The Democracy of the Spirit
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God has given the Spirit to every believer as a gift to empower all believers equally to participate in the life and ministry of the church.
Anyone who has ever been to a political rally or caucus knows what a vibrant and exciting experience it can be. Heated discussions, spirited debate, passionate agreement and disagreement — it can be pretty heady stuff. It’s what makes our democracy work. Without the participation of citizens, without people who care and get involved, the operations of our government are given over into the hands of a few. Ideally, we would love to see every citizen registered to vote, informed about issues and candidates, and ready to voice their opinion in civil civic discourse. It is what James Buchanan called “the noise of democracy.”


Ironically, this same sort of involvement is needed in the Christian life. God has not just called a special few to be bearers of the light of truth revealed in Jesus. God has called all of us to share in what Paul described as “the ministry of reconciliation.” Every believer should find some way to contribute his or her particular gift to God’s great mission of reconciling the world to the divine presence.


Historically, this has not always been the case. In the Old Testament, we find the Spirit of God coming only to a chosen few. The prophets would be seized by the Spirit of God and would speak words needed for a particular time. But it was a come-and-go experience. The Spirit would not remain. But that changed on the Day of Pentecost. Fifty days after the resurrection of Jesus, something happened to His followers that marked the beginning of a new day for people of faith. Not only were the gathered disciples changed, but everything about the way we relate to God was changed. And most importantly, everything about the way believers function in the world was changed. On the Day of Pentecost, the world witnessed the democracy of the Spirit of God, and yes, there was noise.


It’s not too much to say that on the Day of Pentecost as described in Acts 2, the church was born. This event was marked by both visual confirmations and audible events. These are not incidental occurrences. God designed the events to make a crucial point to the gathered disciples and to all who followed after them: God’s Spirit has come to reside in the church, in the life of every believer. The expression, “All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit,” is the key idea. That “tongues, as of fire” appeared on every disciple, and that every believer gathered there shared the same experience, trumpeted that God was about to do something new with people of faith. Rather than entrusting the work of spreading the truth of God’s love in the hands of just a few chosen ones, the entire body of believers shared in the same experience and in the same calling.


This continues to be a vital truth for the church today, but one that is not always appreciated or understood. Sometimes an over-emphasis on “individual salvation” de-emphasizes the need for Christians to function together as a community of believers.


Imagine someone coming to a local pastor requesting baptism into the church. The pastor, of course, would be very eager to do this. Helping a person find the way to faith is one of the highlights of pastoral work.


But then imagine that the candidate says, “But listen, I would like for the baptism to be private. I don’t want this to happen in front of the church. In fact, I would like for you to do this, but not tell anyone what I have done.”


That may seem extreme, but there are those whose life of faith is an entirely private affair. They have no interest in serving in the community of faith or participating in the ministries of the church that serve as witness to the wider community of God’s love and grace. Their faith is for their own benefit, and they have no sense of calling to anything other than to take care of themselves.


The Pentecost experience, as well as many other passages of scripture, calls this kind of thinking into question. To experience the grace of God in forgiveness and salvation is also to experience the call of God into ministry. We may not all do the same things, but the presence of God in our lives compels us to do something. We are challenged to find our gift and give voice to the goodness of God to the world.


The gift of the Spirit to the church on the Day of Pentecost also points to a related experience. Not only are we all called, but we are all called to be together.


Jews from around the world were gathered in Jerusalem on the Day Pentecost. They were called “the Diaspora,” the dispersed ones. But it was the great holy days that drew them to Jerusalem. Some of these dispersed ones were generations removed from Israel’s homeland, and didn’t know the language of that land. Rather, they spoke the tongue of the country in which they dwelt. But what the gift of the Spirit did that day was to overcome that language barrier and allow each member of the crowd to hear the good news of God’s love in his or her own language.


Sometimes we debate whether it was a gift of speaking or hearing. Did the disciples suddenly gain the ability to speak a language they had never learned, or did the hearers suddenly gain the ability to hear the message in the language the disciples spoke? But that debate misses the greater point: God was using the presence of the Spirit on this special day to take the great diversity of the gathered people and create a marvelous unity.


This continues to be one of our greatest challenges. The Spirit continues to work in the midst of the church to create a unity of purpose. This doesn’t mean that we can’t disagree on anything. The record of the rest of the book of Acts certainly makes that clear. But God calls us to a unity of purpose. We have an identity, rooted in our relationship with Jesus, which creates for us a singular purpose. We may contribute in diverse ways to the fulfillment of that purpose, but it is one thing we all want — to help the world be reconciled to God. It is that singular purpose that holds us together. And it is that singular purpose that the gift of God’s Spirit works in us to accomplish.


Perhaps the most significant feature of the democracy of the Spirit is that no one is left out. Sometimes people of faith feel that their gifts are inadequate to make a meaningful contribution to the life of the church. Sometimes people feel that their past behaviors or other personal weaknesses disqualify them from having a place in God’s presence. Others feel that unless they can do spectacular things, nothing else is really of any importance.


But the democracy of Spirit makes all of these notions moot. God has given fully and equally to every believer a portion of the divine presence. We all stand equally in God’s presence. And whatever our contribution, large or small, it is important. God needs and wants every believer fully participating in the life of faith.


As the disciples sat looking at each other, each having a flaming symbol of God’s Spirit on them, all of this became abundantly clear. God is present in the life of each believer. There is no hierarchy of faith. There are not some who are more Spirit-possessed than others. Some may be more disciplined in the cultivation of their gifts, but the potential for spiritual growth, maturation and service is present in all believers.


In Walt Whitman’s poem O Me, O Life, he surveys all the ways we may contribute to our world. At the end of the poem, he sums up our role in creation by writing, “That you are here — that life exists, and identity; That the powerful play goes on, and you will contribute a verse.”


On the Day of Pentecost, God began writing a great play — the work of the church in the world. The experience of Pentecost was designed to demonstrate that it is the whole church, and everyone in it, who will make a contribution to that work. The Spirit of God is given to each believer equally so that we may know beyond doubt that the powerful play continues, and we will definitely contribute a verse.
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