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“Surprising Power”

“All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them
ability.”

One of the most influential persons in my life was Dr. William B. Williamson, who was the professor of
Philosophy and Religion at Ursinus College.  Dr. Williamson was my teacher and mentor through my four
years of undergraduate education, and the legacy of his teaching and guidance continues to bless me to
this day.  He was a very kind and gracious man, but a very tough and demanding teacher (it was Dr.
Williamson who referred to one of my early papers as “the biggest piece of garbage I’ve ever read” – and
he was right!).  He always expected us to give any assignment our full effort, and he would push us to
accomplish more than we would every have thought of doing on our own.  One of the certificates hanging
on the wall of my office is a testament to Dr. Williamson’s unrelenting encouragement; it is for the
Departmental Honors I received at graduation for the senior thesis that I wrote under his guidance.  We
were not required to write a thesis to receive our degree, and there would have been far easier courses
that I would have taken during my last semester at Ursinus; but at the beginning of my fourth year, Dr.
Williamson called me into his office and challenged me to undertake what was one of the most challenging
tasks of my life.  It meant countless hours of research (in the pre-internet days, research meant spending
several hours in libraries throughout southeastern Pennsylvania) and writing several drafts of the paper
until I was ready for the final draft, which took two weeks to write on my portable typewriter in my dorm
room.  The thesis is on a shelf in my office, and along with the certificate it stands as a reminder of this great
mentor who inspired me to accomplish a feat that was far beyond anything I could have ever imagined I
could accomplish on my own.
  
The most influential people in our lives are often those who push us beyond our limits, who inspire us to
reach out much further than we might have by ourselves, who encourage us to aspire to goals that we
never imagined we could achieve.  It might have been a family member who offered us constant
encouragement, or a coach who saw potential in us that we didn’t see in ourselves, or a teacher who
helped us tap into resources we didn’t know we possessed.  It is through their influence that we find
ourselves in surprising places, accomplished tasks and achieving goals we never thought were possible.
As the disciples waited obediently in Jerusalem in the days between the Ascension of Jesus and the day of
Pentecost, his final words to them must have been ringing in their ears.  Jesus had told them that “you will
receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all
Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8).  How can we, they may have wondered,
accomplish such a daunting task?  After all, they knew that they were not the wisest persons in the world;
they were not from wealthy families, or socially connected in their community, or orators that could inspire
vast audiences.  They were from humble backgrounds, and while Jesus had called them to become his
followers, they had often proven themselves to less-than-adequate choices to be his messengers.  They
were often vain and self-centered; they would argue among themselves as to who was the greatest, and
misunderstood discipleship as a ticket to prominence and exaltation.  They had especially failed Jesus at
his hour of greatest need: Judas Iscariot betrayed him into the hands of the Romans; Peter denied knowing
Jesus three times; and all of them abandoned him and hid in terror as he was crucified.  Yet Jesus appeared
to them after his resurrection and commissioned them as witnesses, those who would be sent out as
apostles to bring the Gospel message not only to their own people, but to all people.  As they gathered in



prayer during these days of waiting, they must have wondered how they could possible accomplish such
a daunting task that they were clearly unsuited to fulfill.

As they continued to wait and pray in fulfillment of Jesus’ command, the day of Pentecost arrives. 
Pentecost (literally “fiftieth day”) was a festival day celebrated by Diaspora Jews (Jews who lived outside
of Israel) for a day-long harvest festival more commonly known as the “Feast of Weeks” (Shavuot) which
was scheduled fifty days following Passover in accordance with the teachings of the Torah:

· “You shall observe the festival of harvest, of the first fruits of your labor, of what you sow in the
field.  You shall observe the festival of ingathering at the end of the year, when you gather in from
the field the fruit of your labor.” – Exodus 23:16.

· “You shall count seven weeks; begin to count the seven weeks from the time the sickle is first put
to the standing grain.  Then you shall keep the festival of weeks to the LORD your God, contributing
a freewill offering in proportion to the blessing that you have received from the LORD your God. 
Rejoice before the LORD your God – you and your sons and your daughters, your male and female
slaves, the Levites resident in your towns, as well as the strangers, the orphans, and the widows
who are among you – at the place that the LORD your God will choose as a dwelling for his name. 
Remember that you were a slave in Egypt, and diligently observe these statutes.” – Deuteronomy
16:9-12.

Pentecost was one of the three pilgrimage feasts when the entire household of Israel gathered in Jerusalem
to celebrate the goodness of God toward the nation; on that day of celebration, “there were devout Jews
from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem.” (Acts 2:5).  It is on this day and this place that Jesus’
promise is fulfilled when “suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it
filled the entire house where they were sitting.” (2:2).  The coming of the Holy Spirit is compared to the wind
that was present at creation (“… the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep,
while a wind form God swept over the face of the waters.” – Genesis 1:2) and to the fire from which God
spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai (“Then the angel of the LORD appeared to him in a flame of fire out of a
bush; he looked, and the bush was blazing, yet it was not consumed.” – Exodus 3:2).  The image of “divided
tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them” (2:3) heralds the gift of
the Holy Spirit which enables them to “speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability” (2:4) as
the coal from the seraph that touched Isaiah’s tongue prepared him to proclaim God’s Word as a prophet
(“The seraph touched my mouth with it and said: ‘Now that this has touched your lips, your guilt is departed
and your sin is blotted out.’” – Isaiah 6:7).  Those who have obediently waited and prayed now receive the
fulfillment of Jesus’ promise; they have received the empowerment of the Holy Spirit, and they have begun
their ministry of witnessing to the Gospel of Jesus Christ beginning here in Jerusalem to the crowd that
“gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in the native tongue of each.” (2:6). 
Luke reports that they were “amazed and astonished, [and] they asked, ‘Are not all these who are speaking
Galileans?’” (2:7), a people notorious for their lack of linguistic talent.  The catalogues of nations indicates
that these Jews constitute an international assembly; the entire household of Israel, including “both Jews
and proselytes” (converts to Judaism) is present to hear this inspired witness to God’s faithfulness to Israel:
“in our own languages we hear them speaking about God’s deeds of power.” (2:11).  While the crowd was
“amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, ‘What does this mean?’” (2:12) a few cynics in the crowd
dismissed what they had experienced as merely the result of public drunkenness: “They are filled with new
wine.” (2:13).



The surprising power that has enabled the disciples to begin their public witness to the good news of Jesus
Christ is followed by an even more surprising incident as “Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice
and addressed them” (2:14).  This is the same Peter who had denied Jesus three times after his arrest, and
when he “remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said to him, ‘Before the cock crows three times
today, you will deny me three times’ … and he went out and wept bitterly.” (Luke 22:61-62).  This is the same
Peter who was often arrogant and boastful, who often gave the correct answer but did not understand why
it was true; this is the Peter who refused to believe that it was God’s will for Jesus to suffer and die on the
Cross and on the third day be raised, who tried to dissuade Jesus from accomplishing God’s Will – only to
have Jesus respond “Get behind me, Satan!  You are a stumbling block to me; for you are setting your mind
not on divine things but on human things.” (Matthew 16:23).

· “Is this Peter?  Simon Peter?  Is this the, ‘I don’t know the man, I have never heard of Jesus’ Peter? 
Is this the same Peter who regretted his betrayal of Jesus so much that he wept bitterly, according
to Luke? … at some point between the time of Peter’s denial of Jesus and when he stood up and
preached his first public sermon in this text, Peter got a bit of holy boldness.  Something got a hold
of him.  Something made him stand before thousands, open his mouth, and testify about Jesus.”
– Debra J. Mumford.

Yes, this is the same Peter, as these are the same disciples who did not appear to the proper credentials
or rhetorical gifts to publicly witness to the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Peter stands and speaks on behalf of the
apostolic Twelve in response to the dismissive comment that they are merely “filled with new wine.”  He
invites the crowd to “let this be known to you, and listen to what I have to say” (2:14) explaining that what
the household of Israel has experienced has been prophesied by the prophet Joel as the outpouring of the
Spirit that inaugurates the last days of salvation history when “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord
shall be saved.” (2:21), a day when the entire membership of the household of God will receive God’s Spirit
and speak like prophets:
 

· “In the last days it will be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons
and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall
dream dreams.  Even upon my slaves, both men and women, in those days I will pour out my Spirit;
and they shall prophesy.” – 2:21; Joel 2:28-29.

Peter refers to the “signs and wonders” of which the prophet spoke that mark the presence and the power
of the Spirit who prepares the way for the church’s missionary work that will be experienced throughout
Acts (“Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were being done by the apostles.” –
2:43).  The difference now is that “the coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day” (2:20) no longer
conjures up images of God’s imminent retribution (“Is not the day of the LORD darkness, not light, and
gloom with no brightness in it?” – Amos 5:20) but instead that of Pentecost, with its promise of empowered
witness and God’s salvation.  At the center of the good news that Peter proclaims along with the apostolic
band is a God who forgives every person who names and confesses Jesus as Lord and Messiah, the promise
that “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved” that will continue to be proclaimed
through the ongoing Acts of the Apostles:

· “Now when they heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and to the other apostles,
‘Brothers, what should we do?’  Peter said to them, ‘Repent, and be baptized every one of you in
the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy
Spirit.’” – 2:37-38.



· “Then Peter began to speak to them: ‘I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every
nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him.’” – 10:34-35.

· “My brothers, you descendants of Abraham’s family, and others who fear God, to us the message
of this salvation has been sent.” – 13:26.

Pentecost is one of the most important days of the Christian year; along with Christmas and Easter, it is a
feast day in which we celebrate the gift of the Holy Spirit that continues to empower the Church in its
mission as the “one, holy, catholic and apostolic church” that has been empowered to “proclaim the mighty
acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light” (1 Peter 2:9).  Many refer to this day
as the “birthday of the Church,” the day in which the Church’s mission to proclaim the good news of Jesus
Christ to all person was born through the empowerment of the Holy Spirit.  It is a day when many
congregations celebrate Confirmation, when we pray that God will bestow upon those who public affirm
their baptismal promises “the gift of the Holy Spirit: the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of
counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord, the spirit of joy in your presence, both
how and forever.” (ELW Affirmation of Baptism).  While our celebration of Confirmation had to be
rescheduled due to the COVID-19 pandemic, when we gather for this celebration we pray that the gift of
the Spirit given to the Church at Pentecost will bless our confirmands and all who have been blessed by the
gift of the Spirit to continue the mission our Lord as entrusted to God’s holy people.

· “At Pentecost the Holy Spirit descended, and with a mighty wind and cloven tongues of fire for a
moment overcame human differences and united that diverse and dispirited company by the gift
of understanding.  They heard the good news as they were, where they were, and they were never
the same again.  Pentecost is many things – fire, wind, ecstasy, and renewal – but more than all that
it is the Spirit whose gift is that of understanding, of knowing who and whose we are.  We celebrate
today one again that gift to them and to us, and we pray that what transformed them may
transform us, and with us the world for God and Christ.” – Peter Gomes.

Luke does not record the reaction of the apostles to the Spirit’s empowerment that gave them the ability
to proclaim the Gospel in languages they previously could not speak, but it must have been a surprising
experience of power to accomplish what they never dreamed was possible.  That surprising power that
comes at Pentecost has continued through generations of God’s faithful people who “by the power at work
within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine, to him be glory in the
church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever.  Amen.” (Ephesians 3:20-21).  This surprising
power is at work among us today as we face obstacles that were unimaginable even a few months ago,
working to be the church in a time when we cannot come together for worship or for the many communal
activities that we once took for granted.  There was nothing that could have prepared us for being the
church during a worldwide pandemic, but through the guidance of the Holy Spirit we continue to do the
work of sharing the Gospel, of reaching out in love to others, and of keeping the ministry of the church open
and alive while we are separated from one another.  We have been given surprising power to accomplish
surprising things in these unprecedented times, and we have the assurance that the presence and power
of the Holy Spirit will bless us when we come together again and move forward into the future that God
sets before us.

· “The church as the community of justified sinners, the fellowship of those liberated by Christ, who
experience salvation and live in thanksgiving, is on the way to fulfilling the meaning of the history



of Christ.  With its eyes fixed on Christ, it lives in the Holy Spirit and thus is itself the beginning and
earnest of the future of the new creation.” – Jurgen Moltmann.

I keep the Departmental Honors certificate on my wall primarily as a source of inspiration, as a reminder
of the time when through the encouragement of others I was able to accomplish something I never thought
was possible.  When I look at Dr. Williamson’s signature, I am thankful for this devoted mentor who saw
potential in me that I did not see in myself.  It reminds me at times when I am feeling discouraged that my
ability to be faithful to my call to ordained ministry, to proclaim the good news of Jesus Christ, is not due
to “my own understanding our strength” (Small Catechism) but through the power and presence of the Holy
Spirit who continues to inspire all God’s people to be faithful to our call to be the Church which is the body
of Christ.  The surprising power the apostles received at Pentecost is the surprising power we continue to
receive through the gift of the Holy Spirit who gives the confidence that “the one who began a good work
among you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ.” (Philippians 1:6).

Amen.


