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Words, you and I know that words can be very, very powerful.  The words that come out of our mouths, the tone of voice in which they are spoken, words can be powerful enough to change somebody’s life, for better or for worse.  But, as powerful as our words can be, no word we speak can come anywhere close to the lightening bolt power of a certain phrase that’s found in the Hebrew Scriptures.  Back in ancient Israel, nobody, but nobody dared speak this particular phrase, except the prophets of almighty Yahweh, those few mortals divinely authorized to voice the voice of God.  Therefore, when this lightening bolt phrase was uttered by a prophet, everything stopped, everybody stopped to listen, and what they heard was way, way more than what stimulates the auditory mechanism of the human ear.  What they heard in the very marrow of their souls was the sound of a rushing, roaring wind, and the roar of flames rushed by that wind to become a mighty fire, announcing the presence of the Almighty Spirit of God, the Ruah all powerful.  These words bespoke that power, THE power before whom all other powers are reduced to impotence.  The lightening bolt phrase, it was “Nehum Yahweh” – translated into English, “Thus says the Lord.”  


“Nehum Yahweh”:  sometimes that phrase was the introduction preceding a prophetic pronouncement, other times it was an emphatic conclusion.  But, wherever they were placed, the lightening bolt words signaled that what the prophet was about to say or had just said was something big, sometimes eliciting big celebration, other times announcing an immanent catastrophe, or the kind of cataclysmic change that feels like catastrophe.  “Nehum Yahweh,” those words pronounced the inauguration of a new and mighty act of Yahweh:  the almighty Ruah of God is doing something, is breathing, is blowing, is flaming, is – note the present tense.  True, the pronouncement usually was voiced in the future tense – something will be, will happen.  But “Nehum Yahweh” meant that the future was already set in motion.  In fact, when the words left the prophet’s mouth, it was as if the future could be expressed in the past tense, an already done deal.


The prophet Ezekiel gazed into a valley littered with the bones of Hebrew people.  The Babylonian army had slaughtered Israel, the few survivors taken captive to Babylon, where they actually were treated very well.  Politically astute, the Babylonian leaders planned to entice the remnant of Israel into the comforts of Babylon, to settle down happily and peacefully, with no impetus to resurrect Israel, and no desire to fight Babylon.


The Hebrew babies would be raised as Babylonians, children, then teens, then young adults knowing only the Babylonian culture, customs, and religions.  Thus, as the older generation died off, the memory of Israel would be erased, that once vital nation of Israel forgotten, nothing but dead, dry bones.  Can these bones live?  Ezekiel answered, “O Lord God, you know.”  Now, as human as we, he must have been thinking, “No; impossible,” though his hedging answer hints of faithful hope, too, doesn’t it?  Then the lightening bolt phrase was placed on Ezekiel’s lips:  “Nehum Yahweh” – “Thus says the Lord.”  And this time the pronouncement was cause for great celebration:  “O my people, I will put my spirit within you, and you shall live.”  And it was so.  Calculated according to human time, the rebirthing of Israel took many years, but the moment the prophet spoke “Nehum Yahweh,” it was as if the wall between future and present was knocked down, the re-birthing of Israel already a fait accompli.


Old, dry bones:  you know, many centuries later, that’s what the disciples were as a group, a sort of group skeleton.  They had been a living-together body, a body of people formed and held together and energized in the energy of Jesus of Nazareth.  Everything they were, their meaning and purpose and very existence as a group, and everything thing did together, circled around and was sustained in their connection to the amazing rabbi named Jesus.

They were like an enfleshed body, whose life blood flowed as if through an umbilical cord attached to Jesus, whom they followed, literally followed.  But, after his death, there was no Jesus of Nazareth to follow.  And so, the body formed for the purpose of following Jesus of Nazareth lost its life, could no longer be what it had been, could be only a skeleton of the past, dead bones.  Now, they were still alive individually, and, as we noted last Sunday, they were getting organized, preparing to continue telling the Jesus message.  But probably the ministry they were envisioning was much smaller than what they had experienced with the inspired and inspiring leadership of Jesus himself.  Given what had happened to Jesus, given the on-going threat of persecution and possible martyrdom, surely their ministry would have to be smaller, much more cautious, the Jesus movement to go deep underground, spreading the message but very quietly, to avoid ruffling the feathers of somebody dangerous.

Ah, but the future was not in the disciples’ hands, not theirs to plan or control.  The future had been set in motion by the parting words of Jesus.  Those parting words of Jesus, they were that prophetic lightening bolt, “Nehum Yahweh:”  “You will be my witnesses to the ends of the earth.”  So, while the disciples may have been preparing something quiet and small, what happened was loud and huge.  The Ruah – the mighty Spirit of the Almighty God – arrived.  

The same Ruah wind that had hovered over nothingness to breathe into being the universe, the same Ruah who had spoken in a burning bush, then as a pillar of fire leading Hebrew slaves into the promised land to become Israel, the same Ruah breath that later breathed Israel’s skelton to live again, that same Ruah arrived in Jerusalem on Pentecost Day.  The story is told in the Bible, in the book of Acts, the arrival of the Ruah, the Ruah who laughs at what mortals consider impossible, laughs at the way the word “impossible” diminishes the vision of mortals, laughs at the way the word “impossible” leads mortals to plan only that which is safe and small, manageable by human beings.  Laughing, the Ruah rushed in, and there was the sound of a rushing, roaring wind, and the roar of flames rushed by that wind, the Ruah enfleshing the skeleton of the disciples to be a body again.  And the Ruah breathed holy breath into that body, and the body came to life, very, very alive.

However, unlike what happened to the skeleton of Israel, the body the disciples had been before was not resuscitated.  What was born on Pentecost Day was new, a new body called Church, to be the very body of Christ living in the world, with power beyond the limits of human power.  With the power of the Ruah breathing in them and making them bold, they would speak powerfully, and show forth powerfully, the gospel, gospel love and justice.

The church, born on Pentecost Day, was given tremendous power, and the church today has that same tremendous power, to change lives, to lift hearts, to embrace people with God’s own embrace of grace, that all people may experience the all-inclusive love of Almighty God.  And every part of the body, that is, every individual church, has that same tremendous power, as it breathes in the breathing of the Ruah.  But sometimes a very strange and sad thing happens.  It’s as if a church begins to hold its breath, refusing to breathe in the Holy breathing, even though breathing the Holy Breath is all that can keep a church alive.

Is it fear of where the Ruah might lead a church to go, of what the Ruah might inspire a church to be and do?  Is it a desire to maintain safety by maintaining status quo, holding on tightly to what’s known, familiar, comfortable, unchanging and therefore safe?  Or perhaps, it’s the stubbornness of the two-year-old that grips some churches, that childish we-can-do-it-ourselves attitude, can make our church be what we want it to be.  We can keep our own thumbs on the church’s programs, can keep our own fists holding the reins of our church’s ministry, can decide for ourselves what’s possible and impossible, can ourselves set the vision for our church, never mind that what two-year-olds envision is small, small enough to be planned and managed by two-year-olds.

Well, whatever the underlying cause may be, some churches refuse to breathe in the Ruah’s breathing, and the result is inevitable:  they hold their breath unto death, literally commit suicide.  What a tragedy that is.  And how unthinkable the tragedy, were Madison Square Presbyterian Church to do that, to begin holding its breath, till this grace-inspired, grace-filled church family ceased to exist, till this beautiful building, so long filled with life, was left empty, just a skeleton, old, dry bones of what once was alive.

So, today we remember the birth of the church, and we praise God, that Madison Square Presbyterian Church is alive, breathing Holy Breath.  But let us not forget the purpose for which we are alive.  We are not just a nice, friendly, loving group of people doing our own thing together:  let us remember well who we are, and why we are, and the tremendous power of Christ’s own grace that’s been given to us, to live in and share out in the world.  Let us never refuse to breathe, nor somehow forget to breathe, but breathe Holy Breath gladly, that we may continue to push that proverbial envelope beyond what’s just comfortable and safe, as Jesus himself did.  Let us continue to laugh in the holy laughter of the Ruah, who laughs undaunted by the smallness of human plans and visions; let us continue to soar in the Spirit that soars free, knocking down walls, leaping over barriers to say to someone, to say to everyone, “God loves you so much!”

Those parting words of Jesus, that prophetic pronouncement of a new and mighty act of God, Almighty God calling forth a new body that would serve powerfully, as witnesses to God’s love:  may that same “Nehum Yahweh” continue to call us forth to serve, a church powerfully witnessing to God’s love.  Together may we hear in the very marrow of our souls the sound of that rushing, roaring wind, and the roar of flames rushed by that wind, a mighty blaze of energy energizing us, calling us to continue breathing in the breathing of the Ruah, a church fully alive and living in the living Spirit of Jesus Christ.
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