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 At Pentecost, God acts like an unconventional businessman I read about last week.  Five 
businessmen were asked to state in just two or three words what advice they would give to a 
budding entrepreneur for building a successful business.  The first said, “Work hard.”  The 
second said, “Be efficient.”  A third said, “Control risk.”  A fourth said, “Know your customers.”  
A fifth said, “Let go.”   

That fifth businessman was Bill Gross, an aggressive entrepreneur who, some years ago, 
so founded a California company called Knowledge Adventure.  This company proved to be 
very profitable, so much so that it soon gave birth to a daughter company, called Worlds, 
Incorporated.  Bill Gross and a few colleagues owned both of these companies, and his 
partners had a bold vision for World, Incorporated.  They thought the company would flourish 
better if the employees were in charge.  Gross, the founder, disagreed.  He wanted it to stay 
with the owners, so that they could enjoy the profits.   But he was outvoted.  So 80% of the 
company, including authority for management decisions, went into the hands of its employees.  
Bill Gross and his partners gave away the store. 
 What happened?  Within a year, Worlds grew almost as large as Knowledge Adventure. 
Its employees, who were now not just workers but stakeholders, found new creativity and 
passion.  It wasn't long until Worlds, Incorporated soared to $77 million in annual sales, far 
outpacing its parent company, Knowledge Adventure, which lagged behind with a mere $5 
million.  Giving away the store paid off.  Here's what Bill Gross later wrote in a business journal:  
"My greatest revelation as a businessman was  
crystallized in two words:  "Let go.”   
 Something like that happens on the day of Pentecost.  God lets go.  God gives away the 
store, to his human employees.  Jesus, the disciples’ leader, has gone away, and has left them 
on their own.  As they are trying to figure out what to do, there suddenly comes a sound like the 
rush of a violent wind, filling the house where they are assembled.  Like Bill Gross giving his 
employees his business, God gives these followers his Holy Spirit.  God empowers them to 
announce, in word and deed, the good news of Jesus to people of many races and nations, God 
sets them free to bring God’s Kingdom to birth.  
 That was back then, at Pentecost.  But what do you think:  was Pentecost a one-time 
event that we look back on and maybe marvel at— like D-Day in World War 2, whose 70th 
anniversary is being observed this weekend?  Or does Pentecost continue to happen today?  
Would we want Pentecost to happen today?  My sense is that quite a few churches are a little 
ambivalent about Pentecost.  After all, church tends to be a place that values tradition, 
continuity, stability, order, a peaceful haven in a turbulent  world.  And talking too much about 
Pentecost may mean we’re getting “Pentecostal”—like the denomination--and speaking in 
tongues and other unsettling “charismatic” phenomena.  

 Still, sometimes Pentecost just breaks out.  The wind blows, the fire ignites, God’s Spirit 
surges out of nowhere that takes a congregation in a direction it had not planned to go.  Since 



The First Mennonite Church is at a transition point, with a new pastor soon coming, maybe this is 
a ripe time for some fresh vision here of how God wishes to give away the store to us.  Should 
we ever wish Pentecost—or a little bit of Pentecost—to happen here, our story of the original 
Pentecost from Acts suggests at least three things that we might expect. 

 The first thing we can expect is to wait.  Pentecost happens after the disciples have 
waited.  The risen Christ had told them to “wait” in Jerusalem until he would give them his Holy 
Spirit.  And so they do.  And theirs was not an idle waiting.  Theirs was a prayer-full waiting, a 
holy waiting.  As the writer of Acts puts it, ‟They were gathered together in one place, constantly 
devoting themselves to prayer.”  For what?  Probably prayer that God would give them the 
Spirit?  Maybe prayer that they would recognize the Spirit when it came, and not be afraid of it, 
and try to quench it?  Perhaps prayer that they would have the courage and wisdom to follow 
that Spirit where it led them? 

What if, here at The First Mennonite Church, in the coming weeks and months of this 
transition year, on Sunday morning we would make a place for regular, concerted waiting and 
prayer for God’s Spirit to show itself.  For example, by having an open prayer group during the 
Sunday School hour, twice a month or more...you could come and go, for 40 minutes, or 30, or 
10.  There could be prayer for the pastoral search committee that soon will be formed.  There 
could be prayer that God might show us how this congregation in its inner life might become 
more fertile soil for Kingdom seeds to grow in.  There could be prayer that we might sense new 
opportunities in our neighborhood, our region, our world to bring something of God’s love and 
God’s peace.  If the original Pentecost is to be our guide, the first thing to do to receive God’s 
Spirit is to wait, patiently, and to pray, constantly. 

The second thing we can expect, should we wish to have a dose of Pentecost, is to be  
surprised.  Sometimes God’s Spirit bursts forth in unforeseen and amazing ways, through 

signs and healings and wonders.  Ask churches in Africa, and China, about that.   
Just as often, I think, the Spirit surprises persons, and congregations, into doing ordinary yet 
powerful things that declare God's love, even when they don't especially feel like it. 
 Some years ago the Mennonite Church had a stewardship program called The Giving 
Project.  I attended a gathering of pastors and other people interested in it, and still remember a 
story that was told there.  The story was about Michelle.  Michelle was a teacher, and learned 
to know a single mother with two children.  There were stresses in this family, they were poor, 
and one month when the bills were too many Michelle lent them some money.  One day the 
family up and moved away, to a neighboring town.  The mother never did repay her debt, and 
Michelle was a little resentful about the way her relationship with this family had ended. 
  But Michelle could not get that mother and her children out of her mind.  One day, as 
she was praying, the thought came to her to take this family some groceries.  She resisted the 
impulse, but it would not go away.  So she bought two bags of groceries, and drove to the town 
where they had moved, not knowing the location of their house.  She asked around, and finally 
found their house.  No one was home, so she left the groceries on the porch, without identifying 
from where they had come.   
 Sometime later, somewhere, Michelle met the woman, who poured out her story.  A 
miracle had happened, the woman said.  This particular day there had been no food in the 
house.  So despondent was this mother, that at the end of the day, she had planned to kill her 
children and herself.   But arriving home, there was a miracle--2 bags of groceries, on the 



porch, left—the mother said--by an angel.  Those groceries were a gift  
of life.  Michelle did not tell the mother how those groceries had got there.  And Michelle's 
learning was that God does send the Spirit, to surprise ordinary people into doing things for God 
that they did not expect to do.  
 Sometimes the Spirit moves congregations in new directions that are really a surprise 
because they had not been planned.  There are some congregations in Mennonite Church 
Eastern Canada that have found renewal by making connections with churches in India and 
Africa.  Members have visited each other, and the payoff for the churches here has been a new 
vitality in their church life.  From what many of you have been telling me in my visits about your 
church experience at The First Mennonite Church, it’s pretty clear to me that the Spirit moved 
quite powerfully here in the early ‘90s, when this congregation had dwindled and some thought 
that it would or should close.  Then some of you came over from the United Mennonite Church, 
and—surprise—there was life, there was a new future.   
 Of course, the surprises the Spirit of Pentecost brings can be unsettling, and we can resist 
them.  One church analyst has said that the greatest phobia of many congregations is, ‟The 
irrational fear of anything not printed in the bulletin.”  And you do know the eight words of a 
dying church?  ‟We have never done it that way before.”  Not a helpful attitude when God 
wants to give us the store.  Because when that Spirit comes, whether as a mighty wind or a 
gentle breeze, we can expect to be surprised. 
 And then there is a third thing that we can expect should Pentecost happen here.  That is 
that we will be bound more closely into a Christian community.  The original Pentecost story 
ends with the disciples together, sharing their possessions, praying in the  
temple, sharing the bread and cup of communion as they worshipped together.  And they were 
growing.  “Day by day,” Luke the writer of Acts says, “the Lord added to their number those who 
were being saved.”   

We’ve mentioned the wind of Penteocst that filled the house, but do you remember the 
other sign of the Spirit coming?  Fire, tongues of fire, resting on each of them.  I once had a 
children’s Bible story book that contained an artist’s sketch of Pentecost.  There were a bunch 
of separate little flames, like little candles burning, over each head of the disciples, one here and 
here and here.  I don’t think that sketch is quite correct.  It’s too individualistic for what 
happened at Pentecost.  I think a better sketch of those tongues of fire would be more like 
barbecue grill burner.  You know how a barbecue grill burner works?  It’s a tube or a flat piece 
of metal, with many tiny openings where little flames pop out, but they’re all tightly arranged 
together by this burner.  Individual flames, yes, yet when the burner is ignited there is a 
community of flame. 

 That, too, is what happens, when God gives away the store. The Holy Spirit generates a 
community, it makes a family out of a group of people who are not family.  In this spiritual family, 
hospitality toward each other and toward strangers is a major sign.  And as this spiritual family 
roots itself in worship, it is put in touch with a power beyond its own power—God’s power--it 
becomes part of a plan that is greater than itself—God’s plan for a new world. 
 That's Pentecost.  God letting go, God giving the Spirit to his children, when they wait 
and pray for it.  God freeing and empowering them in surprising ways to speak the words and do 
the works of God.  God binding them together into a spiritual family.  In  
short, God giving us the store.  The question really is not, “Does Pentecost still happen?”  The 
question is more like, “What will we do with the store, when God tries to give it to us?” 


