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Exploring Our Beliefs Series, Part 3 
THE HOLY SPIRIT: This Transforming Power 

 
 It takes a certain degree of vulnerability and courage to talk about our 
personal beliefs. If we are really sharing from the heart about our own 
experience, our wonderings and our doubts, it can crack us open. Will I be 
judged negatively for what I say? Will people think I am strange, possibly addled 
or just horribly wrong? Will it become an intellectual debate about ideas and I’ll 
just feel out of my league? Exploring our beliefs together, as we are doing each 
Sunday during the month of August, is a risky process. But the feedback I am 
getting from those of you who joined me for feedback and discussion these last 
two Sundays after worship is that you experienced this as a tender, even 
intimate, process. Twenty of you stayed after worship last Sunday to talk about 
Jesus, leaning in around the round coffee table, in the midst of the hubbub of 
Coffee Hour. You listened carefully and compassionately to one another, sharing 
stories ranging from personal encounters with the Holy to doubts and 
affirmations, all the while grappling with this audacious Christian claim that this 
Jesus we seek to follow is somehow both human and divine. Too big a group, 
and too little time, to really get down into it with everyone. But I sense we 
departed after an intense 30 minutes with a hunger for more such sharing and 
exploration among us. 
 
 Today, we come to the portion of the United Church of Christ Statement of 
Faith that speaks of God’s actions through the Holy Spirit. You have probably 
noticed by now that the whole Statement is framed in this manner: describing the 
actions or deeds of God among us. Your forefathers/mothers here at Falcon 
Heights Church chose this denominational testimony as the “basis of our 
common purpose, faith and covenant,” as described in Article II of your church 
constitution. I suggest it is up to each succeeding generation in the church to fully 
examine this heritage and claim it as your own, or figure out some different “basis 
for our common purpose, faith and covenant.” This is not about devising a test of 
faith that you apply to everyone. It’s about better understanding and 
communicating to a spiritually hungry community what you stand for here. 
 
 Anthony Robinson is the UCC pastor and author I have been quoting 
extensively through this series, as he is an able guide in helping us clarify the 
central theological purpose, the why, the juice that fuels do what we do here. I’ve 
been referring to his accessible book “What’s Theology Got to Do with It: 
Convictions, Vitality and the Church” because I think he addresses a critical 
question for anyone who cares about the future of the church. How do we each 



move from being a spectator to being a participant, not just in church activities, 
but also in the experience of God working in our lives? Robinson contends that 
our vagueness about the Holy Spirit is part of the problem. Or, as one of his 
friends commented to him, “Growing up it seemed it was the Father, Son and the 
Other One.” Holy Spirit sort of as an afterthought, or something that those noisy 
Pentecostal churches did, with all their hand-waving and moaning and dancing in 
the aisles. What’s interesting, notes Robinson, is that “Pentecostal forms of 
Christianity, which emphasize the presence and power of the Holy Spirit, are 
today sweeping through much of the Southern Hemisphere, particularly in in 
Latin America and Africa” (p.135). What do we make of us this? Easy to assume 
that these Third World people are simply lacking in education and sophistication, 
and that in their often-impoverished communities the Pentecostal Church helps 
them passively accept their sorry plight. Not so fast, cautions Robinson, and I 
would agree. 
 
 Let’s pause here and read this part of the UCC Statement of Faith 
together, as printed on the front of our service bulletin. I invite you to join in, even 
if you feel you cannot intellectually consent to each and every word. Try it out; 
see how it sounds and feels on your tongue, and as you listen to the voices 
around you. Let us read together: 

You bestow upon us your Holy Spirit, 
   creating and renewing the church of Jesus Christ, 

   binding in covenant faithful people of all ages, tongues, and races. 

 Notice the verbs, which attribute certain actions to God: You bestow, 
create, renew, bind. In the deed, the action, of bestowing on us God’s Holy Spirit, 
God creates and renews the church of Jesus Christ, and binds together all kinds 
of faithful people. How are we to understand this? What’s new here that isn’t in 
those first two sections about God and Jesus? Why should this piece matter? 
And where on earth did all this language come from in the first place? 

 This is where it helps to turn to the writings that inform our Christian 
tradition, particularly those of ancient scripture we call the Bible. Exploring our 
beliefs is not just about us and our own brains and our own private spiritual 
experiences. You and I step into a vast river of experiences, musings and 
declarations of other people who have gone before us. The scripture passages 
for today give us a taste of how others have experienced the Holy Spirit. They 
also speak to how it is that the Holy Spirit manages to reform and transform 
institutions (like churches) and individuals. How is it that the Holy Spirit moves us 
from being “spectators to participants in the Christian life?” (Robinson, p. 135) 

 We heard this Pentecost story in the weeks following Easter, as it marks 
the end of a period of 40 days when the Risen Jesus appeared to his followers 
and then, in the mysterious language of the Gospel stories, ascended into 
heaven. We’re not quite sure what was going on for his followers up to this point, 
as the men and women who kept encountering his unexpected and unusual 
presence sorted through what this all meant. Dead but alive? Gone but here? 
What does this tell us about what’s next for us, they must have wondered. They 



have come Jerusalem for this major pilgrimage feast of Pentecost, which Jews 
celebrated to commemorate God’s gift of the Law to Moses on Mt. Sinai. Jesus 
has promised just before he ascends, according to the first chapter in Acts, that 
his followers will “receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you; and you 
will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of 
the earth.” Still crippled with grief and confused about what to do next with their 
lives, what would this mean to them?  

 As the account goes, a number of them are assembled together, and 
experience a rush and roar like the wind and tongues of flame upon their heads 
like fire, and they all start talking in different languages, attesting to the deeds of 
God.  People overhearing them, from all parts of the Middle East, are able to 
understand what they are saying about God and God’s desire to reach out 
among humans with compassion and justice. The “now what” for Jesus’ followers 
is getting answered: they are to somehow take on Jesus’ power and his work. It 
is their job now to go out and work with God’s transforming power that empowers 
people to be healed and heals the world. “Oh, I get it now,” they may well have 
said to each other: This is what Jesus was talking about that last night we had 
supper together; you remember, right before Judas betrayed him and we went to 
that garden to pray and he got arrested. Remember? He spoke of the Advocate, 
the Comforter, the Holy Spirit coming to us. He said it will teach us everything, 
and remind us of all he has said to us. It’s here, it’s on us, in us, around us. How 
might we let it transform us?”  

 It’s not just about Jesus’ followers 2,000 years ago in Jerusalem. The Holy 
Spirit is here, it’s on us, in us, around us. How might we let it transform us? This 
is the work of ongoing spiritual practices that we would do well to further explore 
together in this interim period. What work does the Holy Spirit need to do within 
each of us? Within the way you are together as a congregation? Come, let’s talk 
about the work of God through the Holy Spirit. Join me as we start the 
discussion, in the Gathering Room after worship today. Amen. 

 

  

 

 

 


