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Based on Numbers 11:24-30, John 20:19-23 

 

When we talk about Pentecost, we mean the fiftieth day after Easter, the day when 

Christians celebrate the birth of the church.  By tradition, the color for the day is red, to 

symbolize the holy fire that appeared over the disciples’ heads in the Book of Acts, 

chapter 2. 

On this day, which closes out the Easter season, we remember and celebrate 

God’s promises made through Jesus.  In this season, we have remembered Jesus’ death 

and resurrection, his going up to heaven, and now the giving of the Holy Spirit. 

We are also now done with ‘Interim Time,’ the church season we made up in 

order to mark time from just before Palm Sunday to today. 

And finally, we are also observing Memorial Day, in a way.  From 1868 to 1970, 

Memorial Day was observed on May 30.  Since then, it has been all over the calendar as a 

Monday Holiday, so observing it today is close enough. 

Memorial Day, of course, honors those who have died in military service.  In its 

beginnings as Decoration Day, people decorated the graves of Civil War dead, both 

Union and Confederate, as a means of reconciliation in the wake of a bitter conflict.  In 

its larger meaning, it is a day set aside for us to reflect on death, sacrifice, and rebirth. 

If you have ever visited Gettysburg, or Lexington Green or the North Bridge in 

Concord, or the beaches in Normandy, chances are you thought about the sacrifices made 

by people under pressure and while they were scared witless.  So, it is altogether 

appropriate for us to consider Memorial Day with Easter and Pentecost. 

Speaking of pressure, that’s what prompted Moses to gather seventy elders of the 

people around the tent of meeting, which was where God regularly met Moses while the 

Israelites made their slow way to the Promised Land. 
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The context for this reading is adversity, specifically the hardships the people 

experienced from the time they left Egypt.  The people complained to Moses about 

everything and Moses complained to God about the people. 

Moses struggled to keep the nation together while trying to fulfill God’s purposes 

in the world, and it wasn’t easy.  But God understood the struggle.  The solution was to 

delegate: Moses was doing too much on his own.  So, God ‘took some of the spirit that 

was on [Moses] and put it on the seventy elders,’ sort of like lighting a bunch of candles 

off one candle; the one candle is not diminished but the others now burn as brightly. 

The end result was that the elders now took on some of Moses’ leadership and 

responsibilities.  And they prophesied – once. 

Prophecy means something different to us, but in this reading, it meant a 

temporary condition much like a feeling of divine ecstasy, what the New Testament 

writers would call ‘speaking in tongues.’  When the excitement wore off, the elders 

retained their new empowerment. 

Same thing with Eldad and Medad.  The Lord also put some of the Spirit on them, 

but in the camp, away from the tent of meeting, indicating that God’s Spirit can come to 

anyone, anywhere, any time. 

Which brings us to the evening of what we now call Easter Sunday.  We heard 

this passage in April, but with the added bit about the doubtful disciple Thomas.  Today’s 

lectionary leaves that part out, allowing us to focus on Jesus. 

The gist of the story is that Jesus will find a way in.  He stood before the 

disciples; he spoke; he showed them his wounds; then they rejoiced when they saw the 

Lord.  And after all that has happened to him, Jesus can still offer them peace. 

And he offers not peace as between two warring parties; he offers an inner calm. 

Back in the first chapter, God said to John the Baptist, “He on whom you see the 

Spirit descend and remain is the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit” (John 1:32-33).  

And now here, at the end of the Gospel, Jesus baptizes everyone in the room with the 

Holy Spirit, the one and only time he baptizes anyone in John’s Gospel, and he makes it 

count, because the few people in the room represent the entire Movement. 

What Jesus gives – his greatest and final gift – are three things: peace; the Holy 

Spirit; and the power to forgive sins.  And not just any old sin. 
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The KJV reads, ‘Whose soever sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them.’  Remit 

might be a better, more accurate translation than forgive.  The dictionary defines one 

meaning of remit as ‘to refrain from inflicting or enforcing’.  If we think of sin as a 

burden we carry, then the meaning behind what Jesus said is more about liberation or 

release from that burden.  Those who reject this gift retain their sin; they remain bound 

by their burden.  But those women and men who come to faith in Jesus are released from 

their burden.  We are empowered to do this by the Holy Spirit. 

Throughout the Bible, people received God’s Spirit, before and after this event, to 

help them in their work and to teach others.  Roger Cotton, a professor of theology, wrote 

that the Holy Spirit is “God’s active, wind-like, presence which gives vitality to all to 

fulfill their God-given functions.”1 

Sometimes, God seeks us out with a still, soft voice, as when God called Samuel 

(Samuel 3).  Sometimes, the Holy Spirit comes with a sound like the rush of a violent 

wind (Acts 2).  In some cases – think of Jonah – God seeks us out aggressively even as 

we try to hide from God.  For some of us, God’s call feels like we’ve been whacked 

upside the head with a 2x4.  When God gets ya, you’re got. 

Luke’s Book of the Acts of the Apostles could also be called the Book of the Acts 

of the Holy Spirit.  In chapter two, tongues of fire appeared and rested upon each of the 

apostles on Pentecost, for them the fiftieth day after Passover, and they prophesied. 

Let us all imagine the fire of the Holy Spirit coming down and burning over our 

heads.  With an inner calm, take that power and let it work within you.  Then let your 

burdens go, free yourself of them, and when you’ve done that, pray for the nation to free 

itself from its burdens, particularly those on display in Minneapolis last week. 

Martin Luther King Jr. once said that, “Forgiveness is not an occasional act, it is a 

constant attitude.”  The remembrance and reconciliation observed on Memorial Day 

happens every year, regardless of the actual date on which we observe it.  On Easter 

Sunday, we celebrate Jesus’ victory over Death, a victory we share with him.  And on 

Pentecost, we celebrate the gift of the Holy Spirit, which enables us to release our 

burdens and to live with renewed hope in freedom and in God.  Amen. 
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