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Happy Birthday, church! 

 

Today, our church celebrates its most exciting day: its birthday! 

 

When the Holy Spirit came upon the followers of Jesus Christ at Pentecost the church 

was born and the world has never been the same.  

 

The descriptions of the birth of the church are very vivid with dramatic sight and sound. 

No wonder. It was a harbinger of a new creation that would change the world: There was 

“a sound like the blowing of a violent wind” and there was a sight of what seemed to be 

“tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of the people gathered.”  

 

It was truly a miraculous scene of wonder and awe. The miracle didn’t stop there. “All of 

them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit 

enabled them.” People in Jerusalem, who came from all over the world, “were utterly 

amazed, because each one heard them speaking in his or her own language.”  

 

Thus, the church of Jesus Christ was born of the Holy Spirit with a miracle of the tongue.  

 

Filled with the Holy Spirit, Jesus’ people couldn’t contain within themselves the greatest 

story of God’s redemptive love demonstrated by the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus 

Christ. They began to tell the story with conviction, determination, boldness, and 

eagerness.  
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That’s the church!  

 

Whenever or wherever Jesus’ people tell the story of Jesus Christ as a compelling love 

story of God for the world, a church is born.    

 

God’s people of the Susquehanna Conference, “we’ve a story to tell, a song to sing, a 

message to give, and a Savior to show to the world!  

 

“For the darkness shall turn to dawning, and the dawning to noon day bright; and Christ’s 

great kingdom shall come on earth, the kingdom of love and light.”  

(UM Hymnal 569) 

 

So God’s people, let’s open our mouth and free our tongue to tell the story. There’s 

power in the story. The story of Jesus and his love is making disciples and transforming 

the world and will continue to do so until the Day of Christ. 

 

“I love to tell the story of un-seen things above, of Jesus and his glory, of Jesus and his 

love. I love to tell the story, because I know ‘tis true; it satisfies my longings as nothing 

else can do.  

 

I love to tell the story, ‘twill be my theme in glory, to tell the old, old story of Jesus and his 

love.” (UM Hymnal 156) 
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The Story of Jesus and His love touched your life and my life and we are no longer the 

same. That’s how a church of Jesus Christ is born. 

 

As we celebrate the birthday of the church today, we pray for the miracle of the tongue. 

“Holy Spirit, fall afresh upon us and open our mouth and free our tongues to tell the story 

of Jesus and His love.”  

 

However, let’s not forget that the other side of the miracle of the tongue is the miracle of 

the ear. One cannot happen without the other. People from all over the world heard 

what Jesus’ people were telling in their own language. 

 

The church has to tell the story in the language that people can hear and understand. 

Our church must learn the language of diverse people; young people, oppressed 

people, disconnected people, and lost people.  

 

The Gospel is eternally relevant. However, is the language of the church relevant? Do 

we tell the story of Jesus and His love in a compelling and winsome way that those that 

hear can understand, relate to, and embrace? Take it or leave it is not the way to tell the 

greatest story the world has ever heard. It’s about God’s love story that became flesh 

and dwelt among us. It’s about the amazing grace that saved a wretch like you and me. 

It’s about God who calls and claims each one of us as God’s beloved. It’s about God’s 

one and only Son who proved God’s love for us by dying on the cross while we were yet 

sinners.  It’s about a love like that. 



 4 

We are to learn the language of love, the language that those who are lonely in broken 

places, those who are helpless in despair, those who are lost in darkness, those who 

are oppressed, those who are imprisoned, and those who are hungry for the bread of 

life can hear.  

 

At the same time, we’ve got to understand that to learn the language that people can 

understand, we must learn to listen. People are telling their stories of fear and yearning. 

They are crying for healing and hope. They are screaming their hurt and pain. God must 

be speaking through their voices. Are we listening and really hearing them?    

 

So, today we pray for the revival of the miracle of the ear.  

 

“Holy Spirit, fall afresh upon us and open our ears to hear the voice of the people who 

you so love that you sent your Son to prove your love for them.” 

 

Yet, as we celebrate Pentecost today, we pray for another miracle. It’s a miracle of 

the eyes.  

 

On the Day of Pentecost, filled with the Holy Spirit, Peter raised his voice and 

addressed the crowd by quoting the words of the prophet Joel: “In the last days, God 

says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your 

young people will see visions, and your old people will dream dreams. Even on my 
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servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days and they will 

prophesy.” (Acts 2:17-18)  

 

The Spirit of the Lord is directly connected to seeing visions and dreaming dreams. 

Indeed, Pentecost is an eye opening, as well as a mouth opening and ear opening 

event. 

 

We are living through one of the most difficult and painful times in modern history. The 

multi-pandemics of COVID, racism, hate crimes, violence, disparity, divisiveness, and 

political extremism bring formidable challenges to the church and the world.  

 

However, let us remember that there’s no waste in God’s economy. These crises we 

are facing cannot be opportunities lost for God and God’s people.  

 

People inside and outside the church are asking the question: “What will church look 

like in the post pandemic world?” as they are asking, “what will the post pandemic world 

be like?”  

 

Those familiar words of Isaiah 43:19, “See, I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up; 

do you not perceive it?” deeply resonate with us as the world is facing a significant 

threshold moment. Knowing that we simply cannot go back to the way it was before the 

pandemics, we cannot sleep through when God is up to something to make things new.  

This unprecedented time could be a historic opportunity and the once in a lifetime 
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moment for God’s people to dream dreams and see visions of a new church and a 

transformed world with our eyes wide open.  

 

God’s words through the Prophet Joel connect young people to seeing visions and old 

people to dreaming dreams with the coming of the Holy Spirit upon them.  

 

A couple of points about it:  

First, it’s never too late to have dreams. Dreams keep us alive. No matter how old we 

may be, we can dream dreams. Second, let our young people lead us. They are the 

ones who see visions and their visions will lead the world to a new future.  

 

Visions and dreams represent aspirations. However, while dreams may help us stay 

with aspirations, visions may invoke within us a forward movement toward the aspired 

future with focus, clarity, direction, and commitment.  

 

The Bible says, “People perish without knowledge.” (Hosea 4:6). So do the people 

without vision.  

 

Today, many young people are joining this celebration of Pentecost in many of our 

churches like Evan Forcey and Trinity Keech of Trinity Church in Clearfield. Some of 

them will be confirmed today or in the future. “Congratulations!” to all of you, the new 

disciples of Jesus Christ of the Susquehanna Conference who are confirmed today or 
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soon to be confirmed. Please be assured that God pours out God’s Spirit upon you as 

you are confirmed as God’s beloved. 

 

My heart leaps for joy when I encounter our young people who see visions of a new 

world. They truly believe that they can make this world a better place for all people. 

They believe that they can make a difference and can change the world. They are the 

change agents of the Kingdom. Evidence of the pouring of the Spirit of God upon them 

is so clear as their vision of the changed world is so fresh, pure, genuine, exciting, 

imaginative, inspirational and transformative. Indeed, the Spirit of the Lord is a Spirit of 

God’s vision for a new church and a new world.  

 

Young people, the Spirit of the Lord is upon you. Prophesy! Don’t shy away from what 

the Spirit of the Lord enables you to see and speak on behalf of God’s future for the 

world. Our world is hungry for the vision of a new world. Believe in the visions of a new 

world that you see and show and tell and share them as the Spirit inspires and 

empowers you. They come from the Spirit of the Lord. Why not? 

 

2004 was a pivotal year in my journey. I presented myself as a candidate for episcopal 

ministry. For the discernment process, I had to respond to the inquiries like: Why do you 

want to be a Bishop? What are the qualities in you that have been identified by others 

that lead you to believe you are being led to the Episcopal office? What are the five 

most important qualities for a Bishop, and how do you demonstrate them? etc. One of 

the questions I had to respond was: “What is your vision for the church?” 
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This was the response I gave: “My vision for the United Methodist Church is that it will 

become a truly inclusive, diverse, evangelistic, missional, healthy and growing church 

for ministry in the world. I envision the United Methodist Church becoming a dynamic 

place where all persons are accepted and affirmed as God’s children, confirmed and 

convicted as disciples for Jesus Christ, and commissioned and sent as ministers and 

missionaries of the Gospel to their communities and beyond……”  

 

This vision can be described in two words: Beloved community.  

 

As I dream dreams of a new church and a new world, I have to ask: How do my visions 

or dreams of a new church and a new world connect to the visions and dreams that 

Jesus had? At the core of the visions and dreams that Jesus had was the Kingdom of 

God. So my question is: How do the visions I see and the dreams I dream connect to 

“Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven?  

 

What will the world look like when the reign of God is realized as Jesus envisioned it?  

 

My answer? Beloved community. 

 

Let’s be reminded that Jesus didn’t make any distinction between the church and the 

world when he told what the Kingdom of God was like. The vision, mission, and values 

of the Kingdom apply to all aspects and areas of our lives in the church and in the world.  
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The church we want to be must be in sync with the world we want to live in where God’s 

love, justice, and peace prevails for all people. That’s what the beloved community is 

about!  

 

I dream of a new church and a new world where all people live in harmony in diversity, 

embrace one another as brothers and sisters of one family of God, accept, affirm, 

appreciate and celebrate the sacred worth of each person, and respect one another and 

treat each other with dignity as God’s beloved. Jesus words, “So in everything, do to 

others what you would have them do to you, for this sums up the Law and the Prophets” 

(Matthew 7:12) is the Golden Rule of life as “Do no harm. Do good, and stay in love with 

God” is practiced as the simple rules of life. That’s what the beloved community is like. 

“Love God and love others as yourself” is the supreme rule of the Beloved Community 

and is honored as the greatest commandment.  

 

Thus the new church and the new world we envision and dream is about the new 

command from Jesus: “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved 

you, so you must love one another. By this all people will know that you are my 

disciples, if you love one another.” (John 13:34-35). Indeed, what is eternally new is to 

love as Jesus loves. The Beloved Community is about a love like that. 

 

Throughout my episcopacy, the vision that keeps my attention and focus is the Beloved 

Community. No wonder the Susquehanna Conference has it in its vision statement: 
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“Alive in Christ together, Susquehanna Conference will embody the Beloved Community 

of disciple-making congregations.” 

 

Early this year, I had a clergy online gathering with each district. I had a few things in 

mind when I wanted to have the meeting.  

 

One was to thank our people for their faithfulness in ministry as they continue to extend 

themselves to serve people with new and creative ways of offering ministries and 

leadership with determination, courage and grace. 

 

Another one was to hear them as we all struggle with our own anxieties, hurts, 

frustrations, and pains under the circumstances. 

 

I also wanted to have a time of prayer together for each other and for the hurting world.  

 

However, one particular thing that I had in mind was to share some words of 

encouragement for one another. I wanted to remind them of the blessed assurance that 

God is with us, that no one is alone, and that we are in this together.  We had a moment 

of sharing words and scriptures to strengthen one another for the journey. 

 

One particular passage that was shared in one of the district meetings deeply resonated 

with me. It was Ephesians 3:20 in the translation of the Message by Eugene Peterson: 
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“God can do anything, you know—far more than you could ever imagine or guess or 

request in your wildest dreams!” (Ephesians 3:20, Message/ Eugene Peterson) 

 

This passage was summarized in three words: “God is able.” 

 

The story of God’s people is full of stories of a God who is able to make a way out of no 

way.  

 

God who is able is with us. God never ever leaves us nor forsakes us. 

 

God who is able has plans for us, plans to prosper us, not harm us; plans to give us 

hope and a future.  

 

God who is able loves us, not because of who we are, but because of who God is. 

 

With this able God, we can see visions and dream dreams of the beloved community of 

God and boldly prophesy. God who is able is in charge. Why not? 

 

Indeed, “God can do anything, you know—far more than you could ever imagine or 

guess or request in your wildest dreams.” (Ephesians 3:20)   

 

So today as we celebrate Pentecost we pray for the revival of the miracle of the eyes: 

Spirit of the living God, fall afresh upon us and open our eyes to see visions and dream 
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dreams of a new church and a transformed world and prophesy on behalf of the 

Kingdom of God, the beloved community of Christ! 

 

Amen and Amen! 

 


