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Spirit and Statistics 
 
So, there they are, having breakfast together in the fellowship 
hall, worried about the future. Budget. Attendance. Absence 
of young people. 
 

Talking about statistics. 
 

Nobody believes anymore. Nobody cares anymore. 
 

When do you think Jesus is coming back? Tomorrow, says 
one. Next week, says another. I don’t know, says a third, I 
mean he seemed to be leaving for a long time, on the cloud 
and everything…  It didn’t appear to be a round trip. Do you 
think he’ll ever really be back? 
 

I don’t know. But here’s what we should do. Let’s sit in this 
room and worry. Yes, that’ll do it. If we sit here and worry, 
then all those unchurched people will come in. That’ll be the 
key to bringing back our youth. Yep. Sit here. Worry. Oh 
yeah, and pray. Maybe before we die, Jesus will return. 
 

Okay, maybe that’s not exactly how the Pentecost story is 
told in Acts 2. But it is interesting that after following the guy 
all over the place, now they are sitting in a room, worried and 
afraid. 
 

It’s not that different now, is it? 
 

What is happening to and in the church? What do the 
statistics tell us? 
 

Well, there are lots of different answers to that. A few years 
ago I attended a conference that had lots of speakers. Every 
single one spoke to this issue, and every single one had a 
different answer. All of them—all of them—are certain they 
are correct. They know why the church is declining. They 
know how to make the church better. They have the secret. 
 

Some of their prescriptions: 
 

Return to the strongest parts of our tradition. We need to 
recover what we’ve lost and the right way to do that is to go 
back. Avoid electronic stuff in worship and social media. Use 
only traditional music. Preach longer sermons. (Seriously, 
someone said that—preach longer sermons.) 
Throw out tradition. The culture has changed and we need to 
change along with it. Use electronics and social media to the 
max. Use only modern music. Preach shorter sermons. Or no 
sermons at all. 
 

What do we do with all that conflicting advice? The “secret,” 
if there is one, is always local. It’s not what someone is doing 
in Atlanta or Calgary. It’s not what someone is doing at one 
of the megachurches, or at some new house church. It’s what 
we need to do in every local congregation. 
 

What is that? I have no idea. But here’s what I think. It has 
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something to do with Pentecost. 
 

Let’s go back to those early disciples at Pentecost who don’t 
know what is going on, and who don’t know what to do next. 
But they are doing some of the right things. They are 
together, they are praying and singing, they are thinking and 
talking. 
 

They are also, I humbly suggest, doing some of the wrong 
things. They are together, but they are alone, behind closed 
doors. They are praying and singing—alone, behind closed 
doors. They are thinking and talking—alone, behind closed 
doors. 
 

So what happens? The spirit happens. And it is crazy. Alone 
and behind closed doors, the Spirit enters like a mighty wind. 
This is not what they are expecting or what they think they 
need. 
 

It looks as though some of them have flames of fire resting on 
their heads, and the flames are not extinguished by the 
wind—they are fanned by the wind. And something—the 
spirit—makes them run out into the streets. Maybe they are 
trying to get away from this wild ecstatic experience. Or 
maybe they can’t help themselves. And they start speaking in 
tongues—in foreign languages they apparently don’t 
understand. But other people understand. The Medes and the 
Parthians. The Cretans and all those others. And they 
marveled. They marveled that these people are—get this—
speaking in a language we understand. 
 

They are speaking in a language we understand. 
 

And that is the story of how the church began. Speaking new 
languages, the languages of the people outside its doors. The 
languages of the world at large. Some of those people who 
heard it went back to their own communities changed by the 
experience. And they didn’t repeat the flames-of-fire-
speaking-in-tongues thing. They did their own thing. The 
spirit moved differently in different communities because 
there were different cultures, different needs, different 
languages, different people. 
 

So how does your congregation get to the right place? I 
haven’t a clue. But you will start to get a clue when the spirit 
chases you out into your community to speak the language 
people understand, to meet them in the streets, to understand 
that the spirit is out there, not just in here. 
 

Should we be talking statistics? Sure. It’s helpful. But the 
mission of the church is always to be blown into the spirit’s 
future. Whatever the statistics show, they don’t show the 
whole story. 
 

The spirit and the community are the whole story. 
 

© Melissa Bane Sevier, Contemplative Viewfinder 

https://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=47
https://melissabanesevier.wordpress.com/2017/05/30/spirit-and-statistics/


Reflecting on the Word 
 

____1st Reading:  Acts 2:1-21 
 

What is the significance of the Holy Spirit descending on 
the day of Pentecost?  How do you think the disciples 
reacted when they suddenly heard “a mighty rushing 
wind” coming from heaven?  How would you have 
reacted?  What is significance of the disciples 
proclaiming “the mighty works of God?” What does this 
reveal about the Holy Spirit’s agenda? What are the 
different kinds of "languages" spoken in church today? In 
what ways do you share Peter's experience, of interpreting 
the present moment in your life through the lens of 
Scripture? How do our differences enrich our experience 
of unity?  What is the greatest obstacle to good 
communication?  How much does the Pentecost story 
relate to the life of your church today?  New Beginnings, 
Weekly Seeds 

 
____Psalm Reading:  Psalm 104:24-34, 35b  

 
When have you felt that God's creation helped you to 
know him? How do these verses show that God not only 
created but also personally takes care of what he has 
made? What responses to God are triggered by the 
psalmist's meditation on creation? When have you 
enjoyed some aspect of the natural rhythms described 
here? As you meditate on what God has made, how would 
you like to respond to God? Quiet Time Bible Study, 
InterVarsity Press 

____3rd Reading:  1 Corinthians 12:3b-13  
 

What has God shown you about your gifts and how you 
should use them in the church? What particular problem in 
the Corinthian church may have led Paul to offer the "test" 
in verse 3? What clue does Paul's test give us about the 
ultimate goal of spiritual gifts? What do verses 4-6 reveal 
about the unity and diversity of spiritual gifts? What might 
make some members of your church feel useless or 
envious of other parts of the body?  What can you do to 
help others in your group or church to discover their 
giftedness? How would you like to develop and exercise 
your spiritual gifts? Quiet Time Bible Study, InterVarsity Press 

 
____4th Reading:  John 20:19-23  

 
Why do you think the disciples may have had reason to 
fear? How do you think fear effects the church? How does 
it affect us? Have you ever been locked in by fear? What 
about doubt, like Thomas?  Once in the room, the 
resurrected Jesus’ first words to them are “Peace be with 
you.”  Jesus breathes his divine breath on the disciples and 
gives them the Holy Spirit. We know throughout Scripture, 
the Spirit was present from the beginning and was given to 
specific people for specific tasks. Here it was given to the 
disciples, but what is their task? How do you think this 
relates to the giving of the Spirit in Acts 2? Is there a 
difference? How can we cooperate with the Holy Spirit and 
risk, break barriers, and step out for Jesus? Where do your 
passions lie? What are your barriers? In what direction do 
you feel called, if any? How can you share the good news?  
Little Trinity 

 

Praying Toward Sunday 
 

Perplexing, Pentecostal God,  
You infuse us with your Spirit,  
Urging us to vision and dream.  
May the gift of your presence find voice in our lives, 
that our babbling may be transformed into 
discernment  
and the flickering of many tongues light an 
unquenchable fire of compassion and justice.  
Amen.  
 

~ Kathryn Matthews, Weekly Seeds  

Effortlessly, 

Love flows from God into man, 
Like a bird 
Who rivers the air 
Without moving her wings. 
Thus we move in His world, 
One in body and soul, 
Though outwardly separate in form. 
As the Source strikes the note, 
Humanity sings-- 
The Holy Spirit is our harpist, 
And all strings 
Which are touched in Love 
Must sound. 
 
~ Mechtild of Magdeburg 1207-1297, trans. Jane 
Hirshfield via Suzanne Guthrie, At the Edge of Enclosure 
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