“CLAIMING YOUR GIFTS WHILE KEEPING YOUR HUMANITY”
Acts 2:1-21
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Pentecost
Pentecost: The day that commemorates the transformation, through the Holy Spirit, of the
disciples of Jesus into the Apostles of The Word. The story you are about to hear is amazing
and the message of the scripture is quite clear: the Holy Spirit will give you the gifts you need
to take the Good News out to the people; accept them with humility and give all glory to God
the Creator of all.
Hear what the Spirit is saying to the church in Acts 2, verses 1-21:
When the Feast of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. Without warning there
was a sound like a strong wind, gale force—no one could tell where it came from. It filled the
whole building. Then, like a wildfire, the Holy Spirit spread through their ranks, and they started
speaking in a number of different languages as the Spirit prompted them.
There were many Jews staying in Jerusalem just then, devout pilgrims from all over the world.
When they heard the sound, they came on the run. Then when they heard, one after another, their
own mother tongues being spoken, they were blown away. They couldn’t for the life of them
figure out what was going on, and kept saying, “Aren’t these all Galileans? How come we’re
hearing them talk in our various mother tongues?
Parthians, Medes, and Elamites;
Visitors from Mesopotamia, Judea, and Cappadocia,
Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia,
Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene;
Immigrants from Rome, both Jews and proselytes;
Even Cretans and Arabs!
“They’re speaking our languages, describing God’s mighty works!”
Their heads were spinning; they couldn’t make head or tail of any of it. They talked back and
forth, confused: “What’s going on here?”
Others joked, “They’re drunk on cheap wine.”
That’s when Peter stood up and, backed by the other eleven, spoke out with bold urgency:
“Fellow Jews, all of you who are visiting Jerusalem, listen carefully and get this story straight.
These people aren’t drunk as some of you suspect. They haven’t had time to get drunk—it’s only
nine o’clock in the morning. This is what the prophet Joel announced would happen:
“In the Last Days,” God says,
“I will pour out my Spirit
on every kind of people:
Your sons will prophesy,
also your daughters;
Your young men will see visions,
your old men dream dreams.
When the time comes,

I’ll pour out my Spirit
On those who serve me, men and women both,
and they’ll prophesy.
I’ll set wonders in the sky above
and signs on the earth below,
Blood and fire and billowing smoke,
the sun turning black and the moon blood-red,
Before the Day of the Lord arrives,
the Day tremendous and marvelous;
And whoever calls out for help
to me, God, will be saved.”

Here ends the reading. May God bless these words as we seek to apply them to
our lives.
Bayley, our 7-month-old Sheepadoodle puppy, is a problem child. Truth be
told, we have a whole litany of problems with Bayley, because he explores
everything with his mouth—and I do mean everything. He steals clothing,
food, electronics, towels, books-you name it. He eats grass, weeds, sticks,
mulch, and weed-control matting. You get the picture.
He also is a master Counter-surfer. At seven months, he is tall and agile
enough to jump up with his front paws onto the kitchen counters way back to
the wall and the dining table into its very center. Nothing is safe from Bayley’s
reach or curiosity!
Following one such episode this past week, we were pretty frustrated.
And then we watched the film, Searching for Bobby Fischer, and a lightbulb
went on in my head.
In the film, based on the young life of chess master Josh Waitzken, his
teacher is constantly having to remind the 7-year-old prodigy not to “bring his
queen out too early.” Most, if not all of you, probably know how to play the
game of chess, so I will just remind you that the queen is the most valuableand the second most vulnerable-chess piece on the board. She can be moved

in any direction and strike the same as can any piece except the knight. But if
she gets trapped and captured, the loss is devastating to one’s ability to
continue the game. While not impossible to still win without the queen, it is
much more difficult to do so.
As I was watching the film, the message came to me that, in training
Bayley, we had “moved our queen out too fast.” We had given Bayley way too
much access to the house and kitchen too soon. Once we blocked off the
kitchen to him, things improved dramatically, and I felt less stress in
managing his puppiness.
****
In today’s scripture story, we find the disciples gathered in one place. It is
time again in Jerusalem for the Feast of the Passover. Jews have come from all
over the Empire to assemble as one religious body. Excitement is building
outside the place where the disciples are still cautiously gathered. Suddenly
there is, without an obvious source, a whooshing sound like a strong wind. It
spreads through the entire building. And then, like another force of nature-- a
firestorm-- the Holy Spirit comes upon the disciples, and they start speaking
in many tongues, the languages of all the people of God.
Next comes another strange event—the disciples are out among the
people, speaking of God’s mighty works. It is a celebration that everyone can
understand in their own mother tongue. To many, it seems as though the
disciples are drunk, but Peter assures they are not, for it is only 9:00 in the
morning!
This is Pentecost a day we celebrate every year at this time. We harken
back to the day when the Holy Spirit beckoned Jesus’ chosen leaders to bring
their chess “queens” out, to claim their gifts of prophecy and preaching,

healing and evangelizing. This is the day when the Holy Spirit moves them all,
but especially Peter, to find his voice and claim his place as the disciple who
will lead all the other believers out onto the great chess board of their life’s
calling—their ministry.
Many of the would-be preachers and evangelizers are reluctant to move
from the safety of their hidden places. Most of them we never hear about
again. Scholars believe those who head the Spirit’s call in the mid-first century
are arrested and summarily executed or imprisoned until they die behind
bars. But even in their own unheralded ministries, they first evangelize
hundreds, if not thousands, of new believers. By their efforts, The Way
survives and grows. Along the way, they recruit Barnabas, Phoebe, Prisca, and
other sponsors and new apostles. Experiencing a vision of Jesus that
challenges him directly, Paul is transformed from a ruthless Pharisee into the
prolific writer and Christian church planter that we know him to be.
The disciples do this. The disciples overcome their fears and their grief,
inspired as they are by the Holy Spirit to live into their ministries not in their
own names, but in the name of All-Loving God. They go out among the people
and take these risks not to make names for themselves, not to grab power or
headlines, riches or privileges, but simply because they are moved by the Holy
Spirit. They use their gifts without losing their humanity. What does this early
church story teach us?
****
Josh Waitzken was an International Master chess champion. He won the
US Junior Chess Championship in back-to-back years at ages 7 and 8. He has
since resigned from competitive chess, replacing that success with a world
championship in the martial art of Tai Chi. It is rare that a person is doubly

gifted at the highest levels. It is even more rare to encounter a person who can
claim their gifts while still retaining their humanity. But by all accounts, this
young boy did.
There is evidence of this within his story. On one occasion shown in the
film, Josh sits down at New York’s Metropolitan Club with an unknown man to
play a game of chess. The older player does not speak to him, but motions for
Josh to give him two of the gummy candies that the boy carries in a small bag.
Josh tentatively and silently offers up the candy. Upon handily defeating the
man in a just a few moves on the chess board, Josh stands up and starts to
leave the room, but then slowly turns around and returns to the board to give
his opponent his entire bag of gummies, as if to apologize for beating him and
humbly wanting the man to receive a consolation prize.
On another occasion, Josh worries for Vinnie, one of the players in
Washington Square Park who we suspect is down on his luck and doesn’t have
a lot to show for his life. Laurence Fishburne plays this character who takes
Josh under his wing. Vinnie teaches Josh to love speed chess, the art of moving
pieces quickly by reaction without thoroughly thinking the moves through.
Josh is lying on the bottom bunk of his bed one day and asks his mother, “Does
Vinnie sleep in the park? Because he could sleep in my top bunk.” Josh’s
mother, Bonnie, replies to Josh, “You have a good heart.”
When Josh wins the chess tournaments he enters, he is placed into moral
conflict: though he loves winning, he does not like beating his opponents. His
father and Bruce, his coach, see tremendous potential in him and they drive
him to win every match, showing no mercy to his opponents. His coach sees
him as a young Bobby Fischer, the former grandmaster chess champion who
mysteriously and abruptly dropped out of sight for a number of years. He

reappeared to beat Russian Boris Spassky in match play in 1992, and then
again disappeared until his death in 2008 at age 64. Here’s an odd fact: 64 is
the number of squares on a chess board.
Like Fischer, Josh approaches chess like an art form. He can picture an
entire match unfolding in his head, as in a dance. He sometimes plays alone in
his room with brightly colored, detailed chess pieces displayed in the play
castle in which they reside. Josh is a child who loves to learn the formal
aspects of match chess, but also enjoys playing speed chess with homeless
men in the park, baseball, Lego-building and board games. How are his
parents to nurture both his gifted talent for chess and his playful, wonderful
heart self that is caring and compassionate?
Enter the Holy Spirit. The same Spirit that lives and moves and breathes in
the ancient peoples of God appears again at Pentecost, inspiring and
empowering the disciples to take their Good News of God’s unconditional love
into the world in language their hearers can understand. It is as though they
are inebriated, so giddy are they to be enlivened in this way.
“The Holy Spirit has come to do in you everything that Jesus came to do for
you.” This saying by Don Lessin graced one of the ordination cards I received
eleven years ago. I kept it, because it really spoke to me that God’s work in me
was not starting with my celebration day, but merely continuing. I believe that
is true for all of us. The Holy Spirit appears to the disciples, making them that
day into apostles, messengers of God’s love for all people. The Holy Spirit has
always been around, reminding us of our humanity, encouraging our lives to
be as an art form, embodying and emboldening the Good News so that all
people might feel the Divine embrace of acceptance and approval.

We do not have to become champions at anything—not at chess,
academics, enterprise, child-rearing, or anything else, to win the love of God
and the affection of the Holy Spirit, for they are already steadfastly present in
us before we are ever born. Why do we have a hard time believing this truth?
Why are we so hard on ourselves, judging ourselves to be unworthy,
incomplete, underachievers in need of God’s mercy? How can we claim our
gifts and not be seen as boastful and proud?
Grace is so much more than mercy, which implies a need to excuse
human wrongdoing and a declaration that we are unworthy and in need of
salvation. That definition of grace has its roots in judgmental atonement
theology, a theology I reject. I have come to understand instead that Grace is
the recognition that God completes us, that the Holy Spirit covers all the
wounds of our brokenness with divine balm. Grace for us is that Jesus did not
die because of our need to be saved from damnation, but because he, too, was
called by the Holy Spirit to be a minister to the Good News of God’s
unconditional love, even as it surely meant he would die on the cross for this
subversive message.
The Holy Spirit is sent by God to be the relational embodiment of God to
do in us what Jesus came to do for us. Robert Frost said it this way: “The Spirit
lives in the secret place; it sits in the middle and knows.” The Spirit knows
what we need to be whole, and the Spirit knows what is needed in the world
to make it whole, too. The Spirit sits in our middle places and turns us into
God’s own instrument, God’s own art masterpiece. We need only believe it so
to make it so.
****

In the final match that earns him his first National Championship at age
7, Josh Waitzken feels the Spirit tugging on his heart—his natural compassion
moves in perfect rhythm with his genius. When he sees the 12 moves ahead
that will allow him to checkmate his opponent, instead of blazing ahead for
the win, he offers an outstretched handshake and an offer of a draw, a move
that if accepted, means that he is willing to share the championship with his
adversary. Just weeks before the tournament, Josh is uncertain that he can
win. After throwing a match on purpose, he declares to his father, “Maybe it’s
better not to be the best. Then you can lose and it’s okay.” When his father
cannot hear the humanity in Josh’s expression of self-doubt, making Josh sit
out in the rain with him and justify his intentional defeat, Josh’s only response
is to ask his father, “Why are you standing so far away from me?”
That’s a zinger if ever there was one. Haven’t we all confessed to God
our self-doubts, feeling that God is so very far away from us? I know I sure
have. In our darkest hours, we want God close. We want the warm breath of
the Holy Spirit warming our cold, cold hearts. We need to know that God has
not left us to fend for ourselves against our foes—those who would seek to
destroy us from outside ourselves, and those foes who would murder our
souls from within.
Josh’s coach tells him that his competition hates him. But Josh replies: I
don’t hate them.” Josh is told that to be the best, he must hold the world in
contempt. Again, the young savant balks at the suggestion: “I don’t hate them.”
When it is then concluded by Josh’s father that he is merely afraid to lose, his
mother steps in and retorts, “He’s not afraid! He’s afraid of losing your love.
He’s decent. And if you or [his coach] or anyone tries to beat that out of him…”
In other words, don’t mess with Mother Bear. Don’t mess with the Holy Spirit

when Spirit is on the move. Instead, claim your gifts and don’t forget to
embrace your humanity—it’s an unbeatable combination.
Let us pray: Why are you standing so far away from me, God? Draw
near and tell me again the story of my birthright as your own Beloved child!
Send your Holy Spirit to me so that I, too, may speak your love language to all
the people I know so that they may understand your unfailing promise. Win or
lose, assure us that you will never separate yourself from us. In your name we
pray,
May it Be So.
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