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Pentecost Sunday 
Act 2:1-21, Psalm 104:24-34, 35b, 1 Corinthians 12:3b-13, John 20:19-23 
The Rev. R. Justice Schunior 
 

Playthings of the Holy Spirit 
 

 This Pentecost’s readings offer us a cornucopia of ways to understand the Holy Spirit. 

We always read this passage from Acts – the origin of the Pentecost as we know it in the 

Christian faith. It’s a great story: Peter and the disciples are gathered together are a struck by 

the Spirit. They begin speaking, each of them, in different languages. It’s such a cacophony, 

some people think they’re drunk.  

 Compare that with the more orderly gifts of the Spirit that Paul describes in his letter to 

the Corinthians. Here, the gifts of the Spirit to each member of the community harmonize 

together to create something unified and cohesive. 

 And then there’s the Gospel of John. In this telling, the Pentecost moment is actually 

Easter evening. The terrified disciples are still not sure what’s happening; the resurrection is still 

a rumor. It is at this point marking the moment between a tumultuous past and an unknown 

future that Jesus enters the room and gives them the Holy Spirit.  

 It is this quieter Pentecost moment that I am most interested in this year. Perhaps 

because as a new rector, I’m facing my own uncertain future and I know you all have anxiety 

about what is to come. As I begin to visit with the elders of this congregation, the ones who 

have been here through the fat and the lean years, they have one concern: Will St. Thomas be 

here for the next generation? Will it continue to be a place of love and justice that cares for 

those both within and without its borders? 
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  When Jesus enters, he tells the frightened disciples to be at peace and then he breathes 

the Spirit INTO them. I know it says ON them in our translation, but the Greek word is INTO1. He 

breathes Spirit into them. John’s gospel frequently echoes Genesis -it’s opening words are “In 

the Beginning”. And the gospel writer does it again here. This phrase, “He breathed into them” 

is exactly what God does to the dust man that we know as Adam. What was just dry dirt 

becomes God breathed humanity. Just like God in the beginning of time, Jesus is making a new 

creation. The disciples were a frightened bunch of disheartened followers; they become, at this 

moment, the church.  

 Throughout the Easter season we’ve been hearing from Jesus’ Farewell Discourse – a 

long prayer he offers to God while the disciples listen in. As I said a couple of weeks ago, it goes 

on and on. And it’s kind of repetitive: “Father, you and I are one, and they are one with you and 

I am in you and you are in me and they are in me…” All of this rambling has been to prepare the 

disciples for this new future. They are one with Jesus – a part of his new creation.  They may be 

small, they may be frightened, but they have the power of the Holy Spirit inside them. 

 Talking about the power of the Holy Spirit, let me tell you about this little church in 

Greensboro, North Carolina. I know this church because it’s the one my mother attends. My 

mother used to go to the big Episcopal church in town, but they did something that made her 

mad and she left to look for a new spiritual home. It took her a while to find something she 

liked, but when she did she was so excited to share it with me and my sister.  

 I have to say I wasn’t overly impressed. St. Barnabas is tucked away down a driveway off 

a street that has nothing that would attract notice. It’s a small, fairly modern brick building. 

                                                           
1 Enephusesen –“He breathed into” John 20:22 
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Walking into the sanctuary felt like walking into someone’s living room. It’s probably the size of 

some of your living rooms. My mother, at least in my take on the room, was one of the younger 

ones, or at least she was easily not the oldest (she’s 73 by the way). There was little to no 

diversity, the music was…shall we say it was definitely music. But my mom was happy there. 

 And I was just glad she was happy even if the place didn’t seem like the most 

sustainable church in town. But about a year and a half ago, my mom had a stroke. My sister 

lives in Atlanta and I was living in DC at the time. We didn’t know if she’d be able to live on her 

own or if we’d need to move her closer to one of us. She’s lived in North Carolina all her life – 

her entire life was there; we didn’t want to uproot her. 

 St. Barnabas stepped into the void – they visited her, they called her. When she did 

finally go home, a friend from church came every day to do light cleaning and get her ready for 

the day. They gave her rides until she could drive again. In other words, they saved her life, by 

which I mean they made possible the life that sustained her. 

 It’s actually not that uncommon for little churches to be awesome at pastoral care. Just 

because it’s common doesn’t mean it’s not a miracle, but listen to this: Last week I spoke to my 

mom on my birthday. She couldn’t wait to tell me about her church’s new activity. They, this 

little church in Greensboro, North Carolina, were going to provide sanctuary to an immigrant in 

danger of deportation. The vestry had unanimously approved it. Juana, a Guatemalan 

immigrant who fled violence in her country 30 years ago, was going to be deported despite the 

fact that she’s been here for decades, is married to a citizen, and is a mother and grandmother 

to US citizens.  
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 The next day I found a video sent out by the National Church of a press conference in 

the living room-esque sanctuary of St. Barnabas2. Parishioners, the rector, and Juana’s family 

were there reciting the baptismal creed. They’re the first church in the south to offer sanctuary. 

Little, elderly, strapped-for-cash St. Barnabas is not just protecting a grandmother threatened 

by the apparatus of the state, they’re showing the rest of us what the Holy Spirit can do to us – 

it can make us bold, creative, and courageous.  

 I also think the Holy Spirit is having a bit of fun. Really, it’s this church that’s going to 

make waves? But that’s the way the Holy Spirit is – She’s a bit of a class clown.  

 The Psalm we read together today gives us some insight into this fun-loving Spirit. Look 

to verse 26: “There go the ships, and Leviathan that you formed to sport in it”. Leviathan that 

you formed to sport in it. God made the Leviathan to play in the ocean. This big sea creature is 

something God created for fun. The same theme comes up in the Book of Job, again with the 

Leviathan. It’s all for fun. This is not my quote, but I have heard the leviathan described as 

God’s rubber ducky. Creation is fun; it is playful.  

 I’m not saying that St. Thomas needs to become a sanctuary church, though I definitely 

think we’re called to consider how we are to respond to the current anti-immigrant climate. 

What I am saying is that we might feel little, we might feel frightened, but that’s nothing for the 

Holy Spirit. She loves to play with folks like us. If little St. Barnabas can do a new and 

courageous thing, we’re going to set the world on fire. 

                                                           
2 You can read about Juana and St. Barnabas, Greensboro, as well as see the video in the sanctuary here: 
http://episcopaldigitalnetwork.com/ens/2017/05/31/guatemalan-woman-facing-deportation-receives-sanctuary-
at-north-carolina-episcopal-church/ 
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 We’re heading into summer. It’s funny. The church celebrates this renewal, this upsurge 

of energy and purpose right at the time we, as a society, are taking a break. School’s out; 

summer vacation is about to begin; we’ll begin to have one service next Sunday and a lot of 

church activities will kind of wind down.  

But perhaps some of that playfulness you’re preparing to engage in out there in the 

world is just the kind of energy we need right now. The playfulness that we’ll need if we’re 

prepared to partner with Holy Spirit so she can breathe into our dusty old bones and make 

something new.  

 


