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Church has been many kinds of place for me. | grew up in Dallas at a 3,000
member PC(USA) congregation that operated programs and mission on a
huge scale and celebrated worship in ways both formal and warm. At youth
conferences at Mo Ranch and Montreat, | experienced sermons that spoke to
my own experiences and music | could sing along to. | remember loving it and
also gaining new appreciation for our worship back home. My bustling youth
group was a place where those two experiences met, and | was shaped as a
leader and disciple of Jesus.

In my first call at Woodland Presbyterian in Nashville, church was a few dozen
people gathered in a space filled with generations of history and love and
faith. Each week Jo played the analog organ, a beautiful Austin from 1917, and
filled the cavernous sanctuary with hymns; sometimes she’d invite one of her
countless musician friends to sing or play steel guitar or help us hear a
beloved tune in a whole new way. On weeks | didn’t preach, we welcomed
guest preachers - students, retired ministers, community leaders —who
helped us wrestle with God’s calling for us.

Church for me has also been all sorts of places and moments between and
beyond these extremes. Church was my Ukirk campus ministry in college, and
it was the misa campesina — roughly, country mass — in the Barrio of
Batahola Norte in Managua, Nicaragua. Church was the first pride march |
ever attended, also in Managua — a scrappy street march with no corporate
sponsors, just a mass of people celebrating and taking the risk of being known
fully. Church was talking about theology with my classmates in Tennessee’s
death row during Divinity School. Church was a quiet moment in the Abbey on
the island of lona, Scotland, and it’s being with our youth at the top of lookout
mountain, staying a respectful distance away from the bear.
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And of course - there’s Highland. Two years ago this week, | moved to
Louisville with my spouse, Wynn, to take a leap of faith. | tell people Highland
is my Goldilocks church — not too small, not too big, but just right. Small
enough that we can really know each other. Big enough that we can
accomplish amazing things.

| have seen again and again how resilient this community is amidst change.
Which is good — because the church is changing all the time. Last week, for
example, we welcomed five new members, including two of our youth and two
families with young children. It is a joy for us to stretch our shape to welcome
new people into membership; it is a worthy challenge to imagine how we
might let ourselves be changed when new people become part of us.

Over the last month, four beloved members of this community have died.
Grief has touched every corner of our church. This weekend, we held two
services of witness to the resurrection in memory of the Reverand Don Seeger
and Craig Siegenthaler. On Friday and Saturday, we filled this sanctuary with
scripture and music and memory. We gave thanks that God’s claim on us is
unwavering, even in death, and that we who are left behind are also covered
and held in God’s love. Just as we let ourselves be changed by the arrival of
new members, God invites us to stretch enough to hold the wisdom and gifts
of those who are no longer here in body and let those also change us.

In other ways, too, God is calling us here at HPC into new ways of being. This
past Wednesday, your Session voted for HPC to join CLOUT. The more than 25
member congregations of Citizens of Louisville Organized and Uniting
Together work together across differences of religion and creed toward
systemic change for the good of Louisville. They do deep research on issues
like housing, education, mental health, and policing so they can advocate for
practical solutions that enact justice for more people in our city.
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Over a year of discernment led by the Antiracism Team, including countless
conversations, attending CLOUT events, and imagining what it might look like
for HPC to commit to the work of justice in a new way, we took the leap. Now,
this is a very deliberate, Presbyterian way to go about things, but It was a
decision made faithfully and thoughtfully, and one that has the power to
change us. It will get us out of our comfort zone and help us combine our
resources and energy with others to amplify people power for the good of our
community. And hey, we know that the Spirit can work through a committee
meeting, am | right?

| think, though, that sometimes we let our habits and expectations tame our
sense of the Holy Spirit. We want the Spirit to be among us and work through
us — but only to a point. We’re not necessarily craving a Pentecost moment, a
moment to be covered in fire and given entirely new language. We still,
ultimately, want to be in control, because at the end of the day we are human.

The truth is, whether we are paying attention or not, the Spirit is always
already here. Genesis 1 verse 2 describes how even when all that existed was
chaos, formless, void, the Spirit of God hovered over the waters of creation.
Even before light, there was Spirit. Even before there was us, there was grace.
But perhaps that can make it too easy to take the Spirit for granted, to think of
it as a trusted force that is good in exactly the ways we expect goodness to be.
The story of Pentecost in Acts shows us something altogether different. We
hear of a Spirit that shows up and completely disrupts expectations and
changes people from the inside out. They are discomfited and ridiculed and
totally transformed.

Theologian Willie James Jennings describes it beautifully when he writes: “The
same Spirit that was here from the beginning, hovering, brooding in the joy of
the creation of the universe and of each one of us, who knows us together and
separately in our most intimate places, has announced the divine intention
through the Son to reach into our lives and make each life a site of speaking
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glory. But this will require bodies that reach across massive and real
boundaries, cultural, religious, and ethnic.”

Are we ready for the Spirit to reach into our lives and make us sites of speaking
glory? Could anyone ever be ready for that? The apostles and the women and
the people curious about Jesus were surely not expecting it, and yet the Spirit
birthed the church through them. And that calling took them to be among
people who were hostile and people who were hopeful. It took them to places
familiar and foreign. They had to get comfortable with discomfort. They
learned that the Church would be wherever the Spirit would be — and the
Spirit is everywhere, all the time. It’s glorious and intimidating to know that
everywhere is holy ground, that the places we think of as strange, other, or
even depraved are just as Spirit filled as this sacred place.

If we welcome the possibility, the Holy Spirit will break us open and bring us
together. The Spirit will take us beyond our comfort zones and equip us with
what we need to do God’s work there. We can take a leap of faith and trust
that the Spirit will show up — because the Spirit is already there! We just have
to tune our hearts and minds to notice.

The Spirit may not rush in like a tornado or cover us in flames. It seems that
God is usually subtler than that these days. But all the places that have been
church for us have prepared us to be Christians in the world — to testify to the
goodness of God, to let that goodness transform us to do good, and to love
people who are unlike us in places we have not yet ventured. The Spirit is
already here, there, and everywhere, waiting for us to dream bigger about what
and where church can be. Dreamers - Let’s go. May it be so. Thanks be to God.
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