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When I was back in South Carolina, the church around the corner from where we 

worshipped did something pretty interesting one Pentecost. People walked in off the street to 

find a church filled with balloons, people in the choir with horns and party hats, and an organ 

cranking out Happy Birthday. There was even cake large enough for everyone to have a small 

piece. On Pentecost, you see, they were celebrating the birthday of the church. They even 

figured out how old the church would be as they dated the age of the church all the way back 

to the first Pentecost.  

You may think there’s something a little strange about having a birthday party for the 

church. But what makes it strange? Is it because it’s strange to have birthday celebrations in the 

church? Well, no that’s not so strange, we have them here every month after all. Is it that it’s so 

strange to have a birthday party for a nonperson? Well, no. Some people have birthday parties 

for their pets, after all, but pets aren’t people. So it’s not that we can’t have birthdays in the 

church, or that birthdays have to be for people, but most of us think of the church as an 

institution, and how odd it is to have a birthday for an institution! We don’t think of the church 

as a living, breathing thing. But can we really speak of the church as having been born? Can we 

speak of the church as really being alive? 

On the day when the church is said to have been born, as the story goes, all the disciples 

were gathered together in one house in the city of Jerusalem. It was the festival of Pentecost, 

which takes place fifty days after Passover, and Jewish people from all over the world were 

together in Jerusalem for the festival. And suddenly as the disciples were all together, the Holy 
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Spirit came among them with the sound like the rush of a great wind. Tongues of fire appeared 

on each of them, and they began speaking in languages that were the same languages that 

people from all over the world were speaking at the festival. Now as you can imagine, crowds 

gathered around to hear all this, and as they did so, you can probably also imagine that all the 

murmuring that you’d expect to hear at a festival stopped and they all became quiet—quiet 

enough to listen to the wonder of hearing their own languages being spoken. And as the 

crowds listened, they found themselves divided into two groups. In one group were those who 

were confused and amazed by what they were hearing. They said “These men who are speaking 

are from Galilee, and Galilee is a backwoods town out in the country. So how is it that we are 

able to hear our own languages being spoken by these people?” 

 But the other group said “These people are drunk; they are filled with new wine.” 

  Then Peter stood up among the crowds to correct the second group and to educate the 

first group. He said “These people are not drunk as you think, because it is only nine o’clock in 

the morning. Instead, what you are witnessing is something that was promised in the Old 

Testament according to the prophet Joel, who said ‘In the last days I shall pour out my spirit on 

all flesh. Your sons and your daughters will prophesy, your young men will see visions, your old 

men will dream dreams. Even on my slaves, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in 

those days. The sun will be darkened and the moon turned to blood before the coming of the 

great and glorious day of the Lord and everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be 

saved.’”  

What do we have in this story of Pentecost? We might think of the church as a building or 

as an institution, but there is very little in this story that has anything to do with the beginning 
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of a building or an institution. There is nothing in this story about a ground breaking ceremony, 

or about a deed being signed, or blueprints being passed around. What we have in this story 

rather is the story of an event, just like a birth is an event, and this event takes place in the lives 

of real people. What we have is not a story about an institution but a story about God doing 

something in the lives of the disciples, God doing something in our lives.  

Do you remember the first time you were introduced to the word “church”? Can you think 

back that far? For me, it was (using hands) here’s the church, here’s the steeple, open the door 

and see, all the what? Did someone say “see all the bricks and mortar”? Did someone say see 

all the stained glass? Did someone say see the committees and programs? I think I heard 

someone say see all the people. The first time we learned the word church we learned the word 

people. But something happened along the way didn’t it? Something happened where we came 

to associate the church with bricks and mortar and budgets and programs. Somehow we got 

away from that little rhyme for children. But what that rhyme did not tell us is that the church is 

not just a place with people, the church itself is the people. On that first Pentecost long ago, the 

disciples did not get together and say “Lets erect a building and buy some hymnals and then we 

can pray for God to bring us people.” The church itself was the people.  

If we think of the church primarily as buildings and budgets and programs, we will of 

course be confused about the very idea of the church having a birthday or the church having a 

birth. We might loosely speak that way, but we will do it with a wink and a smile as we say to 

each other “That’s not what we really mean.” But if we think of the church as God’s people, 

then there’s nothing so unusual about talking that way. If we believe the church to be God’s 

people then we will see the birth of the church as something that is no different from the birth 
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of any living, breathing thing. And we will say “Of course the church is alive. Of course the 

church is alive, because it is through God’s creation of the church that all of us have new life.”  

The late columnist Lewis Grizzard was a lifelong member of the Moreland United 

Methodist Church in the small town of Moreland, Georgia. When he was a kid in this church, 

there were two boys who ran into some trouble with the law and they were sentenced by a 

judge to attend the youth group at that church for six months. Grizzard was there on the first 

night when these two juvenile delinquents showed up for the youth group. On that first night, 

they beat up two other boys in the group and they threw a hymnal at the kindly lady who was 

the group’s youth advisor. She skillfully ducked the book, and then she said “I don’t approve of 

what you boys did here tonight, and neither does the Lord, but if he can forgive you, then I 

guess I can too.” Then she passed around a plate of cookies she had baked for the group and 

asked the two boys to help themselves. Years later, Mr. Grizzard attended a service at that 

church in Moreland, Georgia. At that time, someone told him that those two boys, those two 

juvenile delinquents had grown up to be good fathers, to hold steady jobs and that they rarely, 

if ever, missed church. Sometime after that, in one of his columns, Grizzard would write “It was 

the first miracle I ever saw.”  

In the church of Jesus Christ, we have our problems. We are often a divided group of 

people. We mirror the same divisions that you see out in the world. We often lack commitment 

to what we confess that we believe. Sometimes we fight. Sometimes we become a place that is 

more about escaping the world than providing hope for the world.  

We have our problems in the church. There can be no doubt about that. But make no 

mistake about it. Your being in the church even if today is the first time you were ever in 
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church, it is a miracle. It is a miracle that is no less a miracle than what happened to those two 

boys in Moreland, Georgia. It is a miracle that is no less a miracle than what happened to those 

disciples at the first Pentecost long ago. And just like those disciples it may be a miracle people 

can’t fully explain. Like there were in those days, there may be other people around you who 

try to explain it for you. Just like they told the disciples they were filled with new wine, they 

may turn to you and say, “Oh, I know why you’re going to that church. You must be trying to 

network for your business. Oh, I know why you go to that church, you must go because you feel 

guilty. Oh, I know why you go to that church. You must go because your spouse wants you to 

go, or because you want to look good for your kids.” They will come up with all kinds of 

explanations about how you, too are filled with new wine—all kinds of explanations because to 

tell about the miracle of the church simply does not fit in this world that doesn’t believe that 

God can work miracles. But don’t listen to them. You are here because of God. You are here 

because God has called you out of wherever you are in life.  

Do you believe that? Do you believe that you are here because God has called you to be 

here? Because if you do, then I think you have to admit that there is nothing so unusual about 

having a birthday party for the church, because the church really is a living breathing organism. 

But maybe you find it hard to believe. Maybe you find it hard to believe that God has called you 

and not just you but all of us to be here because that’s something that gets lost in the day to 

day operations of the church as we talk about keeping the lights on, keeping the roof from 

leaking, finding the right people to serve on each committee and so on and so forth.  

I sometimes think about the church as an old married couple that has paid so many bills 

and changed so many diapers and burned so many dinners that they have forgotten why they 
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ever got together in the first place. We’ve all seen that happen before. But though we may be a 

long way from the story of that first Pentecost, the story of Pentecost is still our story, it is still 

who we are, and no one can take that away from us.  

So let us close by wishing the church a happy birthday. Let us close by doing that because 

the church is not an institution, it is not brick and mortar, it is not even a club or a corporation. 

Legally, it might be a corporation, but there is so much more to church than laws and bricks and 

blueprints. The church is a living breathing organism. And may we, those who are a part of this 

living breathing organism do all that we can so that the church can look and feel more alive. 

May we do all we can so that to wish the church a happy birthday won’t sound so funny 

anymore. May we do all we can so that on future Pentecosts we won’t have to be reminded of 

what the church is, we will simply know, because we are listening to the voice of God who 

brought us here, and we are allowing that voice to make us more alive.  

 


