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Pastor and homiletics professor Thomas Long tells the story of how, growing up in the south, he became a fan of the blues.  One of his particular favorites was the legendary blues-master, Jimmy Reed.  He still, somewhere in an old dusty box buried in the attic, has some of his old 45’s.  For the MP3, Ipod and Iphone generation, who have never seen a 45 record, it’s a small vinyl disc about 6 inches across or so that was called a “45” because it spun at 45 revolutions per minute in order to play back what had been recorded on it.  It is how we used to listen to music back in the day.


Regardless, as Long describes it, he and his friends would spend hours listening to Reed’s records.  I love the way Long describes it, “A share-cropper's son, Reed brought the throbbing harmonica-and-guitar-driven black rhythm-and-blues of the Mississippi Delta into the popular rock-and-roll mainstream. My high school friends and I, fancying ourselves a budding rock band, would play and replay these recordings -- "Big Boss Man," "Bright Lights, Big City," "Hush, Hush," "Baby What You Want Me To Do" -- trying to imitate Reed's hypnotic rhythms on our cheap Silvertone electric guitars, attempting in vain to capture the pain-soaked cries of his mahogany voice in our too-tight, too-white, suburban throats”

However, over time, Long and his friends began to notice something in the background of Reed’s recordings.  If one listened careful, you could hear the ever-so-faint whisper of a woman’s voice murmuring in advance the lyrics of the next verse.  Apparently, as it turns out, Reed would get so involved with his music and become so absorbed with his bluesy beats and hard-driving guitar riffs, he would actually forget the words to his own songs.  The voice prompting him was his devoted wife who would sit next to him during recording sessions and whisper in his ear whatever words were coming next.


In our gospel lesson for this Pentecost Sunday, Jesus tells his disciples, “But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you.”  In a sense, for the Christian, the Holy Spirit does exactly what Jimmy Reed’s wife did.  He brings to remembrance or, in a sense, he whispers in our ear, so that we might recall all that Jesus said.


This is a wonderful text for Pentecost as we as the church mark the day that Christ our Lord sent the Holy Spirit to his church.  And, I think it is a wonderful text because it tells us what the primary work of the Holy Spirit is and that is important because in so many ways the Holy Spirit is probably the most misunderstood person of the Trinity.  Even when you look at the Apostles’ Creed it appears that we don’t know exactly what to say.  We seem to have a good handle on God the Father; he is the maker of heaven and earth.  We seem to have a clear picture of God the Son, Christ Jesus our Savior who was born of a virgin, suffered under Pontius, Pilate was crucified, died and buried.  He descended into hell.  The third day he rose again from the dead.  He ascended into heaven and now sits at God’s right hand from where he will come to judge the living and the dead.  But, what do we say about the Holy Spirit?  I believe in the Holy Spirit . . . that’s it.  That’s where it ends.  We seem to get a little confused as to what he is really all about.


Consequently, throughout the centuries of the church, the work of the Holy Spirit has been someone distorted.  The Holy Spirit has been seen as sort of a nebulous power that, if you are truly a “spiritual” Christian (whatever that means), will charismatically take over your life and give you the power to do all sorts of things.  You will speak in various tongues, heal the sick, prophesy about the future and receive special revelations directly from God himself.  

Now, while examples of those sorts of things do exist in Scripture, that doesn’t mean they are “normative,” meaning, every Christian should not expect those sorts of things to happen to them; it’s not the norm.  Besides, that actually is not the way that Jesus describes the work of the Holy Spirit.  In our text, verse 25 to be exact, Jesus tells us that while he was with them, he spoke to them, he taught them, and he coached them and guided them.  Now, facing his death, facing the cross and his subsequent resurrection and ascension, the disciples will be on their own.  That task of teaching, coaching and guiding will be handed over to the Holy Spirit.


The primary task, then, of the Holy Spirit is not to provide all sorts of flashy signs and wonders to give us all some sort of spiritual thrill or to convince ourselves that we are somehow more spiritually connected to God than the common rabble, but to remind the faithful of the truth that Jesus spoke while he was here.  His job is to jog the memories of Jesus’ followers that they might remember his words, all he said, all his promises,  and all his commandments so that they can keep them in love.  Whispering the lyrics of the gospel in our ears, the Holy Spirit moves us to remember that truth that Jesus spoke so that it might guide our life and faith.

And that is critical for two reasons.  For one, Jesus wants us to remember.  Remembering what he said and taught is essential to our life and faith.  He wants us to remember, for example, his words that he spoke to Nicodemus when he said, “For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world but to save the world through him.”  He wants us to recall the time that he told the crowds, “I am the bread of life.  He who comes to me will never go hungry and he who believes in me will never be thirsty.”  He wants us to retain his words to the woman caught in adultery who was about to be stoned for her sin, “ . . .neither do I condemn you.  Go now and leave your life of sin.” And, of course, most of all, he wants his words from the cross, “It is finished,” etched into our memories so that we might have the assurance that regarding our salvation, Jesus has done it all for us.  There is nothing more for us to do. It is by his works and not ours that we are so graciously saved.
These are his life giving, life changing words that have called each of us out the darkness of our sin and into his marvelous light.  These are his words by which he revealed himself to us so that we might know that he is not only the way, the truth and the life but our way, our truth and our life.  These are his words that remind us just how far he went, meaning to death and back again, so that you and I might actually bear the name “Christian” and now bearing that name that we might live for him as Christians.  Remembering all Jesus said and did provides the absolute basis upon which we live as his chosen people.  The problem though, to be perfectly honest, is that we have a tendency to forget, don’t we?

Our tendency to forget Jesus’ words is the second reason why Jesus sent the Holy Spirit.  To state the incredibly obvious, Jesus foresaw what would be the major problem we as believers would have.  Without meaning any insult, we are all born with sort of a spiritual dementia and, on our own we are quick to forget what exactly it means to be a Christian; to be the people of God.  In fact, we are notoriously forgetful when it comes to matters of faith.  As one Bible commentator, Fred Craddock, pointed out, the early Christians actually defined those who were lost or who went astray as “having amnesia.” Isn’t that telling?  
We are all, at times, amnesiacs who cannot keep our calling clearly in view. Like the great Jimmy Reed, we get so caught up in playing the music that we forget the lyrics. We know that we are created (actually, to be more precise . . . we are by the blood of Jesus recreated) to serve and love one another, but the pressures of conforming to this world and its ways push hard against us.  The temptation, if you will permit me to keep going with the music metaphor a bit longer, is to just join the band and play along.  We simply forget who we are and what we are purposed to do and to be in this life according to Christ.  Consequently, the very things we are supposed to forget, the very things we are supposed to put behind us, like selfishness, revenge, pettiness, meanness, gossip, and an unwillingness to forgive take control of our lives.  In truth, every sin we commit reflects this lapse in memory.  In reality, every sin we commit is an admission that we have forgotten who Christ Jesus has called us to be, meaning, holy and blameless children of God.
Sometimes those memory lapses come about just because we still carry around our sinful flesh. Let’s be honest, situations occur in life and the knee-jerk reaction of our Old Adams is to forget that we are always first and foremost to live like Christians.  I have shared this story in Bible class before but, years ago at the seminary, we were preparing to move to go on vicarage.  Months earlier, I had reserved a truck with a company that will remain nameless.  Well, the Friday night before the Saturday we had to be out of student housing, fifteen minutes before their offices closed, the company manager called and said they did not have a truck for me.  On top of that, the man went on to tell me that he knew about the problem a week earlier but was hoping to have it fixed.  If you didn’t catch that, he had known for a week but waited until fifteen minutes before the close of business the day before to tell me!  Why didn’t he call me a week earlier when he knew?

Anyway, I went temporarily insane.  Any semblance of my Christianity absolutely disappeared as I lit into this guy with both barrels blazing.  I told him that he had fifteen minutes to find me a truck and that if he didn’t I would make it my life-long mission to ruin his company.  I would personally see to it that no one ever rented from them again.  I told him that, since apparently I wasn’t going to be busy moving the next day, I was going to show up outside his office and hand everyone who entered a flyer telling them why they should do business elsewhere.  I swore to him that he would regret the day he ever met me, which by that point in the conversation, was probably already true.   

Quite seriously though, (and I really do mean this) to my shame, at that moment, I totally forgot I was a Christian.  Oh, I suppose I could chalk it up to the stress of the situation and anxiety over the move but that really is no excuse.  I should not have treated this man that way.  As Christians, we are called to be better than that.
Other times, and this undoubtedly worse than our knee-jerk, Old Adam responses, our memory lapses are often purposeful.  We don’t want to remember Jesus’ words.  We don’t want to remember that we are Christian and so we suppress our memories intentionally.  We have all done this as well.  Jesus has spoken to us through his Word, we know it and yet we still choose to follow our own way.  His word tells us not to neglect the gathering of the saints in worship.  We know this but with the average congregation only worships 48% of its membership. What does that tell us?  We know from his Word that we are to make ourselves last and place everyone else around us first.  We know this but how many of us will push Jesus’ words out of our head so that we can have things our way and push our agenda?  We know from his Word that we are to live always asking first what is best for our neighbor.  We know this but how many of us choose to blot that out of memories in order to pursue only what is best for us?  I believe Jesus expects the knee-jerk forgetting, he doesn’t approve but he expects it, understanding that we are sinners, but imagine how disheartened he must be when we who bear his name forget on purpose.
I suppose if Jesus were not gracious he would simply let us alone in our amnesia so that we might forget him entirely.  But, he is gracious and although we are often forgetful of him, he does not forget us.  This is one of the great things about Jesus.  Do we really think that he who gave his life for us that we might be his would soon forget those for whom he died?  Of course not.  And to that end, concerned for our salvation and that we might stay in the faith, he has sent the Holy Spirit to remind us that life is found in Jesus alone and that without him there is no life.  He comes to remind us, whispering in our ear, so to speak, that we really are Christians and helping us to recall how, as Christians, we live not for ourselves but for Jesus.  

It is the Spirit working through God’s Word that brings back our memory when we stray.  It is the Spirit that reminds us of our need for repentance when we sin and that for those who do repent, “God is faithful and just and will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”  It is he who brings to mind the cross of Jesus and how, “God shows his love for us in this, that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us,” that we might be comforted when we feel unforgiveable. 
He helps us remember, he reminds us that Jesus gave us his peace and that we should not let our hearts be troubled or afraid and that he is coming for us.  He brings to our remembrance that we are those saved by the cross of Christ so that we might be spurred on to do what Jesus has told us Christians do, to love one another, serve each other and keep all that Jesus has commanded us.  By the Holy Spirit granted us this Pentecost Sunday, we remember him who remembers us.  We remember Jesus and live our lives guided by the Holy Spirit who dutifully and graciously sits beside us whispering the sweet lyrics of the gospel . . .  the saving gospel in our ear.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.

