlines” and his own “good genes.” 
The notion of “good bloodlines” makes the ignorant assumption that we are better because, as Trump and those who believe as he does, make some smarter, more deserving. That breeding and wealth and blood entail status, naming some as superior and consigning others to less-than, less than privileged, less than human. This is the baseless assumption of Cain, that his offering was better than his brother’s, that he deserved more than Abel. This is the ignorant assumption that Adolf Hitler made and what white supremacists make.

But when we allow Spirit to move us, to descend on us, we realize that we are one. You can think of Spirit however you wish, but I like to think of it as that eternal Mystery in which we live and move and have our being, that Spirit of Life we so often sing about. No flames of fire, no speaking in unknown languages. Just a recognition that we are all one in Spirit. And that each of us has a name in this family of Humanity and that our Humanity is our solidarity. We stand together in the same family of Humanity. As Dr. King said, “Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.”  And because of that, we are all 
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Our nation, indeed, the world, is on fire right now. Let’s keep in mind the words of that hymn Spirit of Life. It’s really a prayer, you know. One that means more now than ever:
“Spirit of Life, come unto me. Sing in my heart all the stirrings of compassion. Blow in the wind, rise in the sea, move in the hand giving life the shape of justice.”
May it be so.






