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Alleluia! Christ is risen! (Christ is risen indeed! Alleluia!)
Grace to you and peace from God our Creator and the Lord Jesus Christ.
As you’ve already heard, this past Thursday through Saturday was the annual assembly of
the Central/Southern Illinois Synod. One of the reasons for having a synod assembly is to conduct
the business of the Synod – to do due diligence and oversight of the combined efforts of our 120
congregations, working together in a common mission as the church in this part of Illinois. We had
to pass a budget, consider reports, and elect people to administer and oversee the many different
tasks that make up that larger common mission. Those are important things to do, so I’m glad we do
them, but like household chores, I can’t say I particularly enjoy them. So I’m glad that there are
other reasons for gathering the Synod together in assembly. One of those other reason is a chance to
be the church together, to do what the church does, together – one of the most important being
worship. And what a worship service we had! Dozens of worship leaders – 30? 40? – I didn’t count.
But lots of worship leaders. And a big choir with multiple pieces to sing. We even had a brass
quartet and some timpani to accompany the hundreds of voices of the assembly singing out in
resurrection joy in those last days of the Easter season. It was glorious! That was Thursday evening.
On Friday evening we gathered for ice cream sundaes and hymn sing, a more informal way of
worshipping and being together as church. Still another reason for the Synod to gather is to learn
about and discuss important issues that need to be addressed by the church. And that is where this
year’s assembly excelled, in my opinion.
This past winter, our bishop, John Roth, went on a three-month sabbatical. He used that time
to do some intensive reading about the current state of the church and the challenges we face. He
also visited two other synods, spent time with their bishops and staff, and got to visit a number of
congregations and through these visits got to see first-hand how others were innovating and
adapting to the new reality we live in. I’m sure you know what I’m referring to – the changing place
of church in our broader culture and the decline of church attendance across the board in mainline
denominations and even in the non-denominational and evangelical world. One of the bishops he
visited was our keynote presenter for the assembly, Bishop Katherine Finegan of the Northern Great
Lakes Synod. She gave three different presentations that really honed in on what the church’s
central task is and what are maybe some more peripheral things we do that don't necessarily flow
out of that central task. As part of each presentation she got us to break out in to small groups and
address some provocative questions, like, “What peripheral things would you be willing to give up
in order to better focus on the essentials?” At the base of her understanding of the way forward for
the church today was a renewed emphasis on faith formation for all ages, and the importance of
each member of the church taking ownership of the faith, to be an agent for nurturing the faith in
the congregation and passing it on, both to future generations and to those with no current
connection to the church. The goal is to move us from the old membership model, in which the
church is like many other organizations where you join, pay dues, and take part in their activities, to
a discipleship model in which you are equipped and empowered by God for a life of faith active in
love for the sake of the world.
Today we celebrate Pentecost, the sending of the Holy Spirit upon the church to create the
church for exactly that kind of discipleship model. In the next few minutes I want to quickly focus
on three aspects of the Holy Spirit’s work in the readings before us this morning that help to clarify

how God is at work among us to bring hope in the face of discouragement and to form us into
willing and eager partners in God’s work of caring for and redeeming the world that God loves.
First, Jesus tells us that one of the important tasks of the Spirit is to comfort us. The Spirit
does this by keeping us connected with God’s presence in our lives in a profound and visceral way
as the fundamental relationship in our lives. When this connection is made and felt like the embrace
of a loving parent, it calms our fears. It gives us peace. And it gives us the confidence to open our
hearts and arms to the world around us. “We belong to Christ, in whom we have been baptized,” the
Spirit reminds us. Knowing that, and experiencing it in an ongoing way, gives us a foundation upon
which to build the rest of our lives. This task of the Spirit finds expression in the church particularly
in the sacraments, and in other ways that God’s love for us in Jesus is made known to us – in liturgy,
hymns, and our caring for one another as brothers and sisters in Christ
The second task of the Spirit is to teach and remind. That task flows out of the first one and
goes hand-in-hand with it, in the way that parents’ love for their children leads them to teach, to
remind, and to keep them “on task.” That’s a big part of what we do here each week at Grace,
particularly on Sunday, but also throughout the week, through Bible study, Sunday School,
Confirmation instruction, and faith-formation meetings like On The Way. I think that that is a
particular strength of our Lutheran tradition, but it’s something that we can always do better at. That
teaching and reminding focuses on the death and resurrection of Jesus as God’s ultimate act of
grace, love, and liberation on our behalf. Everything Jesus did and taught pointed to his self-giving
love for us on the cross and his victory of the powers of sin, death, and evil through his resurrection
from the dead. God in Jesus Christ has done this saving work for us. It is done. Love and life win.
Death, fear, and hatred are conquered. That means that we can now begin to live as God intended us
to live all along.
And that leads us to the third task of the Spirit – to activate us and move us to loving action
on behalf of others, in relationship with others. I think that relationship piece is really important,
and something we often miss, as if the mission of the church was mainly about telling other people
about God – delivering information. This, maybe, has been a weakness of our tradition. But I think
it’s really what that Pentecost story from Acts is about. The mission of the church, the followers of
Jesus, is to meet others where they are, to value them and their life experience and ways of
understanding, and to build real relationships in which genuine love is nurtured and the love of God
becomes known. That’s the real significance of the disciples’ speaking in the native languages of all
the different people in the story.
That means that the focus of the church is ultimately to be directed outwards, not just as an
institution, but as individual disciples of Christ. We gather as a community to facilitate the Spirit’s
task of comforting, teaching, and reminding, so that we can be equipped and empowered be partners
in that third task of speaking God’s love into the world through the relationships we have with
others. The whole point of Pentecost was to activate the followers of Jesus and set them loose on the
world.
The old model of doing church, the way we’ve been doing it for a hundred years or so, that
model is fading away. We are being shaken up and challenged, just like those earliest disciples were
shaken up and challenged after Jesus’ resurrection. But I am confident that that will ultimately be a
good thing for the church, and for the life of the world. So let us look forward in faith and hope. Let
us face the challenges ahead trusting that the Holy Spirit is in and among us, working to accomplish
God’s good purpose, to give us the peace that passes all understanding, and to make us fitting
witness of the good news that Christ is risen, alleluia! (Christ is risen indeed! Alleluia!)

