
A NEW BIRTH
Acts 2:2-21 David B. Keller
John 15:26-27; 16:4-15 May 23, 2021

Pentecost Sunday
TEXT: John 16:13 “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all truth; for he will
not speak on his own, but will speak whatever he hears, and he will declare to you the things
that are to come.” 
PURPOSE: To invite us to affirm the widening of our welcome as an opening for God’s Spirit
to birth our congregation yet again.  
____________________________________________________________________________

Today is the Festival of Pentecost, long recognized as the birthday of the
Church.  Pentecost was, and still is, a Jewish festival celebrating the first fruits of the
harvest.  It was a pilgrimage festival, meaning that any Jew who could was supposed
to celebrate it in Jerusalem.  On the Pentecost described in the Book of the Acts of
the Apostles, the little band of Jesus’ followers were waiting in Jerusalem for the gift
Jesus promised that God would send.  Unlike Amazon, Jesus had not told them when
that gift would arrive.  So they were totally surprised when they heard a sound like a
tornado and saw things looking like tongues of fire dancing on their heads.  They
were even more surprised when they started proclaiming the good news and their
very diverse audience heard the disciples speaking in their native languages.  

Saying that the Church was born in this way reminds us that the church is not
a voluntary organization which came to be because some people decided to organize
as a church.  It was the Holy Spirit, coming like wind and fire, who birthed the
church.  I don’t think that the birthing of Christ’s Church on Pentecost was a one-
and-done event, as if the Church came into being on that day, and that was it.  I think
the Church of Jesus Christ has been reborn again and again.  Maybe you’ve had a
well-meaning friend who is a somewhat more evangelical Christian than we are ask
you if you’ve been born again.  A perfectly appropriate answer is, “Yes! In fact, I’ve
been born again and again,” meaning that God’s Spirit has frequently revived your
faith.  That, for sure, is my faith-story.  

It’s the same with the whole Church of Jesus Christ.  The monastic renewal of
the seventh century, the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century, the
missionary efforts of the nineteenth century, the movements to ordain women as
clergy, and the ecumenical movement promoting church unity, each served as a
renewing, as a rebirthing, of the Church of Jesus Christ.  Some people are saying that
the church’s response to the global pandemic is, right now, provoking another
rebirth.  

There is a movement that’s been underway for the past fifty years which
might qualify as a rebirth. This one has to do with whether the Church will fully
affirm and include people who are Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, or Queer –
people whom I will refer to as LGBTQ from now on in my message.  Over the
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course of this past year, this congregation has been exploring what it might mean for
us to fully affirm and include LGBTQ people in our life together.  We will have an
important conversation amongst ourselves following today’s worship.  I hope
everyone will stay and contribute to this conversation.  I’ll get to the particulars of
this rebirth shortly, but first, let me put this rebirthing in an historical context.  
Here’s what could be described as a recurring dynamic in many of the Church’s past
rebirths: many of them started off as being thought of as heretical by the official
church.  The official church distrusted the monks.  It excommunicated the
Protestants.  It railed against people who thought God approved of the ordination of
women.  Maybe not the official church, but some voices in some churches depicted
the ecumenical movement as the beginning of the super-church which was the
church of the anti-Christ predicted in the Book of Revelation.  

The full inclusion of LGBTQ people has been understood similarly, as a
deadly distortion of all that is truly Christian.  It would be hard to overestimate the
intensity of the conflict that churches in our time have experienced as they have
sought to minister with LGBTQ people who identify as Christian but won’t renounce
their sexuality.  The issue led to a schism in the Global Anglican Communion, of
which the Episcopal Church in the United States is a member.  Right now, the
United Methodist Church is becoming un-united over this issue.  They are
developing a process which will eventually split the denomination in two.  

In the United Church of Christ, to which we belong, the denomination’s
official openness and affirmation of LGBTQ people has led to the departure of
individual congregations from the UCC, and, conversely, to individual congregations
from other denominational traditions joining the United Church of Christ because we
are open and affirming.  The turmoil about full inclusion of LGBTQ people in our
time is not all that different from the turmoil of previous big transformations of the
Church.  We just haven’t arrived at the time when the changes are broadly accepted
and institutionalized.  

I think that the drama which plays out in the Book of Acts offers a way to
discern whether later rebirths of the church are also the work of the Spirit.  The
original miracle on Pentecost that called Christ’s Church into being had to do with
the original apostles proclaiming the good news of Jesus in languages they did not
know how to speak apart from the work of the Spirit.   Right off, the Spirit made it
clear that God wanted the church to be multicultural.   As the story in Acts unfolds
after Pentecost, it wasn’t that the church leaders decided to share the good news with
non-Jews.  The Spirit was the instigator.  Nonetheless, Gentiles becoming Christians
provoked a huge conflict in the church, with former Jews insisting that you had to be



or become Jewish in order to be really Christian, and Gentile Christians wondering
what was the big deal.  Acts recounts a big meeting which resulted in an official
resolution. (Acts 15) But that arrangement didn’t put the conflict to rest.  As Paul
continued proclaiming the good news of Jesus in Gentile territory, the conflict about
what was required to be Christian continued, and often, led to Paul being imprisoned
or assaulted.  But, slowly, and eventually surely, the whole Church agreed that faith
in Jesus as God’s Son and our Savior was all that was required to be a sister or
brother in Christ.  

So – how can we discern whether the effort to fully include LGBTQ people is
the work of the Spirit, or a plan devised by well-meaning people?  How can we
discern whether we’re doing our own thing, or whether we’re doing God’s thing? 
The answer to that question can’t be that it’s not God’s thing if it provokes conflict. 
The core values of the whole Church of Jesus Christ have been forged in conflict. 
Nor does the Spirit provide us with obvious evidence of God’s intentions.  We don’t
get tongues of fire dancing on our heads as proof that the Spirit is guiding us in a
particular direction.  Like it or not, the Spirit’s strategies in our time are considerably
more obscure than they ways it guided the early Church.  But, there’s this: the stories
in the Book of Acts tell us that the Spirit’s prodding in those days consistently urged
the Church to be more inclusive, not less.  I think we can safely say that, throughout
the Church’s history, the Spirit has continued to urge Christ’s Church to widen its
welcome.  Becoming Open and Affirming certainly is all about the widening of our
welcome.  

There’s a story in Acts which recalls a discussion among Jewish leaders
trying to decide what to do with this upstart Christian movement.  A wise Pharisee
named Gamaliel basically said that if God wasn’t behind the Christian movement, it
would fall apart by itself.  But if God was behind it, no one, no power, would be able
to stop it.  (Acts 5:33-39)  In our time, the movement to affirm and include LGBTQ
people in the life of the Church has grown and flourished in spite of opposition.  This
squares with Gamaliel’s insight.  Overall, churches which embrace full inclusion
have grown rather than shrunk, not just with LGBTQ people getting involved, but
with straight folks who want to be affiliated with churches which embrace inclusive
values. 

Another piece of guidance from the Book of Acts comes from the fact that the
question of a widened welcome was not handled through abstract theological
debates, but through stories of individual ‘outsiders’ whom the Spirit brings ‘inside’
the faith.  The Spirit guided Philip, a Deacon in the early church, to a conversation
with a man from Ethiopia which resulted in the Ethiopian’s baptism.  The Spirit
guided Peter, the chief apostle, to the home of Cornelius, a Roman soldier.  As he



was telling the story of Jesus, the Spirit fell on everyone who was hearing what Peter
was saying.  In response, Peter baptized the whole household.  Story after story in
Acts builds the case that Jesus wants his Church to be open to everyone.  

So also with us.  Discerning our willingness to declare ourselves as Open and
Affirming  is not an abstract issue for us.  It has to do with our very personal stories  
about family members or friends or even ourselves, who identify as LGBT or Q,
about what life has been like for them, and about what they have taught us about
what it means to be fully human, about what it means to live true to oneself.  

So – is the Spirit behind our exploring what it means for us to be Open and
Affirming?  That is not for me alone to say.  It is for us together to discern whether
the Spirit is leading us to be a church with an ever-widening welcome.  What I hope
we don’t want is a decision based only on our personal preferences.  What I hope we
will crave, and pray for, and trust, is the guidance and the boldness that are the
Spirit’s gifts to Christ’s Church, not just about becoming an Open and Affirming
Church, but about every aspect of our life and mission.  

We are about to sing (or hum) a hymn which presents a stunning mandate for
the Church.  Here’s its first verse:  

“The church of Christ in every age, beset by change but Spirit led, 
must claim and test its heritage and keep on rising from the dead.”1

Yes to all of that.  Yes to the church being constantly beset by change.  Yes to us
recognizing this past year, defined both by a global pandemic and by fresh and
urgent calls for real racial justice, has brought more change than Christ’s church is
used to handling.  Yes to the value of remembering who we are, of testing our
heritage, both of the ways the church has followed the leading of the Spirit, and of
the ways we have not.  And yes, most of all, to continue rising from death to new
life.  What will we look like, should we be newly born in these urgent days?  God
knows.  God’s Spirit knows.  It’s ours to trust, to take the risks involved in being
born again, and to let the Spirit have its wonderful way with us. 

1Fred Pratt Greene, “The Church of Christ in Every Age,” © 1971, Hope Publishing Co.  P. 623 in Worship and
Rejoice.


