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     About 179 CE, the city of Rome was devastated by a horrendous pestilence, known 
today as the Plague of Galen (named after the Greek physician who described it).  
Other parts of the Roman Empire had already been infected with this mysterious 
disease that ultimately killed as many as five million.  Historians assume it was the 
Roman army that brought the disease home with them from their campaign in the Near 
East; a large number of soldiers died, decimating the famous army.  Those infected 
suffered terribly, with fevers, pain, open sores.  (Today we assume this was a form of 
measles, or small pox.)  The disease spread rapidly from house to house, and often 
patients were put out in the streets to die.  All who could flee the city did, even doctors 
and other care-givers.  But the members of the Christian churches in Rome saw a great 
need, and—bravely—they stayed behind to help those who were suffering.  These 
Christians were not afraid of dying, for they believed in the resurrection, and so—
unselfishly they responded with compassion to their fellow citizens in need.  Tenderly 
they cared for the sick, and people noticed!  “Those Christians really live what they 
preach, loving their neighbors…I would like to have their courage and conviction, 
because it seems to give them such a fulfilling purpose for living.  They seem to have a 
special power.”  This is what others observed, and from this time forward the Christian 
Church began to grow in large numbers. 

     Now, on this Pentecost Sunday, it is helpful, I think, to be reminded of times in the 
Church’s history when Christians stood out for their sacrificial service to others as a way 
of showing their love of God.  We need to stand out, in a good way, today…”They’ll 
know we are Christians by our love…” the hymn declares, so we can see the awesome 
Spirit of God still at work. 

     It’s an amazing story in Acts 2 of that first Pentecost, when he Spirit of God grabbed 
hold of Peter and the disciples and the gathered congregation—with a sound like the 
rush of a violent wind (that) filled the entire house where they were sitting.  And divided 
tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them.  All of 
them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit 
gave them ability.  Like the devout Jews who were watching, and surmised that these 
Christians were drunk, or somehow impaired, we, too, shake our heads and wonder 
about this scene. We Presbyterians, especially, like to be in control of things—so this 
described power of the Holy Spirit seems a little scary, not necessarily something we 
might pray for. Like that first century crowd, we are amazed and perplexed—at the 
same time captivated and repelled.  With the first Pentecost observers we ask, “What 
does this mean?”  Clearly the answer to that question comes in Peter’s sermon, when 



he quotes from the prophet Joel with this great promise:  Then everyone who calls on 
the name of the Lord shall be saved.  Peter goes on to tell them the story of Jesus, who 
died for our sins and was buried, but has been raised up and lives again; he concludes 
with this affirmation:  Therefore let the entire house of Israel know with certainty that 
God has made him both Lord and Messiah, this Jesus whom you crucified. The 
Pentecost story describes how, when they heard this, they were cut to the heart—they 
wanted with all their heart to make a change in their lives, to be saved, and that day 
some 3,000 were baptized.  These new Christians devoted themselves to the apostles’ 
teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers…  

     What does this mean, this extraordinary, so noticeable, life-changing power of the 
Holy Spirit that God gives to the gathered Church?  I am rather grateful that today there 
is here at Blacksburg Presbyterian no great rushing wind, to make the roof crackle.  I 
am grateful that, as I look out at you, I don’t see dancing flames.  (I don’t know what I 
would do then!)  But I hope that today, and every day, any visitor entering this sanctuary 
will observe your Mission Statement at work: 

Blacksburg Presbyterian Church 

Proclaiming God’s Word 

Growing in faith and understanding 

Welcoming all 

Extending comfort and grace 

Working for justice and peace 

Nurturing creation 

Being generous stewards of God’s gifts 

I pray that today the great Spirit of God is at work in all of us to show forth these gifts of 
faith. 

     One year at Covenant one of our musicians led a Time with Children on Pentecost in 
which she suggested that the Holy Spirit could lead us to come to worship like we come 
to football games—it was memorable!  Since you know about football games here in 
Blacksburg, let me borrow a few of her illustrations!  Imagine that the church parking lot 
fills up so quickly on Sunday morning that people come early, to get a good place!  
Even on a summer Sunday, people eagerly stand in line to get in to the church.  Some 
even come so early that you eat breakfast in the parking lot and share with others.  Of 
course you want to sit as close as possible to the action, so the church fills up from the 
front, back.  These front row seats are the most popular—you’d even give more in order 
to sit here!  The church is packed—our ushers run out of bulletins.  There is a real felt 
sense of excitement—it’s contagious!  Even the youngest children are watching and 
listening and clapping.  Nobody falls asleep, and when we stand to sing, or to pray 



together, everyone joins in, gladly. You jump to your feet with reverent cheers. There 
are no “dragees”, just like on that first Pentecost, when everybody came because they 
felt drawn in…People are eager to be a part of this gathering, even if it means altering 
your busy schedules and changing your priorities. 

       When the offering plates are passed, the ushers are surprised—the plates weigh a 
ton!  You open up your wallets and your checkbooks with grateful hearts…The counters 
later are astounded, and the news makes headlines:  $100,000 given for the Pentecost 
Offering, another $75,000 for missionary work from Blacksburg Presbyterian supporters, 
because you value so highly the ministry of these servants. 

     And when the last word is spoken, with the blessing of the benediction, and the last 
chord is played, the gathered people leave with renewed excitement and energy, as 
they are sent out to tell the Good News—not about a winning score, or a fantastic play, 
but Good News about how to find a certain inner peace, to know what it means to be 
forgiven, to trust that love trumps hatred, to be filled with the fruits of the spirit—like 
gentleness, joy, self-control, generosity, patience.  “They will know we are Christians by 
our love.” 

 In a provocative column in “The New York Times” last week, conservative writer 
David Brooks spoke passionately about our need today for a moral compass, for a 
renewed affirmation of the power of sacrificial service:  “Of course people are driven by 
selfish motivations—for individual status, wealth, and power,” Brooks wrote.  “But they 
are also motivated by another set of drives—for solidarity, love and moral fulfillment—
that are equally and sometimes more powerful…People yearn for righteousness.  They 
want to feel meaning and purpose in their lives, that their lives are oriented toward the 
good.”  (NYT, June 2, 2017)  Where can we find this “good”, if not in the Spirit-filled 
Church? 

     On this Pentecost Sunday, let us be clear that our families, our communities, our 
world still need desperately to see the Church at work, the Spirited, loving 
congregations of Christians who are not afraid, like those early Christians who walked 
the streets of Rome to tend to the sick and to show Christ’s love.  We may not all agree 
just how to express God’s love that we know in Jesus the Christ, our Messiah, our 
Savior, just like the Jews and the Gentiles who heard Peter’s sermon came with 
differing perspectives.  But, the story goes, when they opened themselves to the 
awesome power of the Spirit, they were united together, in fellowship, in study, prayer--
and at this table.  We can do no less.  May awesome ministry follow.  AMEN. 

      

      


