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+ In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

The season of Easter is coming to an end. On Thursday we will celebrate the Ascension of our 

Lord Jesus Christ into heaven. The forty days since the resurrection, of the physical presence in 

company with the disciples ends with the mysterious event of Ascension, the moving on of the 

Lord to the place of his belonging, into the heart of the holy Trinity, where it all began. The 

readings for today prepare us for this event and for the coming of the Holy Spirit in his place 

ten days after. Jesus knows his time on Earth is coming to an end. He will no longer be seen in 

human form and the disciples will again be bereft. Jesus acknowledges that they will grieve, 

they will weep and mourn before they would rejoice again. However, they would not be bereft 

in the way they were on Good Friday when they really thought that everything he said and 

predicted was over. Now the disciples know better. The promises Jesus made were fulfilled 

and confidence was in them for the future. This grief would only last until the Pentecost event 

when the apostles would receive the energising power of the Holy Spirit and they would know 

Christ alive once more. 

The power of the Holy Spirit fuelled the apostles in their mission from the Day of Pentecost 

onward. They were given such authenticity of preaching and proclaiming the word of God that 

people who heard were moved to be baptised. The power of the Holy Spirit fell upon all those 

who heard the word of God as much as the ones who received the gifts of tongues on that 

fiery day when the Spirit thundered into the room where the disciples stayed. This Holy Spirit 

had been poured out even upon the gentiles. The people of Israel no longer held a place of 

preferential inclusion with God.  

The mission was bigger than the nation of people who first knew God. The mission was as big 

as the whole world – every race and every nation of people, women, children and men, slaves 

and free. Peter’s awkwardness around the gentiles, his somewhat arrogant attitude of thinking 

he was from a better class of people, those who deserved God more than others because God 

had been with them from the beginning, is soon obliterated by the Holy Spirit moving in and 

among the people to whom he preached, the ones brought together by the Roman centurion 

Cornelius. Yes, they would be baptised because they were chosen by God and the mission was 
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as big as the world. These gentiles would be ambassadors, signs to others about the love and 

graciousness of the God of Jesus Christ. 

The power of Peter’s preaching moved the people who heard to baptism. It is like how last 

week we heard the nameless eunuch moved to baptism by Philip’s interpretation of the 

prophet Isaiah. These days we set up barriers to baptism which were not there in the 

beginning. It is difficult for people who have not been part of the church to come to the church 

for baptism. Even coming through the door is hard. It is like coming into different world. If you 

have always been part of the church, you would not know what it is like to come through the 

door for the first time or after a lengthy period of separation. The language is different, the 

rituals and culture different than anything else outside the door.  

Yet the Holy Spirit is still moving among the people. Where do they hear the word of God, the 

good news about Jesus Christ? In the section immediately preceding the gospel for today 

Peter, speaking to those assembled by Cornelius, announces that God shows no partiality – no 

one is preferred over another as long as they do what is right to God and others, and that God 

sent Jesus the Lord who preached peace. The word of God can be summed up easily. We here 

in the church know it but its power is diluted in the community when many more people do 

not know it, have never heard it or have forgotten it.  

The word of God is as Peter spoke: God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and 

with power, he went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed for God was with 

him. Then they put him to death, but God raised him and allowed him to appear to the chosen 

witnesses first. Then he commanded the witnesses to preach to the people and testify to the 

one ordained by God as judge of the living and the dead. Everyone who believes in him 

receives forgiveness of sins. 

The generation of the first apostles and the ones to whom they spoke is long over and the 

church is not always faithful in sharing the good news with the world. Sometimes the church 

broods in apathy and self-pity, thinking its members are getting too old and talking themselves 

into believing it is too late. This attitude is common in the church in the western world. It is 

common in smaller churches in our tradition. It is a form of oppression by the devil which 
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Peter preaches to the eager listening gentiles about, an oppression which Jesus heals the 

people thus afflicted from suffering. Perhaps the church needs to preach to itself as well as the 

ones outside. Perhaps the message of hope given in the fervour of the Holy Spirit by Peter and 

his fellow witnesses needs to be made alive again in the churches, that the churches feel the 

healing grace of the Lord. 

Some of you will know that I am currently teaching at St Barnabas Theological College. The 

subject for this semester is Christian Ministry. It is very different from the Greek that I am used 

to teaching, and I think the students are very good and patient with their teacher. On Thursday 

last week the session was on ‘leading change.’ I am grateful that here at St Luke’s we have 

been intentional about a community focussed vision and a mission designed to achieve this 

vision. The processes we have been engaged with over the past few years have given me 

background and insight into what it is to lead change in the church. 

Reflecting on Peter’s powerful preaching and the falling of the Holy Spirit upon the assembled 

gentiles, I realised that in the mission of God which was as big as the world, others were filling 

the role of the first witnesses. I found a video clip of evangelist Billy Graham when he visited 

Australia in a crusade in 1959. When Billy Graham came to Australia, three million people – 

which was then a third of the population, attended an event in which he preached. The 

crusade in Melbourne was called ‘Occupy – occupy until I come.’ Graham was such a powerful 

preacher, a gifted orator who reminded me of the apostle Paul when he stood before the 

crowd to proclaim the word of God. 

Graham’s style was almost aggressive in its delivery, words carefully chosen, deliberate 

pauses, hand gestures – but the message came across powerfully and people were silent and 

clearly moved. Perhaps the Holy Spirit came upon the people then at that crusade in 

Melbourne in 1959 like they did when Peter preached to the gathered gentiles in the house of 

Cornelius. Many, many people were converted to faith in Jesus Christ during the crusades of 

Billy Graham. He was part of the Charismatic Revival movement in the late 1950s and 60s. As 

we reflected in the lecture on Thursday, something significant did happen during those 

decades. This was when the churches were packed full, when there were four or more services 
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on a Sunday, when the Sunday schools were jammed with children. Churches were built 

during these decades, extensions made. The Holy Spirit was alive in the people.   

How many of you here today remember that time, the time of full churches and Sunday 

schools, a time when it seemed the church would never need to change again? How many of 

you remember the Charismatic Revival – or even attended a crusading event? Perhaps it was 

because we believed during the vibrancy of those years that the church would never need to 

change again that change has been forced upon us decades later when many churches face 

the reality of decline and closure. There is a sadness in this fact that the likes of Billy Graham 

simply would not accept. The mission is still here, the mission still alive – just as Christ is alive 

in the Holy Spirit by the tremendous energy of God the Father.  

Not every leader has the charisma of Billy Graham. Most do not. Billy Graham was an echo of 

Paul the apostle in presence and capability in the gospel. Instead, we have the other people 

who are called, and their gifts are different. We have people like Bishop David McCall, a good 

and faithful man, full of the Holy Spirit, a man who never stopped believing, never stopped 

worshipping, who did everything in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. In his quiet, persistently 

faithful way this man, this servant of God who has just joined the Lord in heaven, touched the 

souls of many. He had no commanding presence like Peter or Paul, or two thousand years later 

even, like Billy Graham. Instead, he had the steadfast faith to believe in the message of Jesus 

Christ and to proclaim that message in whatever way he could. This too is our task, to share 

the message and believe that the work of the Holy Spirit will do the rest. But the message 

must first be proclaimed, the word of God shared in faith to those who have not heard or who 

have forgotten. This is the task of the church today – it is your work and it is mine. 


