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to “look down on them.”  It’s the question of a 21
st
 century person who would not know 

the theology behind a tall pulpit. 

 

So here is my question to us:  If this high pulpit was a stumbling block for a new 

generation of believers who have not grown up in the church, would we be willing to get 

rid of it?  Would we be willing to give away the pews, the organ, anything here that we 

might love in  order to bring someone closer to Christ? 

 

***** 

 At Pentecost, the Holy Spirit moved the disciples to reach out to those who had 

not experienced the healing power of the Living God.  Clearly the Church was created for 

the people “out there.”  We need to ask ourselves: 

 

 Does this church exist for “the people out there”? 

 Or does it exist for us?  The people already “in here”? 

 

It is a question that we must ask ourselves if we seek to be the church in the future.  My 

fear is that churches that exist only for themselves will not be here for long, much less for 

another 500 years.   

 

What is emerging is a church that exists for those who are out there in the streets, 

in the neighborhoods, in the dark places longing for light.  This is what a Pentecost 

Church looks like. 

 

What kind of Church do we want to be?  What are we willing to give up to 

proclaim the Good News of salvation through Jesus Christ?  What does all this mean . . . 

to us? 

 

It’s a good question. 
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 Incarnational – Just as God came into the world incarnated in Jesus to show us 

how to live our lives, the emerging church is not satisfied with merely speaking words of 

faith.  There is a longing to live out that faith in the world, perhaps without ever using 

words. 

 

 Authentic – The emerging church want to stop pretending that we have cornered 

the market on goodness and spiritual success, and confess that we are as imperfect and 

messed up as the rest of the world.  But we are trying to follow Jesus who forgives us by 

grace the best we can.   

 

 Concerned with the Here and Now – The emerging church believes that heaven 

is not the only place where God’s Kingdom is to be revealed.  We take seriously the 

words of Jesus who taught us to pray saying, “Thy will be done . . . on earth as it is in 

heaven.”  We do not serve the purposes of God to get into heaven.  We serve to make the 

earth – now – more like heaven. 

 

What the First Christians realized on that first Pentecost after the Resurrection 

was that there is a difference between “religious activities” and faith.  One can go through 

the motions of following every religious practice and every sacred holiday and still miss 

the point. 

 

And they realized that God can do astounding things through the Holy Spirit.  

Mysterious, awesome, scary, glorious things.  God can turn spineless men and women 

into powerful instruments of healing and transformation.   

 

This is the kind of church that is emerging.  In fact, it looks more like the 21
st
 

century church than the church of the Constantian era.  It’s a different church than it was 

when we grew up – whether we have been in the church for 20 or 50 or 80 years.  It’s as 

if  - once again – we are having a big rummage sale. 

 

What are we willing to give up for the Gospel of Jesus Christ?  And what are we 

simply not willing to part with? 

 

For example, we worship today in a very Reformed sanctuary.  The baptismal 

font and communion table are on floor level with the pews symbolizing that these 

sacraments are for everyone.  This high pulpit lifts the Word of God higher than anything 

else in the room, not because the preacher is to be elevated but because the Holy 

Scripture is to be elevated. 

 

But herein lies the problem.  Most 21
st
 people do not know the meaning of 

Reformation architecture.  I was talking with a young man who has visited this church 

several times in his life.  He goes to school with my children.  And a while back, he said 

he’d always wanted to ask me a question about this pulpit.   

 

He didn’t mean to be disrespectful.  But he wanted to know why I “got to stand up 

above everyone else in church and tell them what to do.”  He wanted to know why I got 
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We have required too little commitment of our members. 

 

We have relied too much on entertaining our congregants. 

 

We have been too dependent upon the personalities of charismatic leaders, and 

especially if a leader has been caught preaching one way of life but living another way of 

life (think Ted Haggard), we lose more than members. 

 

If mega-churches continue to thrive, it will be because small groups within those 

huge congregations form, so that people feel like they can belong to something small and 

intimate and life-changing.  Phyllis Tickle has also heard from spiritual seekers in their 

20s and 30s that: 

 

We don’t want a religion that doesn’t cost anything. 

 

We don’t want to be like our parents who go to church like robots on Sunday, but 

never talk about God the rest of the week. 

 

We don’t want a religion that’s fake and all about accumulating people like 

numbers. 

 

Rob Bell, the pastor of a mega-church in Michigan wrote the book Velvet Elvis which 

inspired those of us who worked to create the Holy Grounds worship service we hold on 

Sunday evenings.  He tells the story of visiting a church with his family on vacation when 

he was a teenager.  His tradition was a conservative evangelical one, and the preacher at 

this vacation church was of the same mold.  At the end of his sermon, he asked all the 

congregation to close their eyes and then pray to re-commit their lives to Jesus.   

 

 The Preacher said something to this effect: “With your eyes closed, I want to see 

who here is willing to ask Jesus to come into their lives.  Raise your hand if you are 

willing to make this commitment.” 

 

 And then he said, “I see one hand over there.  Oh, I see two more over there.”  

And on he went. But young Rob Bell was sitting in his seat with his eyes open, and he 

could see that no one had raised a hand. 

 

 The preacher was a fake. 

 

***** 

 Conservative evangelicals tired of black and white theology that is stuck dealing 

with one or two hot cultural issues (homosexuality and abortion) have partnered with 

frustrated Mainliners who have grown tired of going through the motions of faith without 

living out that faith every day.  And the result has become The Great Emergence. 

 

 The Emerging Church seems to be a church that is: 
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Of course, a time came when priests did elevate themselves and begin to act like 

royalty.  And about this time, there was indeed an epic upheaval in the Western Church.  

We call it The Great Reformation and it occurred about 500 years ago.
8
  

 

About 500 years before The Great Reformation, there was another upheaval 

historians call The Great Schism
9
 -- when the Eastern Church and the Western Church 

split in two:  Orthodox and Latin.  The differences had to do with everything from 

doctrine to language, from political allegiances to geography.
10
  

 

About 500 years before The Great Schism, give or take a few centuries, there was 

another upheaval when the Roman Emperor Constantine converted to Christianity
11
.  

After centuries of persecution by Roman Emperors, at last, the Emperor himself became 

a Christian convert.  Emperor Constantine made Christianity the legal religion of the 

Roman Empire about 68 years after his conversion.
12
 

 

It’s been about 500 years since the last great upheaval and so now we are 

scheduled for another universal church rummage sale.  What we are entering is The Great 

Emergence, in the words of Phyllis Tickle.  What we’ve entered is something new. 

 

Just as the invention of the printing press altered the culture forever, the invention 

of the computer – about 500 years later – has altered our culture again.  Ask any pastor.  

No longer must we study in theological libraries to analyze scripture and ponder 

theology.  We have the libraries of the world at our fingertips via Google Scholar. 

 

And perhaps because we are more isolated from each other than ever – perhaps 

because of the computer and other screen time activities from television to video games – 

the fastest growing churches today are no longer mega-churches; they are house churches 

– communities meeting in homes and other intimate settings where there are authentic 

relationships, where members pray with and for each other and hold each other 

accountable. 

 

Yes, the mega-churches are still “mega” but most have become stagnant in 

numbers.  Willow Creek, the huge church in South Barrington, Illinois has canceled some 

of their services – initially established for their young, seeker population – because of 

lack of interest.  Mega-church leaders are now saying: 

 

                                                 
8
 Martin Luther, a Roman Catholic priest, criticizes the practices of the church when he nailed 95 theses to 

the door at the Wittenberg Cathedral in 1517. 
9
 1054 AD 
10
 Their differences included the insertion of “and the Son” to the Nicene Creed in the line “We believe in 

the Holy Spirit ... who proceeds from the Father and the Son" which was accepted by the Roman Church 

but rejected by the Eastern Church.  Celibacy was rejected by the Eastern priests but required of the 

Western priests.  Icons were welcomed by the Eastern Christians but rejected as idols by the Western 

Church.  The Eastern Church spoke Greek and the Western Church preferred Latin.   
11
 About 313 AD. 

12
 The Council of Constantinople in 381 made Christianity the official faith, but Christians were first given 

equal rights in 313 with the Edict of Milan.   
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 Over the past few years, I’ve attended several conferences and read several books 

all proclaiming the same message:  that we are in the throes of a great cataclysm in the 

Western Church.  As recently as two weeks ago, I heard at a conference held at the 

National Cathedral, that “Western Christianity is in the midst of an upheaval of epic 

proportions.”
7
 

 

The person who said that is a writer you should know: Phyllis Tickle.  She, like 

many other scholars, has noticed that every 500 years, there is a great shift in the Church.  

She put it this way:  Every 500 years – give or take a century – the Church of Jesus Christ 

has a huge rummage sale.  We get rid of the broken things, the things we don’t really 

need anymore. 

 

Now, we just had a rummage sale here last weekend to raise money for two future 

projects:  work trips to Mississippi in June and Haiti in October.  And with all rummage 

sales, one person’s trash is another person’s treasure.   

 

It’s a great opportunity to clear out the closets and the drawers of all the things we 

no longer use or no longer wear.  But, if you are like me, there are always items that I 

know I should give away, but I don’t want to. 

 

I know the pitcher leaks, but my grandmother gave it to me when I got married 

and I just can’t part with it. 

 

I know this old shirt is torn, but it reminds me of such happy times when my dad 

wore it.  I can’t give it away . . . not just yet. 

 

 

It’s during these epic changes when the church is forced to give away something 

we no longer need.  But we who are still in the church and have been in the church for a 

long time don’t want to change our traditions.  We don’t want to give up certain precious 

things, even if they don’t work anymore. 

 

For example, years ago, when most of the Western world was ruled by kings who 

wore fabulous robes and crowns, church leaders dressed like kings themselves.  There 

was a cultural reason for this. 

 

To appeal to the culture of the day, priests dressed like kings.  They wore crowns 

on their heads.  They carried scepters and sat in fine, throne-like chairs.  They didn’t do 

this because they thought they were more important than the congregation; they did this 

to show that they represented a king who was even more powerful than earthly kings.  

They represented a king who was mightier than the mightiest earthly ruler. 

 

                                                 
7
 From Episcopal laywoman and author Phyllis Tickle at “The Church for the 21

st
 Century” conference, 

National Cathedral, May 10-12, 2007. 
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We can’t imagine what these first century Jewish men thought they were hearing 

(since clearly they had no reference to freight trains.)  It must have been terrifying.  And 

that wasn’t all: 

 

Tongues of fire were also visible – whatever that might have looked like. 

 

And then suddenly everyone could be heard speaking his native language, but 

they could understand each other.  And someone said, “WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?” 

 

Good question.   

 

Were they drunk?  Apparently, yes they were:  they were drunk with the Spirit of 

the living God. 

 

You know how some people, after they are intoxicated, become quite emboldened 

to do things they would never do without several drinks in them?  Peter had not been 

drinking “new wine” but something had intoxicated him and he boldly stood up to speak 

in a way he had never spoken before. 

 

This was the same Peter who had denied even knowing Jesus.  Now he was 

saying that this Jesus they had crucified was LORD.  He quoted the ancient prophet and 

he proclaimed salvation for everyone who believed.  He gave a synopsis of the life of 

Jesus and invited the crowd to repent and be baptized. 

 

And they did.  And they were.  And on that Pentecost, in approximately the year 

29 
6
, the Church of Jesus Christ was born.   

 

 And here we are – in the year 2007 – and most of the Church of Jesus Christ has 

little understanding of the significance of this day. 

 

 Gone are the days when stores and movie theatres were closed on Sunday.  Gone 

are the days when you couldn’t run for school board without a local church affiliation.  

Gone are the days when village churches were built in the center of every town, the 

tallest building in the skyline.  

 

 Gone are the days when being an American and being a Christian were one and 

the same.  

***** 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
6
 If Jesus was born during the reign of Herod the Great (Matthew 2:1) and Herod died in 4 BC (according 

to the writings of Josephus), Jesus was born in or before 4 BC.  And if he died during his 33 year, the date 

would have been about 29 AD. 
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For the Festival of Weeks
2
 -  Jews would gather to present offerings of the first-

fruits of their harvest to the LORD:  a grain offering, a burnt offering, a sin offering and 

an offering of well-being.  All tolled – if you followed the Holiness Code
3
 precisely – 

each household was to offer: 

 

- two loaves of bread 

- seven lambs 

- one young bull 

- two rams 

- one male goat 

and 

- two additional male lambs – for the final sacrifice. 

   

And everyone would get the day off from work so that a “holy convocation” might be 

held to remember God’s blessings.   

 

In Moses’ day, they celebrated in tents on their way to The Promised Land.  In 

Peter’s day, thousands of years later, they all celebrated in the Temple that Herod the 

Great had built
4
.  People came from east and west and north and south to gather together 

in the temple.  In fact, on this particular day as told in Acts, they came from at least 

sixteen different regions. 

 

 After the Babylonian exile ended
5
 – some 500 years before – many Jews had not 

returned to Judah, but instead remained in the countries where they had settled.  And so 

for this great festival, they came from as far south as Libya and as far north as (current-

day) Turkey, as far west as Rome and as far east as (current-day) Iraq.   

 

 So, imagine the chaos of being in the temple with people from all over the near-

eastern world, speaking different languages and all traveling with thirteen animals to 

sacrifice.  “They were all together in one place” we are told, and – while animals were 

making their animal sounds and festival celebrants were speaking in various languages . . 

. a louder, more forceful sound suddenly overcame all the other sounds.   

 

***** 

They say that if you have ever heard the sound of a tornado, you will never forget 

it.  It sounds like a deafening freight train.  But weather specialists say that the sound is 

actually the result of violent winds pounding the trees and buildings.  

 

                                                 
2
 The feast was also called hag haqqasir (feast of the harvest) and yom habbikurim (day of the first 

fruits). 
3
 The Holiness Code was the body of laws given to Moses by the LORD while the children of Israel were 

traveling from captivity in Egypt (after the exodus) to The Promised Land.   
4
 Herod the Great was king when Jesus was born.  He ruled from 42 BC to 4 BC (when he died.) 
5
 In 537 BC, the Persian King Cyrus gave the Jews permission to return to their homeland.  They’d left due 

to the Babylonian takeover in three different deportations:  597 BC, 586 BC, and 537 BC.  (See Jeremiah 

52:28-30.)  Note:  Today we “the Persians” as Iran.  “The Babylonians” are the Iraqis.  And the two are still 

at odds. 



The Great Emergence 

Acts 2:1-21 

Pentecost Sunday – May 27, 2007 

Sermon by Jan Edmiston 

Fairlington Presbyterian Church 

 

 If you ask most Americans what today is, they will probably say “It’s the Sunday 

of Memorial Day weekend.”  Rolling Thunder is in town to publicize veteran issues.  

Many of our friends are away for the three-day weekend.  Pools are open.  White dress 

shoes and seersucker are suddenly appropriate again.   

 

Very few people know that today is Pentecost.  Even most of us who call 

ourselves “Christian” do not know it’s Pentecost.   

 

I asked a van full of middle school soccer players – who were playing a 

tournament on Pentecost weekend a few years ago  -- if they could tell me what 

“Pentecost” was, and their responses were not surprising. 

 

- One said, “Isn’t it like the Holocaust?”  Uh, no.  Not exactly. 

- Another said, “Is it related to the Virgin Mary?”  Nope. 

- A third one (a Jewish girl) said, “Isn’t it related to crops?”  Bingo. 

 

At least for our Jewish brothers and sisters, Pentecost is related to crops, the harvest.  But 

more about that later. 

 

***** 

 

 It just goes to show that The Church of Jesus Christ and church history are not on 

the forefront of most American minds these days. Most of us know who won American 

Idol last week.  But we aren’t so sure about our Bible stories.  

 

Hallmark doesn’t sell “Happy Pentecost” cards.  Secular calendars have not 

marked this Pentecost Day. 

 

 But 2000 years ago, something happened on the day of Jewish Pentecost that 

changed the history of the world.  Something happened that made cowering disciples, 

hiding behind locked doors, stand up and proclaim that Jesus Christ is Lord and 

Messiah.
1
 

 

 

 Pentecost started as a Jewish feast related to the harvest, and it was called 

Pentecost because it was celebrated 50 days after Passover.  (Pentecost means “fiftieth” 

in Greek.)  Jews call is Shauvot or The Festival of Weeks. 

 

                                                 
1
 Acts 2:36 


