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A wild rushing, roaring, uncageable, untameable wind:  it’s the sound of a huge being breathing, the sound of Ruah breathing, Ruah the Holy Spirit breathing.  It’s not a new sound, that breathing, but a sound very, very old, older than the earth, older that the sun, moon, stars, older than time itself.  Listen now to the very first sentence in our Bible; listen and hear the breathing.  “In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind of God swept over the face of the waters.”  A wind of God, it was Ruah, wild, uncageable, untameable, boundless being breathing, creating, birthing.  The sound of a wild rushing wind:  it was Ruah filling the room where the disciples were gathered.


And there were flames, as if tongues of fire, a fire burning but not consuming, that fire like the wind not new, but very, very old.  Remember a bush burning, and a voice calling out “Holy ground!  I am who I am, Moses; take off your sandals for you are standing on holy ground.”  It was Ruah, wild, uncageable, untameable, boundless energy, Ruah breathing, creating, birthing a mortal to become what that mortal never imagined he could be, the fire filling the mortal Moses to do what no mere mortal could do.
Thus, too, the breathing wildfire energy of Ruah filled the room where the disciples were gathered, filled also the bodies of those mortal beings to become what no mortal could become and do what no mortal could do.  There in that room, in the sound of a wild rushing, roaring wind, in the flames of a fire which does not destroy but gives birth, breathes life, there on the day of Pentecost, the Church of Jesus Christ was born.  And that same Ruah, breathing and blowing where it will, not tameable or cageable or subject to the manipulation of any mortal but sometimes taking mortals where they’d not planned to go, to be what they cannot be and do what mortals cannot do, that same Ruah is here, Ruah the Holy Spirit.
But this portrait of the Holy Spirit is a bit daunting, isn’t it, perhaps, cloaked as it is in fathomless mystery, even a bit frightening?  Most of us much prefer the portrait of the Holy Spirit as painted in the Gospel of John, not a wild roaring wind or a huge breathing fire, but a gentleness, a divine and perfect gentleness, strong, yes, and boundlessly powerful, but never frighteningly wild.

Holy Spirit:  isn’t that the gentle Comforter who holds us tenderly when our grief is too much to bear?  Holy Spirit:  isn’t that the gentle, steady Presence that steadies us when our lives are shaken apart as if by the mightiest of earthquakes?  Holy Spirit:  isn’t that the gentle Healer, who tends our wounds and mends our broken hearts?  
Holy Spirit:  isn’t that the gentle Encourager who comes when our own courage is weak or has altogether failed, who lifts our fearful minds and hearts into a courage bigger, stronger than our own.  Holy Spirit:  isn’t that the gentle loving and oh so patient Teacher, who comes when everything we’ve learned isn’t enough and we need more?  Holy Spirit:  isn’t that the gentle and oh so wise Guide, who comes to lead us when we’re befuddled and don’t know which way to go?  Holy Spirit:  isn’t that the gentleness of the Shepherd, who comes to find us when we’ve wandered and gotten lost?  Holy Spirit:  isn’t that the gentle Friend, who never abandons, never grows tired of us, never rejects us, but loves us no matter what?  Holy Spirit:  isn’t that the gentle giver of new life, who comes when our old living feels dead as old dry bones?
Comforter, Steady and steadying Presence, Healer, Encourager, Teacher, Guide, Shepherd, Friend, New-life Giver, that kind, compassionate, understanding gentleness – isn’t that the Holy Spirit?  Oh, absolutely Yes!  But remember, the Holy Spirit is not one-dimensional.  The Holy Spirit is also Ruah.  Strange as it may be, the Comforter is at the same time the one who pulls us right out of our comfort zones sometimes.
When we’ve settled into the old and familiar, here comes Ruah pulling us into something new and untried.  When we’re settled into what we’ve learned and really are quite comfortable with what we already know, really don’t want to learn something new, here comes Ruah to blow our minds with a new thought, to think what we’ve never thought before, perhaps to discover that some of our old thinking and old learnings are wrong.  When our lives are relatively peaceful, when that proverbial applecart is oh so nicely balanced and we sure don’t want anybody messing with it, here comes Ruah, turning our lives upside down, not to hurt us, though the turning upside down may be painful, but to birth us afresh, as if to become babes with a huge, exciting, new world to discover.
Ruah, the sound of a wild wind blowing, the flame that burns yet doesn’t consume, a huge living being breathing, creating, birthing, the wind, the flame uncageable, untameable, uncontrollable by mortals:  we can sense the presence of Ruah in our own individual lives, when we dare to do so.  And that same wild wind and fire that blows and flames where it wills, not necessarily where we will, we can sense its presence in our life as church, as a church family, when we dare to do so.  Thing is, many of us handle the presence of Ruah in our own personal lives better than we handle the presence of Ruah in our life as church, as church family.
It seems to be especially hard on us, when Ruah comes breathing, creating, birthing our church home to be somehow new, different, changed.  We know, of course, that the Church of Jesus Christ doesn’t belong to us.  We know, you and I, that Madison Square Presbyterian Church doesn’t belong to us, that it belongs to God, and so we know that Ruah won’t wait on us to move forward, won’t wait for us to make decisions, won’t wait for us to make up our own minds about who we are and where we’ll go.  We know all of that, intellectually, that the wild wind of Ruah breathing is in charge, will blow when and where it will, sometimes changing what we believe unchangeable, Ruah making all things new.

All of that we know, intellectually.  But deep down we wish sometimes it weren’t so.  We wish that the church could be something we could count on to be always steady, always stable, always known and familiar in its steady sameness.  Yes, we know that the church must change, must grow, must grow up in order to remain alive.  But deep down we want any change to be gradual, slow, at a comfortable pace.  That longing we have for the church to be steady and stable, it’s an understandable longing, for we live most hours of every day in a world that isn’t steady and stable, a world so often chaotic, so often violent, so often loud, and so often racing racing racing into tomorrow, to leave yesterday quickly behind, sometimes leaving us behind.

It’s hard, tiring, stressful to live in this world, and so, it’s understandable why we would want church to be very different – a place of calm, safety, security, stability, familiar traditions, honored history, long friendships, change only at a slow and comfortable pace, church to be the one place where we can escape the chaos for a while, can breathe peacefully, can worship deeply, can feel deeply loved always, the church to be the strong ship undaunted by the stormiest sea, steady as she goes.  Deep down we really don’t want Ruah to stir up any frenzy, even good frenzy, don’t want Ruah to turn our church life upside down, with its wild breathing.
But, no matter the fervency of our wishing, we aren’t in control of things, and we know it; the church doesn’t belong to us, and we know it.  We know that the sacred wildness will come; it’s come before, it’ll come again.  All we can do is live with that truth, sort of predicting the unpredictable to happen at any moment.  But living with that truth, that Ruah could come breathing and birthing and changing things at any moment, living with that truth requires extraordinary faithfulness, to release our grip on steady sameness and go soaring with Ruah, a church soaring where Ruah wills us to soar.
How can we do that; how do we summon up that much faith, that much faithfulness, as a church?  Well, truth is, we can’t, but truth is also we can, by the very hand of Ruah who comes as a wild power but also as gentleness.  See, when Ruah comes as a wild thing, at the very same time, Ruah comes as a gentle thing, wildly stirring up us mortals but at the same time comforting us in the midst of the stirring.  Ruah comes a loud rushing wind aflame, and at the same time the Steady Presence, the Healer, the Encourager, the Teacher, the Guide, the Shepherd, the Friend who is the most loving of all friends, to make bold our faith, to blow away the burden of fear, to release our need to control, to turn any reluctant foot-dragging into the excitement of Ruah’s own dance.
So let us be glad this Pentecost Day, and full of trust, knowing that God’s own Spirit is breathing in our lives and in this church, the great Spirit of limitless power and boundless gentleness dancing the sacred dance that’ll go on and on and on, the Ruah of God, the Holy Spirit of God, delighted to have us as partners in the dance.
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