Sunday, 30 May

Chaplain Van Dickens

“Pentecost:  Are You Fired Up?”

Acts 2:1-21

John 14:8-17

As you know, the Naval Academy has enjoyed an unparalleled winning season in the vast majority of sports.  From football to crew, rugby, lacrosse, the list of winning teams keeps growing.  A new chant has been heard at every game, match, heat or tournament, a three-worded challenge that began with our superintendent and quickly spread.  And in order to do it the right way, you have to use your arms.  I’m going to try it, but I’ll need your help.  Ready?  FIRE IT UP!

Now that’s motivating!  Imagine 4300 midshipmen jumping up and down on the bleachers screaming, “Fire it up!” at the top of their lungs.  Imagine the excitement of beating an arch rival who has forced Navy to eat crow year after year and finally see the rival team eat humble pie a la mode, “back at ya,” returning to their locker rooms in the shame and agony of defeat while we thrill in the victory.  In the words of Jackie Gleason, “Ohhh, how sweet it is!”  

Imagine then, if you can, that same enthusiasm resting on the shoulders of 120 disciples when the Holy Spirit descended upon them.  Things began to happen.  Strangers to the faith from other lands heard for the first time in their native language the gospel story.  Peter boldly preaches with such fervor that 3000 archrival Israelites who helped crucify Jesus repent and are baptized on the spot!  The Church is born because people got all fired up over what God had accomplished through his son, and because God was not yet finished working in their lives.  As the Church would say, “The Spirit was moving.”  And the Church had only begun to fire it up.

That’s what I want to focus on, on this Day of Pentecost, this idea of getting all fired up.  Some of us go through the day the way a check out clerk described it to me when I asked her how she was doing.  She said, “Sir, to tell you the truth, I’ve been watching the clock for the last five hours.  I have three more to go before I get out of this rat race of a job, and then I’ll be happy, happy, happy.”  On Pentecost, the Church got all fired up because they realized that God’s time of fulfilling promises had dawned upon them, in the here and now, and because they heard the word, and so can we.  But in order to hear the word, we must hear the whole word, as they did, and that is an experience that is filled with surprising twists and turns.  It is amazing, when you think about it, how these early Christians got all fired up after feeling the sting of guilt.  Because if you and I were listening, Peter’s words contain words of conviction.  Peter told it as it was, without mincing words.  “This Jesus, whom you crucified….”  Peter was as blunt as he was bold.  He told them they were lawless men.  Contrary to the politics of how to win friends and influence people, Peter won them over by telling the raw, unadorned gospel truth.

As you know, the last two weeks have been especially exciting for our fourth class midshipmen as they “metamorphed” into youngsters.  I asked one of them in my battalion how he felt the day after sea trials.  He said his back was sore, but that it was nothing compared to the pain he was going to experience later that afternoon when the dentist extracts all four of his wisdom teeth.  Now that’s a painful truth!  When it comes to the gospel, the truth will set you free, but it may first make you miserable, and understandably so, for who among us cares to hear that we are the predisposed, self-serving, self-righteous, ego-inflated, sin-sick wretches that we are?  In the story of David and Bathsheba, after painting the picture of a man who slaughtered a sheep owner’s pet lamb, the prophet Nathan delivers his narrative coup de grace with his words to David, “Thou art the man.”  You are the slayer, you are the adulterer.  The moment was suddenly charged.  David, King of the United Monarchy, is boxed in on all sides by the truth.  The choices are few.  He can either face the truth and face God, or deny the truth and deny God.  He chooses to face the painful truth.  

The truth is we cannot run from the truth, the whole gospel truth of our lives without also running from God.  That was Peter’s message.  According to Scripture, those who worship God must worship Him in Spirit and in truth.  And the truth may be painful because it usually reveals that part in us we so desperately wish to cover up, the chink in our armor that, if exposed, would render us vulnerable, and who wants to be vulnerable?  It is much easier to deny the truth.  And yet, at least in the world of politics, it has rarely been the deed itself that has undermined a person, but rather the attempt to cover the truth.  But denial is more than a river in Egypt.  It is the most common temptation of the human spirit into which all of us fall.  At times, we deny the truth to the point where we deceive ourselves, in order to see ourselves in a better light.  And when we do this, we are on the rockiest of ground.  We may even hurt others and ourselves.  

Earlier this year, all of the Navy Chaplains received excellent training in the role of the chaplain as moral and ethical advisor, and a large portion of the training was taught by some of our own professors at the Naval Academy.  One of the areas we focused on was the code of the warrior.  We learned that a warrior’s code is essential in order to draw the distinction between a combat warrior and a murderer, how to determine those actions in the heat of war that are honorable from those that are dishonorable.  We learned that it is the goal of every warrior to observe a code in order to preserve their humanity, where certain actions are kept inviolate, such as minimizing civilian casualties, reducing suffering, accepting surrender, and humane treatment of POWs.  It is more than laws and rules.  It is incorporating into every warrior’s fiber an internal identity with certain lines of conduct that a warrior never crosses if he or she wishes to remain a warrior.  In his book, Obeying Orders:  Atrocity, Military Discipline and the Law of War, Mark Osiel relates a true story where an officer tells one of his enlisted “Marines don’t do that,” and with this, the Marine being addressed lowers his rifle from the head of a Vietnamese woman.  Likewise, you and I must be reminded of who we are and whom we represent before we can experience joy in the Spirit.  In order to be a Christian, we must learn the code of a Christian.  God’s Spirit comes to us with words of truth that must first convict before it can convert.  

And of course, what is true on the battlefield is also true at home.  I was visiting with a couple sometime ago, who were having marital problems.  He was convinced he was right and she was convinced she was right, but in trying to convince each other they were right, everything came out wrong.  They argued over little things that were never resolved   Before long, they were making generalities about the other person’s character.  She’s forgetful; he never listens.  He always has to be right.  She never admits a mistake.  Little by little, they were treating their marriage like a wishbone, pulling each other apart.  They deceived themselves into thinking that because they were right, they could not also be wrong.  You can be right and still get it wrong.  I heard a man recently say that in his marriage, he has learned that he can either be right, or he can be happy.  We must be careful whenever we try to convince others we are right, that we do not destroy the relationship in the process.

Lest we forget, those who killed Jesus were so convinced they were politically and legally right, they failed to see whom they were killing.  Peter boldly reminded them that what they did in the name of being morally, legally, and spiritually right was eternally wrong.  The truth was painful, but it also set them free, and that is the exciting part of Pentecost for them as well as for us.  The good news is that although we are sinful, God does not leave us to wallow in our sin.  In writing to the Church of Rome, Paul declares, “Wretched man that I am!  Who will deliver me from this body of death?  Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!”  The 3000 to whom Peter preached were cut to the heart by his words.  They said, “What shall we do?”  “Repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sins, and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”  On the cross when he died, Jesus said, “Father forgive them.  They know not what they do.”  To the penitent thief who was crucified with him, Jesus promised, “Today you will be with me in Paradise.”  To all who draw near to him and receive his forgiveness, there is new life, new hope, new power through the Spirit.  It is the same Spirit that convicts that also forgives and converts.  The weight of sin is heavier than any ball and chain we can ever bear.  But suddenly the burden is lifted.  The dark clouds give way.  God’s love shines through.  All is made right.  It is as if we approached the bench with guilt written all over us, and the judge looks at us and says, “Oh it’s you!  We’re family!  Not guilty.” Now that’s exciting!  Instead of throwing the book at us, God throws a party!  We were lost, but now we are found.  We were dead, but now are alive!  We now know who and whose we are and can live in his Spirit.  And if that’s not enough reason to fire it up, nothing is.  But wait, there’s more!

Because what God has accomplished through his Son, is constantly at work in our lives.  We are like several of our buildings on the Yard: a work in progress.  The spirit that convicts, and converts, is the same Spirit that also inspires.  What we are is not half of what we will be.  We are like a Fourth of July fireworks display that starts off sort of slow, occasionally an “ooh!” or “ahh!” in the crowd, but then it keeps getting better and better until the technicians launch the grand finale and the whole sky is lit up with a rainbow of colors.  That’s God’s plan for your life and mine.  God is not nearly finished with our lives.  The best is yet to come and is coming.  You may feel like an old dog…allow me to rephrase that…there have been times when I have felt like an old dog that cannot learn a new trick.  But then, God turns me around and surprises me to no end.  And that’s enough to get me all fired up!

In the movie, “As good as it gets,” Jack Nicholson plays the role of an extremely obsessive/compulsive writer named Melvin who is unable to function in the morning unless he goes to the same restaurant at the same time, and orders the same meal from the same waitress, played by Helen Hunt, and in true Hollywood fashion, he falls in love with her but always manages to screw it up when it comes to trying to have the semblance of a relationship.  At one point, she is completely fed up with him and demands one good reason why she should stay involved with him.  She says, “Give me one good reason.”  And in a rare moment of brilliance, Melvin rises to the occasion and says, “You make me want to be a better man.”  

When we experience God’s Spirit, and feel his grace lavishly poured out upon us for no other good reason than because he loves us, then for God’s sake, we want to be better people.  It is the Spirit that convicts.  It is the Spirit that converts.  It is also the Spirit that inspires.  And that’s reason to get all fired up.

You remember the story of Zacchaeus, that wee little worm of a man, the chief tax collector in Jericho who recognized Jesus for who he was?  You remember how he ran through the crowd with his fancy clothes flying everywhere and how he had the audacity to climb a sycamore tree just to see the Master?  And how, while the people were still laughing at Zacchaeus for making such a spectacle of himself, Jesus recognized Zacchaeus and honored him with his presence?  Do you remember the words Zacchaeus then said?  “Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor; and if I have defrauded any one of anything, I restore it fourfold.”  Jesus then says, “Today, salvation has come to this house.  For the Son of man came to seek and to save the lost.”  

Pentecost is the reminder that Jesus enters our lives also, just as we are, and when he does, we want to be better persons.  The good news is that His Spirit that convicts, converts and inspires is also the Spirit that transforms.  Salvation can come to our homes in the form of a new life, and it can happen today, this day, and every day.  Therefore, in the name Jesus Christ our savior, and by the Spirit of the living God in our midst, now is the time.  Church, are you with me?  Then by all means, FIRE IT UP!

