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How do you celebrate your birthday?  Do you take the day off to pamper yourself and 
really mark the day?  Or do you take more of a “business as usual, don’t make too much of a fuss 
about me” kind of approach?   

 
Birthdays mark transitions in our lives.  That first birthday where people gather around 

the high chair and watch the one-year-old give a puzzled look to the cupcake and then try to stuff 
it in with crumbs flying everywhere and chocolate smeared all over her face.  A transition from a 
milk only diet to something more messy and unpredictable and delicious. 

 
The 18th birthday and the recognition that now you are viewed as a voting adult.  The big 

4 0.  Or 60.  Mary Price died suddenly last weekend, at the age of 90.5.  Mary will be deeply 
missed, but when I met with her sons this week, they were thinking back to the big surprise 90th 
birthday they threw for Mary.  Mary was a regular in our Wednesday kitchen crew, it was part of 
her weekly rhythms and so [Central’s Chef] Barb Westman flew out to be part of the celebration.  
And that was when many of us here at Central learned or remembered that Mary was really 
ninety years old.  She played younger than that.  Birthdays can be important celebrations and 
opportunities to gather and reminisce and make connections that show life, give life.   

 
Birthday cakes can give a sense of who we are and what we care about.  People gather to 

celebrate and support who you are and they say things like, “Do you remember when you really 
liked _____?”, and you hear them ask that and realize how deep it goes.  Or they say, “From an 
early age, you were always so _____.”  And you think about how unique each one of us really is 
and how important it is for us to understand and appreciate ourselves.  So a second question for 
you to consider.  If this was your birthday, what would your cake look like?  Would it be in the 
shape of a baseball field or would it have delicate flowers made out of frosting on top to express 
your favorite hobbies?  Or would it be a brighter than usual red velvet to go with your choir 
robe? 

 
Today is Pentecost.  A day sometimes called the birthday of the church.  I sometimes go 

back and forth in my mind.  Do I want to make a big deal of calling it the birthday of the church 
– sometimes yes, sometimes not so much.  As a preacher, I go back and forth in my attitudes to 
whether we should take the day off work and really mark this birthday, or whether we should get 
to work as usual and treat it like every other day.  This year, as you can tell, I’m treating it like a 
special birthday. 

 
And if there was a cake that was fitting for this Pentecost celebration – well, it wouldn’t 

look like a very calm cake.  Maybe it would be more like a meringue pie – with the top whipped 
up into peaks to capture the sense of a great wind rushing around.  Or maybe it would be a bit 
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like the leaning tower of Pisa, giving a sense of motion and uncertainty, with a top layer 
threatening to slide off and create chaos.  Or maybe it would be like at a Greek restaurant, when 
the waiter brings a plate of saganaki, and then lights it on fire.  And everyone shouts, "Opa!"  
Now that would be a Pentecost birthday cake! 

 
The day of Pentecost, described in the book of Acts, begins much like the other days.  

Jesus is dead and gone.  There had been rumors of his resurrection.  And then they could have 
sworn that they saw him.  He was among them as before, only to leave again.  But before Jesus 
left them, he offered promises to them, that he would send his Spirit to give them courage and 
comfort and lead them.  And then - nothing.  Seven weeks had gone by.  And there they are, 
together.  Back to business as usual.  Nothing new.   

 
When suddenly, there was this loud sound, like a rushing wind.  It was like flames were 

dancing over their heads.  The story tries to depict the unsettling nature of it all - pushing them 
into new languages and new patterns and bringing new people into their midst. 

 
Birthdays are a time to remember and retell some formative stories.  It is a time to look 

back.  But they point forward as well.    And Pentecost, what we sometimes call the birthday of 
the church, is a time to remember key stories from the past that might give the church some 
wisdom about where it might be heading in the future.   

 
Frederick Buechner was invited to preach at an anniversary occasion of a beautiful 

classic New England church in Rupert, Vermont.  Picture green mountains.  And a quaint square, 
and a beautiful painted white church.  Buechner recalled a key moment from that church’s past 
to points to what the church is all about still today. 

 
In the year 1831, it seems, this church was repaired and several new additions 

were made. One of them was a new steeple with a bell in it, and once it was set in place 
and painted, apparently, an extraordinary event took place. "When the steeple was 
added," Howard Mudgett writes in his history, "one agile Lyman Woodard stood on his 
head in the belfry with his feet toward Heaven." 
 
That's the one and only thing I've been able to find out about Lyman Woodard, whoever 
he was, but it is enough. I love him for doing what he did. It was a crazy thing to do. It 
was a risky thing to do. It ran counter to all standards of New England practicality and 
prudence. It stood the whole world on its head just like Lyman himself standing upside 
down on his. And it was a magical and magnificent and Mozartian thing to do. 
 
If the Lord is indeed our Shepherd, then everything goes topsy turvy. Losing becomes 
finding and crying becomes laughing. The last becomes first and the weak becomes 
strong. Instead of life being done in by death in the end, as we always supposed, death is 
done in finally by life in the end. If the Lord is our host at the great feast, then the sky is 
the limit.1 
 
One of the stories from Central's founding sticks with me.  Especially at this time of year, 

when summer has suddenly burst upon us and life seems full of daylight and possibilities.  This 
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church is older than the state of Minnesota.  This church was founded before assembly lines 
made cars possible to build easily and before air travel made the world into a global village.  It 
was founded in an era when the Mississippi River was a main source of transportation.  The Rev. 
John Riheldaffer and his wife Catherine embarked on a steamboat, heading up the Mississippi, 
with the goal of starting a church in this frontier territory.  And they arrived in St. Paul a few 
blocks that way, in October 1851 on the last steamboat to arrive before winter set in.  And the 
people of Saint Paul, including the seven folks who would go on to become founding members 
of Central Presbyterian Church, named not because of this being in the heart of a booming 
downtown like we might imagine today, but for their benefactors back east in Philadelphia.  
They knew that no more steamboats were heading out - so they had this pastor for the winter.  
After that, they figured, they might well leave.  But until then, they had a chance to get the 
church started and on the ground.   

 
During that long first winter, I sometimes wonder if Rev. Riheldaffer got discouraged.  

Preaching every Sunday, wondering if lives were being changed by the gospel.  Preaching every 
Sunday and organizing worship and wondering who might want to get involved and do the 
important work of organizing a church.  Were there days in which he wondered if the spring 
would come early and he would have a chance to leave?  It is hard work starting a church.  The 
snow eventually melted in 1852.  And the sun shone brighter.  And there was Easter and the ice 
began to melt and spring arrived and the Riheldaffers stayed.  And Central Presbyterian Church 
had its first pastor and the city had a church that had been birthed. 

 
Just seven weeks after some thought that all the nonsense about Jesus had been put to 

death along with him.  Buried and gone.  Move on.  They believed in the promises Jesus had 
given them.  But along with their belief was also a doubt that went hand in hand.  Not sure what 
to expect.  Unsure whether the good news could really be that good.  So they had settled in.  And 
that day something happened that was so unexpected and so unsettling that afterward they had 
trouble describing it.   

 
The moment the Spirit arrived they experienced a sensory overload.  Like a blast on the 

organ.  Or a rock band in the balcony.  Suddenly they are startled, shocked, and they hear and see 
things that they can barely describe and most certainly cannot control. 

 
With what is described as like a rush of a violent wind, the Holy Spirit enters.  Like a 

spring gust that blows through opened windows and blowing carefully ordered stacks of paper all 
about.  The rush of a wind that sends blossoms flying into our face.  Like a sudden gust of wind 
that sends a sailboat into the Lake Superior drawbridge in Duluth.  Wind, that basic element that 
cannot be seen but whose effects can be viewed and felt.  Like a mighty storm of wind, the Holy 
Spirit blew into that assembled gathering and the church would never be the same.  "Spirit, spirit 
of restlessness, stir us from placidness," one of our hymns prays.2  That we might be ready to 
respond to the restless spirit of God that keeps moving us toward God’s vision of what might be 
possible. 

  
And there was this whole thing about languages and understanding.  Somehow the Spirit 

helped them to unify this gathered crowd.  People from around the world had gathered, and 
instead of being reduced to pointing and oohing and aahing and trying to say the most basic of 
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phrases slowly, they could speak their own languages and be heard and understood.  The Holy 
Spirit blew into this crowd of folks and with its arrival respectability and predictability went out 
the window.  They are filled with new wine, some observers sneered.  At its founding moment, 
the church was mocked.  Misunderstood and underestimated.   

 
Churches need to remember this Pentecost birth story.  For it reminds us about what God 

has in store for us.  It keeps us from getting too serious and thinking too highly of ourselves.  Of 
hoping for respectability instead of faithfulness to the Spirit who will blow us into new and even 
uncomfortable pursuits.   

 
Churches too often fall into a trap of feeling solid.  Unmoving.  Like a mighty fortress.  

Solid rather than liquid.  Historic - like a museum rather than a labratory. 
 
And yet, still, a Pentecost moment is always possible.  For new life to blow in 

unexpected.  For new languages to be heard.  For new possibilities to suddenly present 
themselves. 

 
Today at Central a few things are coming to an end.  A year of Sunday School is drawing 

to a close and we are thanking teachers.  A wonderful choir season is wrapping up, and we will 
be thanking them and in particular, thanking one of our section leaders who has provided 
leadership and enthusiasm and a gentle kindness for four years. 

 
But it is also a moment of new beginnings.  An exciting moment.  We are on the cusp of 

new possibilities. 
Some days it is clear that this is an old historic church with a long history.  When a 

volunteer offers to vacuum the sanctuary and then cannot find many electrical sockets.  Or when 
you go into the subbasement and see the giant heating ducts that are remnants from when the 
building was heated with a coal-fired furnace.  But today, this Pentecost birthday in my mind 
feels like Central is turning 10 or 18 or 21.  All of a sudden we have new possibilities and new 
responsibilities and new abilities.  And it is so cool to that it is on Pentecost we can announce a 
few things made possible by a generous gift. 

 
Beginning in June, a worship series that features meals in the Bible.  And knowing that 

worship should always be linked with service, we will begin an intentional effort to explore how 
we can better serve people who are hungry.  And we will welcome a full-time college intern 
helping us to explore possibilities and lead field trips to volunteer and learn from other good 
efforts. Beginning this Fall, we will have a composer-in-residence, our own Abbie Betinis, who 
will have the chance to and the time to help us create more music together.  We will sponsor a 
mission trip to work with Presbyterian Disaster Assistance in Puerto Rico.  And we will be 
expanding the capability and resources of our staff. 

 
We are at an exciting time.  The work of the church is sorely needed in our world, and in 

this city, and in people's lives.  And we will be guided by the Holy Spirit that keeps blowing in 
when we things things have all been tried before, showing us new possibilities and new ways and 
blessing new ideas and summoning our best faith.  Happy birthday.   
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1 Frederick Buechner, The Clown in the Belfry:  Writings on Faith and Fiction  (San Francisco:  HarperCollins, 
1992). 
2 James K. Manley, “Spirit, Spirit of Gentleness” 


