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The first time I set foot on the campus of Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary was early in 2006 when I visited as a prospective student. I was the middle-aged, single mom of a six-year-old. It had been nearly 20 years since the last time I had been a student. I knew almost nothing formal about theology, and yet I had an unshakable, unavoidable feeling that this was where God was calling me to be.

In other words, I was terrified. The day was a typical prospective student day. A tour, lunch with students, and, of course, the opportunity to visit a class. When I looked at the schedule I’d been given for the day, I saw the name of the class was Pneumatology, Ecclesiology, and Eschatology. And as soon as I saw that, I was ready to run. I didn’t even know what two of those words meant! Surely, I was in the wrong place!
You know, of course, the end of the story. I went ahead to Garrett, and I loved my time there. I ate up all they had to offer – a plate full of theology and history and Bible and pastoral practice. And I came to understand all those words– and many others like them. More importantly, I came to realize they are simply words, short cuts in expressing our common experiences of faith.

Perhaps my favorite new word at Garrett is one that I’m not sure is even a real word. I suspect it may have been made up by my creative and eclectic Wesley professor, Dr. Barry Bryant. The word is pneumaphobia. Pneuma is the Greek word for spirit. And phobia, well, you know what that means. So, pneumaphobia is fear of, rather than trust in, the Holy Spirit, and it’s exactly what I suffered from that day in 2006. 
Now, why do I bring up all of this today? Well, one reason is that today is Pentecost, the day we in the Christian church celebrate God’s sending of the Holy Spirit to us. Perhaps you remember the story as it is told in the Book of Acts.

It was fifty days after the Passover, which means it was also fifty days after the death of Jesus. The disciples were gathered at a house in Jerusalem when suddenly there was a loud sound like a strong wind. Flames of fire appeared and landed on their shoulders. And they each began to talk in different language – languages they had never spoken before. Peter stood up and began to preach and, by the time he was finished, three thousand people became followers of Jesus Christ. 
It was the day the church was born. I wonder if it was the day pneumaphobia was born, as well. Because if I had been a person on the street that day, I’m sure I would have been scared by the disciples’ crazy behavior. Imagine the scene – fire, wind and the disciples of Jesus suddenly speaking in tongues. The scripture tells us that it was so chaotic, so strange that people thought the disciples must be drunk.
Two thousand years later, we are still sometimes afraid of how the Holy Spirit might manifest itself. There are many reasons why. For those of us who have grown up outside the church or in mainline denominations, stories of speaking in tongues, faith-healings, and exorcisms can make us pretty uncomfortable. But, we’re not only afraid of these strange or unusual forms of the Spirit. We’re afraid of the changes the Spirit might bring to our lives. We’re afraid that if we listen to the Spirit, we’ll do something crazy like go to seminary or start a mission in Kenya! Or we wonder whether the Spirit is even real – or just another word for expressing our common faith experience. We have so many fears, so many questions.
Now, as you know, I’m a mom. You might not know that I’m also a step-mom and a former teacher. With all that experience behind me, I know you’re not supposed to play favorites. At anything. Ever. But now that I’ve faced my own pneumaphobia, now that I’ve acknowledged, thanks to Dr. Bryant, my own discomfort with the Holy Spirit, sometimes, just sometimes, in the quiet of my heart when I think God might not be looking, sometimes I think that of the three parts of the trinity, the Spirit might be my favorite. 
Why? Because of all the good gifts the Spirit brings. In the Gospel of John, Jesus promises the disciples that God will send the Spirit to them after his death to be his presence among them, among us. The Spirit is here to comfort us, to guide us, to advocate for us, to teach us. The Spirit is what draws us together as a community. The Spirit is what renews us, creating for us new life and new hope when our hope is lost. 
And not only is the Spirit God’s gift to all of us, but the spirit gives us individual gifts, as well. As Paul says in the letter to Corinthians, our gifts are diverse. Some of us have the gift of wisdom and insight. Others are particularly good at learning and teaching. Still others are able to heal through their words or their hands. Others have especially strong faith and trust in God. And still others are able to speak prophetically – pointing out where we are not faithful to what God calls us to be in this world. Whatever our gifts, Paul says, they are given by the same Spirit, to serve the same Lord, and we are called to use them for the common good. And that is how we know that a gift – a characteristic we have, a nudging we feel, an idea growing in our hearts and minds – comes from the Spirit. It is something we can use for the Common Good.
Perhaps my favorite theologian on the topic of the Holy Spirit is Juergen Moltmann. He picks up this idea that what comes from the Spirit can be recognized because it is used for the common good. For Moltmann, if something is for the common good, it ministers to life. We recognize the Holy Spirit through whatever affirms life, gives life, nurtures life, cares for life. We know we are using our spiritual gifts when we uphold life, too. 
Now, that might seem obvious. And yet, Moltmann points out, when you look at how we live – at humanity’s tendency toward destroying nature, at the level of poverty and the gross imbalance of resources in the world, at the ever-present risk of nuclear disaster, at disease and violence and war – we do not seem to be affirming, upholding, nurturing life. We do not seem to be living in the Spirit.
Christians are called to live differently. Christians are called to use the gifts of the Spirit – wisdom, healing, prophecy, love – to change the world. To celebrate life and all that God created.
I can’t think of any better illustration of living in the Spirit than the United Methodist Women. On this day, we are celebrating their ministry and witness. Since the first meeting of the Women’s Foreign Missionary society in 1869, women from the Methodist and E.U.B. traditions have recognized the needs of the poor, the oppressed and the marginalized in this country and around the world. They have been determined to help and to be advocates for social justice.

With an emphasis on improving the quality of life for women, children and youth, they have opened schools, fought against racism and sexism in the church and society, marched for fair labor laws, begun health clinics for immigrants, addressed issues of domestic violence and alcohol abuse, and so much more.

Today, they continue their work in fighting against human trafficking, in supporting small business opportunities for women in the developing world, in providing scholarships and schooling to young people, and in educating those of us who live in privilege about the realities of life in the rest of the world.
They create an example for the rest of us of what it means not to affirm life. To live life in a Christian community that upholds Creation and celebrates the integrity and worth of each living person, each life – young or old, black, brown or white, gay or straight, Republican or Democrat, rich or poor.
I will leave you today with this quote from Juergen Moltmann. He says, “We live as though we have gotten used to death, at least to the death of other creatures and other people. And to get used to death is the beginning of freezing into lifelessness ourselves. And so the essential thing is to affirm life – the life of other creatures – the life of other people – one’s own life. Anyone who really says yes to life, says no to poverty. Those who truly affirm and love life take up the struggle against violence and injustice. They refuse to get used to it. They do not conform. They resist.”

That is what is possible when we trust in the Spirit, rather than fear it. When we embrace her gifts, rather than run from them. When we are pneumaphiliacs, lovers of the Spirit, rather than pneumaphobics. That is the witness of the UMW.
May it be our witness in the world, as well.
Amen.
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