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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 
Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 

 
 

Acts 2:1-21 (CEB) 
1 Corinthians 12:3b-13 (NRSV) 

 
Friends, I don’t have an amusing anecdote to tell you this morning. I don’t have a clever story to 
frame this sermon. I don’t have any of the usual ways I try to ease us all in to these few minutes 
of theological reflection. Today, all I have is a heavy heart, weighed down by weariness, sorrow, 
and anger. I’m supposed to proclaim the Good News, and all I can think about is how our world 
is literally on fire.  
 
Perhaps that’s an appropriate context for Pentecost. We heard the Pentecost story read at the 
beginning of this service. The drama of it never ceases to affect me — the rush of a violent wind, 
fire lighting up on each and every person, the Spirit-initiated chaos of all the different languages. 
It’s not confined to that moment, either. Peter reminds the mystified church that the prophet 
Joel told us this would happen — young people as prophets, older people as dreamers, blood 
and fire and smoke…. Here we are. Celebrating Pentecost once again. Only this time, the fire, 
smoke, chaos, and blood seems even more real. Friends, this is our world. This is Pentecost 2020. 
 
The story of Pentecost is one of disruption. The 120 or so believers were gathered in a house (it 
must have been a sizable house) and sitting down of all things — which suggests to me they 
were relaxed, certainly not expecting the drama that was about to unfold. And yet, the Holy 
Spirit didn’t give them any kind of warning. She just swept in with her howling whirlwind, 
breathing and blowing wherever she needed to, and lighting it all on fire. There’s nothing gentle 
about this Spirit. She’s not the “sweet, sweet Spirit” of our cherished hymns. She’s not the 
comforting, peace-lending Spirit we imagine as a meek, heavenly dove. She’s certainly not the 
unseen, easily-overlooked and dismissed Spirit of our well-reasoned, orderly Methodist worship. 
No, this Spirit is a force to be reckoned with. 
 
The Spirit swept into this place and gave birth to the Church. The scriptures tell us that the Spirit 
filled each and every person who was there — men and women alike, probably children too. 
We’re told that the Spirit enabled them to speak in other languages so that this beautifully 
diverse Church could come into being. We’re told that the crowds were filled with immigrants, 
with people speaking so many different languages — we can assume their differences 
extended beyond language to culture, tradition, and ethnicities. The Spirit said, in this 
spectacular moment, “This is the Church.”  
 
This time last year, I was in New Orleans with a bunch of teenagers (and a few adults) on a 
church youth choir tour. That Sunday morning, we worshipped with St. Mark’s United Methodist 
Church. I didn’t know much about this church before we showed up, just that it was a historic 



United Methodist church in the French Quarter. When we arrived, we parked on the street, 
unloaded our equipment, and walked toward the church. As we neared the building, we saw 
people camped out on the front steps. It was obvious many of them had slept there the night 
before. We were immediately greeted and enthusiastically welcomed by them and shown 
inside. The rest of that morning, I witnessed a church community unlike any I’d seen before. This 
was a church that embraced the Spirit’s disruption and celebrated the diversity of God’s Church 
not only with their words but very much with their practice. That morning, I was privileged to join 
these New Orleanians in their beautiful, chaotic expression of worship. Sitting in the pews were 
people from all walks of life — young and old, black and white, gay and straight, dressed up in 
their Sunday finest and carrying all of their belongings in a garbage bag. I heard the Spirit saying 
again, “This is the Church.”  
 
After the service of worship concluded, folks immediately sprang into action, wheeling out carts 
filled with cups of water and to-go boxes of food. They distributed the meals to everyone who 
was there, and people ate right where they were, in the sanctuary, in the pews. It was messy. It 
was loud. It was chaotic. And it was beautiful. 
 
I learned that the folks who cooked the food and served the meals that morning were from 
another Louisiana United Methodist church — Lea Joyner Memorial United Methodist Church in 
Monroe. The pastor of the French Quarter church started telling me about this church in Monroe 
or, more precisely, about this Lea Joyner after whom they were named. 
 
Now, to understand Lea Joyner’s story, you have to know a little bit about our Methodist history. 
In 1844, what was then known as The Methodist Episcopal Church approved a Plan of 
Separation at the General Conference. This legislated divorce was a result of long-standing 
conflict over slavery. Nearly 100 years later, a reunification of sorts occurred — The Methodist 
Episcopal Church South, The Methodist Episcopal Church, and The Methodist Protestant Church 
joined together in 1939 to form The Methodist Church. Historically, this merger has been viewed 
as a much-needed step toward reconciliation for the Church. However, it was not without its 
own problems, perpetuating injustices in the name of compromise and unity. One of those unjust 
compromises was the creation of a formally segregated church, placing African-American 
Methodists into their own jurisdiction called the Central Jurisdiction, which lasted until 1968. 
Another injustice brought about by this 1939 merger was the formal ruling in this new church that 
only men could be ordained as Methodist clergy. I often hear 1956 thrown about as the year 
when the ordination of women was finally allowed in the Methodist Church. However, Methodist 
women have been serving as preachers, pastors, and clergy since the days of John Wesley. 
Getting back to Lea Joyner — she was ordained in the Louisiana Conference of the Methodist 
Episcopal Church South just months before that merger. The result was she was one of the few 
Methodist clergywomen who were effectively “grandmothered” into this new church. No other 
Methodist woman was ordained in Louisiana for the next twenty-eight years. Rev. Joyner 
retained her credentials as a clergyperson but this new Methodist Church wasn’t very interested 
in giving her a place to serve. 
 
In 1952, the conference threw her a bone. They gave her a vacant lot between the levee and 
the Ouachita River with no people, no building, and half the money normally given for new 
churches. The District Superintendent told her this was her only option as, “No other church will 



have you.” In her own account of this moment, Rev. Joyner wrote, “No one wanted a woman 
preacher and they didn't have one little nook to put me in. I was finally sent to Monroe Mission: a 
piece of ground with weeds taller than my head. Even the district superintendent said, 'Lea, this 
church will never grow; you have no money, no one to provide leadership. My child, you do not 
know what you are doing.’"1 
 
Nevertheless, she persevered. In about two months time, the Southside Methodist Church was 
established with 126 members, mostly the very poor residents of that community. Over the next 
thirty-three years, the church grew to over 2,200 members, though still with few monetary 
resources, limited staff, and an army of unpaid volunteers.  And yet, their impact on the 
community was immense. More than twenty people from this scrappy church entered into full-
time pastoral ministry. Rev. Joyner was known as a pastor for all people, ministering to, as she put 
it, “the lame, the lost, the lonely, and leper of all Monroe.” She was a regular fixture at the local 
hospital, praying with the sick at all hours of the night. She was the one called upon to show up 
at the bars when loved ones needed a “come to Jesus” moment. She knew and loved the 
people sleeping on the streets and those in jail cells. Her constant message was simple: “God 
loves you… you are not forgotten.”2 Tragically, in 1985, Lea Joyner was murdered at the 
Southside Church, by an emotionally disturbed young man whom she had tried to help. 
Following her death, the church renamed itself Lea Joyner Memorial United Methodist Church. 
 
Recently, I came across an article written by Rev. Joyner and published in the journal of Asbury 
Theological Seminary in 1984, just one year before her death. It was refreshing and inspiring to 
read her account of this remarkable life and ministry. This one comment, in particular, struck me. 
She wrote, “If I could start over and be asked what I would like to do, I would without hesitation 
say, ‘Please let me be a minister of the Gospel, to try to light fires in dark rooms.’”3 That phrase…. 
to light fires in dark rooms. Isn’t that what it’s all about? The Spirit showed up 2,000 years ago to 
light fires, and she’s still doing it today. 
 
I started this message by confessing that my heart is heavy. Fires are burning all around us. 
Yesterday, I was with the protesters downtown. I wasn’t planning to share that with you all this 
morning, because I generally think these things really aren’t about me. However, when I woke 
up this morning to all of the news coverage of downtown from yesterday and last night, I 
decided I needed to make that known. I went down there with a clergy colleague and we 
stood with the protesters for about five hours. While we were there, it was unquestionably non-
violent. I understand things changed just minutes after we left. If you have questions about 
what’s going on in our city, I’m happy to share my experiences with you — just ask. In the 
meantime, what I’ll say is this: Friends, there is so much pain all around us. It’s palpable. Our 
neighbors are hurting, our city is hurting, our world is hurting…. and it feels like too much for my 
heart to handle.  
 

                                                 
1 https://place.asburyseminary.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1565&context=asburyjournal 
2 https://www.thenewsstar.com/story/news/local/2015/03/11/rev-lea-joyner-pastor-people/70181398/ 
3 https://place.asburyseminary.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1565&context=asburyjournal 



And yet, I know that the Spirit is still moving. All day yesterday, as I witnessed the hurts  of our 
community, I also witnessed hope. Something is happening. The Spirit is moving. Our sons and 
daughters are prophesying, the young are seeing visions, and the elders are dreaming dreams. 
Yesterday, this verse from Romans kept running through my mind: “… the whole creation is 
groaning together and suffering labor pains…”4 Our world is indeed groaning. These pains are so 
real, but I believe that something new will be birthed from the smoldering ashes, that the Spirit 
will disrupt us again and bring about transformation, healing, and, yes, revolution. I pray for a 
world where white supremacy is dismantled, systemic injustice falls away, and people are finally 
free to live in beloved community. I pray for a world where everyone has access to the things 
they need to live the lives God dreams for each of us. I pray for a world where violence is no 
more and love instead pervades our land. 
 
Even still, I know that these prayers are not enough. We must pray not only with our hearts and 
voices but also with our hands and feet. We must embody the prayers we pray. Bishop Julius 
Trimble, our Indiana United Methodist bishop, wrote a reflection this week on the murder of 
George Floyd.  He concluded with this: “I denounce violence and plead with Christians and all 
who value human life to speak out and speak up for justice. Let’s give racism and injustice no 
corner to hide in.”5 
 
Let’s give racism and injustice no corner to hide in. Friends, we are called by our baptism to resist 
evil, injustice, and oppression in whatever forms they present themselves. And I know of no 
better way to do that than to shine a light on all that is evil. Expose injustice for what it is and it 
cannot survive. Illuminate oppression until there is “no corner to hide in.” Or, as Rev. Joyner said, 
just “light fires in dark rooms.” 
 
Our world is already on fire. And yet, paradoxically, on this Day of Pentecost, we are called by 
the Spirit to keep lighting fires. Let me be clear: I’m not advocating for anyone to light actual 
fires, to burn down buildings, or perpetuate violence. Not. At. All. However, I think our world 
could stand for some more metaphorical, Spirit-fueled fires. Evil, injustice, and oppression have 
been lurking in the shadows for far too long. We need to light it up, so that the world can see. 
We need everything to be so visible in the light that we are all deeply uncomfortable and can 
no longer tolerate the status quo.  
 
We need to shine a light on the evil of racism — not just the highly visible, blatant acts of racial 
injustice we hear about on social media and in the news, but also the casual racism that gets 
dropped into our conversations with family, friends, and coworkers. We must have the courage 
to denounce racism whenever it rears its ugly head and to proclaim once more that black lives 
matter. We must have the courage to examine ourselves for own complicity. We must have the 
courage to not only speak against racism but to also embody an active, anti-racist way of life.  
 
We need to shine a light on injustice — in all forms it presents itself as those forms are made more 
visible through the pandemics and crises around us (coronavirus as well as racial injustice as well 
as economic depression as well as struggling educational systems… you get the idea). When we 

                                                 
4 Romans 8:22 
5 https://www.inumc.org/bishop/bishop-lp/i-cant-breathe-a-reflection-by-bishop-trimble-about-george-floyd/ 



see people hurting, we must learn to ask ourselves, “Why is it that way?” We must continue to 
cultivate compassion in our hearts and also go beyond that to advocate for justice, so that all 
people can have what they need to live the full, beautiful lives God dreams for each of us. 
 
We need to shine a light on the oppression of violence. We are called to be people of peace. 
That doesn’t mean we shy away from conflict, but it does mean we expose violence for what it 
is and point our world toward a new way. We must reject violence in all of its forms — not only 
the violence that threatens another’s life but also the violence of our words, the violence hidden 
in our hearts. We must be radical peace-makers who work for the peace that Rev. Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. called for more than six decades ago: the true peace that comes from the 
presence of justice. 
 
It’s Pentecost. Is there Good News this year? Yes. The Spirit that showed up at the first, surprising 
Pentecost is here today. She’s already been set free and is at work in our world. She’s ready to 
disrupt and transform us yet again. She’s ready to blow her fiery breath through our homes and 
our churches once more. She’s ready to help us light those fires in dark rooms. All we have to do 
is say yes. 
 
I told you I recently read the words Rev. Lea Joyner wrote a year before her death. She 
concluded her reflection with these words, words that could be our prayer today: 
“Here am I Lord, send me — Here am I Lord, use me — Here am I Lord, make me — Here am I 
Lord, fill me — Here am I Lord, strengthen me — that I may be your person out in your world to 
help those for whom you died.” Amen. 


