
God Is Up To Something

Acts 2:1-21; Psalm 104:24-34, 35b; Romans 8:22-27; John 15:26-27; 16:4b-15

As I mentioned last week the disciples have matured rather quickly since the resurrection. The

opening scenes of Luke’s sequel, the Acts of the Apostles sees them almost as dumbfounded

children. Jesus gave them a cryptic message, “You’ll receive power when the Holy Spirit has come

upon you, and you will be my witnesses.” It’s an odd message, and it seems to leave everyone with

more questions than answers. When will the Holy Spirit return? What will that power look like? Will

we know when the Holy Spirit has come upon us? How are we supposed to witness?

Jesus doesn’t stick around to give answers. He ascends into heaven, leaving his disciples to

gaze dumbfounded into the sky. After being chastised by angels, the disciples get serious about their

work. Led by Peter, they start the foundations for this “Jesus movement.” They meet, pray, and

worship in the temple. They get a good following, about 120. They complete a few procedural

matters, filling empty positions, making sure the committees have enough members. 

On the festival of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit unmistakably comes. Wind and fire, confusing

words, crowds of onlookers. Everyone is asking the same question: “What does this mean?”

I am always amused by the initial reaction of several in the crowd who shout, “They’re drunk!”

(Peter’s first defense, “It’s only 9:00am,” is more indicative of Peter’s own naiveté.) But I suspect if it

were to happen today I would be among those people, with any number of sceptical remarks:

“They’re drunk. It’s an act. None of this is real.”

Even now, for those of us who are good mainline, educated Protestants, rationalizing the story

seems to be the easiest thing to do. The most famous rationalization is that the crowd gathered was

not actually speaking in tongues. To admit that would force us to admit a spirituality that is almost

totally foreign to our churches. Instead, somehow, these people all instantly knew recognizable

1God is Up to Something.ser.wpd



languages. 

I am not sure how this second explanation is any less mystical than the first. And it seems to

dismiss the rest of the story. After all, there is no good explanation for dancing flames on people’s

heads being brought in by loud rushing winds. At the end of the day, there is no real way around it:

the Holy Spirit has done something incredible here.

Peter brings us that message. Invoking the prophet Joel, Peter announces the obvious: God

has poured out God’s spirit on the people. These are all signs that God is at work. God is going to get

what God wants, and those who turn to God will be saved. Peter never says it, but the message is

implicit. There is absolutely no reason to attempt to rationalize it. Rationality will fail. This is of God,

because God is up to something here. 

If we are honest the best moments in our faith are unexplainable. When we rationalize it, we

tend to remove God from the equation. The beauty of a sacrament like communion, for instance, is

totally irrational. That bread and juice would become holy vehicles of grace is only beautiful if we let it

make absolutely no rational sense. Otherwise, it becomes just a crumb of bread, a drop of juice. 

As a young man Allen Stanton served in Johannesburg, South Africa and tells the following

story:  “A young homeless man spent a lot of time at our church. During the day, he lurked around

the property, hiding in the garden. From time to time, he would threaten our administrative assistant.

We offered him assistance, but he refused. Eventually, he was asked to leave the premises. 

One day, he appeared outside my office, asking if we could talk. The offices opened into the

courtyard, and so I sat with him on a bench under a large tree. I sat there so we could be seen on the

video camera, just in case something happened. He told me that he was possessed by a spirit called

a Tokoloshe. In Zulu mythology, a Tokoloshe is an evil spirit that climbs onto your limbs and controls

you.
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As a good Westerner, and the graduate of two excellent and very rational universities, I neither

believed him nor knew what to do with his story. I suspected something far less spiritual—drugs,

withdrawal, or some psychiatric disorder for which he needed help. I took him to our pastor, who was

also the Methodist bishop. He shared my feelings.

We let the young man tell his story, though. He told us about these spirits that directed his

every move and asked us for help. 

“What do you want us to do?” the bishop asked. 

“Only God can help me.”

“But what do you want us to do?” 

Silence. The bishop looked over at me. “What do you think?”

I was dumbfounded. There was no rationality to any of this. 

“Please,” said the young man, “I just need help from God.”

“We could offer communion,” I suggested, fishing for an answer. The bishop smirked but

obliged.

“Do you believe this will work?” the young man asked me. 

“I believe that God’s grace is in this. I think you need grace.” 

After communion, he left. He spoke about feeling a weight off his shoulders, a freedom that he

had never felt before. He returned a few days later to tell us that the demons had left him alone.

While I still suspect that he needed some deeper mental health care than we could provide, I was

awed by the power of this thing that had just happened. None of  it made sense, and each time I tell

the story, I can feel the ludicrousness of the whole thing piling up: demons, communion, prayers of

healing. It is not the theology that I tend to look for. I expect a rational faith—neat and tidy. And yet, I

suspect God was up to something in that moment. Even for a moment, this child of God felt
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wholeness in the face of whatever other demons ruled his life.” 

I must confess that I am my most awkward self when people begin telling me of their spiritual

moments. 

Another story from Stanton: “A few years ago, a woman began attending my church. I met her

for lunch one day at the restaurant where she worked. She wanted to join, she told me.

“What is it about our church?”

“This going to sound crazy,” she said. I assured her it would not, though I barely even believed

myself. She went on to tell me about the moments where she felt God’s presence in our

congregation. She wept as she talked about finding God at our services. She spoke of a physical

feeling—God’s hands on her shoulders. I fought the urge to rationalize the moment. More than that, I

fought the urge to say, “Was this the week I was absent?” Admittedly, I am more guilty of checking

my watch than checking to see if the Holy Spirit has arrived. 

This woman was convinced, though, that God was up to something. Whatever this story is that

we call the gospel, it was happening. She knew it.”

Perhaps if I were a better Christian, I would be able to preach like Peter. “God declares, ‘I will

pour out my Spirit upon all flesh!’” The truth is, my first instinct is to stand with the crowd and say,

“This is not really happening, is it?”

But it is. The violent rushing wind, the images of fire dancing around the room, and the sounds

of cacophony suddenly becoming clear and resonant is all indisputable proof that something is

happening. Today, we can recognize that all of these signs do not really need to make sense. It is

enough to know that God is at work.

Right before Jesus left his disciples, he gave them some direction. He warned them that the

Holy Spirit would pour out on them and made sure they knew that would be the initiating moment. But
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before that, he offered a small caveat: you don’t need to know what God knows. In other words, this

does not need to make sense to you. Once you have the power, Jesus says, be my witnesses.

On days like today, it is best if we avoid rationalizing the moment. It does not need to be

explained away. There’s no good reason to have it all make sense. The gospel, after all, is not a neat

and tidy story. Easter proves that the whole story is a messy affair with one giant, unexpected plot

twist. 

For today, it is enough to know that God’s work is being done. The redemption of the world is

at hand. For today, it’s enough to add your voice to the crowd, all speaking in different languages.

We know exactly what they’re saying; the Holy Spirit makes sure of that. Just like us, they’re all

calling on God for redemption and hope. It doesn’t need to make sense, we just need to know that

God is up to something and we are a part of it. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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