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The Pentecost Adventure 

John 16:2-11 

 

 Some of you are old enough to remember a movie called “The Poseidon Adventure.” It is 

the story of a passenger liner that capsized such that it was completely upside down. A rebel 

preacher led a band of passengers down into the bowels of the ship, which was now up at the top 

of the water. Salvation was found at the bottom, which was really the top. There is so much 

symbolism in the story, right down to the fact that it was a rebel preacher who led the people 

“down” to safety in the Poseidon Adventure. The status quo on the ship refused to believe that 

“down was up” and ended up losing their life.  

 I thought of that story as I reflected on what the Spirit does when she comes at Pentecost. 

At Pentecost Jesus sent the Spirit, called the Advocate in today’s passage. Jesus says that the 

Spirit-Advocate will prove the world upside down in its understanding of sin, justice and 

judgment. In the Pentecost Adventure, Jesus is the rebel preacher who is leading the way to life in 

an upside down world. The Spirit-Advocate continues to lead the way after Jesus is put to death. In 

this case, the “status quo” that refuses to believe that “down is up” are the religious and political 

power centers – Jerusalem and Rome – who put the rebel preacher and his followers out of the 

synagogues, believing that in so doing they were doing God a favor. 

During the past few weeks I’ve attended the stewardship gatherings we’ve had in 

peoples’ homes. I’ve listened to the stories of how people feel connected to Immanuel. I’ve 

been struck by their sense of what a unique church Immanuel is. Some people spoke of 

weeping on their first visit, either because Immanuel answers their longing for what they want 

church to be, or because they found in Immanuel a replacement for what they had experienced 

church to be in some other location. That is also true for me: there is no church where I would 

rather be on a Sunday morning.  

 But I’m aware of another dynamic that goes on at Immanuel – at times in the same 

person. Sometimes the person who loves the experience of Immanuel begins to question 

Immanuel’s beliefs. A person might love the welcome, the compassion, the unconditional 

love and grace she finds at Immanuel. But then something happens, and he begins to 

question Immanuel’s beliefs: Why do you accept the person who behaves like that? Why 

do you take that position about that political or justice issue?  

So there’s experience over here and belief over here. And sometimes the two don’t get 

along. God knows Immanuel’s beliefs are not what people expect to hear when they walk into a 

Christian Church; but Immanuel’s way of loving is what many people hope for when they walk 

into a Christian Church. This sometimes becomes a crisis for people. 

 What’s going on here? Our heads, where we hold our beliefs, and our hearts, from 

which our actions emerge, often fight against each other. Many of you know I’m not the 

greatest source for popular music, but a couple of years ago my daughter introduced me 

to the music of Jack Johnson. I’ve gotten to know one of his albums really well. He 

addressed this head and heart issue in his song called, “Hope”.  He’s talking about how 

life works, and he says: 

Its gonna lift you up and let you down. It will defeat you then teach you to get back up. 

After it takes away all that you learn to love, it will teach you to love what you're afraid 

of. But you don't always have to hold your head higher than your heart. 

That’s the message of Pentecost for people who love the experience of Immanuel and struggle 

with our beliefs: you don't always have to hold your head higher than your heart. Let the Spirit 

teach you to love what you’re afraid of. God’s good news is so good that our bodies and souls 

are drawn to it, even when our heads resist it. How sad that religion has often spoken to our 

heads, and caused us to experience God as judgmental and harsh. 
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The truth is we all show up to life with a belief system. And our belief system often 

limits what we take in. The human condition is practically defined by the fight between head 

and heart. It has been called “the longest 18 inches in the world.” How often have you 

thought, or heard said, “Well, that’s what I believe, but I don’t live that way.” Beliefs only 

become worldview when we live according to what we believe.  

The weapon for the fight between head and heart is prayer. Prayer is what moves 

us from our head down into our hearts. It connects our beliefs to our actions. It also 

connects us consciously to the Holy Spirit’s work in our lives. So if you love the 

Immanuel experience but mistrust Immanuel’s beliefs, pray! Don’t take anyone’s word 

for it. Discover what you really believe. Get your head and your heart together. And 

remember: you don’t always have to hold your head higher than your heart.  

The fight happens at both the personal level and the institutional level, and so does 

prayer. But when the fight gets institutionalized, watch out! The fight gets nasty and 

dangerous, and you have to pray really hard. In these verses in John’s Gospel, Jesus is 

preparing the disciples for institutional opposition: “They will put you out of the 

synagogues. Indeed, an hour is coming when those who kill you will think that by doing so 

they are doing God a favor.” That is the context in which Jesus speaks about the Holy Spirit. 

That is the world that the Spirit will prove wrong about sin, justice and judgment.  

Jesus isn’t being anti-semitic here. Jesus is Jewish. If he were speaking today, he 

might say, “They will put you out of churches.” Padre Rutilio Grande, a martyr of the 

Salvadoran church and close friend of Monseñor Romero, was assassinated on March 12, 

1977. Just one month before his assassination, Padre Rutilio preached: “It is practically illegal 

to be a true Christian in El Salvador… In Christianity today you have to be ready to give up 

your life to serve a just order … to save others, for the values of the Gospel!” Could it be that 

the time is getting close when we will have to say that it is practically illegal to be a Christian 

in the United States? 

 What message does the Spirit gives us in prayer? The Spirit exposes the world’s 

errors concerning sin, justice and judgment. The way I learned it, Jesus and the Spirit had 

to correct the world’s view of sin, righteousness and judgment by telling the world there 

really is sin, that righteous behavior really does matter, and that there is a judgment, so 

you better watch out. That is clearly not what Jesus is saying here. In fact, he is saying 

practically the opposite. If we unpack that, I think we’ll understand why they kicked 

Jesus out of the synagogue, and why the Gospel offers such freedom. 

 Jesus says that the first error is “about sin, because they do not believe in me.” Recently 

someone came up to me on the patio and asked me if I believe in sin. I asked the person why 

the question. “Because you never preach about it.” I had to admit that it is true that very rarely 

do I preach about sin. The reason I gave is that most people who come to church are already so 

aware of their sin, and so expectant that the church is going to condemn them in their sin, that I 

don’t want to reinforce those beliefs. But this morning I do want to talk about sin – in a 

Poseidon Adventure kind of way. Pentecost may seem like a strange day to talk about sin. But 

Jesus tells us that the reason he sent the Spirit was to prove the world’s beliefs about sin, 

justice and judgment upside down.  

The Spirit of Pentecost comes to confirm us in the radical grace of Jesus by 

surprising us precisely about sin. How is the world wrong about sin? Commentary after 

commentary teaches that this means that the world doesn’t take sin seriously enough. But 

how does Jesus deal with sin? Remember the Samaritan woman who had to get water in the 

heat of the day in order to avoid an uncomfortable encounter with the other women of the 

town, who judged her moral failures? The approach Jesus modeled in his encounter with 

her starts by honoring her deepest wound rather than by judging her moral failures. The 
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people of the town actually changed their view quickly – maybe because they were all 

marginalized as Samaritans.  

Usually, Jesus’ approach is deeply offensive to the world. The world rejects him and his 

disciples. The world Jesus confronts takes sin – especially other people’s sin – too seriously. 

The world doesn’t believe in Jesus’ way of forgiveness of sin. Jesus often forgave sinners 

before they repented, or even without repentance. From the cross he cried, “Forgive them, for 

they know not what they do.” Nobody was repenting that day. The Samaritan woman never 

repented. She just confessed her amazement that Jesus knew all about her without rejecting her. 

Jesus healed many invalids, who were considered sinners because of their illness, and he never 

asked them to repent or even believe. Jesus shamed the group of men who were accusing a 

woman caught in adultery until they left the scene. He told her he didn’t condemn her, and told 

her not to demean her life by continuing to give her body away like that. Jesus gave sight to a 

blind man without asking for any repentance. His own disciples’ only question was whether it 

was his parents or him who had sinned. They “knew” that his blindness was due to sin. This 

kind of behavior is what infuriated the religious professionals and led them to arrest Jesus. Their 

error about sin was that they did not believe what Jesus taught about sin.  

Secondly, the world believes that justice, or righteousness, consists of keeping 

things under control. Upholding the official view of the law is usually the best way to do 

that. Human beings seek to control others with law. The irony is that God calls this 

passion for control the essence of sin rather than righteousness. Of course, without it, 

neither the secular ethic nor organized religion can survive. Human beings seek structure 

for their lives. They want to know the rules. This gives us a certain false sense of 

security. If you know the rules, you know what to do. You are in control. A lot of 

churches offer this.  

Jesus believes that acting justly consists of responding moment by moment to the 

Spirit’s guidance. That’s riskier and requires more faith. That’s why he prayed so much – 

he kept getting new instructions. It allowed him to take more seriously each person’s need 

for salvation from what enslaves him or her. The authorities thought they were acting out 

of justice and holiness when they put Jesus to death. That’s why Jesus said, “They are 

wrong about justice because I am going to the Father and you will see me no longer.” 

Jesus’ departure shows that their view of righteousness is wrong. Jesus was the righteous 

one, even though he is the one who, according to official religion, let people off the hook 

for sin. I don’t think Jesus came here to found a great religion. He came because God 

looked upon this planet, and loved it.  

Finally, the world’s view of judgment is that it is a threat hanging over people to 

make them behave properly. That is completely at odds with what Jesus says here. Jesus’ 

point is that the ruler of this world – the one elsewhere called “the accuser” – has already 

been condemned. Therefore people are free to live into God’s grace without having to 

listen to the accusations of the one who had ruled their thinking and acting up until that 

point. Many people stay away from church because it is too judgmental, not because they 

don’t long for God’s love. Most people believe too strongly that they deserve judgment. 

The voice of the accuser is very strong in them. The last thing they need is more 

judgment. That’s why they stay away from church. Jesus frees people from the accuser. 

Jesus has judged the judger! The Accuser has been condemned, and the Advocate has 

been put in his place. The error of most people is not thinking that there is no judgment. 

The most common error is to think that God still condemns them.  

What a huge transformation is available at Pentecost if we can receive it! The path 

to freedom does not keep us wallowing in sin; it shows us the way of forgiveness. The path 

to peace is not a false orderliness in which ancient laws define once and for all who are the 

insiders and outsiders; it is listening to the Spirit bring compassion moment by moment. 
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The path to healing is not judgment; it is receiving support from One who comes alongside 

us and says we can face our shadow and survive; we can confront our deepest wounds and 

be healed; and from that place of healing we can reach out in compassion to others and 

become their advocates. Where the Spirit is there’s freedom and peace and healing. Let’s 

celebrate that! 


