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I’ve said it before, and I’'ll say it again, because you may be new, or you may have
forgotten, or you may not have been here on those Sundays, but Matthew, Mark, and Luke
write different accounts about the life of Jesus than John does. Matthew, Mark, and Luke
have similar timelines, use similar sources, and though they are from different

perspectives and for different audiences, they tell a similar set of stories.

Johnis... different. Different in great ways. Different in poetic, symbolic, artistic

ways. Different in frustrating ways.

For example, when | ask you amazing Bible scholars where to find the story of

Pentecost, you would answer, . . . yea! Acts chapter 2! Of course!

That’s the story a mighty rushing wind filling a room where the disciples are
gathered, and suddenly each of them can speak a different language, and little flames of
fire rest on each of them without burning them. Jesus is not present in this story. He has

already gone to heaven. That’s the Pentecost story we are familiar with.

But, dear friends, that’s not the only story of Pentecost. John’s version exists, too.
And, as I’ve said before, this is not the only example of stories being told differently. If we
can accept that there’s a creation story in Genesis 1 and a different creation story in
Genesis 2, if we can accept that Jesus preached the same sermon on a mountainside in
Matthew and on a plain in Luke, then we can embrace two different Pentecost stories. And |
for one appreciate the different perspectives because they can speak to us in different

ways.

We are all unique people with unique experiences, and if we were told that spiritual
experiences happened in one way and one way only, then a lot of us would feel left out.
Some of us grew up and have powerful memories in which we know that God is with us.
Others of us have had quieter faith journeys. Some have been privileged for most of our

lives and others of us have struggled desperately. There is no reason to think that either



journey means that God is with you or absent from you because of what you’ve gone

through.

Yes, there is a historically understood idea that Pentecost entails a mighty, rushing
wind, and flames of fire, the ability to speak in different tongues, and have supernatural
powers. The apostles in the book of Acts did suddenly have the ability to heal the lame and
cure disease and even raise a woman from death itself. They became instantly super smart
and, even more amazingly - super mature. They were first century superheroes. It says in
Acts chapter 5 that people would lay down on certain sides of the street in strategic places

to be healed as Peter’s shadow passed over them as he walked by.

The story in Acts is awe-inspiring. It’s been the Pentecost story for nearly two
thousand years. You may have never heard that there was any other version, but because it
is the more well known version doesn’t mean it is the only version. | mean, for nearly two
thousand years, a woman like me would never have been able to stand up here in this outfit

and speak with any authority, and yet, here | am.

And here is John’s version of Pentecost. “’*When it was evening on that day, the first
day of the week, and the doors were locked where the disciples were, for fear of the
[religious authorities], Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with
you.” 2 After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples
rejoiced when they saw the Lord. ?'Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the
Father has sent me, so | send you.” 2When he had said this, he breathed on them and said
to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. 2If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if

you retain the sins of any, they are retained.”
This is the word of the Lord. Thanks be to God.

The stories have some similarities. There is a room in which the disciples are
gathered together in both stories. There is a movement of air in both stories. The Holy Spirit
is received in both stories. In Acts, it’s a mighty, rushing wind. In John, it is the intimate,
face-to-face breath of Jesus himself. Two types of Spirit/breath . .. now where have we

heard that before?



Remember, two weeks ago, when we talked about Jesus promising the disciples that
they would have another advocate from God? And how we talked about the cosmic,
powerful Ruach wind and the steadying, calming Paraclete breath? This is one and the

same. Big wind, small breath, all Holy Spirit.

But John is really trying his best to finish his gospel story with intention. Now, stick
with me, this is important. We have to remember that John the artist/writer/poet/disciple
began his gospel with a call back to Genesis 1. “In the beginning, God created the heavens
and the earth.” He wrote, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God and
the Word was God.” He never described Mary and Joseph and the baby Jesus. He wrote in a

different way.

And then, remember, in Genesis 2 when God formed the first human being from the
dust of the ground and “breathed into his nostrils the breath of life.” Well, John is drawing
from this as well, with this image of Jesus breathing into the nostrils of the apostles the
breath of new life which is the Holy Spirit. Baptizing them with the Holy Spirit as John the
Baptizer had promised Jesus would do in chapter one. Filling them with new life. Making

them new creations.

In this scene, John is coming back full circle to close the loop and put the finishing
touches on his work. But in John’s account, the disciples don’t have flashy new
superpowers like in Luke’s version in Acts. John doesn’t describe their healing powers or
their linguistic prowess. Instead, they have a different superpower. A powerful, world-
changing, life-giving power, but not one that Marvel comics would ever make a blockbuster

movie about.

Are you ready for this? Are you prepared to hear about the superpower Jesus imparts

to those who would carry on his message, according to John?
They have.. .. the power. .. of forgiveness.

Forgiveness. Jesus says, “Receive the Holy Spirit. 2If you forgive the sins of any, they

are forgiven them:; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.”



Now, the power of forgiveness doesn’t seem that awesome. It ranks up there among
the superpowers like Ant Man ranks among the Avengers. Occasionally useful but mostly

cast as a nerdy sidekick.

Or one of my favorite 90s cartoons — Captain Planet. It was a six series long show on
TBS with voices from stars like Whoppi Goldberg and Lavar Burton about a team of 5 kids
from different continents who helped fight against pollution and destruction of the
environment. The kids had the power of earth, fire, wind, water, and heart. One of them had
the power of heart. The others could move mountains, stop tidal waves, blow bad guys
away, and one could tug at heart strings. It wasn’t a strong, flashy superpower, but without
heart, it turns out that the other powers were pretty useless and impulsive. The power of
heart created empathy, compassion, and united the people. It was a valuable part of the
team, but it didn’t get much screen time. It was hard to animate the power of heart for

elementary school kids.

In the same way, the story of Pentecost in Acts is the blockbuster action movie and
John’s version is an indie film. Having the power of forgiveness is actually more important to
society than the power to speak in another language or cure a disease. It’s just not as
flashy. The ability to forgive is what this world desperately needs, butit’s hard work. It’s a
key that will unlock thousands of other doors of reconciliation, peace, love, and prosperity.
Itis a key for our mental and emotional health. It is more necessary and powerful than we

give it credit for, but it’s more fun to talk about the other story.

Friends, Jesus had lived on earth for over thirty years. He had watched people judge
and be selfish. He had seen the weight of guilt on those who could not forgive themselves.
And in John’s story, which took place on Easter evening, the disciples must have felt a
powerful mix of emotions. Some were probably angry at Judas. Peter and others may have
been ashamed of his denial. All of them may have been ashamed at how they fled the
scene upon his arrest. Forgiveness of self and others and their unity were on the mind of

Jesus before and after his death.



And so Jesus gave them this superpower. You have the Holy Spirit. You now have the
ability to forgive yourself and each other, and those who will learn from you, and even those

who will seek your harm.

In this day and age, with cancel culture and our tendency to burn bridges rather than
work things out, forgiveness is actually one of the most valuable tools that we have to offer
the world. Itis proof that we have grace within us that comes from a higher power. It is
evidence that within us we have, coursing through our veins, undeserved love and

forgiveness ourselves.

Itis time, friends, to embrace the superpower we have been given. To breathe in the
Spirit of God and be filled with the divine gift of forgiveness. Itis not easy. C.S. Lewis said,
“Forgiveness is a beautiful idea, until you have to practice it.” But forgiveness is as much or
more about being good to yourself than it is about reconciling with someone who did you

wrong.

Caroline Myss once wrote, “By far the strongest poison to the human spirit is the
inability to forgive oneself or another person. Forgiveness is no longer an option but a

necessity for healing.”

And Bernard Meltzer wrote, “When you forgive, you in no way change the past - but

you sure do change the future.”

Be a hero. For yourself. For your family. For the world. Demonstrate that there is a
greater power inside of you than this world understands or expects. Be radical in your love
and in your forgiveness. Turn some heads with your culturally unusual behavior. It is
Pentecost after all. Time to take a page from the story in Acts and make the people around
us ask, “What’s gotten into them? They’re acting strange. Could they be drunk? Nah, it’s

nine in the morning! Must be the Spirit of God within them.” Amen.



