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To Jeremy Painter and his Friday night writing club. Thanks to everyone for your helpful critique and for reminding me that theology is at its best when carried on the wings of a story.
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Prologue

Am I Going to Hell?

The man says to me, “So you don’t agree with the book, then?”

“Um … no,” I respond. “How’d you know?”

He explains, “Well, you interrupted your humming by saying, ‘I don’t think so.’”

The speaker is to my left. Another man sits to the right of me, gazing out the window, down to the fruited plain some thirty thousand feet beneath us. The three of us will be sandwiched together in these seats for another fifty-nine minutes. It’s not something I am happy about. Already emotionally spent from a prolonged speaking engagement, I have no desire to be around these people. Or any people for that matter. I escape by reading.

I hum when I read. I also talk to myself. Sometimes I even talk back to a book. Apparently, I was doing all three when I caused the disturbance. “Sorry,” I say to the man on my left, hoping this will be the end of it.

He is friendlier than I deserve and glances at my book, “Looks like some pretty heavy reading.” I nod and look back down to the page, signaling the end of our conversation. Yet, it is not to be. He says, “So, are you a teacher, then?” I reluctantly acknowledge this to be true. Further prodding reveals that I teach in a United Pentecostal Church seminary. He then gives me his name and shakes my hand. It turns out he is, in fact, a pastor. It also turns out he is troubled by my denomination—or at least by one particular teenage girl who calls our denomination her home.

“So, we are renting our gym to this UPC youth group—real nice kids,” he says. “And I’m talking to one of the girls about what they believe.” Suddenly he interrupts his own story and blurts out, “Let me ask you, do you believe that if you don’t speak in tongues you are going to Hell? Because that is what this girl said.”

I pause, surprised by this sudden pronouncement and offer sincerely, “I’m sorry that happened to you.”

“Yes, but is this what you believe? I really need to know.”

Up to this point, I have no opinion of the man sitting next to me but now look at him in a more discerning way. He has bright eyes and a kind voice. More than that; he is a person on a quest, looking for specific answers. He doesn’t want to argue—he simply wants to understand. I decide at once that I like him and belatedly offer up a genuine smile. I pause, trying to frame what to say first. Then I begin by asking him about the church he pastors. It is Baptist. And yes, he has been there awhile, and yes, he really enjoys pastoring. He remains friendly and kind but clearly wants to return to the subject at hand. As I pause, he waits for my response.

The answer I give the pastor that day forms the basis of this book—sort of. Unfortunately, when I talk, my mind takes mental journeys. Fortunately, such excursions help me to recall important facts. Unfortunately, this illumination comes in cryptic snapshots. Fortunately, I can make sense of these to a reader through a longer narrative. Hence—this book is full of stories.

“Pentecostals talk a lot about the Book of Acts,” I hear myself saying in my teacher’s voice, even though I want to be conversational. My new minister friend is kind enough to listen anyway. I continue, “Importantly, the narrative of Acts cannot be understood apart from the rest of the biblical text.” He tilts his head, listening intently.

Now I make a big claim. “The Bible is really one big story, the story of redemption. Like every other story, it has a beginning and an ending, as well as a definite turning point, the climax to the narrative.” He nods in agreement until I make my next statement. I say, “While most people think the climax of the story is when Jesus dies on the cross, that is not quite right.”

“Really?” he muses, doubtful, though reserving judgment.

I say, “From a literary perspective, the turning point of the Bible culminates in the Book of Acts, on the birthday of the church.” I continue, “I would go further. I believe the story reaches its zenith in a single verse of Scripture.”

“Alright,” he says, waiting for my proposal.

“I would contend that rightly understood, the focal point of the whole Bible comes in Acts chapter two, verse thirty-eight.”

“You’re going to have to prove it to me,” he says, though not closed to new information.

I nod and say, “First, I need to explain the whole point of Jesus’ ministry. It is pretty plain in Scripture, though most people pass right over it.”

I have his attention now and pause to consider how best to proceed. Although the stated purpose of Jesus’ ministry is plain in Scripture, people have difficulty understanding it. The worst time I ever had explaining this was when I was teaching in Kyrgyzstan. I smile as I remember it.
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Lost in Translation

As soon as the bus driver turns off the engine, the atmosphere in the bus changes. Apparently, we will be delayed. Brows  furrow  while urgent conversations  are  kindled between the dozen and a half people on the bus. Something must be wrong, though I am not sure what it could be. I cannot understand a word of what they are saying.

A full quarter of an hour elapses before the issue is resolved as a middle-aged man boards the bus with a cheerful wave. At once, the pale of disquiet lifts, replaced by crosstalk of happy words, made sense for me by an interpreter. The middle-aged man was a pastor whose church was vandalized the night before, and he was delayed while attending to it. Of course, this is not the first time his church had been defaced. It is just a fact of life in this Muslim country.

Having attained our full complement of souls, the bus works its way out of the storied city of Bishkek. We leave behind the cars, trucks, and bicycles of this capital city of Kyrgyzstan to head eastward toward mostly empty space. We straddle a mountain on a roller coaster of hills and valleys, as the horizon turns from green to parched and then greys when the sun dips behind a cloud. Here and there a few clusters of whitewashed cottages cling to a grassy incline.

After an hour of sameness, we approach bleating balls of cotton on the hill above us. A shepherd oversees his flock, staring down from his mount. His horse stands proud, festooned with saddle bags, utensils, and traditional camping gear, but the man does not deign to give us a look, for we are mere interlopers in this ancient domain.

Seventy-five minutes later we arrive at the retreat center, a complex of buildings set on an inland sea. Dark waves extend farther than the eye can see. The driver curves down and around on a road that passes through the center, where rustic wooden façades adorn this modern facility. Large windows on each building overlook a dock that extends over the wet darkness of Issyk-Kul Lake.

The interpreter explains how there is no time to explore. We  must  quickly  deposit  our  suitcases  in  our  assigned rooms; I do so, then mix in with the group heading to the next building where a meal is already being served. Entering the dining area, we hear loud and happy talk from the fifty or sixty pastors and church leaders from Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, and one other “Stan” which I can’t quite catch. I think, I’m so ignorant. I don’t know anything about these cultures.

I suspect in this country these are five-star accommodations. The salad of fresh fruit is followed by noodles topped with tasty but undefined meat, complemented by strong black chai tea which requires lots of sugar to go down. It works well with the thick slices of fresh bread covered with homemade jam.

I smile and nod at people while eating, simply trying to go with the flow. The particulars of this meeting are a mystery to me. It all started with a visit to a former student, now a missionary in Estonia. In the process, I somehow got included with the group teaching at this retreat.

Presently, we all file into a large meeting room. Though I can’t understand their words, people fellowship in animated talk … joyous really. We pray and then sing a worship chorus. The translator echoes the emcee who is saying something like, “We are here for one reason, for God to speak to us about how to have revival in this region.”

We sing another chorus, and after some housekeeping announcements, the first speaker is introduced. His name is Mark Shutes. He reads a couple Scripture verses and begins to talk about miracles. The teacher then says, “Rather than simply give scriptural teaching about principles on healing, I want to show you how to pray for people.”

We are engaged, and when he invites whoever needs a miracle to come to the front, four or five people approach and describe their needs. He quietly lays his hand on their foreheads in turn. Though there is no fanfare, two things happen. First, significant miracles of healing take place. Second, faith rises, and people begin to believe the miracles from the Book of Acts are not so distant after all.

I am the third speaker. My assigned task is to affirm how the Book of Acts can be a pattern for us to live. Though several different language groups are represented, the common language is Russian. I should say, it is the language everyone else has in common but me and a few others. I am totally dependent on my Russian translator. My PowerPoint slides have been translated into Russian, so I am hoping they say the right thing. I ask, “What was Christ’s mission?” They look at me, supposing I will give them the answer.

I click the next slide, and something appears in Russian. I say, “John the Baptist introduced Jesus in a very specific way.” The translator rattles off a couple sentences in Russian. I assume he is saying something close to what I just said in English and what appears on the slide. I continue, “Why do we call John, ‘John the Baptist?’” I answer my own question. “Because he baptized people in water.” While the translator is speaking, I begin to worry some. Do they call him John the Baptist in Russian? For my sake, I hope so.

My turn again, so I repeat myself, hoping it makes sense. “We call him John the Baptist because he baptized. That was the central focus of John’s ministry.” A Russian echo follows. I wait and then continue when it is my turn. “According to John, while his own ministry was to baptize with water, the very purpose of Jesus’ ministry is to baptize with the Holy Spirit and with fire.” I repeat this several times. I don’t know if it is effective. To further emphasize the point, I have members of the audience read parallel Scriptures in Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, all saying the same thing. For good measure I throw in the two times it is mentioned in Acts.1 I say it again, “Jesus’ ministry was to baptize with the Holy Ghost.” Most audience members are taking notes.

Then I ask the question, “How many people did Jesus baptize with the Holy Spirit in His earthly ministry?” They look at me, waiting for me to answer the rhetorical question. I respond, “No one, not any, zilch, none.” The translator simply repeats the same Russian word four times. So much for emphasis, I muse. I am going to have to learn how to do this better.

Then something happens that hasn’t happened to either of the two previous speakers. A man raises his hand. I call on him. Russian words ensue. He is animated, troubled about something. The interpreter says to me, “He wants to know about the woman at the well. Jesus said He would give her living water. What about her? Didn’t she receive the Holy Ghost during Jesus’ ministry?”

“That’s a great question,” I say. “Jesus did promise living water, and by living water, He did mean the Holy Spirit.” My  translator  offers  an  equivalent  sentence  in  Russian. I continue, “Jesus was speaking proleptically.” Now the interpreter looks at me. He can’t translate this into Russian because he has no idea what the word means in English.

I work to be understood. “Proleptic means speaking in the present tense about something that will happen in the future.” He says something in Russian. As far as I can discern, everyone in the room is now confused. I try another tack. I offer, “Not only did Jesus speak to the woman at the well about living water in John chapter 4; He spoke of living water at the feast of the dedication of the Temple in John chapter 7.” A Russian translation follows. I continue, “In John 7:38, Jesus cried, ‘He who believes in Me, as the Scripture has said, out of his heart will flow rivers of living water.’ In the next verse, John explains Jesus was speaking of the Holy Spirit, but the Holy Spirit was not yet given because Jesus was not yet glorified.”

They look. I can’t tell if they understand. “No one could receive the Holy Spirit yet, for Jesus was not yet glorified. He spoke in the present tense of a future promise, one He guaranteed to be fulfilled! Think of it,” I say. “Jesus had to die, be buried, rise again, and ascend into Heaven. Only after He was glorified could the Holy Spirit be poured out.” The man who asked the question speaks to the man next to him. I don’t know if he is asking or answering a question. They don’t ask me anything.

I continue, “Through Jesus’ work on the cross, the Holy Spirit would be available in a new way—in a way no one had ever experienced before. He would restore us to God through Calvary. Then the Spirit would be poured out, just as it says in the Book of Acts.”

Still they look. Maybe less confused. Yet, no illumination in their eyes. In desperation, I try something else. I say, “Do you know what is going on in John chapter 7?” They wait for me to tell them. I pronounce, “The Jewish people were celebrating that Moses gave them water from the rock in the wilderness. To celebrate, they had a wonderful ceremony. They took water from the pool of Siloam and formed a procession all the way to the Temple, singing and worshiping along the way.”

I get into a kind of rhythm with the translator. I say, “Yet, they were celebrating something else as well! They were not simply remembering the past. They were celebrating the future. They knew when the Messiah came, He too would give them living water.

“Jesus witnessed the procession. People were emotional as they sang and worshiped. Waiting for the Messiah. Waiting for the age of the Spirit. They lined up on both sides of the road as the priest passed them carrying a golden urn of water. One side of the street sang, ‘With joy we draw water,’ and the other side echoed ‘from the wells of salvation.’2

“But something was not right!” I say. “They were looking for a future Messiah, all the while Jesus stood right there! The Messiah would die for their sins. He would rise from the dead and go to Heaven. It was He who would baptize them with the Holy Spirit—that is, with living water. Jesus did this on the Day of Pentecost, the birthday of the church.”

A sudden inspiration hits me. I pick up a pot sitting beside the door. I say, “Okay, you on this side of the room, you sing ‘With joy we draw water,’ and you on the other side of the room, you sing ‘from the wells of salvation.’” The translator conveys this request, and more suddenly than I could have expected, they find a tune and sing it in Russian. First one side, then the other. I hold the pot high swinging it back and forth. They are still singing, and I start walking. Suddenly before I can think too much about it or feel stupid, we start moving in a kind of procession, singing and celebrating. They are following me, singing to each other and laughing. I am holding up the pot, swinging it back and  forth. And then, something happens I never expected. The presence of the Lord suddenly falls on the room and they accidentally understand what I couldn’t quite convey—that because of the work of Christ, something new is possible that wasn’t possible before. God will come near, and He will draw us to Himself and fill us with His Spirit.

Later that night a speaker makes the miraculous simple. He says, “You already have enough faith. Jesus died for your sins. He died for your healing. He died to give you living water. The same God who met you at your greatest need is here to meet you once again and empower you to change the world.”

I look at their faces. They believe. The speaker has already read in Acts where the Spirit fell in the upper room, and where they spoke in a language they had not learned as the “Spirit gave them utterance.” He continues, “This is not just a story of what happened long ago but what happens as well in the present.”

He then invites anyone who wants this life-changing experience to come forward. Almost everyone comes. One after another, as ministers lay hands on them, their faces light up in delight. They, too, are filled with the Spirit like in Acts and speak praises in another language they do not know.

It is difficult to express in concrete terms what is happening; impossible to quantify by any sort of ordinary computation. No instrument in the world can assess when some-one’s heart is filled with peace; no x-ray to gauge when our awe of God escalates; no barometer to measure newfound joy. Yet, this night the sweet presence of the Lord washes us with such peace and joy that any explanation is inadequate.

I look at the audience. These are quiet people; most with dark hair and eyes, bearing even expressions. They are not loud or outwardly exuberant. Yet, their delight and wonder are almost tangible, their joy physically present in their radiant faces.

When service is over, the kitchen has a light snack prepared. Then, instead of heading to our rooms, some of us go down to the water. Standing on a dock that stretches out over the lake, we look up at stars shining brilliantly in an otherwise black night. I can see my breath. Yet, despite the crisp fall air, everyone is laughing and joking.

I fellowship in a new way via a translator. He not only interprets  what  I  say,  but  also  translates  conversations others are having around me. They poke fun at each other, offering silly jokes about oppression and difficulties. I am not sure what I expected, but they are neither downtrodden nor discouraged. Quite the opposite. They are content. They are home. God is with them. All of this is beyond what I can fully understand or anything I have previously known. But I know one thing: I love them.

The next day, I speak a couple times. That evening, the speaker teaches on the power present in the name of Jesus, how every believer can pray for and receive healing and miracles in Jesus’ name. Then, after showing them how all the people in Acts were baptized in the name of Jesus, he invites the group to experience the same thing. They understand, and all want to be baptized.

We go from our meeting and head outside toward a building with a pool. I see my breath, shiver as we walk, and wonder if the pool is heated. No one else is concerned. They are animated, laughing and talking. When we enter the pool house and take off our shoes, I discover what everyone else already knows. Not only is the pool heated; the whole floor has heat emanating from under the ceramic tiles. People joyfully make their way into the pool as they prepare to get baptized. The water splashes up on the ceramic tile and runs toward me. I step back so as not to get my socks wet.

Because of the high ceiling, the room echoes prayers and songs in a tongue I do not understand. Something new is happening, for the singing gets louder and more energetic. They are expressing joy in ways new to me. People are even giggling, and I am confused, for this seems to violate their culture. Then it comes to me. It’s a party. A kind of holy party. The presence of the Lord sweeps through the room as the baptizing minister invokes the message of Acts 2:38 in another language, “I baptize you in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins.”

After they are baptized, some stay in the pool, praying for each other and praising and laughing. Some embrace in the water, and then, lost in the moment, they get out of the pool and hug everybody. They are not even drying off. Water is going everywhere. My socks get wet, and I am resigned to it, feeling God’s dynamic presence. Unexpectedly, someone embraces me, laughing and crying as pool water runs down my suit pants and soaks my feet. I go with it, for by this time I no longer care. It feels like I am in Heaven.
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Learning from the Ancients

There is a loud ding and at once a stern voice announces, “We have just reached an altitude of ten thousand feet. It is now safe to use your electronic devices.”1 And then the voice darkens grimly to admonish, “but please remain in your seats with your seatbelts buckled until the captain says it is safe to move about the cabin.” I wonder why that sounded so mean, but then set the thought aside.

“So that is why Acts is so important.” I say to the pastor. “It is in Acts where Jesus first fulfills His mission to baptize people with the Holy Ghost.”

I see by the look on his face that he doesn’t really understand the centrality of Acts. But of course, I do. It is a part of my DNA. At once a mental snapshot materializes from my childhood.

[image: ]

Every summer, when Minnesota weather is at its finest, I spend two weeks at church camp. I am one of hundreds of people who gather together on Grey Cloud Island in the Mississippi River, a piece of property sporting a lake (think pond), woods, and a tabernacle where we have church. People travel hundreds of miles to come here. They gladly take their two weeks of vacation to be at camp.

Days include baseball, boating, horseshoes, and Bible classes. Nights are given to a lengthy service of joyful worship and animated preaching—the stuff of old-time revivals. Despite a lack of air conditioning, evangelists always take their liberty and preach as long as they wish. We in the congregation respond with sweaty amens, all the while cooling ourselves with bent up fans we find on a table as we come into the tabernacle. These fans are made up of two pieces of heavy stock paper stapled to a supersized wooden popsicle stick. Each side of the fan has a picture in color of a funeral home.

I started going to camp when I was five years old. This was before they built the dorms. I sleep in a tent with my grandfather and his dog. A good-sized dog. Even at five years old I know my grandfather isn’t simply a random camper. Not only is he in charge of the camp; he is also the main Bible teacher.

By the time I am sixteen, I am taller than my grandfather, who stands five feet, ten inches. Though he is at the age when most men retire, he still plays baseball, pitching and hitting. His only concession is to let someone else run the bases for him.

At age five, Grandpa is like God to me. Now at sixteen, though I greatly respect him, I am less impressed, thinking I am the smartest guy in the room. Not rebellious, but I am cocky in a subdued Minnesotan teenage way; quiet, competitive, and a little sarcastic—the fastest at sword drills (looking up Bible verses) and knowing the most memory verses in Sunday school. When I join the Bible quiz team, I attempt to hit the buzzer faster than anyone in order to show off hundreds of Scriptures I have committed to memory.

From 10:00 AM to noon, Grandpa teaches a Bible class in the tabernacle. People are already seated when he enters. At first glance, he is not physically imposing. A thin wall of hair wraps around the sides of his mostly bald head. He is dependent on glasses. Yet, he has a commanding presence. Always. He has no need to work at being who he is. With chalk in hand, and with an old free-standing blackboard serving as a backdrop, he holds sway with inherent authority.

After a few pleasantries, my grandfather booms out to the Bible class, “You have to know the difference between the Gospels, Acts, and the Epistles.” No one is surprised by this pronouncement. Each one in the audience already holds in his or her hands an 8½'' x 11'' handout of notes proclaiming the same thing. The paper has been turned sideways, divided into three vertical sections titled Gospels, Acts, Epistles.

Grandpa writes “Gospels” on the board, and everyone looks at the first section of the notes. Though the paper itself is new, the text hails from a typewriter with worn keys, where readers mentally supply missing pieces in the letters. Still, people are more than eager to get the notes. An elderly woman gingerly folds the tract evenly into three parts, purposefully protecting it. As I hum, I start to wonder, Why don’t we do things a little better? Aren’t there printers that can lay these things out?

A man next to me says, “Excuse me?”

I look at him. Apparently, I have been talking to myself. He says, “You said, ‘Where is the professionalism?’”

“Oh, I did?” I say, flushing. “Sorry.” Of course, I would never offer my constructive criticism out loud. I keep all such notions to myself, dissecting things in my own private world.

Our teacher pronounces evenly, “The Gospels are about Jesus’ ministry, His life, death, and resurrection.” A little old lady is highlighting something in her Bible, while a man writes in a notebook, taking down important points.

My grandfather continues to talk about all that Jesus did in the Gospels while I glance around. Though volunteers clean the windows daily during our time at camp, in actuality, only the most offending dirt has been disturbed, for window panes remain streaked with Minnesota winters, a punishment that no amount of Windex can wholly cure.

A question comes from the teacher, having finished talking about the Gospels. “What is the next section?”

The little old lady in the front row has been waiting for that question and says, “Acts” before anyone else can respond.

I notice a stain in the carpet on the platform, and I wonder how hot it will have to get before the varnish on these cast-off pews on which we sit starts to get sticky.

My grandfather says, “That is correct. Acts is where the church begins, where people first enter the kingdom of God. It tells us how to be saved.”

I notice a girl on the other side of the tabernacle and think about the solo she sang in the choir on the previous night. I stare at her for a time.

He reviews, “In the Gospels, there was no church, the kingdom of God was still future, for Jesus had not yet died. So …” he asks, making sure we are listening, “where do we go to find out about salvation?”

“Acts,” say the two teenage boys on the third row, determined to beat the little old lady in their response, and having read the middle of the trifold section that taught about Acts.

“Correct,” he says. “Now turn to your neighbor and say, ‘In the Gospels we read what Jesus did for us.’” The audience gladly responds. He then says, “Now, your neighbor should say, ‘In Acts, we read about how to become a part of the Church.’” The audience once again follows in a happy hubbub.

I think, If this were a proper lecture, we wouldn’t be doing these sorts of things. We could be covering a lot more material.

“What are the Epistles?” he asks, and then answers his own question: “They are letters written to people who are already saved!” He then pulls three teenage boys from the audience, seeing they need attention.

He instructs the first boy to say, “I’m going to the Gospels to find out about salvation.”

Then he tells the next boy to respond, “Don’t do it! The church hasn’t started yet.” Both boys obey.

Grandfather turns to the third boy, “You say, ‘I’m going to the Epistles to learn about salvation!”

When he complies, my grandfather directs the middle boy to say, “Don’t do it. The Epistles are letters to churches who are already saved.”

I think, If I ever become a teacher, I am going to do things a bit better than this. I am distracted by a spider, a denizen of the tabernacle untouched by cleaners. His home is just to the right and above where my tennis shoes rest. Oblivious to all we are doing, his home spans from the bottom of the antiquated pew to a vertical support.

My grandfather is winding down now. He concludes, “Now this is so simple that anyone could get it.”

Of course, I think. And they should have gotten it a half hour ago.

A fly is caught in the web and it gets more tangled the more it struggles. My grandpa says, “The Gospels look forward to the church, the Epistles are written to people already in the church, but the Book of Acts—and don’t ever forget this—the Book of Acts narrates how we get in the church.”

The sun spills through the streaked window onto the blonde hair of the girl who sang the solo.

The teaching voice continues, “Jesus commissioned the apostles to start the church. Acts 2:42 says they continued steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine; what they believed and practiced. And that is what we should do as well.”

The spider is crossing its web toward the struggling fly. My grandfather concludes, “Don’t ever forget it.”

I love the closeness of the saints. And despite my teenage sense of self-importance, I love the resident presence of the Holy. The blonde singer is writing in her Bible as my grandfather begins to lead us in prayer. Then, fervent thanks and praise rise to God. I hear the little old lady and two eager young men above the sound of others as I breathe in the ambience of that old tabernacle.

[image: ]

I am thirty years old when I begin to teach. Unlike my grandfather, I am determined to issue forth lots of content. At first I do. But, of course, there is a problem. The college freshmen whom I teach are good kids; eager, even. Yet, they are not able to retain all of the content.

Added to this, the world has drastically changed over the last thirty-six years I have been teaching. I go to professional seminars to relearn my trade. They say theology must be done in stories. So, I tell stories. They say students need to envision the concept. So, we act it out. They say students should learn conversationally. I also do group work.

Who knew teaching had so much to do with trickery? Creating crises … entertaining with stories … using planned repetition in a variety of ways to address all the different learning styles. Now I regularly employ such methods, practices at which I once scoffed.

My teaching looks different now. Halfway through the lecture, I stop to consolidate what we have learned. I say to the class, “In review then, why is Acts so important?” After the student explains, I say, “Great!” Then I say, “Alright, turn to your neighbor and say, ‘Acts is important because it tells the experience people had when they entered the church. It is how people get saved.’” They repeat this information verbatim to their neighbor.

Suddenly I am transported back fifty years in time. The sun is streaking through the window onto the soloist, the fly is buzzing around in the spider’s web, all the while the teacher’s chalk-filled hands motion to people to affirm what he has just said. It suddenly hits me. I have become my grandfather.
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Speaking of Sandra

“I’m not sure what you mean by that,” says the pastor from his aisle seat.

“About what?” I say.

“Well, you were talking to me about the Book of Acts, and then it sounded like you said, ‘I have become my grandfather.’”

“Sorry,” I say, embarrassed.

He continues, “If I understand you correctly, you are saying that Acts is the most important narrative in the Bible.”

I respond, “Acts is certainly pivotal. I don’t deny that. Actually, though, Acts is best understood when coupled with Luke. The two books go together, two parts of a single narrative. Taken together, Luke-Acts uniquely tells the complete gospel story.”
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This, in fact, is something I teach college freshmen. Of course, sometimes I am more effective communicating such things than other times. In general, I love freshmen, even though they are a challenge. But every once in a while, teachers get assigned that one particular student who disrupts the class in such a way as to make them question why they ever chose a career in education. Currently I have one such student in my class. Her name is Sandra.

Given my calling to be a teacher, this should not bother me. I should pray, reflect, and think of ways to address this. The professor should just leave the ninety-nine to search for this one lost sheep and help her. The problem is Sandra believes it is the professor who is lost.

I begin my lecture with this challenge: “If you were in a quiz show, and they offered you a million dollars to answer a simple question about the Bible, I bet you’d get it wrong.”

During the brief pause that follows, Sandra is mouthing to me, “You shouldn’t bet!” I acknowledge her with a nod. Sandra is tall. She has beautiful dark brown hair and eyes to match. Her face is in perfect symmetry with the exception of a nose that stretches a little long. Still, one might call her beautiful; that is, if not for the resident scowl.

A student asks, “So you are absolutely certain this is a simple question?”

“Absolutely,” I respond. “I bet you cannot tell me who penned the most words in the New Testament.”

A young man asks, “Is it a trick, because they dictated it to someone else?”

“No trick,” I say.

“Then I would guess Paul,” he pronounces from his seat in the middle of the class.

I walk toward him and demonstrate no emotion, but when I get three feet from him I pronounce sadly, “Good guess. But you just lost a million bucks. My question is not who wrote the most books but who wrote the most words in the New Testament?” Sandra’s eyes are fixed straight ahead to some invisible point, her deadpan gaze a vote as to what she thinks of my teaching. I go on, “The correct answer is Luke. Taken together, the Gospel of Luke and his Acts of the Apostles constitute twenty-seven percent of the New Testament.”1

Several students write in their notebooks while most of the class simply hopes such a statistic will not appear on any sort of quiz. I continue, “Of course, what is significant is not merely that Luke wrote over a fourth of the New Testament. What is most important is why he wrote.”

I am walking and speaking, invading the space of those sitting closest to the middle aisle. I say, “Moses taught theology on stone tablets. The psalmist David sang his theology while playing on an instrument. Paul explained theology in letters, all the while correcting problems in churches. But ladies and gentlemen, brothers and sisters, this is not the usual way the Bible teaches theology. Most biblical theology is carried on the wings of a story.”

“Luke told stories—dozens of short stories about Jesus in his Gospel and numerous stories of the founding of the church in the Book of Acts. Yet, for Luke, there was really only one story; a single story that taught a very specific theology. Further, while one can talk about the Gospel of Luke in one breath and the Acts of the Apostles in another, we should not think of Luke and Acts. It is Luke-Acts. I pause to let them take that in and then command, “Now turn to your neighbor and do a little review. Tell them why the author Luke is so important.”

I walk back and forth while the class is in conversation. Of course, Sandra is not telling her neighbor anything—though she certainly has something to tell me as I walk by. She informs me, “When I went to the university, they didn’t teach like this. They would think it was silly.”

I thank her for the observation. And I tell her I appreciate it. Which might have been a lie. But I think I meant it at the time. Or at least, I want to believe I did.

“I want to report a problem,” I now say to the class, putting a serious look on my face. “Luke’s Gospel does not appear in the same order as Matthew and Mark. I wonder why he puts things in a different order …” I pause, letting the statement hang like a question.

“Because he wants to tell the story in his own way?” says a young woman in front, obviously listening.

“Right,” I say. “Luke intentionally frames his story in a specific way. One of the most amazing facts of the New Testament is Luke tells the story of Jesus as a journey.”

Most have puzzled looks. I ask, “So where is Jesus going on His journey?”

“Heaven?” says a guy to my left.

“Good guess,” I reply, “But it is someplace in this world.”

I pause to create tension before finally offering, “Jesus was journeying to Jerusalem.2 Luke doesn’t say Jesus was journeying to Jerusalem merely once or twice. Not even six or seven times. Actually, it was fourteen different times in the Gospel of Luke Jesus is said to be on His way to Jerusalem.”3

I have surprised Sandra enough that she forgets to look bored, but when I make eye contact, she pages through a book to disguise her interest. Whether it is her textbook or not, I do not know.

“Alright!” I say. “I have another million-dollar question. On the Mount of Transfiguration, when Jesus was talking to Moses and Elijah, what did they talk about?”

The class looks. No guesses. “Does the Bible tell us?” I ask. They are suspicious I am about to trick them, but they don’t know how. Everyone remains silent. I say, “Someone look up Luke 9:31.” There is not much rustling of pages from four Bibles as most look up the verse on their phones. Some are merely waiting for others to find the information. A student named Sarah reads, “Who appeared in glory, and spoke of His decease which He was about to accomplish at Jerusalem.”

“Uh huh!” I say. “It says it right here. Moses and Elijah talked to Jesus about His death. And what place associated with Jesus’ death is specifically mentioned in that verse?”

Another student responds, “Jerusalem.”

“Right,” I say. “The Transfiguration happens in Luke chapter 9. But this is not the only time Jesus spoke of Jerusalem. I need about eight of you to look up some additional scriptures. Raise your hand and I will assign you a text.” Immediately I distribute Scripture references, instructing I am going to do some preaching and need them to help me. I will call on them when I am ready. And now I get intense and loudly proclaim like the old-time evangelists—glottal stop and all: “Now is the time to preach the Word-uh.” I get louder and work to create a sing-song cadence. I say, “I want you to read-uh for me when I call on you.” A student named Zyan gets his organ app ready from his phone in order to give me appropriate background music. I look at the first student and command, “Read-uh!”

He says, “When the time had come for Him to be received up, that He steadfastly set His face to go to Jerusalem.”

“Stop. Stop. Stop.” I say loudly, as if I’ve discovered some unknown fact. “If Jesus is going to die on the cross and is headed toward Jerusalem, why does it take Him so long to get there?”

In an exaggerated concern I inquire of the student, “Now where was that Scripture found?”

He meekly says, “Luke 9:51.”

“Unbelievable,” I say with incredulity. “There are twenty-four chapters in Luke. Jesus is not crucified until chapter 23. How is it possible for Him already to be traveling to Jerusalem in chapter 9? How can we explain this?” He looks at me, wondering if I am rebuking him because of something Jesus did; but when I smile, he sees he is off the hook.

I persecute the next student. “Read-uh,” I say to her, claiming the mantle of a circuit-riding preacher.

She reads where the village of the Samaritans would not receive Jesus because “His face was set for the journey to Jerusalem.”

“And where is this found?” I ask, with a piercing accusation of a prosecuting attorney.

“Luke 9:53.”

“Hmm … puzzling—Jesus is already going to Jerusalem to die.” Then to the next student, “Read-uh!” With the organ backing me up, I begin, “Jesus was on a mission-uh,” and then point to Zyan who plays another chord from his phone. When it stops, I say, “with a plan-uh”—organ again, “for redemption-uh!” Now Zyan lands on a chord at the end of my rip. The class is getting into it, caught up in the wonder of the Word. All except for Sandra. She puts her head down on the desk.

We read how Jesus would not be deterred from His journey, “for it cannot be that a prophet should perish outside of Jerusalem.”

“And where is that found in the Bible?”

“Luke 13:33,” comes the answer.

“Strange. The Crucifixion is not for another ten chapters. “Read-uh,” I say to the next student. And the next one. And the next one. The organ plays as we make this or that point. “Why does Luke tell the story this way?” I ask, “with Jesus taking most of the Book of Luke to get to Jerusalem? What is he doing? Someone who hasn’t said anything yet—what’s he doing?”

A young woman’s voice speaks so quietly that I can’t make out what she is saying at first. I locate the voice among a cluster of female students who always sit together. It is the first peep I have heard from her all year and once more, just as softly as before, she offers, “Teaching a theology?”

“She speaks,” I think to myself but will not verbalize it. “Yes!” I say it like she has discovered gold. I say, “Ann, that is exactly right!

“Sometimes we learn more when someone shows us something than when they simply talk about it. Sometimes, in just seeing something we gain important insight. Think of a five-year-old who brings a shoe box for show-and-tell. When he takes off the lid and picks up a frog, what happens next? Does he tell the class, ‘This is an amphibian, a cold-blooded creature?’ Does he give statistics about its lifespan or explain how it procreates? No! He simply holds it up in his hand and the action itself says, ‘Here is my frog.’ We are to learn about it just as he presented it.

“Luke is doing show-and-tell. He doesn’t pronounce things true like Moses with the Ten Commandments. He doesn’t use maxims to teach like the Book of Proverbs. He simply says, ‘Look at my story. This is what happened. And this is how you should believe and act.’

“Further,” I say, “He tells his story in a prescribed way he believed they would understand.”

They look at me confused, so I offer an example. “Think of a bedtime story. You could tell the whole story just right, but the child is not satisfied until she hears what sort of phrase in conclusion?”

Ann speaks again, and this time quite loudly: “And they lived happily ever after.”

This time I do not amen her but reward her with a smile. I then say, “Yes! Just as there is a prescribed way to tell a bedtime story, so there was in Luke’s time a prescribed way to tell a narrative, particularly when you are using that story to teach. In a bedtime story, the climax comes close to the end. But in Luke-Acts—and this is important to understand—the climax comes someplace else. It comes in the middle.”

I turn to the class and say, “Whose turn is it to read?”

A young man raises his hand and then begins to read, “And said unto them, Thus it is written, and thus it behooved Christ to suffer, and to rise from the dead the third day—”

I interrupt. “Okay, this is after Jesus died and was buried. This is after His resurrection. Jesus is explaining what is most important. Now read-uh.”

Looking at his phone, he intones, “And that repentance and remission of sins should be preached in his name among all nations, beginning at Jerusalem.”

“Wait just one minute!” I say. “Hold the presses! The story should be over. All of it is done. Luke has finished his book and the work of Christ has been done. It’s all recorded, Jesus died, was buried, and rose again. It all happened in Jerusalem. What more can there be? Why does Luke speak as if the story is not finished?”

I know this is where my teaching will pay off. They will stitch together what I have been telling them, and revelation will occur. “Alright,” I pronounce. “We have finished the Book of Luke! It’s all over but the ‘amen.’ And yet Luke writes as if this is not the case at all. What in the world is going on?”

I am waiting for the response. A hint of revelation. Yet what I get is … nothing. Absolute silence. I am disappointed and wait too long for an answer. The silence is uncomfortable, for me and them.

Then, in the most surprising moment of the semester so far, Sandra lifts her head up from the desk. She looks troubled, as if it is simply too much effort to rescue a teacher who can’t seem to get things right. “Because it’s a theology,” she offers in a snarky tone, all the while giving the right answer. “Because it is not two stories. It is one story. And though the climax is in Jerusalem, it is not only the Gospel of Luke that speaks of Jerusalem. What happens next at the beginning of Acts also happens in Jerusalem and is just as—no, it is even more important. And if you don’t understand what Luke is saying in Acts, then you don’t understand the story at all.”

Her answer is spot on. I am impressed. Perhaps even amazed. Yet, her tone is condemning, assessing all others as inadequate. With the exception of Sandra’s few devotees, the class almost visibly recoils. So incongruous is her attitude with the truth of her comments that any moment of revelation that might otherwise have occurred is eclipsed.

I reflect, If my grandmother were here, she would know how to handle this. She was a master teacher who initially modeled teaching to me as my Sunday school teacher. Later, she taught me the nuts and bolts in classes in Bible college, overseeing me in classes where I taught.

I remember teaching the junior high boys. I am having a hard time teaching because of a student named Danny who is totally ruining every class. He is incorrigible. I explain this to my grandmother, “The only thing I can think of doing is removing him from the class.”

She says, “Oh David, Danny is God’s gift to you. God placed him in your class to make you a better teacher. Now it is up to you to figure out how to meet the challenge.”

My grandmother’s words echo as I smile at Sandra because I don’t know what else to do.
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Holiness, Hippies, and Keys to the Kingdom

When the flight attendant asks for our drink orders, I recognize that voice. It has the same disapproving tone as the one spoken over the intercom. She is slim, in her forties, and wears her brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. Though she is smiling, she carries the aura of someone who must be obeyed.

“I have soft drinks and juices from which you may choose,” she says, articulating words oddly, her peculiar emphasis strangely conveying that it is our privilege to receive drinks from her hand—as if she herself picked and roasted our coffee beans; or that the orange juice is fresh-squeezed from her orchard in the front of the plane.

The pastor says, “I’ll take coffee, black.” The guy by the window takes nothing. I say, “Diet Coke, please.” She writes this down and moves away.

The pastor inquires, “So you would say the apostles are important because Jesus commissioned them to begin the church? Even with all their inconsistencies?”

“Yes. It would make sense to take their teaching and practice seriously. Importantly, the apostle Peter, despite his inconsistencies, was key to all of this.”
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I remember well learning about the importance of Peter. Three months after graduating from high school, I enrolled in Bible college, an intentional choice to live out my calling. So did many others of my generation. Though born in the 1950s and children of the 60s, “flower children” we were not. In defiance of the culture, young men sat on one side of the auditorium while young women sat on the opposite side of the middle aisle. In our slice of the auditorium, young men sported blazers and suit jackets that enveloped white shirts constrained by fat ties. Pant legs had a slight flair, though no bell bottoms were present.

Despite being the era of the miniskirt, the left side of the auditorium had only long dresses, all in a variety of shades and colors popular in 1972. Though lipstick and eyeshadow were absent, and mascara was in short supply, a lot of time was spent on fixing hair. Some blame for this falls on Jacqueline Kennedy. If she looked good in a beehive hairdo, then why shouldn’t they?

Like Pentecostals everywhere, we knew the world was ripe for revival. The advent of rebellion, rock music, and drugs were part of the larger brokenness in the world prophesied before the return of Christ. We believed we were living at a time when we could make a difference, that God could use us to change the world—shock troops standing against the age of rebellion, and we had what they needed.

Indeed, revival had already begun. Though hippies aplenty still populated our culture, such a lifestyle was no longer the force it once was. Free love and getting stoned hadn’t produced the promised happiness that was advertised and in fact had left users and imbibers spiritually empty. Consequently, many had already been swept into the church. Indeed, a dozen or so former hippies were present among our freshmen class.

Tom is exhibit “A.” He and his newly converted friends celebrated coming to Bible college by passing around one last joint as they crossed the St. Croix River into Minnesota. They are determined once and for all to live holy lives, something Tom has every intention of doing. Yet, Tom has a steep learning curve. He is still learning basic life skills and hasn’t quite got his days sorted out from his nights. Though still enthusiastic, seven weeks into school, Tom sits on the front row with droopy eyes.

Today’s class, like other every class, opens with prayer. Our class president takes prayer requests and leads us all in collective prayer. We pray loud and with enthusiasm but not long. Fifty seconds after we assail Heaven, asking God to meet every need, we are done. When prayer abates, 150 students are instructed to be seated. We sit and wait patiently for the next thing. The next thing is my grandfather. He is not only the president of the school; he is the most important teacher the freshmen will have. Of the students present, a couple dozen have parents or pastors who sat under S. G. Norris, and were told to learn from him while they had the chance.

The school has thirty-five years of tradition. It is more boot camp than church camp. Gone are Minnesota summers where there are no assignments, deadlines, or hefty rule-books. We know nothing of students’ rights. If my grandfather doesn’t show up on time, the student has a “right” to sit and wait. While this is true for all the teachers, it is especially true for my grandfather. Reverence is too strong a word, but not by much; more like respect mixed with fear. In matters of discipline, he makes the final decisions. Due process is what he says it is.

Small conversations ripple across the auditorium, replaced by a hush as my grandfather appears on the stairs and heads toward the podium. Grandpa jokes with a couple students as he comes in, and they laugh, albeit a little nervously. Jokes or no jokes, they know he has no time for nonsense. His quick strides across the platform belie his seventy-one years of age. He is still pitching baseball, still calling his own balls and strikes.

Though only a few weeks into the fall semester, this elder teacher has clear command over his classroom. We learn lessons. We write what is true. We stand on the apostles’ doctrine. While other classes at the Bible college might be more collegiate, my grandpa is training troops for battle. We are to master simple truths and live in solid faith.

With one hand our teacher is dragging a corded microphone to where he has planted himself, and with the other he begins to draw stick figures on the free-standing chalk-board. What appears on the blackboard are three skeleton keys attached to a key ring. He announces, “I’m going to teach you about the keys to the kingdom of God.” Then he writes down “Matthew 16:18–19” and instructs us to turn there in our Bibles.

As we are turning to the Scripture passage he says, “Now, if you understand what I am teaching you today, you will never be confused about this important Scripture again. You can talk to anyone and help them understand. Anyone!”

There is rustling of pages as we find our place in our mostly Thompson Chain King James Bibles. We believe him. Like a booming chorus we read verse 18 aloud. “And I say also unto thee, that thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.”

My grandfather then reads from verse 19. “And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven.” The skeleton keys on the blackboard are not lost on us as he repeats, “Keys of the kingdom of heaven.”

He pronounces, “Most people don’t understand this verse. They may think it means that Peter is the first pope; or that he is sitting at the gate of Heaven. Or that he was greater than all the apostles. But none of these things,” he proclaims, strongly gesturing with his hand, “none of this is true!” We write this down.

My mind wanders, thinking of who this man is to me. I think to myself, I call you “Grandpa” in private, “Brother Norris” in church, and “S. G. Norris” in the public sphere. Grandpa’s real name is Stuart Green Norris. He uses initials. I am not sure why.

Over time, Grandpa and I had arrived at an unspoken social contract. While my grandfather would ask questions of whomever he wanted whenever he wanted, he would not ask me questions in a public setting, nor would I ask questions of him. After all, if I had answered his question correctly, he would have been playing favorites by calling on me. If I had answered incorrectly, he would have been deemed a poor teacher. Further, if I publicly asked a question of him, it would have meant he had failed to teach me clearly.

“Now turn to Acts 1:8,” Grandpa commands, as the unique rustling of Bibles locate the passage and the collective voice of the group pronounces, “But ye shall receive power, after that the Holy Ghost is come upon you: and ye shall be witnesses unto me both in Jerusalem, and in all Judaea, and in Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of the earth.”

“Now underline Jerusalem,” he says. “That’s the Jews.” We take pen in hand and comply. “Everything starts at Jerusalem,” he says, “but it doesn’t end there.”

“Now underline Samaria,” he says. “That’s important.” We underscore the word.

“Now underline ‘to the uttermost.’ That’s the Gentiles.” We obey and underline. We assume that all of this will help us to truly understand how it is that Peter had the keys. But there is no illumination as yet.

The fact there are more young women turning to the Bible passage than young men is not a bad thing if you are a guy. There are, of course, strict dating policies, and multiple signatures required to go on a date. And there are no dates first semester. Still, if someone were seeking a girlfriend who could become his spouse, this is a good place to find someone with the same values. I look over at the women’s side just to make sure they have found the passage.

For the next half hour, we turn back and forth in the Book of Acts as our teacher weaves together his lesson. He makes the case that Peter was present in a significant way in each new turn of events in the early church. Peter was present to preach, to lay hands on people, or to answer important questions. Thus, “Peter had the keys.”

It is almost impossible to convey to others the atmosphere of the class. This was not merely a catechism. We expect God to be present in the classroom. Indeed, several times while my grandfather is speaking, God’s presence feels almost tangible. At such points, he will sometimes say, “Let’s just lift our hands and praise the Lord!” We do. Some Pentecostals call spiritual authority “anointing.” It is not simply the teacher’s personality or the significance of his argument that creates such an atmosphere of worship. Though difficult to quantify, that spiritual authority is present nonetheless.

Worship is important, but that is not why we are here. It is essential that we absorb his argument: Peter had the keys in Acts 2 (in Jerusalem) when they first received the Holy Ghost; in Acts 8 (Samaria) when Peter and John laid hands on the Samaritans to receive the Holy Ghost; and in Acts 10 (to the Gentiles), when the Holy Ghost fell on the household of Cornelius while Peter preached.

Having completed his lecture, it is now time for Q and A. My grandfather will both ask and answer the questions.

“You in the red dress,” he says. “What does it really mean in Matthew 16, when Jesus gave Peter the keys to the kingdom of Heaven?” Everyone looks around, but it is apparent who he means. He repeats, “Yes, you in the red dress. Stand.”

A young woman named Janelle stands. She is not intimidated but quickly offers, “It doesn’t mean that Peter would be pope but rather he would be instrumental in opening the doors to the kingdom of God, as defined by John 3:5, being born of the water and the Spirit. In Acts 2 Peter pronounced, ‘This is that which was spoken by the prophet Joel—’”

“Stop! Stop! Stop!” says my grandfather. “Leave something for these guys to answer. Now come here.” She walks from the third row where she is sitting and up to the platform, not knowing what will happen next. He pulls a five-dollar bill out of his pocket and gives it to her. The class applauds.

My grandfather calls on Tom who is sitting directly in front of me on the front row. Someone pokes him to get his attention. Though his snoring is muffled, at least he has not drooled on his shirt. As soon as he is awakened, he is eager for the opportunity to respond.

“Stand up,” Grandpa commands. Tom does so, and a smile appears on his face. He asks Tom, “Now, the Holy Ghost was poured out in Acts chapters two, eight, and ten. In each case, on whom was it poured out?”

Tom is enthusiastic and quick to answer. But rather than identify the Jews in chapter 2, the Samaritans in chapter 8, and the Gentiles in chapter 10—something my grandfather had said two or three times in the lecture—Tom responds, “Obviously, the Spirit falls on hungry people.”

“Okay, but what nationality were they?”

“Italian?”

My grandfather is dismayed that someone could have gotten this so completely wrong. He intends that everyone should understand. He says, “Alright. It looks like we need a bit more review. Everyone, stand up and explain this lesson to your neighbor.” Dutifully we recount to each other how Jesus gave Peter the keys to the kingdom of God and how he used those keys to unlock the door of salvation. He did so in Acts 2 by preaching on the birthday of the church. In Acts 8, he laid hands on the Samaritans. And then he preached to the Gentiles in Acts 10.

Then, just when we think we are done, my grandfather says, “Alright, now have your neighbor tell you what you just told them!” We do. No one is pleased with Tom.

We sit, and Grandpa now calls on a student in the back. “You,” he says. “The apostle John.” No one knows for sure whether my grandfather actually remembers the student’s name—which is Joe—but he has nailed his persona. John wants to be recognized both by his peers and the administration; he is a recently converted hippie and self-proclaimed street evangelist. He leverages his spirituality to guilt his peers into traipsing along with him in whatever ongoing effort in street evangelism he has in mind. My grandfather queries, “If Peter has the keys, when does he first use them?”

Unlike Tom, Joe has been paying attention. He says, “Acts chapter 2. Peter preaches to explain that the crowd was guilty of killing their Messiah. When they respond and ask, ‘What shall we do?’ Peter gives the answer. They are to repent, be baptized in Jesus’ name, and they, too, will be filled with the Holy Ghost.”

“Good job,” says my grandfather, but before he can move on to ask another question of someone else, Joe has his own question for my grandfather. “Brother Norris, why don’t we see more of the miraculous? Should we pray for God to send angels to heal, deliver, and superintend?”

“Superintend?” my grandfather says with incredulity, half under his breath. There is a pregnant pause, and we know immediately that Joe should have sat down while he was ahead. My grandfather has lots of mercy for slower students but has little patience for know-it-alls with too much swagger, particularly those trying to act smart.

“So do you have a job yet?” my grandfather asks. One hundred fifty pairs of eyes turn to the last row where Joe is still standing. Most all the students are working their way through Bible college. My grandfather was an only child whose father was killed in an industrial accident, and as a boy he himself sold newspapers to help put food on the table. He has no truck for laziness.

“I’ve been pretty focused on outreach,” Joe says, his enthusiasm waning only slightly.

“Well, someone has got to pay the bills around here,” says the authority figure on the platform. And as that authority figure stares down at Joe, there is a long, drawn-out pause. And finally, Apostle John sits down and there are no more questions from him.
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When I got out of Bible college, one thing I knew for sure is that Peter had the keys. Case closed. Except, of course, the case was hardly closed for most people who taught me in the various places I went to school afterward. There was that Marxist professor who said the “kingdom of God” just means equality—rightly understood and that Jesus was a Marxist. Then there was that Freudian professor who not only didn’t believe in the kingdom of God; he taught that Christianity itself is abnormal. Further, during my entire doctoral program, the starting presupposition was that any belief in “the divine” is socially constructed. Though I thought seminary training would confirm my belief system, this was not the case. We learned that the Book of Acts cannot be taken at face value but must be deconstructed. Ultimately, one could not approach the Acts narrative with any certainty whatsoever.

Fortunately, I was pretty established in what I believed before entering these programs. And to be fair, much of my university experience does prove helpful to me. Further, I went to school during a time of transition. From a front row seat, I watched as the educational pendulum swung from modernism to postmodernism. While older professors fashioned themselves as biblical archaeologists, mining through layers of text to discover the original but elusive truth, newer professors rejected such an approach out of hand. While older profs stood proudly on the shoulders of dead German professors, ever searching for the most primitive source, newer profs didn’t even like those German professors. Older profs called out ancient storytellers for their faulty editing. New profs decried older profs for never bothering to explore how these ancient storytellers told their story in the first place.

Chief among the narratives rescued from the dustbin of modernism was Luke-Acts. To make a long story short, Luke might actually have known a thing or two about oral tradition circulating before he wrote. Not only that, postmodernism allows the stories Luke told in a way that best explains his theology. As an aside, it turns out that Peter just might have the keys to the Kingdom after all.1
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Sunflower and the Pharisee

The flight attendant appears and hands me a Diet Coke, but she has all five fingers at the top where I am going to put my lips and drink. I inwardly recoil. She looks at me like I’d better be thankful. I think mean thoughts about her through my smile, while meekly receiving the plastic cup.

The pastor asks, “What would you say is the essence of being Pentecostal?”

I say, “People define Pentecostalism in a variety of ways.”

“Your definition then,” he clarifies.

Of course, this is the stuff I talk about every day to college kids, and my mind is going through series of files to see which story might be best. I teach eighteen-year-olds differently than I talk to him. Some might call my teaching technique badgering; I prefer to think of it as the Socratic method on steroids.
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I say to the freshmen class, “What is the purpose of the Holy Ghost?”

Naomi maintains eye contact with me, and that is always a good sign. She was a Bible quizzer who typically knows the answer but doesn’t like to speak. I tentatively ask, “Naomi, do you have something to say?” If I have guessed wrong, I will embarrass her, and I don’t want that.

She quietly rattles off Acts 1:8 in rapid fire, all in good King James Version English: “But ye shall receive power, after that the Holy Ghost is come upon you: and ye shall be witnesses unto me both in Jerusalem, and in all Judaea, and in Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of the earth.”

“Good answer,” I respond. Now I turn to the class so as not to make her feel guilty.

“So that’s it?” I ask. “Do we get the Holy Ghost simply to be good witnesses? Is the Holy Ghost just a power boost, a kind of add-on for people already going to Heaven? Or is it something more?”

Happily, I now have their attention, all except for Sandra and the three girlfriends she has recruited into her clique. At once, I discern one rule of their group: one must wear a mask of discontent, ever ready to critique the professor.

If I were more secure, this wouldn’t bother me. But alas I am not. I plow on, saying to the class, “Why did John the Baptist say just being a Jew was not enough? Why did their status as sons of Abraham fail to impress? What was happening that made him say their bloodline no longer mattered?”

No answer.

I take in a deep breath and attempt to morph myself into John the Baptist. I lift up an outstretched finger and wave it around in accusation. “Children of Israel, the axe-uh is laid to the root of the tree-uh … You generation of vipers-uh … Gawd-uh will take stones-uh … and raise up children to Abraham! Repent and be baptized-uh.”

After a brief pause, I move back out of character and ask softly, “Why did they need to repent and be baptized?”

“Because they were hypocrites?” says a lanky fellow with light blond hair.

I say, “Some were. But not all.”

Another student makes his presence felt by a tongue-in-cheek response. “Well, of course, they had to repent. That’s standard prophet stuff.”

“True,” I respond noncommittally, and then come from a different angle. “Now tell me—and this is important. What were both John and Jesus preaching? What did they say was coming?”

There is no answer.

I revert back to prophet status. I yell, “Repent-uh, for the kingdom of God is at hand-uh.”

I look. I pause. They are listening. For the first time in the lecture—and just for a moment—I have every student in the palm of my hand. I suddenly move out of prophetic character, and say very softly and evenly to the class. “This, my friend, is the turn of the eschaton. After the Cross, they will be filled with the Spirit and have unfettered access to God.” And then loudly, “This is the coming kingdom of God!”

They look at me. They don’t get it. But I hope they soon will. I stop and pause and then say, “Now back to my question. Did the apostles have to receive the Holy Spirit?”

One student responds quickly and quietly, starting out strong but ending weak: “I would say ‘yes,’” but when he gets to the “yes” he makes the word curl into a kind of question.

I say, “The kingdom of God, people. We need to know about the kingdom of God. So what is the kingdom of God? What did they think it was?”

No answer.

I continue, “Okay. The Jews believed it to be the turn of the age. When all Old Testament prophecies would be fulfilled!”

Still no response. I try a different tack. I say, “Alright, I need two people. Quickly. Come to the front.” Of course, volunteers don’t always come quickly, but this morning I am lucky. A couple of students are willing. “Alright Zyan,” I say, “you are a Pharisee. And you are so concerned about this kingdom of God stuff that John is preaching—so concerned, in fact, that it drives you to come to Jesus.”

I turn to the gal who has come to the front of the class. Her name is Sunflower. “Alright,” I say. “Sunflower, you are Jesus.” There are a few “tee hees” of laughter that she has been chosen to be Jesus, but I don’t care. She volunteered, and I didn’t specify gender.

I say, “Nicodemus is bothered. Look bothered, Zyan.” He puts a bothered look on his face. I say, “Now Zyan, you have already sent people to John the Baptist to see if this is the turn of the age.” Zyan shakes his head in agreement. I continue, “You can’t figure out why John is asking good Jewish people to be baptized.”

“I can’t figure it out,” says Zyan unbidden. He is a bit of a ham.

I say, “Wait a minute, Mr. Pharisee. You are supposed to know these things. Isn’t the coming age the age of the Spirit?”

“Yes,” he says with confidence but then looks to make sure he is right.

“Of course it is,” I say. “And we both know that. But the problem is John. He seems to be calling everyone to repentance in order to be eligible for the Spirit. And you wonder if that means you, too. Do you have to be baptized? Are you required to get the Spirit in some new way? You really want to know.”

Zyan says, “I really want to know.”

I add, “Yet, it is a little embarrassing.”

“I feel embarrassed,” he says.

Because I am now in danger of Zyan stealing the class from me, I move to Sunflower. I put my hand on her shoulder and say, “Jesus here is in town with His disciples.”

I continue, “Nicodemus is embarrassed to be seen with Jesus, so he comes by night. Jesus anticipates his question: ‘How do I get in the kingdom of God?’

“Nicodemus never gets a chance to ask it because Jesus says, ‘Unless you are born again, you cannot enter the kingdom of God.’” Sunflower repeats this to the Pharisee.

Unbidden, Zyan says, “How can a man be born when he is old? Can he enter the second time into his mother’s womb and be born?”

Obviously, he is familiar with the story. I turn to Sunflower and say, “What did Jesus say to Nicodemus in John 3:5?” She looks at me, like, How am I supposed to know? but then realizes this is one of their memory verses. She says in the required NKJV: “Most assuredly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.”

I’m impressed. Over the course of the semester, students are required to memorize sixty-two verses from the NKJV. I like that version because it stays close to the King James Version, with which most were raised, but it gets rid of the “thees” and “thous.” Memorizing the verses is not the end in itself. The real goal is for students to utilize those verses to explain biblical concepts.

“So back to my original question,” I say to the class. “Since Jesus identified being born of water and Spirit as prerequisites to enter the kingdom of God, were the apostles required to receive the Holy Spirit once it was available to them, after the death, burial, resurrection of Jesus?”

“Yes,” about ten students say loudly.

“Were they?” I say just as loudly.

This time almost the entire class responds with a loud “yes.”

“One last thing,” I say, “And I need you to write this down. The kingdom of God is the age of the Spirit. Rather than merely seeing the Holy Ghost as a requirement, the early church understood it as the most important benefit of the kingdom age.”

I am walking and talking. “Groups of four,” I say. They, of course, know the drill. I am doing group work. They begin joining with several others to get going, some more enthusiastic than others. It was my wife who taught me the value of students learning in conversation. Some husbands receive romantic emails from their spouses. My wife, Nancy, sends me emails on how to teach better. It is something about which we both are passionate.

On their handout, students choose from three case studies, all requiring the group to give help to someone. The case studies are never framed to be confrontational. The class collectively advises someone who is struggling to explain a scriptural principle. It is up to each group to work out their answers and then present them to the class at large.

I walk around the room, hoping my presence will motivate students. I also want to clarify any questions they might have. Someone asks me, “Would this be a good answer?”

“Okay, what?” I respond.

“Well, in our case study, the youth leader is asked if the apostles had to have the Holy Ghost.”

“So, what is your answer?”

“We say ‘yes.’ Before Jesus ascended, He commanded His followers to wait for the Spirit at Jerusalem. It wasn’t a suggestion. It was a command.”

“Hmmm …” I say, as if this were new information to me. “Where is that found?”

“See here,” he says. “Acts 1:4. It says He commands them.”

“Yes,” I say, “That would be a good answer,” as I walk to another part of the room. Actually, each group does not have to have the full answer. Groups complement each other to come up with a robust response. Students continue to gather information from other groups and afterward, one student from each group posts their final response. Still, students retain more information by talking to each other than they do from listening to the lecture.

Another group calls me over. One student says, “Our case study wants to know why we are called Pentecostal.” He reads, “Josie asks Sam why our church people don’t just call themselves Christian?”

“Well, what is your answer?” I say.

“Because we received the same experience they did on the Day of Pentecost?” answers another student.

“Correct,” I say. “And what is the historical importance of the Day of Pentecost?”

Silence. I say, “From the reading? Does it ring a bell?” I then say, “Pentecost means fifty. It is another name for the Old Testament Feast of Weeks. It is fifty days after the first set of feasts connected with the Passover.”

“I remember this,” says a petite Hispanic girl.

“Good,” I say. “So why would that make any difference?”

There is silence. Then she says, “Isn’t this the same day God gave Moses the Law?”

“So what does that mean?” I ask.

She continues, “It is like … fulfilling a type. God made a covenant with Moses by giving them the Law. Here God gives the New Covenant by giving them the Spirit.”1 I reward her with a smile and walk toward the back of the room. There Sandra is holding sway with her own group. They are not talking about the lesson, but a movie. Their body language does not invite my participation.

I say, “How’s it going?”

“Fine,” says Sandra. “We did case study three. It took us about thirty seconds.” I look down on their sheets where they are supposed to be writing answers. They are all blank.

I signal Sandra to step out from the group so I can talk to her. I know better than to get in a power play with her in front of her disciples. I say, “Can I see you for a minute after class?” She nods, clearly up to the challenge.

I think back to my grandmother’s maxim on how to approach students. For her, it was always the teacher’s fault. If something wasn’t working for the student, it was incumbent on the teacher to figure out what would work. My grandmother’s mantra was “The teacher has not taught unless the student has learned.” And so, whatever Sandra’s problem, it is my fault. Sandra is God’s gift to me. God will help me be a better teacher. I say it in my mind but have a hard time meaning it.

I muse, I never called her Grandma, or Nanna, or any other cutesy name. She said they all made her feel old, so we were instructed to call her by her first name, Jessie. And we did. Jessie was always teaching. While my grandfather bought us church clothes, Jessie bought us books. She taught us that all truth is God’s truth and that the brain is like a muscle. You use it and it develops (contrary to the current psychological theory, with which she was very much apprised).

God was always present in my grandmother’s teaching. Once when we were misbehaving in Sunday school she said, “Children, one day I will stand before God and answer for this hour in Sunday school, whether I used it wisely or not; whether I used it to teach about God and His Word. When you act like this, I have not used the hour wisely. You don’t want your teacher to be judged by God, do you?”

“No,” we collectively pronounced, and that was the end of the disturbance.

Only later, in her psychology class, did I discover some of the “why” of her teaching. She would say, “Intellect is just a speck on the sea of emotions.” Her point was that teaching is not merely presenting facts. Engage! Tell stories! Get an emotional response. The truth of the lesson must be lodged—not just in the mind—but in the heart of every student.

I still hear my grandmother’s stories; her inflections, vivid details, and interesting twists in the plot; all to affirm the Bible and truth, to instill Christian habits, disciplines to last a lifetime. And there was something else. Jessie had anointing. She brought God’s presence into every class she taught.

After class, Sandra stands waiting for me with her arms crossed. I try to decrease the tension by having her sit down in a chair across from me. I begin, “Sandra, I really appreciate you. You are a leader. And students look up to you. I really need your help. I know I may not be challenging you much, but I am going slow so everyone will get it. I was hoping you could help me out.”

Her eyes tell me she thinks I am giving her a canned speech and talking down to her. She says, “Is that all?”

I say, “Yes. Thanks for staying.”

She leaves.
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This Is That!

The students have two short readings before our next class. The first is on the significance of the baptism of the Holy Spirit. The second is a historical piece on the beginning of the Pentecostal movement. The objective of the lecture is for students to both understand and appreciate what it means to be Pentecostal.

I begin by saying, “Alright, let’s suppose someone comes to you and says, ‘The evidence that someone has received the baptism of the Holy Ghost is smiling. Everyone who I see getting the Holy Ghost always smiles!’”

They look at me. I say, “Does that sound logical to you?”

One student is very troubled by my example. She blurts out, “You just can’t go making up stuff.”

Another says, “It has to come from the Bible.”

“Alright then,” I allow. “If it has to come from the Bible, where does the Bible speak about what happens when someone has received the Holy Spirit?”

“Acts 2:4,” says Naomi. Ah, my Bible quizzer. I think, I must have provoked her enough to speak. She quotes, “And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance.”

“Acts 2,” I say. “That sounds vaguely familiar. At what place do the events of this chapter happen and when?”

“Jerusalem,” shouts one.

“Birthday of the church,” shouts another. I ponder, I haven’t had this much enthusiasm for a long time. I’m going to have to use that smiling example in a future class. Perhaps the crazier the example, the better.

“Remember our last class,” I say. “The thing Jesus told Nicodemus about—entering the kingdom of God by being born of the water and the Spirit … I have a question, and I am going to answer it myself. My question is this: When were people first born in the Spirit as described by Jesus?” I then say, “When?”

I pause briefly and explain, “You have already given me the answer. It was on the birthday of the church. Naomi quoted to us what happened in Jerusalem. It was on a feast day, the Day of Pentecost.”

I ask, “Now in the narrative in Acts 2, who heard 120 people speaking in tongues?”

“A multitude,” says one.

“A big crowd,” says another.

“Okay, then,” I say. “What did the crowd think of what they saw and heard?”

“Some thought they were drunk,” says someone from the back.

“Did everyone think that?” I ask.

“No,” say several. And then from the front row August says, “Others were just confused.”

“So what did Peter tell the crowd?”

No answers. Maybe the question was too broad, I think. He eventually told the crowd quite a bit. After it is clear that nothing more will be said, I charge, “Someone read Acts 2:15.”

In good King James English, a young lady reads, “For these are not drunken, as ye suppose, seeing it is but the third hour of the day.”

I say, “Okay, it’s nine o’clock in the morning and there is no way these people are drunk. But what did Peter tell them was going on?”

She continues, “But this is that which was spoken by the prophet Joel: And it shall come to pass in the last days, says God, that I will pour out of My Spirit on all flesh.”1

“Stop,” I say. “Hold the presses. Peter is announcing the kingdom age. This is God’s promise to the Old Testament prophets. The Spirit will be poured out. So, what are the first three words Peter says here?”

The young lady is confused. “Do you mean in verse 15 about them not being drunk?”

“No,” I respond. “I’m talking about when he explains to them what it is they are seeing.”

She looks at her King James Version Bible and then pronounces, “This is that!”

“Aha!” I respond. “Stay with me, folks. If you get this, you will never be confused!” They look at me, confused. I try again. “This is that,” I say with authority. “This is that” I repeat loudly. Then I ask, “What is ‘this’? And what is ‘that’?” They look. They say nothing.

I try again. “What is the crowd asking about? What are people making fun of?”

“Speaking in tongues,” two people say at once.

“Okay. Right you are. That’s the ‘this.’ Now what’s the ‘that’?”

No one says anything. Then, from the back of the room Sandra speaks out. “Joel prophesied of the Holy Spirit. It came on the Day of Pentecost. Here, receiving the Holy Ghost is linked with speaking in tongues. This—the speaking in tongues—is that, the Holy Ghost prophesied by Joel.” I notice something different in Sandra’s tone today. She is not so condescending as she has been. I reflect, Maybe she is changing. But it is probably too late for her peers to accept her. Judging by the feel of the room, the class as a whole is done with her. Unfortunately, this kills whatever momentum I had up until that point.

I try a diversion. “Good,” I say to her and immediately address the larger group. I say to the class, “Everyone, repeat after me. Say ‘This is that.’” They do so, at first lukewarmly, but then after a couple of repetitions, we build momentum. Then I say, “Now when I point to you, you say ‘This is that!’ as loud as you can. Let’s practice.” I point and am pleased to hear a loud roar back to me.

I continue, “So, in Acts chapter 2, they were filled with the Holy Ghost and spoke in tongues.”

I point at the class with authority. “This is that!” they roar.

I continue, “In Acts chapter 10, the Jews who came with Peter doubted that Gentiles could receive the Holy Ghost but then heard them speak with tongues!”

Again I point to the class. “This is that!” comes the collective answer.

I say, “In Acts 19 Paul laid his hands on them and they received the Holy Ghost, speaking in tongues.”

Even before I get my hand fully pointed I get a full and loud response. “This is that!”

I then pronounce to the class, “Okay, I need a guy and a girl.” After a few people volunteer their friends—most of whom ignore the suggestion—a couple is eventually found willing to play the parts. As they walk to the front of the class, I say, “The year is 1901. There is a guy by the name of Charles Parham who starts a faith-based short-term Bible school. The students are Christian workers and people already ministering, people who believe that God is working in miraculous ways because these are the last days.

“Alright,” I say to the guy who volunteers, “you are Charles Parham.” He nods uncertainly, not quite sure what he has gotten himself into. “Now Charlie, I say—I can call you Charlie?”

“Please do,” he says.

The class laughs, and they are ready to learn. I have a theory: professors can teach any concept effectively to college freshmen if they start with an analogy that begins with the statement, “There is this guy, and there is this girl….” Learning is also enhanced when the couple participating has chemistry. This couple does. She is a petite blonde, and he is tall and lanky with red hair. Both are well liked and as sure of themselves as freshmen can be.

I begin, “Now Charlie, you have a problem. One controversy that keeps coming up is how do people receive the baptism of the Holy Spirit, and how do they know they have received it.”

“That is a problem,” Charlie says sadly. He gets a laugh from the class.

I go on. “Now, because you are going on a trip, you want all the students in your group to study this question—and here it is—how do you know you have received the baptism of the Holy Ghost?”

Charlie looks at his partner. “Is she my student?”

“Yes, she is,” I say.

“What’s her name?” he asks.

“Agnes.”

“Agnes,” she says. “Can’t you come up with a better name?”

“Look,” I say. “These are real people. And they are who they are.”

“Alright,” says Charlie. “Agnes, I want you and all your fellow students to figure out how someone gets the Holy Ghost.”

He turns to me and asks, “How will they figure it out?”

“They have one textbook. It is the Bible.”

Charlie then says to her, “So, go study the Bible. When I get back, I want the answer.”

“Good,” I say. “Now Agnes, do you have a Bible?”

“I have a phone.”

“Who has a Bible?” I ask. We find one and she starts paging through the Book of Acts.

“Alright,” I say. “Charles Parham has returned, and he wants to know.”

Charlie says to Agnes, “So what did you find out?”

She then whispers to me, “What should I say?” I quietly provide her the next line. Then Agnes, Bible in hand, says with a strong voice, “The Bible answer is that in the Book of Acts, whenever someone first gets the Holy Ghost, he speaks in other tongues.”

“Right here,” I pronounce. “This is when it happens. This moment right here. When she articulates that sentence, it is at this instant when the modern Pentecostal movement is born!”

But then, I suddenly get a little disturbed and proclaim, “Hold the presses! How can this really be the start of the modern Pentecostal movement? Because we have a problem. Does anyone see the problem?”

No one does.

“Alright,” I say. “Here is the problem. If what they have determined from the Bible is true—that the Bible sign of receiving the Holy Ghost is speaking in tongues—then none of them have actually received the baptism of the Holy Ghost according to Scripture; not even Parham.”

“Sorry, Charlie,” says Agnes.

I whisper in the ear of Agnes and she then asks Parham, though not seriously enough for me, “Will you lay your hands on me so I can receive the baptism of the Holy Ghost?”

He looks at me. I look straight ahead, providing him no clue. He whispers, “What should I do?”

I whisper back, “What do you think you should do?”

He pauses. Not sure. Suddenly Agnes catches the moment. She closes her eyes and lifts her hands. She says nothing. Charlie just looks at her. And then he lays his hand on her forehead.

For some reason, the skit is no longer just funny, for we unexpectedly feel the Spirit of God in the classroom. I say loudly, “Right there. Actually, this is where the modern Pentecostal movement is born. Agnes speaks praises to God in another language. And though this is a small beginning to a movement, a century later hundreds of millions will have received the Holy Ghost because of this simple act of faith.”

I dismiss Agnes and Charlie and say, “Five years after Agnes receives the Holy Ghost, a big revival starts. A student of Parham named William Seymour goes to Los Angeles. He believes speaking in tongues is the Bible evidence that one has received the Holy Ghost. He preaches this is true even though he has not as yet received it. They lock him out of the mission where he was preaching. He holds Bible studies and one night the Holy Ghost falls.

“The prayer meetings get so large they move to an old livery stable at 312 Azusa Street. There the Holy Ghost falls like rain. They hold continual services night and day for two or three years. People come from all over North America to see what is going on. Hundreds and hundreds are filled with the Holy Ghost. Miracles take place. The Azusa Street Mission sends out missionaries all over the world. And after two years, Pentecostalism is a worldwide movement!”

I say, “Now stand and tell your neighbor how the modern Pentecostal movement began.” They do, and I have gained enough attention span back to finish up the lecture.

After their review dies down, I begin, saying, “I could tell you dozens of stories about lives who were affected by the Azusa Street revival. I will tell just one, and this is really personal to me. It’s the story of my grandfather. Let me set this up before I read it.

“My grandpa was born seven months after Charles Parham laid his hands on Agnes Ozman and she received the Holy Ghost. His name was Stuart. He would not have experienced the Azusa Street revival for two reasons. First, he lived in Ohio. Second, he was only in grade school when the Pentecostal revival exploded on Azusa Street. Yet, something else happened to Stuart in grade school that affected his life; only it was not something good. His father was killed in an industrial accident.

“As an only child, a great mantle fell on Stuart to help bring in money so the family could live. From the time he was ten years old, hawking newspapers in downtown Columbus, he continued working different jobs all through high school. Stuart was a competitor; nobody could sell more, work harder, or play baseball better. Further, the economy was booming because of World War I, and he did well. Sadly, though, he entered a man’s world way too early and experienced things he should not have experienced.

“When he was in high school, he fell in love with an Irish girl with jet black hair and dark eyes named Jessie Dunn. She tamed his heart. Whey they graduated from high school, they both attended Ohio State University.

“Alright,” I say to the class. “Now you’re ready for the story.”
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“Jessie,” says the young man to the girl standing next to him at the stop for the streetcar. “I don’t have to work tonight and don’t have any classes. Are you free to get a sandwich with me?”

Though it isn’t a big ask, Jessie counters, “I can’t, Stuart.”

“Why not?” he challenges, a little troubled.

“You know how sick my dad has been, right?”

“Of course,” he demurs. “I understand. I know the doctors don’t give him much hope, so if you need to stay home with him, I get it.”

Ignoring everything he just said, Jessie offers, “Stuart, one of his employees invited him to a religious meeting last week to be prayed for healing.”

He is livid and pronounces, “You can’t be serious. Taking advantage of his condition to—”

“Stuart, listen! He went to service and was healed. Not only that. He received the Holy Ghost!”

“What does that even mean?” he asks, the prospect of a sandwich entirely forgotten.

Jessie speaks softly and evenly, without much emotion. “The Holy Ghost. It’s in the Bible. God’s Spirit comes on the inside. You speak with tongues.”

The young man purses his lips and pronounces, “You can’t be serious. I feel bad for him.”

“Don’t. I went to the meeting last night. And I was filled with the Holy Ghost too. Stuart, you don’t have to like it. But let me give it to you straight. If you want to continue being my fiancé, you will need to go with me to the meeting tonight.”

Though he hates what just happened, he loves the black-haired Irish girl who stands next to him. He is saved from responding by the arrival of the streetcar. Stuart and Jessie get on, both heading for their morning classes at Ohio State University.

Reluctantly, Stuart joins the Dunn family that night as they travel on the streetcar to church. Transferring at Union Station in downtown Columbus, they get off a half mile later at a rather nondescript stop. Then they walk through the blowing snow. Although it is the middle of March, Columbus has just experienced the last gasp of a long winter. The morning’s snowfall now blows across the crosswalk, accumulating in occasional small drifts. Several blocks later, they approach a wooden clapboard building. “Now Stuart,” says Jessie a little apologetically, “You might want to use the bathroom before we go to church.”

He looks at her quizzically and then says, “That’s getting a little personal. I mean—”

“They don’t have indoor plumbing,” says Jessie. “And the outhouse isn’t in the best condition. But if you need it, you should use it now.”

Stuart nodded, working to keep his stoic face, betrayed only by one raised eyebrow. He wondered what other surprises await him.

Besides all the women, there are a couple dozen men. Most of them look normal. The larger part of the congregation is at the front praying, apparently in anticipation of the service. Stuart doesn’t pray but takes in the sanctuary. As a child, any church he attended had vaulted ceilings and stained-glass windows. There is none of that here. Moreover, the pews and chairs have a secondhand feel to them.

When the service commences Stuart’s culture shock begins in earnest. Jessie warned him it would be loud, so he is prepared for that. What he isn’t prepared for is how it gets so loud. The pump organ blares out loud chords while the piano competes in kind with a honky-tonk accompaniment. Yet, most of the noise is coming from the audience, singing at the top of their lungs. But they are not content just to sing; women are hitting triangles while men pound on tambourines. From the first note to the end of song service, the clatter never ceases, even between the lines of music.

Sadly, Stuart is the only one in the audience who knows and cares how peculiar this is. Everyone else seems oblivious, lost in intense singing and praying. Worse, this includes Jessie and her whole family. He blows breath out of the side of his mouth in disgust and mumbles words that should not be said in church. From the row in front of him, a little girl with big eyes and auburn hair stares intently at him like he is doing something wrong.

He says to her, “I’m not the strange one here,” though it is doubtful she can even hear him given the volume of the music.

Elder Witherspoon is announced to preach. Stuart expects a wimp, but though he is a small man, he exudes strength. He asks everyone to stand. The preacher then proclaims, “Turn in your Bibles with me to Acts 1:8 as I make my way through the Book of Acts and preach on this subject: ‘Reclaiming the Miraculous.’” They are seated and, apart from a lot of “amens,” they listen intently. Over the course of his message he explains in great detail how every miracle in the Book of Acts is present today. At the end of his message, Elder Witherspoon invites anyone who needs a miracle to come to the front.

Stuart doesn’t want to be tricked, so he stays in his seat. From a distance, he watches a man get prayed for who starts shaking violently and then flops on the floor. Stuart looks at the back door and thinks of leaving. But then he thinks Jessie might be done with him if he leaves. So he stays.

In the streetcar on the way home he asks Jessie, “What was that guy doing flopping on the floor?”

She would not be goaded. She answered evenly, “No one is required to flop or do anything. Perhaps he was rejoicing. He was healed of what doctors had called an incurable disease.”

“Oh,” said Stuart.

It is a number of weeks before Stuart goes to the front with the others. It is a big step and should be respected. Yet, people suddenly surround him. One person speaks in his ear, insisting he say words out loud. Stuart ignores him. God knows his heart. After a bit he goes back to his seat. Jessie says nothing, neither good nor bad.

Stuart goes to the altar occasionally, though if the message displeases him in some way, he stays in his seat. April showers give way to May flowers. Toward the end of May, he announces he won’t be coming the next service. Jessie looks knowingly at him, smiles, and says, “Okay.”

When he returns two nights later, he likes the message and goes to pray at the altar when the invitation is given. Nothing of note happens.

In the streetcar going home she says, “Stuart, you didn’t stay away from church because of work, did you?”

“I did have to work!” he insists.

“But that’s not all you did, was it?” she counters. How she knew this he has no idea, but a guilty look washes over his face. She says, “I have two questions: were you the top salesman, and did you pitch in the game?”

Put like this Stuart is not going to deny it. “Yes and yes,” he answers, followed by, “And yes, we won.”

Jessie offers, “Stuart, I know you are afraid of all this emotionalism. That’s all right. I have my own feelings about some of the things I see. So I understand. You are not emotional, and no one can make you be what you are not.” He is nodding in agreement. Then Jessie continues in her gentle voice, “Stuart, how loud did you and your teammates shout when you won the game?”

“That’s entirely different!” he says tersely, louder than he should have.

“Perhaps it is,” she says softly, but the way she says it doesn’t sound like it is different at all.

Stuart changes the subject. “Did you see that lady that came in with all the makeup and with her hair bobbed off? What do they call those people? Flappers? It’s strange.”

Jessie says, “I did see her. What of it?”

Stuart whines, “She went up and prayed and within ten minutes she was shaking all over the place speaking in some other language. That doesn’t quite seem fair.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve been coming for months now. And I’ve put my time in at the altar service. How is it fair for her just to waltz in and receive the baptism of the Holy Ghost?”

“I wonder, if maybe she simply took God at His Word?” Jessie says softly.

The rest of the way is blanketed by silence.

When Stuart gets home, he gets on his knees and says, “Okay God, I will take You at Your Word. Fill me.” Nothing happens.

In desperation he lies down with his back on the floor and says, “God, one man says I was too proud. And maybe I am. He said You would have to knock me down. So, God, I am already here. Fill me with Your Spirit.” Still nothing. “I was baptized in Jesus’ name, so You have to fill me with your Spirit. That’s a promise. Come on, I am doing everything right!” Silence follows. Nothing else.

Sunday morning on the way to service, Stuart looks down at the finger of his fiancée and notices Jessie is no longer wearing her engagement ring. His eyes get big. He says, “So, what happened to your ring?”

“I put it in the offering for the missionaries,” she responds quietly.

“You’re not breaking up with me, are you?”

“No, but the missionaries need the money.”

“Oh, okay then.” Though he says nothing more aloud, he grumbles and mumbles at God. God, I haven’t even finished paying for the ring! You should be more sensible about what You require of people. I have done everything asked of me, but I can’t please You. And it is not fair!

Elder Witherspoon is preaching on Nicodemus and how he insists on knowing and understanding everything before acting instead of simply hearing and receiving. Nicodemus believes the signs Jesus did are real, but he knows too much to simply believe what Jesus says about being born of the water and the Spirit. Witherspoon intones, “Rather than asking why it is necessary to be baptized and receive the baptism of the Holy Ghost, we need to simply believe what Jesus said. Listen … believe … receive!”

Stuart hears none of this, so angry is he at Jessie for putting the ring in the offering. Ultimately, he lashes out with finality to God, I am walking through the back door of this church and never coming back. When the altar call is given, Stuart does not go. He stands waiting for the service to end. He does not pray.

Then, during the dismissal prayer, the sweet presence of God washes across the room as Elder Witherspoon is praying, “God we do not make demands of You. You are God, and we are not. We don’t put conditions upon You. We yield ourselves to Your service and to Your purpose.”

For the first time that day, Stuart listens as his heart begins to melt. He feels a tear come down unbidden. Then, before long, he starts weeping in earnest, first softly, and then in heavy sobs. At some point he lifts up his hands in surrender to God. As he feels God’s loving concern he cries out, “Forgive me, Lord!” At once he feels at peace. Feeling light and forgiven, he praises God loudly. At some point he realizes he is no longer speaking in English but is praising God in another language, evidence that God has filled him with His Spirit.
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I then say to the class, “And that’s how my grandfather and grandmother came into the Pentecostal church. Which means, that is how I came into the church as well.”
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Big Words

The flight attendant is walking toward us from the front of the plane carrying a plastic bag to collect the cups from the drinks she just passed out five minutes earlier. I shake my head silently and look down at my full cup of Diet Coke.

The pastor says to me, “Would you say Pentecostalism is more of a doctrine that is taught or an event that is experienced?”

“Both,” I say, thinking of my own experience.
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It was at church camp where the divine and mundane meet together. In the morning devotion we report miracles and learn principles from the Bible. In the afternoon they play the preachers-versus-the-youth softball game. My grandfather pitches and hits, though someone else runs the bases for him. The preachers lose, but it is close. I take a shower in a room so crusty and old that one wonders if it had ever been totally clean. I change into my best Sunday clothes to go worship in the dust and grit of the tabernacle, which has been heated up all day with the rays of the sun. There are people already praying at the altar before service, and the tabernacle is not yet full when the song leader directs loud worship. The brass instruments are played loudly, the organ is cranked up, and the piano is pounding out the keys. We sing loudly from old songbooks with paper covers that curl, but nobody cares because most people know the songs anyway.

My grandfather takes an extended offering for the camp. People and churches pledge. The choir sings. The platform is filled with people singing, for anyone who wants to be can be in the choir. Loud worship comes from the voices filling the stage.

Then my grandfather introduces the evangelist. His name is Winifred Black, a saxophone-playing, faith-building preacher who is bigger than life. He is especially gifted to lay hands on people to receive the Holy Ghost.

Brother Black preaches on “Meal Barrel Religion.” It is about Elijah and the widow and miracles, but mostly he tells stories of miracles and people coming to the Lord and being filled with the Holy Ghost. Faith builds. Everything flows toward the altar call, the climax of the service. People have driven hundreds of miles to church camp in anticipation of this altar call; they came for their miracle. They know God will show up. Though there is an unstated set of conventions as to how an altar call takes place, it is impossible to script all that will happen or how. This time of prayer has its own rhythm.

At altar calls, it is not just the preachers praying for the saints. Everyone prays for everyone else. It is not even required that you know the person. That night, I expect to receive the Holy Ghost; I have no crisis experience, like the converts on the Day of Pentecost; nor do I have much in common with the testimonies I have heard of people being saved out of gangs or from skid row. Like other children raised on a Pentecostal pew, it is just a normal part of what happens in life. I have lived a sheltered life. Of course, I have sinned and freely acknowledge this in repentance, thankful that Jesus took my sins away on the cross.

As usual, the altar area is noisy. People are praying all around me. I want Brother Black to pray for me, but he has an altar full of people, and he will invest considerable effort into just one person. Given the size of the crowd praying, he can’t pray for everyone. So I never see him.

A minister by the name of Brother Pounders is praying with me. I remember this because he is pounding on the altar while I am praying. It is then that I receive the Holy Spirit. And I speak in tongues. I am eleven and can’t fully articulate what I feel. But I know I feel God’s love; I feel love for my sisters at camp and those close to me. I even feel a deepened love for people praying at the altar whom I did not know.

Though “peace” is not part of my lived vocabulary, there is an “okayness” present that I sense as I celebrate how the Lord loves me and accepts me. And that He will always be there for me; I can freely love and be loved. I sense more than ever that I am a part of God’s eternal purpose.
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After the pastor hears my story, he asks about several theologians, and how they view the Spirit. He is seminary trained, and we talk in shorthand. At this point, our discussion sounds less like my freshman class and more like a graduate class. Presently, my mind wanders from the plane back to the campus.
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I say to the students, “I’ve got to tell you about this incredible book I am reading. You’re going to love this.” Though only eight students are present for my lecture, within a day, a video of the lecture will be uploaded and viewed by sixteen students remotely.

Our resident graduate students are typically integrated into on-campus activities. Some serve as teaching assistants (TAs), tutors in the writing center, or otherwise help administrate all things educational. Our distance learners are generally pastors, teachers, and leaders across the US and Canada.

I begin, “Okay, so there is this guy named David McCollough who studies at Durham University in the United Kingdom.” I hold up a scholarly book and say, “This is his published dissertation from a previous doctorate.”1 I continue, “Studying this material has made me realize I really haven’t kept up with literary theory enough. McCollough uses an interdisciplinary approach to argue that Acts 2:38–39 is programmatic for the rest of Acts; specifically, what he formally calls ritual water and Spirit reception are threshold experiences for entry into the church.”

Eight pairs of eyes are highly engaged with what I am saying. I continue, “For McCollough, Luke is teaching theology through narrative. He rightly points out that most people don’t really understand how teaching in narrative works. In order to fully understand it, you have to take the story sequentially.”

Bryan asks, “So, to do this you have to start the story at the beginning of Acts?”

“No,” I say, “His claim is that we have to go back to the beginning of Luke.”

Bryan is six-foot-eight. He is a good listener and a good asker of questions. He is also older than the other students. While most of the on-campus set are in their midtwenties, Bryan has children almost that old. He has a quiet authority about him. Like others who live in the St. Louis area, he is taking the class online, but he shows up when he can. Bryan is the overseer of 160 churches in Missouri.

Bryan says, “Why go back to Luke? You don’t find out how to get into the church until the Book of Acts.”

I say, “For McCollough, the Gospel of Luke gives us a pattern. Recall Jesus is both baptized and receives the Spirit, an example for what will come later. Luke says Jesus received the Holy Spirit while praying.2 Dr. McCollough would contend this proves that although receiving the Holy Spirit is associated with baptism, it is not the same as baptism. It comes through prayer during and after baptism.”

Eli, one of the resident grad students, says, “But couldn’t someone argue that the reference to prayer in the Gospel seems almost incidental?”

“That’s a possibility,” I allow. “But the passage does not stand alone. McCollough would point to Luke chapter 11 where Jesus taught them again about the Holy Spirit. Let me read it for you: ‘Jesus said, “If a son asks for bread from any father among you, will he give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will he give him a serpent instead of a fish? Or if he asks for an egg, will he offer him a scorpion?” I continue, “Now, if we, with all our imperfections and brokenness would give good gifts to our children, Jesus said, ‘How much more will your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask Him!’”3

“Here Jesus teaches two things. First, you have to ask for the Holy Spirit. And second, when you ask, your heavenly Father delights giving the Spirit to you.”

Emily, another grad student, says, “So, you are saying that once we get to Acts this is already established? That people will know how to get the Holy Spirit?”

“Yes and no. While it’s not necessarily apparent to everyone in the story, the implied reader certainly knows. Look, I don’t have time to develop everything he argues, but let me quote from McCollough as he summarizes his findings. McCollough writes, ‘I conclude three key points. Spirit reception is not instantaneous, but liminal; it is not automatic, but mediated; it is not unmarked, but manifested.’” I put up a PowerPoint slide that reads:
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If this were a college freshman class, this slide alone would sink my lecture. But graduate students take up the challenge of the big words. Or at least I hope they will. Anna stares ahead with a confused face. She says, “Can you unpack this a bit more? I am not sure what all these words mean in this context.” Anna is a truly caring person and feels everything personally in a kind of artsy literary way. Given her feelings are ever-present on her face, she should never play poker.

“Let me try,” I say, flipping to the next slide. It is a single line.
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“What McCollough means when he says, ‘Not instantaneous but liminal’ relates to how someone receives the Holy Spirit. Some church traditions equate receiving the Holy Spirit with baptism or to the laying on of hands of ministers after catechism. Others suggest one receives the Holy Spirit when we say the ‘sinner’s prayer,’ or perhaps by some other means. McCollough concludes from Luke-Acts that the Holy Spirit is not instantaneous—that is, it is not automatically dispensed at the point of belief.”

“And liminal …” says Amber, wanting to join the conversation.

I continue, “Okay, so it’s not instantaneous. It happens, we might say, gradually.” They look at me, confused.

“Wrong choice of words,” I say, correcting myself. “Let’s try it this way. The word ‘liminal’ is related to the word ‘threshold.’ McCollough argues that while all the experiences people have entering the church are essential, they do not all happen at the same time.4 Thus, someone might believe and repent, then subsequently be baptized, and then subsequently pray for and receive the Holy Spirit. These are all experiences necessary to pass through a threshold. Vital. Essential. Each element is a component of entry, and one is expected to experience all of these in a relatively short sequence, but they happen over the course of time.”

Bryan says, “Alright, I get that now. It’s like going through a doorway. Though it doesn’t take long to get through, it is something that happens over the course of time. This is like someone who first repents, say, then is baptized, and subsequently receives the Holy Spirit. It is not all instantaneous.”

“Correct,” I say.

Bryan continues, “But what about the second claim? What does McCollough mean when he says the Holy Ghost is mediated?”

“Good question,” I say, flipping to the next slide:
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I say, “As best I understand him, McCollough argues that it is normative for a spiritually gifted person to lay hands on an individual and at that point, the person receives the Holy Spirit.” An iPad is recording everything I am saying and will be uploaded later. Though some courses require distance learners to be present at a particular time for a live class, most courses do not.

Bryan is talking again. “So McCollough’s saying someone who receives the baptism of the Holy Spirit can only do so when someone lays hands on them?”

I reflect and then say, “Not exactly. But you will notice that Peter and John lay hands on the Samaritans. Ananias lays his hands on Saul. And Paul then likewise lays his hands on the Ephesian elders. It is then that the Holy Spirit falls.” I flip to the next slide:
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I say, “The modern Pentecostal movement began by asking what biblical evidence demonstrates someone has received the Holy Spirit. Like those early-modern-day Pentecostals, McCollough insists that from a literary perspective, tongues is always the sign that someone has received the Holy Spirit.”5

There are a couple more questions of the “so what” variety; what does this study mean to us as Pentecostals? Will it make a difference in the academy? That sort of thing. I answer the best I can but finally pull away to get to the regularly scheduled lecture.

After class I cannot stop thinking about McCollough’s work. It is amazing, really. The next day I email David McCollough to see if we can set up a time to talk. Immediately he sets up a Zoom meeting and in fifteen minutes we are speaking online face-to-face—he in England, while I am in St. Louis.

Dr. McCollough looks to be pushing fifty, he is animated in his speaking and passionate about his subject. Like me, he is wearing a hooded sweatshirt; neither of us really dressed for success. He immediately starts talking in technical terms—terms which I know because I have pored over his work, the reviews of his work, and have bought the books he relies on; not to mention downloading journal articles central to his argument.

As Dr. McCollough is talking, I can’t help wonder what my grandparents would think of this conversation. My grandfather wasn’t much impressed with education, particularly advanced degrees. He’d dismiss it all by saying, “I don’t care who they are; PhD, DD, ThD, twiddle-dee-dee. If they aren’t preaching truth, none of that means anything.” He critiqued someone once, “Oh, they just love books too much.” So, I pretty well know what he would say. Still, all those big words were affirming his most fundamental teaching.

My grandmother, Jessie, was also a teacher at the Bible college. She kept informed of the latest theologians and psychologists. For her, ministers who didn’t read were simply lazy. She’d say, “Cerebration is painful. Think, reflect, read!” She believed in education and life-long learning. One never, ever, heard her speak a word against my grandfather’s approach … yet going from my grandfather’s class to my grandmother’s class could scramble one’s brain.

I like McCollough because his argument is tight. His multidisciplinary literary theory reveals key verses in Acts with this new emphasis. McCollough rightly points out that twice in Peter’s Acts 2 sermon, he specifically identifies receiving the Holy Spirit with speaking in tongues prophesied in the Old Testament, what Dr. McCollough calls “the dissociative xenolalia, speaking in tongues.”6 It is not merely the “this is that” passage at the beginning that identifies tongues with receiving the Holy Spirit;7 at the very end of his message, after explaining Jesus was resurrected and now in Heaven, Peter once again identifies tongues with the Holy Spirit, saying of Jesus, “the promise of the Father, which you now see and hear.”8

From a literary perspective, Peter is a “normative spokesman,” and so it is important for the reader to hear what Peter says at the end of his sermon. McCullough says, “Not every speaker in a narrative is a reliable source. But when this sincere crowd truly wants to know the truth, the narrative in Acts 2 turns to one who is a normative spokes-person—one the implied reader can trust.9

“It is at this point where the crowd—realizing they have killed their promised Messiah—ask ‘What shall we do?’ And this is important. Remember the function of the crowd. They want to know truth. So the answer will be significant.

“Again, Peter is the normative spokesman for the twelve, who are all standing with him. In response to the query, ‘What should we do?’ Peter instructs them: ‘Repent, and let each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for forgiveness of your sins and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For to you is the promise and to your children and to all those who are far away, as many as the Lord our God should call (2:38–39).’”

“Okay,” I say. “Acts 2:38 is significant, but not in isolation. From what I have read of your work, Acts 2:38 gets locked in because of verse 39.”

“That’s correct,” he says. “Dissociative tongues are already linked with receiving the Spirit. But it is in verse 39, where Peter says it is ‘for you, and your children, and all who are afar off,’ that Luke locks this in permanently and universally.”10

Dr. McCollough knows that he has in me a friendly audience, so he is not troubled by my next question. I ask, “What would you say to someone who says what you are proposing cannot be true, because in Acts there are people who receive the Holy Spirit where it does not overtly state they spoke in tongues?”

He says, “Like other Greco-Roman literature from the ancient world on, we understand the narrative of Acts through the lens of the characters the author sets up. Acts 2:38 is normative presentation offered by an official spokesman in the narrative, its meaning detailed in the Acts 2 narrative.”

He adds, “You see, the error a lot of people make is interpreting the text apart from its original context. You can’t simply count six instances of eight, or whatever, where tongues is specifically mentioned. Such metatextuality violates the way the narrative is written, the way it is meant to be understood.”
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Kristyn’s Concerns

It is a quarter past one as I stroll in from lunch. I no sooner walk in the door of my office than Kristyn comes bustling in behind me saying, “Sorry I’m late.”

Only now do I remember she had scheduled an appointment with me at one o’clock, but since I beat her to the office, I think Nah, I won’t apologize. She sits down and after a few pleasantries asserts, “Okay, I have four things I need to ask you about.”

A graduate student, Kristyn is also a TA for me in my Systematic Theology course in the seminary. She does not always come to my lectures. She is typically tied up with the academic dean’s office at the college where she also serves as his assistant. But she did come to the class where I talked about David McCollough and wants clarification.

“Alright, I’m ready,” I say. Kristyn has dark hair and green eyes. She is one of three triplets, two girls and a boy. But she certainly is her own person and as is her habit, she has come on a mission.

She says, “You offered a summary of David McCollough’s work. I think I understand his conclusions, but I want to know more about his argument and how he came to his positions.” Kristyn rarely speaks in a group, her face flushes easily, for she does not like to be at the center of things. But get her in an environment like this, and she is relentless. She is a deep thinker with an intense need to know.

“Okay,” I say. “Which ones?” I look over at her notebook and see that Kristyn has taken notes and then taken more notes about her notes. And further, they are all organized and color coded on her page. When I grow up, I want to be like her.

She begins, “I want to know about speaking in tongues, for instance.”

Kristyn is nothing but kind, and even if I don’t come up with an answer that satisfies her, she will in the end let me off the hook. “Alright,” I say. “I didn’t get to present McCollough’s whole argument because of limited time. But you can get his book and journal articles to track with him on this.”

She will not be put off by me directing her to another source and ignores that advice, challenging me directly, “Okay, if I’m going to teach others about this, I need to anticipate their objections. For example, someone might argue that what Peter said was just to the crowd on the Day of Pentecost; what they were supposed to do; but this doesn’t apply to everyone.”

I respond, “Hey, I’ve got to tell you something really cool. I talked to David McCollough on Zoom! It was kind of a surprise to get through to him so quickly. It was amazing.”

Kristyn is not as impressed as I expected her to be. She is, after all, not here to talk to someone she doesn’t know in England. I work at flattening my disappointment and get down to answering her question, starting with some review. I say, “Okay, remember the claim. Peter is someone in the narrative that the reader can trust. He told the crowd to repent, be baptized in Jesus’ name, and then they would be filled with the Holy Spirit. The reader should assume people get it the same way they received it in the chapter—accompanied by speaking in tongues. So, the reason we believe it is universal is what Peter says in the next verse: ‘For the promise is to you and to your children, and to all who are afar off, as many as the Lord our God will call.’ So, it doesn’t matter who it is. Ever afterward, everyone needs the Holy Spirit in the same way.”1

Kristyn taps her pen on her notes and says, “I wonder if people might argue with that interpretation.” She continues, “After Peter preaches, it says three thousand were baptized. It doesn’t say they all received the Holy Spirit or they spoke in other tongues.”

I respond, “McCollough would suggest because the paradigm has already been set up in Acts 2:38, the narrative now assumes it, so it doesn’t need to be repeated. He would likely suggest when you say part—in this case baptism—you assume all.”

She responds, “Why wouldn’t you put it in the story if it is so significant?”

I lean back in my chair, trying to think of a creative way to answer. Finally I say, “Think of how we tell stories—how stories should be told. Now let’s suppose you were writing a story about your Aunt Clara. I don’t know if you have an Aunt Clara, but for the purposes of my illustration, you do. So, when you first mention her, you describe her. She wears pink lipstick, has green eyes, and wears oversized four-inch rings that hang down from each earlobe. She talks in a gravelly voice and her bulbous nose protrudes so far that it is the only noticeable thing about her face. Now, once you’ve established her as a character you don’t repeat all these descriptors every time you mention Aunt Clara. They would be assumed.”

Kristyn responds, “So, you’re saying once the pattern for conversion is mentioned, it is never mentioned again?”

“No. I’m not saying that. Only that it is not required and may well be assumed.”

A young professor at the school bursts into my office and immediately apologizes for interrupting. He is teaching New Testament Survey across the hall. He says, “Brother Norris, I need some Bibles.”

“Okay Peter,” I say, “Top shelf. All different versions.”

“How do I get up there?” he asks, for my shelves go up to the ceiling, which is eleven feet.

“I’m still working on getting a library ladder,” I say apologetically. This is our first year in the new building, and I don’t quite have everything worked out yet. Peter stands on two arms of a chair and leans on his tiptoes to wrestle down a half-dozen versions.

As soon as he leaves, Kristyn, who has been scribbling notes, asks, “Okay, what is this liminal stuff about salvation? I didn’t quite get it.”

I say, “This is important, so I’m glad you asked. It is David McCollough’s signature claim. For him, while all parts of ritual experience are necessary components for initiation into the church, until they are all completed, someone is in a kind of in-between place.”

“An in-between place?”

“My words. Not his. He would say believing is good. Repentance is good. Baptism in Jesus’ name is good. But receiving the Holy Ghost is also just as good. And someone speaks in tongues when they receive the Holy Spirit.”

“So, if someone only goes part way …”

“Well, these are meant to closely follow in sequence.”

“How does Dr. McCollough reconcile various steps in coming in the church with what some say is the position of Paul; you know, where it looks like Paul just simply requires faith?”

I say, “I asked him this very thing yesterday.”

Kristyn seems surprised but says, “So what was his answer?”

I respond, “It turns out he has just written about this in a journal article. Luke himself was not original in his teaching. For McCollough, Luke is claiming to record the beliefs and practices of the church, so he fashions his work as the authoritative teacher of the church. Even if Luke wanted to be novel, he is constrained by living voices of those trained by the apostles, a common tradition in which Paul likewise finds himself.”2

She interrupts herself with another concern, one not on her list of questions. “So, what about this normative hand-laying—that someone especially anointed needs to lay hands on someone for him to receive the Holy Ghost? We don’t teach that, do we?”

“That’s a good question. And I’ve thought about that a lot. It is normal in the New Testament. Jesus and the early church often laid hands on people whereupon they were healed. In Acts chapter 8, Peter and John laid hands on the people and they received the Holy Ghost. This same practice also occurs in chapters 9 and 19. So, it is certainly a normative practice. But there were others that received the Holy Spirit without this occurring. Even today, revivals have gotten so big it is impossible for an evangelist to lay hands on everybody.”

“What do you mean?”

“You may have heard of Billy Cole and his crusades. It all started in the 1960s. He and his wife, Shirley, went to Thailand as missionaries. There were very few churches of any kind in this Buddhist country. He made little headway at first, but after spending many hours praying, there was a spiritual breakthrough. At a meeting where hundreds of people were gathered together on primitive benches under a bamboo and grass roof, the Holy Ghost fell on them all at once. And just like on the Day of Pentecost, this miracle was accompanied by a sound like a rushing mighty wind! Brother Cole said, ‘several Buddhist neighbors came running, because they thought an airplane had crashed.’3

“That was just the beginning of the miracles and of Brother Cole’s powerful crusade ministry. Crowds were so large he began simply speaking the word of faith and thousands of people would be filled with the Holy Spirit. In one crusade a hundred thousand people received the Holy Ghost under his ministry. No hand-laying was required.”

Kristyn asks, “So, then you are saying McCollough is wrong on this point?”

“Well, McCollough doesn’t say it is without exception. Only that it is normative. And as a practical matter, we do lay hands on people who need a miracle and want to be filled with the baptism of the Holy Spirit.”

“Alright. Then let me get back to Paul. I understand what you said, but I’m not sure about the specifics. Again, how does McCollough reconcile liminality in the Book of Acts with Paul seemingly equating receiving the Spirit with an act of faith? Isn’t that like a big problem?”

“Good question,” I say. “And we talked about this. Like I started to say earlier, he would say Luke fashioned his theology under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit from the material which the apostles left to him. He is tracking through known narratives, though he certainly is an active agent, a theologian in his own right.”

Somehow she anticipates where I am going and offers, “So, what you are saying then is rather than use Paul to interpret Luke, we utilize Lukan theology to interpret Paul? And you assume there is no contradiction?”

I say, “Paul knew all about the Day of Pentecost and what Peter taught. And as McCollough says, ‘Once ideas are in the air they are assumed.’”

She counters, “Yet, on the surface at least, Paul seems to assume the coming of the Spirit is automatic at belief.”

I respond, “Remember, if we take the claims of Acts seriously, Luke traveled with Paul. According to Luke in Acts chapter 19, Paul definitely thought the people needed more than just faith in Christ. He baptized them in Jesus’ name and then laid his hands on them so they would receive the Holy Spirit—which they did, and they spoke in tongues.”

“Doesn’t that have a different feel than what we read in the Epistles?”

“Some people question the integrity of Acts. They think Luke makes up Paul’s actions and words in Acts 19.”

“Because of the Pauline epistles?” she asks.

“Yes,” I say. “For Paul, very little liminality presents itself. He can simply say, ‘If anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he is not his.’4 But then of course, there are other passages in Paul that sound an awful lot like Acts. For example, for Paul, it is clear that one is not a believer unless one is baptized.5 That happens at a point subsequent to initial faith. Further, Paul says to the Corinthians, ‘But you were washed, but you were sanctified, but you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus and by the Spirit of our God.’”6

“And this means …” she asks.

I respond, “McCollough would say in that verse—I Corinthians 6:11, the ritual of water baptism and Spirit baptism are both present. Both are required in entrance to the church, just like in Acts.”

“What would you say then to Evangelicals who say Paul preaches faith alone?”

“Again, Paul just presupposes that all believers believe, repent, are baptized, and receive the Spirit. That each of these elements is part of initiation. And he assumes there will be a time interval.”7

“Alright then,” says Kristyn. “What if they don’t?”

I love Kristyn. I know what she means but ask anyway, “What if they don’t what?”

“What if they start out and believe and go no further? What does God do with that?” I have gotten close enough to Kristyn that she can ask any question on any subject and knows I won’t feel threatened. Nor do I feel compelled to give her a perfect answer. Just my best at the moment.

“I asked him about that as well,” I say.

“Really …” she prompts.

“Well, he offered me an interesting analogy. He said, ‘What would happen if when the three thousand were in line to get baptized, somebody died? Would that person be lost?’ He answered his own question by saying, ‘Of course not. On the other hand, if someone turns around and walks out of the line, he will be lost.’”

“What do you think of that?” she asks.

“I’ll tell you one thing,” I say. “I like his spirit. On the one hand, he isn’t trying to condemn anyone. He isn’t trying to make people lost. And he is quick to defend God and say God judges by people’s intent. Still …”

“Still, what?”

“In matters of judgment, we have to let God be God.”

“What does that mean?”

“Whenever we as humans try to mandate how God should judge, we do so from our ant-sized perspective. In so doing, we have to try to reconcile two different truths of Scripture. First, God is a God of justice. Second, He is a God of mercy.

“We human beings have a hard time trusting God will get the justice and mercy thing right. When we offer to take over for Him, we are usually ruled by our emotions. We swing to the side of judgment for people we do not like—like Hitler, say. Even people who don’t believe in Hell think Hitler should go there. On the other hand, we tend to liberally extend mercy for those we really love—say, like ourselves.”

“So you’re saying …” she wonders.

“Let God be God,” I respond.

She leans back in her chair and offers, “That’s really not a very satisfying answer. It almost feels like a cop-out.”

I pause and let the pause linger. Then I begin to talk to myself, but loud enough to be heard. “Yes … I wonder, how anyone could ever trust God, especially if they have to leave final answers to Him.” And then I hum.
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Power to Choose

An odd succession of thumps comes from the front of the plane. I look up to see our flight attendant pounding on the door of the lavatory and barking, “Sir, you will have to return to your seat. The captain has announced we are approaching turbulence. Please sit down and make sure your seatbelt is securely fastened.”

A hint of a smile washes over my pastor friend’s face. Ignoring the scene, he offers, “I appreciate you taking time to explain the importance of the Book of Acts. But I have to tell you I struggle with Acts as a pattern, at least in the way you present it.”

I say, “What would you suggest as an alternative?”

He says, “Simple saving faith.”

I counter, “I, too, believe in simple saving faith.”

He says, “Yes, but you put such a high premium on baptism and receiving the baptism of the Holy Ghost. So how is that faith?”
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My mind goes to a guest lecture to my freshman class with Dr. David Bernard, a lecture that starts in an odd way. Bernard reads from a piece of paper, saying, “Okay, first question … do I prefer chunky peanut butter or smooth?”

“Smooth,” he says, without missing a beat.

“Next question,” he says, and then looks down to see what it is. Every semester, we have a Q&A class period with UPCI General Superintendent David Bernard, who team teaches the course with me. Though he has considerable administrative duties, he takes time to teach, and in this case, to answer questions. No question is off limits. Students may ask about theology, his family, philosophy of the church, or any verse from the Bible.

Bernard reads, “What response do we offer to someone who says we practice a ‘works salvation,’ unless we believe in faith ‘plus nothing and minus nothing?’” He responds as evenly as talking about his favorite peanut butter. “Of course, faith is necessary to be saved. It is essential. Hebrews 11:6 says, ‘But without faith it is impossible to please Him, for he who comes to God must believe that He is, and that He is a rewarder of those who diligently seek Him.’

“But other things are just as essential. It is essential to believe Jesus died for our sins, was buried, and rose again. It is essential that God extends grace to us. A question about ‘faith plus nothing minus nothing’ is focused on a single moment of belief. Yet, true biblical faith is always linked with our obedience. We are saved by grace through faith. By faith we repent and believe the promise of Scripture that Jesus will forgive us. By faith we obey Jesus’ command to be baptized. And it is by faith we receive the Holy Spirit.”

He continues, “Let me try to give an example of how these things go together. Now let’s say someone runs into the classroom and begins to yell, ‘The building is on fire. The building is on fire! Everyone, the building is on fire!’

“So, we all start to leave the room and head toward the exit, but there is one fellow who stays seated in his chair. On the way out the door you yell back, ‘Didn’t you hear? The building is on fire! Don’t you believe it?’

“The fellow says, ‘Yes, of course I believe, but I have a bit of homework I need to finish up.’

“Now he can say he believes—truly believes what was told him—but unless he actually gets up and acts on that information, he doesn’t really believe it. A German pastor by the name of Dietrich Bonhoeffer said, ‘Only he who believes is obedient, and only he who is obedient believes.’ You can’t separate faith from obedience. And you can’t obey without faith. Our works don’t save us. It is our obedient faith that brings us into relationship with Jesus Christ.”
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The pastor says to me, “While I respect Dietrich Bonhoeffer, I don’t think we can let him have the last word on this.”

“Nor do I,” I respond. “But in the Book of Acts, it was dynamic cooperation with God that changed their world. They freely accepted God’s invitation to live in the realm of the supernatural, an invitation He still offers today.”
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Dr. Bernard is asked about this very thing; not from the written questions submitted to him but from the follow-up questions asked aloud in class. “So, did you see miracles in Korea?”

Bernard responds, “Well, my parents were pioneer missionaries to Korea in the 1960s. It wasn’t modern like it is now. At that time, we would have called it a third-world country. And as for miracles, yes, there were many healings. Also, they saw hundreds of ministers receive the Holy Ghost.”

Encouraged by the first questioner, another voice speaks out from the other side of the room. “So, were you a part of all that?” For eighteen-year-old students, anyone over twenty-five years old belongs to another place and time. And anyone with grey hair is equipped to speak on ancient history. David Bernard is in his sixties, and he has seen his dark hair go to silver and white.

He responds, “I was very involved. As a teenager, I will never forget praying for a Presbyterian minister who received the Holy Ghost. I had been praying for him in Korean, and suddenly he is speaking in tongues, praising the Lord in English.

“There were persecutions too. My father and mother were literally thrown out of a church onto the pavement. When a renegade Korean pastor was trying to take the church property from my father, he had a group of men come up, and grab him by the necktie in a chokehold. They pulled him over the pulpit, breaking his toe. My sister’s saxophone was literally ripped out of her mouth. They picked up my mother and literally threw her out of the building.”1

“What did they do?” says a voice from the class.

Brother Bernard pauses and says, “Well, they tried to work it out, but they wound up getting thrown out of the church again. When it appeared nothing else could be done, my father went to the hospital for his broken toe. In Korea, if someone caused bodily injury to another, they got thrown in jail. The police picked up the renegade pastor and locked him behind bars. This helped a lot. After a day in jail, the pastor relented on his claim for the building. My father got the charges dropped. So I guess it worked out all right.”
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The pastor says, “Do you believe the baptism of the Holy Ghost automatically puts someone in the realm of the supernatural so they will inevitably live in some sort of exalted place?”

For me, this might inadvertently be the most important question he asks, for it leads to a way forward; indeed, the only way forward. I respond, “Jesus Christ invites every Christian to live an abundant life. Always. The issue is never on God’s side. God does not force anything on us. The baptism of the Holy Ghost is not simply a formulaic legal transaction. It is not like putting money in a vending machine and out pops a blessing. We live in this incredible covenant relationship. And while we can choose to live in all the privileges of a Spirit-filled life, it doesn’t mean everyone does.”
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At the close of David Bernard’s lecture, a cluster of students continue to ask questions at the front of the class, while I head toward the back of the room. I see Sandra and say to her, “Thanks for staying.” Sandra has a glum expression on her face. Her arms are crossed, and she clearly is waiting for some sort of correction from me.

I didn’t ask her to stay to correct her. I need to speak something the Lord prompted me to tell her. I fumble around in how to get started but finally I say, “Sandra, I think you might be the brightest student I have ever had.”

She looks at me, anticipating this is a set up for some negative thing to come out of my mouth. It is not. I continue, “I’m really glad you are here at school. I just wanted to tell you I am proud of you.” She says nothing and then leaves.

Heading out of the classroom I muse, Lord, I know you don’t tell us what the results will be when we obey You. But I was expecting a bit more. Walking across the hall to my office, I sit in my desk chair at my rolltop desk and just stare ahead. Disappointed, I realize I am in a funk.

“I can come back later,” someone says from the doorway. She apparently had been standing at the doorway watching me stare straight ahead and perhaps sensed my mood.

“No,” I say, forcing a smile to play out on my face. “Come in.” My office wall that faces the hall is nothing but windows. I almost always leave my door open, not because I get energized by making conversation but because I do not. It is my commitment to God to truly care for others, a commitment I meet unevenly.

The college student says deferentially, “Brother Cullen said he was happy to be my mentor, but if I wanted to get more wisdom I should come down and talk to you.”

Brother Cullen is one of the young professors at the school. The young woman’s name is Grace. “Well, thanks so much for coming,” I say with as much enthusiasm as I can muster. Given the wash of bad humor that has come over me, I am not thinking kind thoughts toward Brother Cullen.

Grace has a list of questions to ask about life and ministry. She is pretty determined I offer an answer for each one. “Yes, I actually have five books which have most influenced my life,” and I give her the list. “No, my wife and I met when I was in high school, but we only began dating in college.” I am not enjoying this, but Grace is bright, methodical, and not easily deterred. I try to turn every question back to her to see how she would answer them and how they apply in her life, but she will have none of it. After a half dozen questions, she says, “So what was the most important decision you ever made in entering your adult life … one that, you know, changed everything afterward?”

My emotional energy is all expended and I think, Seriously, you had to come today? Nothing comes to mind. I hear myself talking but not landing on anything that sounds meaningful. No wonder Grace looks a bit frustrated. I am not answering her question. She repeats, “So what was the most important decision you ever made in entering your adult life … one that, you know, changed everything afterward?”

Even though this is the same question as before, I say, “Well, when you put it that way, it wasn’t until after I was married.”

She is glad I finally answer but is clearly surprised by what I say, and frankly, so am I.

“Do you want to talk about that more?” she says.

I don’t but talk anyway. “Well, I was raised in St. Paul and went to the same church all my life. I went to the Bible college there connected with the church. My relatives were teachers. I married a young woman who also was a student there. After we were married, I also began to teach there. So, in a way, it wasn’t until I left St. Paul that I became independent.”

“Independent …” she says, dangling the word out as a question.

I hear myself saying, “A time when I truly owned my faith. When I discovered my unique purpose in life. By listening and acting. Like a trapeze artist without a net—well, whose net was God.”

“Okay,” she says. “And how did that happen? What caused you to leave?”

I feel like I am speaking to a therapist. I exhale slowly, and then say something I haven’t told anyone—at least not that I can recall. I picture it all as I am saying, “I was sitting in a class where a guest lecturer was taking questions from the students about ministry … what it meant to be a youth pastor … how to be on staff … ministerial ethics, that sort of thing. It was a particular question that disrupted my equilibrium. A student asked, ‘How do you know if it is working? If you should stay at a particular church longer?’

“The speaker said, ‘It is important that you have good communication with the pastor; that he really hears you. And that he understands where you are coming from. If you don’t have that, then you should maybe pray about doing something else.’

“So I’m sitting in this classroom and see myself in the mirror. I am working with my grandfather, and it has been rocky. I ask myself, Can I truly communicate with Grandpa? Without hesitation I say No. At once I think, Jessie understands me. But Grandpa? Not at all.

“And then I think, Am I simply a clone? Can my beliefs stand up in a bigger world? Or do I even have the stuff to make it in ministry?”

“Then what?” she asks.

I say, “Well, after a bit I go into my grandfather’s office, exchange a few pleasantries and say, ‘Thank you for having me teach, but I think Nancy and I will be leaving at the end of the school year.’

“He clearly is not happy and demands, ‘So, what will you do?’

“We’re not sure yet,” I say. “We just think it’s time.”

“He responds, ‘If you don’t know what you are going to do, then it doesn’t make sense to leave.’

“I think, I want to go back to school. And though Jessie believes in it, you don’t.

And I want to find out if I really have a ministry and if God will work for me like He has worked for you. I want to gain authentic identity and live out my relationship with the Lord, not merely be carried along by yours. But what I say is, ‘We just think it is time.’”

I hear myself blurt all this out to Grace—things I didn’t even know were true until I spoke them. I am embarrassed. I feel stupid.

She says, “I am not sure what you mean about a choice between Grandpa and Jessie.”

I don’t feel like telling her, but it hardly makes any difference so I say, “I had to decide if I would be directed more by my grandfather’s or my grandmother’s thinking … or by some combination.”

“Oh,” she says, but I’m pretty sure she has no idea what I just said.

I hear myself saying—though the words surprise me, “There are times in our lives, where God or circumstances or our own decisions necessarily lead us to change. Whether a gradual shift or a sudden crisis, it is our response of faith that is a catalyst for intimacy with God, one that grows stronger because of our deeper relationship with God and trust in Him. Nothing is automatic or imposed. We get to choose. And when we choose to live this dynamic life, we partner with God to change the world.”

She thanks me and leaves.
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Eureka! I Found It!

The man sitting to the right of me is no longer viewing the landscape below but is fast asleep. My pastor friend is speaking, and we have bounced back and forth on a number of subjects. He now trails back to an earlier discussion and speaks slowly, almost as if to himself as to me. “I’m not sure that I see baptism the same way as you.” I try to think of a story where the power of baptism can clearly be understood.
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Nancy and I are starting a church and can’t afford a real baptistry. Our church building is a repurposed house in the downtown area of West Bend, Wisconsin. We live on the second floor, have church on the first floor, and baptize people in the basement. Whether or not the man I am baptizing knows he is sitting in a redeemed horse tank I cannot say. The inside of the galvanized stainless steel trough has been painted dark, and it is framed with blue and white mylar.

Of course, it is not the specifics of the tank that brings us here. Baptism is God’s idea. This is what makes it holy. Nor is the water in the tank holy in and of itself. It is the obedience of faith as we identify with Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection. Several days after his baptism, Wayne says he wants to see me. As we meet, Wayne begins by explaining how he had been a drug addict; and how that, during the course of the Bible study, he turned his back on drugs. Unfortunately, he got nervous before he was baptized and took more drugs. I keep a straight face and do not react to any of this. Wayne then says, “How’d you know?”

I am not sure what he is saying. He continues, “How’d you know what would happen to me?” I say nothing. Again, I have no idea what he is talking about. “Pastor,” he says. “As soon as I went down into the water, the effects of the drugs were gone. I have no more desire, no more craving. It’s as if I had never been hooked.”

I say, “Wayne, the Bible says when we are ‘baptized into Christ,’ we actually ‘put on Christ.’ Paul writes that getting baptized is like changing clothes, taking off old and tattered garments and putting on brand new garments. We put on Christ in baptism.”

From then on, Wayne is a changed man.
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Baptism continues to be a focus for me, something I would later study in great depth. Several years after I baptized Wayne, God specifically spoke to me to invest my life in training ministers. My response to Him changes where I live, the focus of my ministry, and how I spend my time. That calling sends me back to school, and I am both teacher and student. Ultimately, I feel compelled to complete a doctorate.

To that end, I live in King of Prussia, Pennsylvania, and commute to Temple University for classes. After six years in the program, I approach my last big hurdle: completing my dissertation. I decide to write about baptism in Jesus’ name. I think it will be easy. Little do I know.

A doctoral dissertation requires one to say something brand new—something that no one has quite said before using a method that is trustworthy but not old, and arguing in a way that is both the same as and different than others before. I am stuck. Though I have file drawers full of information, I can go no further. I have all the ingredients to bake the cake. I just don’t know the recipe.

I catch my advisor in the hall and after a couple of pleasantries say, “Dr. Wright, I want to set up an appointment with you to talk about my dissertation.”

He says, “Okay. I know we’ve talked about baptism, but in the end, what specifically is it you are arguing?”

“It’s a little hard to explain,” I say. “While the focus is on the Book of Acts, I am drawing from the notion of Hebrew covenant and the symbolic importance of names. I pull from the Dead Sea Scrolls and—”

“Stop, stop!” he says. “Unless you can tell me your argument in one sentence, you really don’t know what you’re arguing.”

And of course, he is right. Hours and hours of research, and I still can’t lay down the railroad tracks to get this train to the station.

He says, “So your starting point is covenant? Or something else?”

I say, “Although I end with Jesus Name baptism, everything flows from the Old Testament name of God—Yahweh.”

He and I both know the name Yahweh isn’t typically found in English Bibles. Yahweh is the Hebrew pronunciation for God’s covenant name in the Old Testament. Most Bibles translate this word as “LORD” (written in all capitals). Thus, LORD = Yahweh; Yahweh = LORD.

Dr. Wright says, “Okay, here’s what I want you to do. Do a literature review of the meaning of Yahweh. Check out every journal article that has ever been written on the meaning of that name. This will get you much closer.”

I do what he says, dredging up every theory relating to the etymology or meaning of the name Yahweh. Along the way, I discover more ingredients for my cake, but still no recipe on how to bake it. Though I am no closer to finishing my dissertation, I am encouraged as I consider the beauty of God’s promises in covenant to His people in the Old Testament.

This is the day before cell phones or personal devices that let you scan documents. The copier is my friend; but only when I have rolls and rolls of quarters to encourage the machine to spit out needed materials. I copy articles from journals and Bible dictionaries about prescribed ceremonies full of praise and promises. I draw from rare books and other scholarly works that provide any research of substance. My file folders overflow with data, yet I still have no clear path upon which my argument can turn.

At ten minutes before nine in the morning, I pull up to the curb next to Temple University Library, locating a coveted parking space for which one does not need to pay. As I get out of my car, a man wearing a couple layers of dirty clothes wheels a shopping cart full of all his worldly possessions toward me. I am not surprised. The main campus of Temple University is one square mile smack dab in the middle of the most blighted area of North Philadelphia. The unspoken rule is to roll through stop signs and keep alert. Don’t carry valuables.

The guy with the cart says, “I’ll watch your car for you for ten dollars”—an implied threat lingering of what might happen otherwise. When I say nothing he adds, “Ten dollars is really a good deal to make sure your car stays safe.” My nine-year-old blue Corsica has served me well until recently. It is pushing almost two hundred thousand miles; a goal my mechanic hopes I will continue to pursue so he can pay for his children’s college education with my repair bills. In any case, I decline.

An hour and a half later, I am in the middle of copying a long section in a book. Technically, it is illegal to make extensive copies of pages in books and other materials. Still, the copyright law is largely flouted by PhD students. No “copy police” have ever pursued me. I crack open another roll of quarters and begin feeding them to the hungry Xerox machine that is dutifully duplicating my data.

At once, I see something I have never read before. “Holy tamole,” I say out loud, the closest I ever come to an oath. A footnote asserts there are times when people are “calling on the name of Yahweh,” an idiom that meant “the name of Yahweh was called over them.” Further, the author insists one cannot really know the meaning of Yahweh apart from the context of worship.

I reason, If this were true, it would mean the name of Yahweh was called over the people in covenant initiation in the Old Testament. And if that is true, then it is a pattern for baptism in the New Testament when the name of Jesus is called over the people to welcome them to covenant. And if that is true, then this in itself makes baptism central to New Testament covenant! And if that is true, I suddenly have the railroad tracks to complete my thesis!

I check to see who the author is and where he did his work. It turns out the footnote references a doctoral dissertation written twenty-five years earlier.1 Sadly, not every footnote is reliable, so I need to check the original dissertation. It turns out the dissertation was done at Princeton Theological Seminary. Wait a minute! I think. That means this is accessible to me immediately. I could drive to that library tomorrow!

The next morning, because it is still dark and I don’t want to wake my wife, Nancy, I fumble for my clothes in the closet, feeling around for my shoes with my feet. I finally slip them on and head out the door. After piling my laptop and research notes in the front seat next to my bag lunch, my blue Corsica finds its way to the turnpike and heads east.

And then it happens. As I am crossing into New Jersey from Pennsylvania, I look down at my shoes. Somehow, while trying to dress in the dark, I put on one brown shoe and one black shoe. It is too late to turn around, but there is no way I am walking into Princeton Theological Seminary Library wearing one brown shoe and one black shoe.

It is astonishing how one simple misstep can change your entire life, cause you to go from belief to doubt, from seeing success to settling for failure. Of course, it is unlikely such a misstep stands alone. Meltdowns are often triggered by a series of adversities, the last of which ultimately tips the scale toward doom. A boxer is repeatedly hammered by blows but sustains them all, only to go down with a single hit in the tenth round. A car engine is pushed so hard for so long that in one instant it gives out a death rattle and freezes up entirely. A PhD student tenaciously ignores every setback … until a brown and black shoe suddenly and laughably does him in.

Right there on I-276, entirely unexpected and unbidden, I burst into uncontrollable sobbing. At first I don’t even know why. Depressing thoughts come flowing out from my memory, first as a rising stream overflowing its banks and ultimately as a raging torrent crashing over me. Hurts I have swept under the rug, losses I have not grieved, and defeats I have not processed all contribute to my breakdown. I weep for several minutes, all the while trying to keep my car on the road. I think, Lord, why did You have to take my sister from me? And why did the school where I teach have to close down? And why, oh Lord, did You take my only child, Nathaniel? I know he was sickly from birth, but why now?

My losses have redefined me. I am no longer a full-time professor. Instead I work at Lockheed Martin as a security guard. I know why I am doing this. I can spend almost forty hours a week studying. Up until now I was okay with it, but now it suddenly irks me. The company where I work produces satellites and other pretty high-tech stuff, and a lot of stuffed shirts swagger by. They show me their badges, and as I confirm their identity they ask, “How is it going, Bub?” I smile and say, “Fine,” and they ask, “What are you reading?” And I say, “I’m doing translation work on the founding documents of the Dead Sea Scroll community” and they say, “That’s nice, Bub.”

Someone told me that half of those who start a PhD never finish. Most get stuck on their dissertation. We label such people as ABD—short for “all but dissertation.” Today, I know this label rightly belongs to me. Seven years into my work here, and for what? Why spend all that time on languages? Why take a year studying for comprehensive exams? Why did I even bother? I am still sobbing uncontrollably, and I have no ability to stop crying. Whether it is for my son, my sister, my past, my future, or all of it put together I do not know.

My car somehow finds its way to Princeton. “Eureka!” I say mockingly, as I pull into a parking place and look down at my shoes. In jest I echo the Greek scientist Archimedes from the third century BC. In the middle of taking a bath, as he is reflecting, he formulates the principle of buoyancy. So excited is he, and so amazed at the revelation, that he runs down the street naked on his way to tell the king. He cries out, “Eureka!” which means “I have it,” or “I found it.”

Come on Dave. You just need to get out of this car and get in that library. “Yes I do,” I say. But I don’t. I just sit there. I have pulled the keys from the ignition but have no strength to do anything more. I think, I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t even be doing what I am doing. I think of my grandfather saying, “I don’t care if they are a PhD, ThD, DD, or twiddle-dee-dee.” I now put the keys back into the ignition to go home. It is no use.

Yet, for some reason I never turn the key in the ignition to leave. I just sit there. After a while the voice of my grandmother, Jessie, breaks through my brokenness. She intones, “Be all you can be. Learn … and grow … and never stop learning.” After a minute of nothingness, I take my keys from the ignition, gather up my things, and open the car door.

Even as I walk toward the entrance of the library, my doubt returns. My feet get heavier as I head through the door. Why, oh God, would you call me to something I can’t finish? Every month I am going deeper in debt. Lord, I just can’t do this anymore. I pastor a small church, and I am flying out a couple times a month to teach at a Bible college in Indianapolis. But none of this is really paying the bills—who am I kidding?

Suppose I do find the key to writing this dissertation and spend another year or more finishing it. None of the people on my dissertation committee even agree with each other on most things! I can never pass! It’s all a waste.

“Excuse me,” says a student librarian, who sees me in crisis and mumbling to myself. “Can I help you?”

I gather myself together enough to say, “I’m new to the library. I am looking for dissertations that have been written by students here. Are they in the stacks, or do they have their own special section?” He heads me in the right direction all the while I think as I walk, I will not look down at my shoes. I will not look down at my shoes.

I pull the dissertation down from the shelf and begin paging through it. Immediately I am taken with the font. I think, Amazing! This entire dissertation was typed on an actual typewriter! Accents and special markings are penned in by hand. I hold it reverently like a cuneiform tablet containing secrets imbedded in its chiseled pictograms. All of this without even a word processor!

After four minutes of scanning through the pages, I go to the pertinent passage, then back up a few pages to get the full context. At once I am convinced this is it—that new thing no one has ever said before; that the name of Yahweh can only be understood in the context of worship; I deduce, in fact, New Testament baptism in Jesus’ name builds on Yahweh orally calling His name over His people as He calls them into covenant. In giving them His name, Yahweh gifts them with His power, His purpose, and His love!

One after another, I freely drop a fistful of coins into the slot, musing, I want this whole dissertation! The clinking of coins in the inner recesses of the machine is echoed by the rhythmic whoosh of the copier replicating a page at a time. The thick tome is on the glass, a moving light is visible at the edges of the plastic cover overlaying the dissertation as a whirling sound of machinery allows the camera to scan the full page. When the machine spits out the copy, I repeat. Then, again and again. In the monotony of this exercise, I mull over what I have found. I muse, It is not simply that I have discovered something to help me finish my dissertation. I have discovered something vitally important and personal about the God whom I serve!

There it is in Hebrew. “Liqroh beshem Yahweh.” It is an idiom. It means, “He called them by name.” He called them to Himself; to His mercy, to His grace, and to His unrelenting love despite their failures.

“Liqroh beshem Yahweh!” I say out loud, to no one in particular, “When God makes covenant with us, He calls us by name!” The copy machine is placed along a heavily trafficked corridor, and people are walking back and forth behind me as I stand in my black and brown shoes. I repeat, “Liqroh beshem Yahweh!” and “He called His name upon us!”

This is what it means when the Old Testament prophet promised a day would come when Yahweh would orally invoke His name over the Gentiles! In so doing He would call them into covenant!2 Now my other research comes to mind, for this isn’t just my interpretation. It is the interpretation of the New Testament church as well!

Indeed, that’s how the church interpreted baptism in Jesus’ name! That’s why Gentiles didn’t have to keep Torah. Because they found the prophecy that said Yahweh would call them by name. Baptism in Jesus’ name was enough!3
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It has been fifty-five years since I was baptized in Jesus’ name—when I was dunked in a muddy pond at church camp—yet the sweetness of that moment comes back to me now in the present tense. It is Saturday, a half hour before evening service. It’s hard to believe it has been only two nights since I received the baptism of the Holy Ghost. I wait my turn in line before wading out into Lake Galilee to be baptized. We are singing, and there are a couple hundred of us. It’s a chorus that is standard at baptisms, and one that is sung with enthusiasm: “I’m So Glad That I’ve Been Buried in the Name of the Lord.”

There are only six people in front of me. Another half dozen will follow me. I am wearing blue jeans and a colored tee shirt. Finally, it is my turn. Lake Galilee sounds better than Pond Galilee, but as I step in, nothing seems holy about the mud in which I am walking. I sink a bit but with my flip-flops on my feet, it hardly matters. Brother Wasco motions me to take a couple steps further. There is nothing “high church” about him, unless you count the fact that he is wearing a white shirt. As an eleven-year-old, I have no opinion of him.

Something happens I have not anticipated. At once the pond feels holy. Of course, this is not my vocabulary at the time. I have no words. The feeling goes undefined; yet I am somehow aware the algae-filled pond is now gifted with timeless significance.

“Now hold your nose like this,” Brother Wasco says evenly in a kind of reassuring way. I plug my nose with my left hand and hold the forearm with my right as I feel myself leaning back to go under the water. Brother Wasco grasps my arm while supporting my back with the other. I hear him saying, “David Norris, because you have already received the Holy Ghost, I now baptize you in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins.”

He leans me backward in the water until I am completely submerged. Then, my feet briefly come off the muddy bottom, for when he lifts me up, my flip-flops are floating beside me. I hear myself speaking in other tongues again. I didn’t know that would happen. I didn’t expect it. My dad is in the crowd on the shore. He isn’t an active participant in my spiritual life. He doesn’t go to church. He just drops us off at Sunday school and church camp. I see tears in his eyes.

I dry off with a towel as I watch the rest get baptized. I have no words. I feel clean. We sing choruses and there is a final prayer. Most of the crowd heads toward the tabernacle for service. I walk up to the boys’ dorm alone, the flip-flops squishing and squeaking as I walk. My heavy water-soaked blue jeans slowing me down a bit, my towel draped over my shoulders. I am alone.

As I open the screen door and walk into the boys’ dorm, something happens that startles me, an experience I still remember to this day. An unbidden wash of fear comes over me as I change clothes. I start to feel I am no good. I feel condemned, and know I don’t deserve to serve the Lord; that I will never amount to anything.

I have no idea where my feelings are coming from. A pall of doom settles upon me. I don’t know what to do with it. I don’t immediately recognize this as Satan. After a bit, though, I start anticipating service and think back to receiving the Holy Ghost and my experience in the water, and I am refreshed. The heavy pall gradually fades like a mist, and at once I am happy with no mixed feeling at all. I go to service immersed in God’s goodness. I think, Leaders need to tell those baptized to know that Satan will try to thwart their new life in Christ, but if they simply draw nigh to God, He will draw nigh to them. If they resist the devil he will flee.4
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“The devil has to flee,” I say out loud. Someone turns to look at me, and I realize I am still making copies in the Princeton library. I reflect on the wonder of God’s redemptive plan. After a bit I say aloud, “Why wouldn’t you want to be baptized in the name of the One who died for you!” Several people passing behind me in the hall no doubt hear me. I think, It’s all there! The name Yahweh is a theophoric element in the name of Jesus. The Hebrew Yeshua (Jesus) literally means “Yahweh has become our salvation!” “There is no other name under heaven … by which we must be saved.”5 A lady with high heels clicking as she walks glances back at my voice. I smile and go back to work.

I am now humming and laughing as the machine continues to whoosh out each page. I stand in my mismatched shoes and plunk in a quarter thinking, He did it! Jesus died for me. He paid the price to reconcile me to God. Through Jesus’ name God made me incredible promises, and even when I am at my lowest moments He still carries me.6 The privilege and sweetness of Jesus calling me into covenant washes over me as I am talking out loud … and crying … all the while making illegal copies in my brown and black shoes … and then I say—and this time I mean it, “Eureka! I found it!”
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The Umbrella of Faith

The man in the window seat stirs, awake now. I haven’t said two words to him. The pastor is still talking, and I realize he is asking for something. He says, “Talk to me about grace and faith.”

Of course I know he has different presuppositions than I do, and he is trying to sort out what it is I actually mean. And, of course, I want him to understand. I have entire lectures about this to freshman college students.
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I say, “I need a guy and a girl.” Zyan raises his hand, but I pass on him because he has played a part recently. I finally settle on a couple whom I hope will be good actors.

As they walk to the front of the class, I give instructions, saying to the young man, “We need a little romance here. I want you to act like you are really interested in this young lady.”

She looks at him. He looks at her. He loses focus and says blandly, “Hey, how’s it going?”

The class erupts with protests. Someone calls out, “Come on! Give me a break! You can do better than that.” Others just groan. One says, “You can’t be serious!” Peers are the great equalizers.

Now he is more motivated. He flexes his muscles a bit, tips his head, and then leans over to her. “Hey there,” he says, deepening his voice, “How are things going?”

“Fine,” she says, but with no emotion whatsoever.

“Stop. Stop, stop!” I say. “Hold the presses.” I lean over to her like I am having a private conversation but speak loud enough for the class to hear. I say, “There is something you need to know. Guys want to act like they don’t need anything. But this is not true. In fact, here is something you can know about every guy. We have very weak egos. So, unless you signal in a strong way you are available and interested, guys will probably not go any further in their pursuit. So let’s try it again.”

Now that he sees what a poor job of acting she did, he is encouraged and takes his acting to the next level. He winks at her saying, “Hey, babe, how’s it going?”

She responds in kind. Flashing a smile as she meets his gaze, she responds in an inviting voice, “Better, now that you’re asking.” The class loves this, and the couple are treated with hoots and woo-woos aplenty.

“Alright,” I say. “This is an analogy for God’s love. And our response to that love. The Bible has specific words for this. Everyone: write down the word ‘grace’ in your notes. Alright, now write this: ‘Grace is God reaching out to us.’”

While the class is doing this, I hand my student helper an 8½'' x 11'' piece of paper emblazoned with the word “GRACE” on it in large letters. “Now hold this up!” I say to him. He does. I proclaim, “You represent God reaching out to us.” He holds it to his chin, the word GRACE facing toward the class.

Now I call the young woman over and give her the same size sheet of paper. But I don’t let the class see what it says. Then I ask them, “When God reaches out to us and we respond, what word describes that response?”

No one knows. At least no one wants to hazard a guess. And really, it wasn’t fair for me to ask, because I hadn’t set them up to succeed. So I flip the sheet of paper over so the class can see what she is holding. The word is also written in boldface and capitalized: “FAITH.”

“Write this down,” I say. “Grace is God reaching out to us. Faith is our response back to God.”

I walk back and forth down the center aisle of the class, leaving the two volunteers at the front holding their papers. “Now, I’ve got a question for you, brothers and sisters. I want to know, is God’s grace limited to just a few? Is it selective, say, to just good people? Someone—look up II Peter 3:9, and someone else find Titus 2:11.”

Sandra raises her hand to read. This is the first time she has volunteered to read a Scripture verse. At once, she says, “I have Titus 2:11.” I take the emotional temperature of the class. They are not put off by her, and I signal her to stand and read. She reads, “For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men.”

She sits and I say to the class, “Okay, then, what does the verse say? To how many does God extend His grace?”

“All,” three or four people say.

I repeat, “To how many does the grace of God that brings salvation extend?”

“All men,” comes about half the voices in the class.

“Who has the text in Peter?” I say. “Better yet, who knows this by memory? It’s one of the verses we have learned.”

A young man rattles it off. I stop him when he gets to the end of the passage that says God is “not willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance.”

I say, “Hear me now. It’s not God’s will that any should perish. He wants everyone to be saved. He gives grace to everyone; we need only to respond to Him.”

Then I walk up to the front of the classroom. I excuse the young man to be seated, but I still have another task for the young lady. From behind the podium I raise up a fully opened umbrella. On the umbrella, I have taped the word “FAITH” in giant letters. I pass the umbrella to the young woman at the front and say, “Alright, you hold this.”

I continue, for I have their full attention. “In the Bible, faith is not merely mental assent. It is actively responding to the Lord’s wooing us. It is saying yes to God’s promises.”

“Now watch this,” I say, approaching the student with the umbrella. “When we hear preaching about what Jesus did for us, we turn from our wicked ways. That is called repentance. It comes with this umbrella of faith. I reach inside the umbrella. An index card falls and dangles from the umbrella by a piece of yarn. On the card is written “REPENTANCE.”

I continue, “Just as it takes faith to repent, so we also have to believe enough to be baptized. It is an act of faith.” I pull down another index card that says, “BAPTISM IN JESUS’ NAME.” It dangles on its own string of yarn next to the previous index card. I continue. “Faith is not something different than repentance or baptism. In fact, it is simply trusting God’s grace to save us in faith that we do these things. Likewise, that is how—” I say, pausing, and then pull down a third index card. It says, “BAPTISM OF THE HOLY GHOST.” I continue, “We receive the Holy Ghost by faith. It is all by faith in what Jesus did for us.”

Now, I say, “What Scripture did you memorize about grace?”

A young man says, “For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves. It is the gift of God.”

“That’s Ephesians 2:8,” I say, but they know that. I continue, “In the next verse Paul then says, ‘Not of works, lest anyone should boast.’ Anything we ever receive from the Lord has nothing to do with us! It is because of what Jesus did on the cross that we can turn to Him. It is because of the fact Jesus died that we can even repent. It is His sacrifice that allows us to be baptized. It is because of the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus that we can be filled with the baptism of the Holy Ghost.”

At once I ask the students to do group work, and they divide in groups of four to explore case studies. After a bit I see that Sandra’s group is already finished, and I wander in her direction. For the first time in the semester she does not have that closed up look. I take this as an invitation for conversation. In a voice as friendly as possible, I say, “Tell me about your experience at the university.”

“Well, it was the university system,” she offers, looking a little bit uncomfortable. Because she has already explained to me how superior her university classes were to my teaching, I am surprised talk of the university makes her skittish.

“Okay,” I say, waiting for her to explain.

She continues, “Well, you may know that community college credits are all transferable in the university system.”

“Right,” I say. “I see what you mean,” though I don’t exactly see.

She continues, “That large classroom I talked to you about with four hundred students—I went with my friend for a lecture, but it wasn’t my class per se.”

With that clarified, I start wondering about something else. I am looking at her trying to assess her age. The problem is that I have gotten to the age where I am no good guessing ages of young people. I finally ask, “So, how old are you?”

Sandra says meekly, “I turned nineteen on Tuesday.” And while I’m nodding in agreement, she discerns my unstated question. She continues, “We had a program where advanced students in high school could take two years of community college.”

“Good for you,” I say, trying to deflect the fact that she actually went to community college while bragging about going to university. None of it really matters to me anyway. I pegged Sandra for a student whose high IQ hindered her emotional intelligence, something that will sort itself out in time.

But at once, I see that I am wrong about her. Everything I deduced about her was wrong the whole time. This revelation comes as I suddenly see myself in her eyes. I muse, Sandra hates authority. I represent that. There has to be a reason why. And then, just as suddenly, I know something more. Whether this is spiritual insight or some other thing, I cannot say. But I am certain in a way that startles me; as suddenly as if someone has pulled blinders from my eyes. Someone in authority has profoundly hurt her. And I have a good idea how. And I even have a good idea who.

I offer a silent prayer—For her healing, and wholeness so she will be able to trust God again and see the world as a safe place. I pray for her future husband, that she will be able to find someone who is worthy of her and will not hurt her. I pray that she will change the world. All this in less than three seconds. Then I say, “When you become a teacher, I would like to come and sit in your classroom.”

Her stare turns cold. Perhaps she thinks I am manipulating her or being paternal or am insincere. I mentally kick myself for not keeping it safe. I have nothing to say to fix or undo what I have said—and though I am not sure how—I feel as if I have violated some unspoken social contract.

But then, Sandra’s intense visage relaxes just a bit. And it may be, it seems to be, that Sandra feels better about herself. No congratulations are in order, though, for as quickly as peace comes to her face, she masks her emotion. Yet it was there. I think, Some kind of spark. And that is enough. It will have to be enough.

The next time the class meets, I enter the classroom and am a bit disoriented. Something—I don’t know what—is wrong, for students are not sitting in their usual place. In most classes, even without assigning seats students form unbreakable habits of where to sit. But there has been some shifting and I see Sandra is missing. This is the first time. She never misses.

Only when I put my laptop down at the front of the classroom and turn around do I see that Sandra has fled her usual perch in the back and is sitting toward the middle of the class. Curiously, not all of her friends have moved from their perch. Only one sits with her toward the front. I don’t know what this means. Then Sandra sits in the same place the following class.

After class, Caleb says, “Did Katie talk to you?”

I say, “No.”

He says, “I encouraged her to come to you. She has a good story.” Caleb is my “class pastor” for both sections of my freshman class, a senior who is helping me this semester. He mostly does clerical things, but he encourages the students and has done some student teaching for me. Students love him.

A bit later I catch up with Katie and ask, “What’s this story you’ve got to tell me?”

It turns out it has to do with Chick-Fil-A. Which doesn’t surprise me. College students and Chick-Fil-A often go together. She says, “I am in line with a bunch of students from school, and this lady calls me over and wants to talk to me.”

“What for?” I ask obligingly.

“She wants to know where we are from, that sort of thing.” Katie is one of our honors students, which means that she did more work to get into additional special classes, mostly taught by our president in his office.

She continues, “So I tell her we are from Urshan College. And she asks me, out of the blue, how I believe a person is saved.”

I raise an eyebrow and comment, “That’s pretty abrupt. So, what did you tell her?”

She continues, “I told her I am saved by grace through faith. And then I tell her our faith is exercised through repenting, being baptized in Jesus’ name, and getting the Holy Ghost.”

“What did she say then?”

“She asked why we had skirts on and were wearing our hair long. She wanted to know whether we think we are earning our salvation.”

I smile and query, “So what did you tell her?”

Katie says, “We dress the way we do in response to what the Lord has done for us. We are celebrating His holiness and how He made us.”

“What did she say to that?” I ask.

Katie says, “She got really relaxed and asked all about the school.”

I smile big and put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m proud of you, Katie,” I say. And I am.
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The Pastor, the Telephone Man, and Sal

Up until the last seven or eight minutes it has been a smooth flight. There was some random shaking with the turbulence, but it was sporadic and light. After a few minutes, we hear the familiar voice of our flight attendant on the intercom. “Passengers are cleared to get up and move about the cabin,” though she strongly advises “for your safety and security” that we do no such thing.

“Can you clarify the relationship between faith and the baptism of the Holy Ghost?” the pastor asks.

I contemplate a story about when I was twenty-five years old, but I am not sure I can use it. We were renovating an old house to make it a church. I set the stage by explaining about all the sawdust and drywall chalk in the air as I hear a knock on the front door.
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“Anyone home?” says a guy wearing a work belt loaded with equipment and carrying a couple cardboard boxes.

“Hello,” I say, and walk out to meet him; he tells me he is there to install the phones.

“Okay,” I say, pointing. “That’s going to be an office in there.”

“So what is this going to be?”

“A church.”

“What kind?” he asks. “Like a Bible-believing church?”

“We’re Pentecostal, affiliated with the United Pentecostal Church.”

He gets less friendly, stating evenly, “My pastor did a sermon on Pentecostalism. It was pretty enlightening. Speaking in tongues was for the early church. It doesn’t happen anymore.”

“But what if it does?” I say.

“Well,” he responds, working to correctly recall, “I think he had three answers. First, it could be Satanic. Second, it could be psychological. You know, kind of like babbling. Or third, it could be that God just did some sort of unique miracle.”

“Hmmm …” I ask, “Have you met any other Pentecostals before?” He nods and I continue. “Let me ask you a question. Did they seem like wicked people to you?”

“No,” he says honestly. “In fact, they were very sincere.”

“So, do you think someone who sincerely believes in Jesus is demonic?”

“I don’t know,” he says.

I need a diversion and say to him, “Do you see that fish on my desk over there in what will be my office? The one with the really sharp teeth?”

“Yes.”

I walk over to it and say, “This is a mounted piranha. From the Amazon River. I got it as a gift from a missionary we had here last month. His name is Bennie DeMerchant. He flies a float plane and has started churches deep into the Amazon jungle among indigenous tribes.

“Oh,” says the telephone man noncommittally.

I continue, “While the official language of Brazil is Portuguese, Bennie’s work along the Amazon River requires that he use an interpreter to preach to these tribes.” He nods but says nothing, wondering where I am going with all this. I say, “Bennie told the story of how, after he got done preaching, people came up to give their hearts to the Lord and to receive the baptism of the Holy Ghost. A little eight-year-old girl received the Holy Ghost and started praising Jesus in English as she spoke in tongues. Now remember, he was preaching in Portuguese, and the interpreter shared the gospel message in the local tribal dialect. This girl had never even heard English. So let me ask, was that demonic?”

“No.”

“Right, because she was praising the Lord. And a demon wouldn’t inspire that. So, was it psychological?”

“No.”

I now move more cautiously. I don’t want to get into a fight with his pastor, but I do want him to understand. I proceed, “I suppose we could say it is a miracle. Because it was. But I am assuming the kind of miracle your pastor was talking about is by definition a one-of-a-kind sort of thing. At the very least, it would be something rare. But what would you say if I told you millions and millions have received the Holy Ghost and have spoken in another tongue when it happened? Doesn’t that sort of disqualify it as a unique miracle?”

I now think he might be more amenable to listen, but he is not ready to concede a single point. He counters, “What you are calling the baptism of the Holy Spirit is really just receiving the Spirit when you believe. Nothing more. And nothing less. So whatever this tongues thing is, it doesn’t change any of that. Paul knows nothing of it. You believe Paul, don’t you?”

“Well, I certainly do believe Paul. So let me ask you: do you believe the Book of Acts contradicts Paul?”

“Absolutely not. I am a man of the Book.”

“What if,” I explain, “the Bible speaks of the Holy Ghost as a sudden experience one readily recognized? That it suddenly ‘falls’ upon people, that Jesus would ‘baptize’ or ‘plunge’ people into it, that its coming is marked by some very tangible and even a physical kind of sign?”

“I would say even if something like that could happen, saving faith and saving faith alone is when someone receives the Holy Spirit. Plus nothing, minus nothing.”

I smile and pause, trying to find the right words. I don’t want to be petty. I decide to go slow. I say, “So you are saying that if someone believed, then that would pretty much be the same as saving faith and the same as the baptism of the Holy Ghost.”

“If you believe Paul, you’ve got to believe that.”

“Got it,” I say. “So what do you think about Samaria?”

“The city?” he asks.

“The revival,” I respond. “Recall that after Stephen was stoned, some Christians fled to Samaria to get away from persecution. A great revival broke out after Philip preached. It’s in Acts chapter 8.”

“Okay,” he returns, tentatively. “I am familiar.”

“Well, in verses 6 and 7, the multitude see and hear people healed, devils cast out, and witness the miraculous.”

“But that doesn’t mean they were saved,” he counters.

“I agree. Then in verse 8 it says there was great joy in that city.”

“Still doesn’t mean they are saved,” he argues.

“True enough,” I allow, but quickly continue. “Then in verse 12,” I show him, opening my Bible to the spot, “‘they believed Philip as he preached the things concerning the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ.’ Do you think they truly believed?”

“Well, it seems as if they did—yeah, sure …” he allows, now a little less sure.

I continue, “Then it says, because they believed Philip, they were baptized. This was both men and women. It stands to reason if they had not truly turned to the Lord, Philip wouldn’t have baptized them, right?”

“Right …” he says, almost more as a question then a pronouncement of certainty. But I press the point since he was so insistent. “Now what you call saving faith must have occurred before they were baptized, or perhaps it would have occurred at baptism, right?”

“Before baptism,” he says, suddenly confident. “When they believed. That is when the Holy Spirit indwells them.”

“Okay,” I continue. “Let’s look at verses 14 and following. The apostles send Peter and John from Jerusalem to pray for them. Why? Because though they had been baptized, not one of them had received the baptism of the Holy Spirit.”

He is silent, looking a bit troubled. I continue. “Only when Peter and John lay hands on them does the Holy Spirit fall upon them. Notice the language,” I charge. “It is sudden. They didn’t have the Holy Spirit. Then they did have it. It fell.”

I continue, “A sorcerer then speaks to Peter. He saw something so incredible he wants to replicate it and offers Peter money if he will give him the same power. Think of it. He has already seen demons cast out. He has witnessed miraculous healings. The Bible specifically mentions that people who had been paralyzed and lame were healed. Physical healings. Yet it was not for this power that Simon offered money. It had to be something more than a smile or happiness. They had already exhibited great joy.”

He is looking at me, wanting to say something but not sure how to counter. I don’t ask him a question or badger him. I continue, “You don’t get the baptism of the Holy Ghost accidentally. But it is not hard to get. Just like people profess their belief in Christ in faith, and just as they are readily baptized in Jesus’ name, it takes no more faith to receive the baptism of the Holy Spirit. All you have to do is ask.”

The look on the face of the telephone guy said he wasn’t buying what I was selling.
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In the end, I decide not to use this story. My pastor friend’s issues are different than his, and I don’t think he would be impressed by me besting a guy who installs phones. While I talk to my new friend about Samaria, I do so in a more nuanced way.

When I finish, the pastor asks, “So you are saying it is at the moment someone receives the baptism of the Holy Spirit that a person is justified?”

In this case I do have a story that would be useful, one much more recent.
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I have the ringer off on my phone, but I can hear it vibrating on the end table next to where I am working. The name that comes up is Sal. Just Sal. At first I have no idea who Sal is—but then I remember. Sal is a new student at the graduate school.

“Dr. Norris, this is Sal. Do you have time for a further question?”

“Sure,” I say and then offer, “Hey, I am looking forward to meeting you in person next week. You’ll love our new campus. Do you have a question about assignments as we get ready for the short-term class?”

“Actually,” he says, “this has nothing to do with class. It’s just a question I have.”

“Great,” I say. “I am happy to be in conversation with you.”

He says, “Well, I have heard it preached that baptism sanctifies us so we can receive the Holy Ghost—you know, takes our sins away. But my lived experience demonstrates that people receive the Holy Ghost before they are baptized. So does the Bible. How do we explain that?”

Sal has been pastoring for a while, and clearly he is not reticent to explore what he believes. His tone is authentic. I like him.

“The problem is the Reformation,” I say.

“Excuse me?” he questions.

“The problem is that, since the Reformation, we have sometimes been asking questions of the Bible in the wrong way.”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Well, the question you are asking is really about justification; how and in what way our sins are forgiven in conversion. But since John Calvin, theologians have largely been asking that question in the wrong way.”

“Okay …” he says, waiting for more.

“Calvin was a lawyer. And he came to the Bible asking questions like a lawyer. But of course that creates a problem when you are reduced to asking questions forensically. He defined justification in the context of asking this question: ‘At what moment in time are you saved?’”

“And that would be a bad thing because …”

“Well, it might be the wrong question to ask if in fact the Bible speaks of justification and sanctification more in the context of covenant than a legal contract.”

“I’m still not following you very well.”

“Go back with me to the birthday of the church, the Day of Pentecost. Peter preaches to the Jewish crowd that they have killed their Messiah. They believe what he says. Right there they have cast their lot with Jesus and ask Peter, ‘What shall we do?’ He says, ‘Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in Jesus’ name for the remission of sins, and receive the Holy Ghost.’”

“Okay,” says Sal. “But my question is about baptism.”

“Right,” I say. “Acts 2:38 sets the pattern as to how people are initiated into covenant. Yet, it is difficult to divide up what Peter is saying into small pieces.”

“Certainly baptism is different from repentance or receiving the Holy Ghost,” Sal counters.

I respond, “Certainly it is, but is one more important than the other? Or in fact, aren’t they both part of the same experience? We always create a problem when we try to divide the experience of initiation into covenant.”

“What do you mean?” he asks.

I say, “It is not how the Bible treats things. I mean, is someone who repents a third or a half saved? Or when they are baptized, are they then two-thirds saved?”

“I’m not really following you.”

I respond, “Perhaps the closest analogy would be a wedding and how we think of it.1 Let’s say you went to a wedding and are waiting for the bridal party to come down the aisle. Someone sitting behind you asks, ‘I have a question for you. At what point is this couple actually married?’

“And then you’d say, ‘Excuse me?’

“They respond, ‘Is it when they say, “I do?” Or is it when they sign the license or when the preacher pronounces them man and wife? Or when they sexually consummate the marriage? We really need to know.’

“You would say, ‘Don’t be silly. It’s all of that. What’s important is the wedding. It’s all one thing.’ So Sal, I would say being born of the water and the Spirit are both a part of a single experience of entry into covenant. Sometimes it happens where people are baptized first. But other times they are filled with the Holy Ghost and then baptized. Like Cornelius.”

After I hang up, my wife asks me if I told Sal I was proud of him. I didn’t, but I tell her I will next time I talk to him. It’s not my default to bless people, but I need to verbalize this a lot more.
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Speaking of the Spirit

The pastor changes the subject. “So how do you treat Paul’s warnings about tongues in First Corinthians?”

“That’s a good question,” I say, one I recently addressed in class. I smile as I think of it.
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I finish my lecture, and students are getting in groups of four to discuss case studies. Within a few minutes I will know whether it’s going to be a good day or bad day for group work. If there is no buzz in the groups and no enthusiasm is generated by the challenge before them, it will be a long class. And painful.

Groups divide up roles and dive into the case studies. Almost immediately I know today will be a good day. Almost everyone is engaged, and the discussion gets loud. They can choose from one of three case studies, and as I walk around, I hear a pretty even split among the students as to which case study they are studying. When I sense that four or five groups seem done, I cut off the discussion, asking loudly, “Alright, which group did case study number one?”

I get a few hands and address the group furthest from me. I say, “Alright, who is the reporter for your group?”

A student stands. I say, “Okay, Sarah, before you give your group’s response, please read the case study first.”

Sarah is tall and bright-eyed. She has good self-esteem and readily grasps concepts. Although she respects me, she is not above teasing me if I misspeak in some way. She reads the first case study: “Marty has a good friend who has been visiting with her from a Baptist church. And her friend asked her, ‘If speaking in tongues is so important, why does First Corinthians ask, “Do all speak with tongues?” This must mean that not every believer speaks in tongues. So how do you as a Pentecostal explain that?’ Marty comes to your group for help explaining this to her friend.”

“Thank you,” I say. “So what did your group come up with in your answer?”

Sarah looks at her paper, trying hard to read the writing of the group recorder. Finally she says, “Well, first of all, you have to understand the context. In Acts, everyone speaks in tongues when they get the Holy Ghost. In First Corinthians, when it talks about tongues, it is talking about the gift of tongues, like when someone gives a message in tongues. Of course, not everyone has that gift.”

“Good answer,” I say. “Let’s give this group a hand.” As is our custom, the class claps for each presentation by a group. What other group has something to—”

Sarah cuts me off by waving her hand back and forth. She stands up again and says, “My group told me that I forgot to say that while the gifts of the Spirit are similar to what happens when we are being saved, they are ‘more.’”

“I am not sure what you mean,” I say.

She responds, “Well, Christians need faith to be saved, but not every Christian has the gift of faith. In the same way, everyone who receives the baptism of the Holy Ghost speaks in tongues, but not everyone has the gift of tongues.”

“Okay,” I say, and with a twinkle in my eye I add, “But we’re not clapping again. Now if there is another group that—”

There is more commotion in Sarah’s group. She blurts out, “I couldn’t read the writing so I didn’t read this part. But they told me to say it’s like what Brother Stan Gleason said in his lecture. In the Greek, the word is different. When it talks about the gifts of the Spirit, it is a different word than ‘gift’ of the Holy Ghost. The Greek word for a ‘gift’ of the Spirit is charisma. So, yes, it’s an entirely different thing.”

I ask if she is really done this time and she is. We proceed to our second case study. A student stands and reads about someone asking how to know whether a message in tongues is legitimate or not. Their group says simply that God will tell us if it is legitimate. We clap, though I am not satisfied with his answer and ask if other groups could add something more. I see the hand of a fellow who never talks. I call on him.

He says, “If I am at the altar praying and someone speaks a word from the Lord over me, I open my eyes a little and look at their shoes.”

“Why do you do that?” I ask.

“Well, to see if they are, you know, a legitimate kind of person. I can recognize people from their shoes.”

He is serious, so I work hard to keep any sort of smile off my face. He sits down and we clap. Other groups are now eagerly raising their hands to weigh in on what was just said, for it is clear we have not quite answered the question.

I call on a young man named Darrell. I haven’t heard from him in a while and am not surprised by his certainty when speaking. He struggles with self-esteem and talks loud and forcefully to establish his position. He says, “In Scripture, a word of prophecy is equivalent to an interpretation of tongues. It is God speaking. And of course, God will only speak on certain subjects and in a very limited way. This can be proven in I Corinthians 14:3 where it says … and I wrote it down here, that it is ‘for edification, exhortation, and comfort.’ So if someone is speaking into your life something you should do, that is obviously not from God because it is not for edification, exhortation, and comfort. God will not speak in this way.”

We clap for Darrell, and I thank him for sharing; then I say, “You make some good points, though in the end we’ll let God do what He wants to do in a message in tongues and in an interpretation.” His face tells me he is not receiving this well.

I try some misdirection, saying, “Let me tell you a testimony from a lady from my home church and a teacher in the Bible college I attended. Her name was Augusta Lundquist. Augusta and her husband lived in South Dakota. A holiness preacher came through the area and held meetings. That revival made a big change in Augusta’s husband, Ed. He gave up cursing and tobacco, and he spent considerable time in prayer, and he committed his whole life to God’s service.

“A short while later, Augusta’s sister Bede sent word from Minneapolis that people were receiving the baptism of the Holy Ghost just like they did in the Bible. Speaking in tongues and everything. This all happened just a few years after Azusa Street, so it was new to everyone. ‘We’re having special revival services,’ Bede wrote, ‘and I want you to come.’

“Ed Lundquist made the trip down to Minneapolis. In the words of Sister Lundquist—and I’m reading here directly from her testimony: ‘That night as my husband stepped through the door of the Tabernacle, the power of God struck him. It surged through him from head to foot. Brother Andrew Urshan, while preaching, gave a message in tongues in the Swedish language. This was directly from God to my husband. The message was: receive this truth—it is from God. My husband accepted this from God and was baptized in water in the name of Jesus Christ.’1 Soon afterward, not only did Augusta and her husband embrace this understanding, but they themselves became Pentecostal preachers.”

I say, “Now, normally God doesn’t preach to people in tongues, but this is one of those special instances.” Though I am not quite done with the story, I see a hand waving back and forth so urgently that I stop. “Yes?” I say.

A young lady asks—not related to any sort of doctrinal question, “That Andrew Urshan, is that the guy the college is named after?”

“Yes,” I respond. “He and his son Nathaniel. Has anyone ever heard of Nathaniel Urshan?”

Either no one knows of him or they don’t want to be called on for information. No hands are raised. Sandra holds her hand up meekly, barely visible. For the last several classes, Sandra has been respectfully answering questions. And though I doubted it could happen, her peers are beginning to respect her. Still, there is a long way to go.

And another thing. Sandra is actually making eye contact with me to see if I wanted her to answer the question before she even raised her hand. Because no one else is responding, I nod and Sandra begins. “Nathaniel Urshan was the longest serving general superintendent of the United Pentecostal Church International. Under his leadership Urshan Graduate School of Theology was begun in 2001 and …”

I think Who is this person? And where did she come from?

I let her finish before calling on Darrell again. His hand is raised. I don’t know why. He says, “Okay, what happened to Brother Lundquist was sort of an individualized miracle. But the Bible is still clear that tongues and the interpretation should only be for edification, exhortation, and comfort.”

I say, “I agree that most messages in tongues are about edification, exhortation, and comfort. Yet sometimes God will do other things through a message. He may confirm His will to someone, give them direction, that sort of thing. He might even challenge us to repent and follow Him.”

He says, “Can you give me an example?”

I say, “Sure. I could give you a bunch of them, but let me share what was for me a very memorable moment. I was twenty-three years old. Nancy and I had been evangelizing for about a year. It was a January day and very cold. We were holding meetings at a church on the north side of Chicago. In the afternoon, we had a street meeting and passed out tracts.

“That night, there was a message in tongues and an interpretation, an urgent call to someone to respond. In fact, the interpreter said of someone in the audience, they were to respond to God that night or there would be no hope for them. Suddenly, a young man I had not noticed slipped to the altar all the way from the last pew. He was weeping profusely. After a time, the presence of God washed over him, and by the time prayer was over, God had indeed done a restorative work in his life.

“Then, he told us his story. He had a church background. Earlier that day he refused a flyer someone tried to hand him at the street service. That night he argued with the fellow where he was staying and was suddenly without a roof over his head. He just started walking and soon got cold. When he saw a church with cars in the parking lot, he came inside to warm up and sat down in the last pew. When the message in tongues was interpreted, he knew God was speaking to him. Nobody in that building knew him; God Himself had reached an awfully long way to call the young man back to Himself.”

I don’t know if this satisfies Darrell or not, but in any case, he has no more to say. We go on to the third case study. It involves “praying in the Spirit;” what it means and how it is different than giving a message in tongues. When McGuire stands up, I am relieved. I know what he says will be good. He begins, “Paul spoke of praying in or ‘with the Spirit.’ Paul says, ‘I will pray with the spirit, and I will also pray with the understanding.’2 Not only did Paul pray in tongues; he said, ‘I thank my God I speak in tongues more than you all.’3 That sort of prayer ‘edifies’ or ‘builds up’ a person.4 It refreshes you. Jude had this in mind when he wrote in verse 20, ‘But you, beloved, building yourselves up on your most holy faith, praying in the Holy Spirit.’”

Then McGuire says, “This is not quite the same as intercession. Paul speaks about this in Romans 8:26: ‘but the Spirit Himself makes intercession for us with groanings which cannot be uttered.’ Intercession is praying for an individual or church or whoever. Sometimes when I intercede, I don’t even know who I am praying for, but I know God is doing a spiritual work.”

He sits down and we clap, but before I can get to the next group someone raises a hand and asks, “Is intercession the same as spiritual warfare?”

I say, “Paul says as Christians we are not wrestling with flesh and blood but are wrestling against spiritual wickedness in high places. God may actually call on someone to intercede in spiritual warfare for another person. He might even call on you to do this.

“You know Brother Dan Scott, our class pastor for the honors class? One time he was driving, and a demonic spirit tangibly appeared in his car. He cried out to the Lord for the Lord to bring someone to his rescue. At once he felt peace. Later, at a general conference, he met Mack Carpenter, a missionary to South Africa. Brother Carpenter told Brother Scott that God had called him to pray for him. When they checked the dates, it was the same three hours of that great trial that Brother Scott had.”5

A quiet student raises his hand for the first time in the semester. I am surprised. He asks, “I heard that demons have power over nations. Do we believe that?”

I respond, “In Daniel chapter 10, Daniel had been praying for over three weeks. Finally, he was visited by an angel who reported while Daniel’s prayers were heard from the very beginning, he had been hindered by a demonic figure he calls ‘the Prince of Persia.’ It was only when Michael, who is one of the chief angels, came to help him, that he was successful in answering Daniel’s prayers.”

The same student then asked, “Does that sort of thing happen today?”

“Certainly,” I respond. “I’ve already talked to you about the great revivals with Billy Cole. But those revivals were at first hindered, for there was demonic oppression over the whole region. Brother Cole laid on the floor and travailed in prayer. He pronounced to his wife, ‘I am not going to get up until there is a breakthrough.’ After a while, he asked his wife to pray for him. She laid her hand on him and began praying with incredible authority in other tongues—not merely interceding. It was a message in tongues.

“He asked her, ‘Do you have the interpretation?’

“She countered, ‘I was speaking in English.’

“‘No, you weren’t—’ he insisted just as strongly. So clear was the meaning of the words to her that she thought she was speaking English. She then told him what God said specifically to Billy Cole, ‘I have given you power over the nation of Thailand.’6 That’s when the Holy Ghost fell.”

I continue, “It is not just Billy Cole who has battled for a nation. That demonic spirit I told you about that confronted Daniel Scott—this was not the first time Brother Scott met him. Before the real revival started in Ecuador when tens of thousands came into the church, a demonic power still held sway over the nation, and that hold had to be broken.”

“Brother Scott was praying for a miracle healing of a little girl named Margot when He had a vision. In his vision he saw a majestic building and a man whom he saw exiting from it. Here, let me read from Brother Scott’s testimony of that vision, ‘But something was drastically wrong. The atmosphere was filled with a horrible smell.’ The man who had come out of the building was irritated with Dan Scott. He pointed a finger at him and began to laugh at him. Brother Scott writes, ‘I immediately recognized him as a representative of the kingdom of darkness. The hair on my neck was extended until I could feel it bristle.’

“When Brother Scott cried, ‘I rebuke you Satan!’, the man in the vision went into an ecstasy of laughter, one that confounded him. Brother Scott continued to pray as he was locked in an intense spiritual struggle where it seemed nothing he said had any effect. Finally he cried out, ‘The Lord Jesus Christ rebuke you Satan!’

“And here let me read,” I say. “‘The moment was powerful. It was silent; not a sigh broke through the silence that reigned. The man’s visage was transformed … to become a whimpering child. He looked every way as though to escape…. Then in stark fear he looked upward…. The building fell on top of him, leaving only a plume of dust where it had been.’”

I continue, “The Lord spoke to Brother Scott. He said, ‘My son, you have yearned for revival! Satan has hindered in many ways. Since you are my highest authority in this country Satan was compelled to send his highest representative of his kingdom to engage you in battle.’” I stop reading and offer, “Not only was the little girl named Margot healed, but from that time, churches all over Ecuador began having incredible revival.”7

And then, right there in our classroom we feel the very tangible presence of the Lord. Working to be sensitive to what God wants, I say, “Now the reason why Brother Scott is volunteering his time here at the school with our honors class is because he believes—and I do too—that God has called every one of you in this room to reach the world. And he believes you can be successful in doing what God has called you to do.

“But you need to engage every part of your life; not with a half-hearted commitment, but to walk in the miraculous power of the Holy Spirit. You are already filled with the baptism of the Holy Spirit. Now you just need to live in all the privileges it affords you.”

As I speak these words, we have gotten beyond explanations and doctrinal limits of this and that. We are made aware of the power of God. And as we are reflecting on this, something unexpected happens. At first we become aware of God’s tangible power in our midst. And then it is as if the presence of God manifests itself in an unusual way. Unbidden praise and even intercession burst forth, sweeping from the back of class to the front. Whatever else was planned is put on hold as students begin praying. Very shortly, some fall to their knees, weeping before the Lord. For the next fifteen to twenty minutes, the spontaneous prayer meeting continues.
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Tradition, Truth, and Blessings

The flight attendant passes through the cabin holding out a plastic bag in front of her. She has come to claim our unfinished drinks. Given that I still have some Diet Coke, I don’t make eye contact with her and let her pass by.

The pastor changes subjects, offering what seems to be a random question. “I’m sure you’ve been asked about this,” he says. “But how do you reconcile what you believe with the practice of the historic church? After all, for most of its existence, the church has not practiced this; or at least it has not officially endorsed its practice.”

I like his nuanced question and understand it. As a conservative Evangelical, he can hardly offer an unqualified imprimatur to the historic church and what they came to teach over the centuries. Still, he wants to know my approach. A mental snapshot of me teaching in Kyrgyzstan flashes to mind, and I smile as I think about it.
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I say in English, “People in church argue a lot about tradition, about whether it is good or not.” My interpreter rattles off an equivalent sentence in Russian. Somehow I have to deal with church tradition, for it is one of the biggest hindrances for pastors and churches to move forward.

I continue, “Catholics say we must follow two thousand years of Catholic tradition in order to rightly interpret the Bible.” No one at this retreat is Catholic, so I am safe starting this way. I then offer, “The problem is—and even Catholics will admit this—there were times the church didn’t have it quite right in its teaching.”

They listen, some of them nodding their heads. I then say, “Does that mean all tradition is bad?” They shake their heads and mumble their answers. I continue, “In principle, we could say, ‘Some say, tradition is good. We should take the good and leave the bad.’” They are still nodding, and I proceed further.

“But how do we decide what tradition is good?” They look at me, supposing I will supply an answer. I continue, “Some people say the first three centuries of tradition were good, and then it went bad. That is what John Wesley believed. He was the founder of the Methodist Church.” At once I doubt myself and think, I hope they have heard of Wesley.

I continue, “The Anglican Church says the first five hundred years of tradition is good, and then it went bad.” The church leaders in the room are clearly interested, but then I think, Maybe they don’t know what an Anglican is.

I go on. “The Orthodox Church says the first thousand years were good, and then it went wrong.” Now I have their attention, for the Orthodox Church looms large in Kyrgyzstan and the other “Stans” represented by leaders in the room. “So who is right?”

Because they now demonstrate a keen interest, I pause for effect as long as possible. Then I say, “The safest thing to do is this …” and then wait for my translator to echo this. I continue, “The safest thing to do is to ask, ‘What did the apostles believe?’ After all, they were the ones Jesus commissioned to start the church.”

The pastors and leaders are now nodding and smiling broadly. That went better than I thought it would, I muse. I am not trying to get them to trade one tradition for another; rather, to measure tradition over against that earliest group of people who followed Jesus. If they can use the early church as their example, then I believe they will change the world.
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Despite a real need to challenge unbiblical church tradition, it is important not to be offensive. Forty years ago, as I am planting a church in West Bend, Wisconsin, the phone rings. I hear a familiar voice from the receiver. “Dave, I heard something about you,” the voice says. I recognize the speaker as a pastor I had just met that morning during the ministerial fellowship.

I respond, “Really, what is that?”

And then he says, “I heard you don’t believe in the Trinity.”

I am surprised at the abruptness of his statement. I say, “Well, I certainly believe everything the Bible teaches.” I think to myself, That was a rather lame response.

“So you believe in the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost?” he continues.

“Absolutely,” I say, “but I would also say we should define the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost like the Bible does, not like tradition does.”

“What do you mean?”

“Like the apostles did. Are you aware that after a few centuries, a lot of philosophical thought got mixed into tradition?” I felt better about myself now, on a firmer footing.

Then he asks me a rather odd question. The average person wouldn’t understand what he was saying, but I know exactly what he means. He inquires, “Then what do you do with Chalcedon?”

He is asking about a church council with an anathema clause. Either confess the creed to be true or be cursed, distant from the church. Lost forever.

So what do I think of Chalcedon? I muse. The phone remains silent. I am looking at the phone in my hand and thinking of Luther and trying to think what I will do with the question, “What do you do with Chalcedon?” Then it hits me.

We are back to the question of tradition. How much church tradition should one accept? In fact, didn’t the Protestant Reformation take place because of this very question? When it came down to it, Martin Luther was asked to choose between tradition and Scripture. He chose Scripture, most famously offering in Latin, Sola Scriptura. Truth comes from Scripture alone.

“Are you there?” he asks.

“I am.” Finally I say, “You’re Protestant, right?”

He says, “Yes.”

Then I say, “Why do I have to do anything with Chalcedon? Sola Scriptura, right?”

There was a pause, and then he finally offers, “Yeah.”

I wish I could say that moment was a kind of turning point in our friendship or that my new friend came to understand things differently. But as Christians, we all have to deal with the difficult task of defining the church. We all have cognitive dissonance when it comes to church history. When was the church correctly interpreting God’s Word, and when was it doing something else?
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Freshmen from a Pentecostal background have not thought about church tradition. So I badger them to think about it. “I have a problem,” I say. “If speaking in tongues is so important, and if the miraculous working of the Spirit is so significant, why did God allow the historic church to go centuries without understanding and experiencing this?” It is a rhetorical question, one which will be addressed later in the class. I don’t expect an answer, but I pause, just in case someone wishes to respond.

No one says anything.

The reading for the class is a chapter from a textbook on church tradition, and some pages from one of the books David Bernard has written about church history. I then say, “Okay, we’ve done our overview of church history, we have finally made our way to Luther. In Martin Luther, the Roman Catholic Church has an opportunity for reform. But will they?”

They look at me. No one says anything. I continue. “No!” I say. “Instead, the pope excommunicates Martin Luther. What happens next is the Diet of Worms.”

I should have set this up better, for I have just lost the class. The source of disturbance is largely from a macho guy in the back of the room who pretends to consume worms like someone slurping a bowl of spaghetti and from some young women who start telling each other jokes about what I do not know.

“A diet,” I explain, trying to regain the class, “is a church council. And Worms is a city in Germany. No, Luther was not eating worms. But Martin Luther was called to defend what he had written.” The guy in the back of the class continues to slurp worms, for he has caught the interest of the two students sitting behind him.

I say, “Okay, I need one person to come up and play the part of Martin Luther.” From the back, Bonnie is waving her hand furiously, so even though she is female, she is now Martin Luther. I hand her a piece of paper and say, “Okay, this is your speech.”

She says, “Okay, who am I giving this speech to, and why am I giving it?”

“Alright, we are in the city of Worms, and you are on trial for your life.”

“Sounds serious,” she says.

“It is,” I retort. I cannot compete but pronounce anyway, “It is no less than Charles V, the emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, presiding. The charge is heresy. Despite the assurances that you would be safe, you know quite well that if you lose the trial, you will pay with your life.”

“Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to volunteer for this after all.”

Now I play the part of the inquisitor. I turn to the class and say, “If it please the court, I am here to charge Martin Luther with heresy.” I try to use a British accent but it is not working. I settle for talking loudly. “Luther has written blasphemous words against the pope, the Holy Roman Catholic Church, and its leaders. So, I have laid before us Luther’s writings, and I have one question—will you or will you not recant?”

“Is this where I read the speech?” Bonnie asks.

“No. This is where you ask for another day to think about how you will respond.”

“Okay,” she says to no one in particular. “I need another day.”

“So the next day you come back and give your speech.”

“Now?” she asks.

“Yes, now!”

She begins, “Most Serene Emperor, Illustrious Princes, Gracious Lords: I this day appear before you in all humility, according to your command, and I implore your majesty and your august highnesses …”

I couldn’t have gotten a better person to play the part. Bonnie is passionate, articulate, and despite the archaic language, she keeps everyone’s attention. “Luther” defends the attacks on the church and the pope and asks the emperor to explain what was wrong in Scripture with what he had written. For Luther rightly claimed to be teaching what the Bible teaches and therefore, Bonnie proclaims, “I neither can nor will retract anything; for it cannot be either safe or honest for a Christian to speak against his conscience!” She pounds the lectern and then issues her final, “Here I stand; I cannot do otherwise; God help me! Amen.”

The class claps. I say, “Sola Scriptura.” They look at me, and I say it again, this time louder: “Sola Scriptura!” Now they are curious, and I say, “That means, ‘Scripture alone.’ In the end Luther said doctrine cannot come from church councils, traditions, or popes. It must be derived from the clear reading of the Bible.

“‘Sola Scriptura’—the Scripture alone has authority to determine truth. Further, it is not just for the Lutheran Church, but of every Protestant church since that time that has repeated Luther’s refrain: ‘Sola Scriptura.’”

I pronounce, “Alright, time for group work.” Students quickly move to form groups of four while I get a couple students to pass out case studies for each group of four. Even before they are settled in, individuals are scanning through the paper to see which one they will choose. Case study one is the toughest. I doubt anyone will choose it.

When the time for them to discuss the questions is complete, I say, “Alright, with a show of hands, who did case study one?” Surprisingly, two groups have chosen it. I point to the first group and say, “Who is the group reporter for your group?”

McQuay stands and says, “Case study one reads: ‘Carl is a youth pastor. After service Wednesday night, one of his students asked him how Pentecostals could be correct when the modern Pentecostal movement is just over a hundred years old? How is it possible for the church to be wrong for so many centuries? How would God allow it?” McQuay is Filipino and also an honors student whom his classmates respect.

He offers, “As you mentioned in your lecture, there have been times when even the Roman Catholic Church has acknowledged that sometimes they didn’t quite get it right. And we see times when popes and councils changed what they believed, sometimes for the good, but not always.”

McQuay continues, “We can’t put church tradition on par with the Bible. If someone asks, ‘What is foundational in terms of truth?’ there is really only one answer. The foundation of everything we believe and think must come from the Bible, the Word of God.”

He sits down and the class claps for the group. I point to the second group and ask who their group reporter is. Bailey stands up to share. He is from the deep south and works hard to temper his accent so as to be understood. But if there is a Bible question, he likely knows the answer.

Bailey begins, “When the modern Pentecostal movement first began, they had to come up with an answer as to why, during most of church history, the promises from the Book of Acts were ignored. They had two answers, and both came from the Bible.

“First, they looked to a prophecy in the prophet Joel—and Joel is the prophet who prophesied of the Holy Ghost. Joel said there would be an early and latter rain. The Epistle of James echoes this. James wrote, ‘Therefore be patient, brethren, until the coming of the Lord. See how the farmer waits for the precious fruit of the earth, waiting patiently for it until it receives the early and latter rain.’1 So, these early Pentecostals believed what they were experiencing was the latter rain—the revival of the last days before Jesus returned. The early rain was what happened in the early church. The latter rain is what is happening now!”

Bailey gets a little excited when he talks about the latter rain and talks faster. When he does, his Southern accent is on full display; and two young women from his group, Northerners, smile appreciably.

Bailey continues, “The second reason the early Pentecostals gave for Pentecostalism not being restored fully at the Reformation also comes from the Bible. Isaiah 28 talks about speaking in tongues, and it says truth would be restored a little at a time. ‘Here a little, there a little, precept upon precept, line upon line.’ These early Pentecostals believed that from Martin Luther on, God was restoring truth one step at a time. This is the same passage that says, ‘For with stammering lips and another tongue He will speak to this people.’”

Because I know Bailey will not be intimidated, I press him just a bit further. I ask, “But what would your group say if someone argued, ‘It is impossible that God would allow the church to ignore truth for hundreds of years. It’s impossible. So all you are telling me cannot really be that important.’”

I now see that I was mistaken. Bailey clearly wasn’t expecting such a challenge, and I am treated only to silence. I am about to apologize for putting him on the spot when he suddenly finds his voice and answers, “We can’t determine what is true based on whether this or that person taught it. Or even whether the historic church taught something else for a long time. There is only one question we should be asking to know what is true, and that is, ‘What does the Bible teach?’”

“That’s good,” I say to Bailey. “I’m proud of you.” And then McQuay looks down and wonders why I am not proud of him, and I say, “And McQuay, I am proud of you!” And then I realize I have left Bonnie out so I say, “And Bonnie, I am proud of you!” Now I have really got myself in trouble, so I say to the class, too much as an afterthought, “I am proud of you all.”

That’s my problem, I think. It is so hard for me to tell people I’m proud of them. I just wasn’t raised that way. But I suppose I am not alone.
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I remember the summer I traveled with a drama team from the college. We stopped at a church in Charleston, West Virginia, pastored by Billy Cole, the grandfather of two boys in the drama. Billy Cole was the missionary who opened Thailand to Pentecostal revival and preached crusades to hundreds of thousands.

I am a little nervous. The students are setting up the backdrops and props as I talk to Brother Cole. I don’t know what sort of small talk to make, but I muddle through it. At once I realize I need to say something meaningful. Out of the blue I say, “Brother Cole, I am proud of you.”

There is no response, and I feel stupid. What was I thinking? Why would Brother Cole care? Who am I to say I am proud of him? After about twenty seconds of awkward silence, he turns to me and says, “You know, a lot of times, I have a pain in my side, right here.”

I think, What just happened? Is Brother Cole uncomfortable with people telling him they are proud of him? Maybe nobody tells Billy Cole they are proud of him … or maybe they don’t tell him enough … or maybe he just has a hard time receiving a blessing … I don’t know. And then I think, I need to be more intentional in blessing people.

Several years later, I am working out in the yard, and my wife calls me in for a phone call. She says, “Hurry. It is Billy Cole on the phone.” It turns out that Billy Cole is dying, and he is making calls to people. I don’t know how, but I got on that list. He wants to pray for me. He wants to pray a blessing on me. I receive it and know I really am blessed.
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X Marks the Spot

I hear a familiar voice rattling over the intercom, “We will be making one final pass through the cabin to collect any last items we should be throwing away.” Seconds later she appears, holding her white plastic bag. She shakes it a little until I surrender my plastic cup full of ice cubes. When I don’t turn over my napkin, she reaches to take it but is cut short when I say, “I still need that.”

“Oh,” she says, “We will be landing soon. And I really need to get rid of it.” I have just written an illustration on the napkin for my pastor friend. I look at her and smile but say nothing more. She gets my drift, only reluctantly leaving behind the offending napkin. Then she says, “Will there be anything else?” though her manner indicates there had better not be.

She walks down the aisle as I point out to the pastor the large “X” I have drawn on my napkin and offer, “Like I have been saying, it is this literary device, a chiasmus, that works to provide emphasis in the Book of Acts.” Being seminary trained himself, nothing I say is new to him.
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This concept is much harder for freshmen to grasp. I am reviewing for the exam. They do well until I ask, “Who remembers what I taught about a chiasmus?”

Crickets.

I give more clues. “Okay … about the theological importance of a chiasmus.”

Still nothing.

“Okay,” I say, getting a little more frustrated. “About the theological fact that Luke-Acts is written as a chiasmus.”

Still nothing. I look at Sandra and realize she knows the answer. And she would be willing to give it, but she wants my approval. At once I get an inspired thought. I will save this until the second day of review. I say to Sandra, “I have a favor to ask of you. In our next class, could you prepare a five-to-ten-minute teaching on the chiasmus in Luke-Acts?”

She nods.
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The pastor says, “I know Luke-Acts is a chiasmus, and that it is important from a literary standpoint, but you seem to be saying something more.”

“Right,” I say. “As I have begun to explain, it is often the case that a chiasmus is not simply stylistic. It actually points in a very specific way to a theme.

He nods but says, “That is a bit obscure. Can you expand on that a bit?”

I say, “Let me give you an example from the Old Testament. What if I told you that most people get the story of Noah and the ark wrong because they do not understand this one simple thing about a chiasmus?”

Clearly he is interested and says, “It always struck me odd that the narrative of the greatest judgment and destruction in the Old Testament is what we teach to nursery students—focusing, of course, only on the giraffes going into the ark two by two.”

“Well, it is a very visual story,” I say, “and I still remember my nursery songs about the animals going into the ark.”

“So, are you telling me the point of the Bible narrative of the ark is not really about destruction, then?” he says.

“Certainly destruction is present in the story,” I respond. “But once we discover the center point in the chiasmus, we read everything in the story differently.”

He responds, “Okay. I’m ready. Explain it to me.”

“Alright,” I say, “Now this is important. Key names and phrases are all ordered intentionally, one following another until we get to that center point, that middle verse, the very nexus in this narrative.1 Then, amazingly, those same names and phrases are repeated in the exact opposite order, going out from that central point.”

“Okay, I get that part,” he says. “The text is mirrored. It goes to the center verse and then comes out from it. But how then do we discern meaning from the chiasmus?”

I retort, “The point of the story, the meaning of the whole passage winds up being at the very center, in the very middle verse pointed to by both sides of what is mirrored.”2

“And that is …” he says.

“It is found in Genesis 8:1.” I respond.

He pulls up the Scripture on his phone as I say, “Now, notice in particular the first four words of the verse.”3

He reads the first four words of the verse: “And God remembered Noah.”

I say, “That’s it. That’s the theme.”

To my surprise he lights up, seeing even more than what I have told him. “Yes, I get it,” he says. “The key character in the story is not Noah at all. It is God; and the story is really about God’s actions—what He does to save the world … and Noah.”

“You are correct,” I say. “God is not simply judging the world.”

A smile crosses his face. He pronounces, “It’s all about redemption. And how a new covenant flows out of this!”
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I couldn’t stop myself. After going over a couple other review questions, I felt compelled to come back to the chiasmus. I go to the whiteboard and say, “A chiasmus looks like this!” I pick up my marker to draw what will look like a giant letter X. Except as I make a dramatic stroke on the white-board, the marker I pick up is dry. I throw it theatrically to the floor and pick up another one. I continue, “So X marks the spot.” Unfortunately, this marker, too, is dry. By the time I pick up the third marker and begin to write on the board, any anticipation I could have conjured up is already gone.

Nonetheless, I plow onward, “Ladies and gentlemen, what Luke is doing, putting the most important theology at the very center—the key of all his theology—is called a chiasmus.” Finally, I write “chiasmus” on the board. No one is impressed. I draw Jerusalem right next to the diagram.
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“I remember this now,” says a young man. “Isn’t Jerusalem kind of like the key thing?”

“Yes,” I say. “But why? That is what is key! What happened in Jerusalem to make it so important, the very center point on the giant X, the very nexus, the central point of all of Luke-Acts?”

They’ve got nothing for me, and I am a little disappointed. I plow on, saying, “It was in Jerusalem that Jesus died, was buried, and rose again! And then in Acts—also still in Jerusalem—the Holy Ghost is outpoured and Peter preaches the message on the birthday of the church! And from Jerusalem that message spreads outward. The new birth message spread to the Samaritans, then to the Gentiles, and then in the words of a bystander from Paul’s missionary journeys, ‘It turned the world upside down.’”

People are writing this all down for the exam, for the life of them looking as if it is the very first time they have heard it. I have to admit this is not an easy concept.

After class, Sandra comes up to the front and says, “Do you still want me to talk about chiasmus in our next class? You pretty well covered it.”

I pause, and muse, Oops. That was a mistake. I should tell her to forget it … still, that sudden urge to have Sandra teach came from somewhere. I just can’t shake it. I wing it. I say lamely, “See if you can find new insight. Perhaps with a PowerPoint or something.”
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The pastor says, “So you are telling me the sermon in Acts 2 is the center of this chiasmus?”

“Yes. And not just the sermon, but the end of the sermon.”

He responds, “Okay. What do you mean?”

I say, “Remember the sequence. The Holy Spirit is poured out. The crowd is drawn to the group speaking in tongues. Peter explains this is the turn of the age. Their Messiah came. They killed Him. He resurrected and is in Heaven. And it is Jesus who is pouring out the baptism of the Holy Spirit. They feel guilty. They ask Peter: ‘What shall we do?’

“And right there, what he says to do—that is the nexus; the central theme, the point of Acts.”

He counters, “Of course, Acts doesn’t record all he said.”

“True,” I say. “It tells us that Peter spoke many words to them. But it is what Luke chooses to record that ends up being that nexus, the real point of Luke-Acts; how one enters the age of the Spirit.”

He says, “And this is what you mean that Acts 2:38 is the most important verse.”

We are interrupted by our flight attendant’s voice coming over the intercom. She says, “As we prepare for a landing, please put your tray tables and seat backs in their upright and locked position.”

This seems to spur other questions, for the pastor at once becomes more candid. He says, “You know, I know people who have dynamic experiences of change simply by professing faith in Christ, and who did not speak in tongues.”

I nod reassuring him. “Of course,” I say. “I would expect that. Any time people draw toward God, He meets them. That is our gospel message. Receiving the baptism of the Holy Spirit is not in competition with these experiences. One completes the other.”

“Okay,” he says. “What about all these crazy Pentecostal televangelists? They promise you’ll be rich if you send them money. That seems bizarre to me.”

I smile, happy he is dealing with real issues. I say, “That’s a good question. I am glad you asked. I wonder about those crazy Pentecostal televangelists myself. And because of them, my tendency is skepticism toward anyone who makes big claims about God or what God will do. But you know, God has convicted me of that. I need to be careful not to judge.”

“But don’t you think they are a hindrance to the gospel?”

“On the face of it, that would certainly seem to be the case. Ironically, though, I have seen God use some people in the miraculous who I didn’t much care for—and they actually helped people a lot. So, while I am not sending money to televangelists, I need to be open to the possibility that God can bring great revival in ways that are surprising to me.”

Then he catches me off guard by what he says next, offering, “You know, our greatest growth overseas is in areas where our missionaries have embraced the miraculous and the moving of the Spirit.” He said it, not me. And I think the best thing for me to do at this point is just to sit quietly.

He goes further. “I have some people in my church who have received the baptism of the Holy Spirit.”

“Oh,” I say, and let the silence linger.

He continues, “One of them got weird, but the other two families have grown so much! It is incredible.”

I say, “Let me ask you a question. The guy who got weird—was he strange before he received the baptism of the Holy Ghost?”

“You have no idea,” he says.

“Hmmm … so it sounds to me like he needs some teaching,” I say.

He lets that drop and drills down on my claim. He says, “Okay, I have one big problem with you landing on Acts 2:38, instead of, say, John 3:16, for example. The two verses don’t even compare. John 3:16 says, “‘For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son’ … and Acts 2:38—well, that just sounds like a kind of doctrinal proclamation. Almost formulaic. That doesn’t strike me as a theme for the Bible.”

I respond, “Thanks for bringing that up. I appreciate it. I love John 3:16. Do you know why? Because it absolutely is thematic! When John records, ‘God so loved the world …’ it reminds us of what is central for John. God is love. Not that He has love. Not that He will give love. But He is love. John 3:16 embodies the gospel in demonstrating that God pours out His love in the work of Jesus. And that love allows us to be saved.

“I would also say Acts 2:38 is not in competition with John 3:16. It complements it. And it completes it. And when you get God’s Spirit, you receive love. You receive God. In a way not possible before the Cross. That is why Jesus died.”
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The Speaking of Sandra

I don’t know everything about the chiasmus in Luke-Acts. I am still learning. Only I don’t know that yet. It is ten minutes before eight, and I have more left to do to prepare for my second day of review for the final exam. Some of my PowerPoint slides are wrong. I greet the usual early birds—Sarah is spreading peanut butter on a bagel with a plastic knife, while another young lady is organizing her own personal stash of granola bars as she sips orange juice from a plastic cup. Another student in the front is poring over notes for the exam. No one else is here. I go to the class computer and pull down my PowerPoint from the cloud. I am beginning to make changes when someone calls my name.

Looking up, I see someone flying into the classroom with great flurry. It is Sandra. She pronounces enthusiastically, “You are not going to believe this! I have the most incredible thing to tell you!”

I say, way too tentatively, “Uh, yes … that is good,” all the while still working on the computer.

Sandra doesn’t seem to notice I am distracted but continues, “I have to make sure what I am going to say makes sense.”

“Okay,” I say, still working on a PowerPoint slide.

She blurts out, “I think the chiasmus is bigger than you are teaching it is.” Though the words sound like an accusation, her tone does not. In fact, it is more like, I found your lost puppy, or I fixed the mistake on your taxes, and now the IRS owes you a refund!

I say, “You mean you don’t think Acts 2:38 is the very nexus of Luke-Acts?”

“No, not that.”

“One second,” I say, and motion to my TA to come to the front of the classroom. I hand him the review sheet to be photocopied. Actually, I had been hoping Sandra would handle this for me; she has been doing that recently. But today, this is not on her radar. I give up on fixing my PowerPoint, and close the laptop. “You were saying …”

She continues, “Well, I think Acts 2:38 is the center but for more reasons than you are saying.”

I am intrigued. I say, “Okay. Talk to me about that.”

She begins talking faster. I try to follow her but struggle. She pronounces, “First off, Old Testament prophets spoke of both the present age and the age to come. And the age to come is the time of the Messiah … and it is the age of the Spirit … and the chiasmus starts from the beginning of the Bible and goes to the Book of Revelation!”

The whirlwind presentation is indecipherable to me. Further, the minute hand has slipped past the point at which we start. Except for ten or twelve who will come in late, the class is now waiting on me, eager to get the rest of the notes to review for the exam. They expect things to start at the top of the hour. I never disappoint—yet she is still talking. Just relax, Dave. You cannot brush her aside. “Slow down, Sandra,” I say. “I want to understand what you are saying, but you are going to have to take it a little slower.”

Still excited, she forces herself to enunciate and speak clearly. Yet she speaks louder, supposing that will help me learn. “What if that X you talked about … where things go to the center of the chiasmus—where everything flows to it in Jerusalem … what if the X doesn’t start with the beginning of Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem?”

“Okay,” I say, not quite understanding.

She says, “Think of it as a funnel leading to where the X crosses—in Jerusalem and with Peter’s speech. What if the beginning of that funnel doesn’t start with Jesus’ ministry, or with His birth? What if it doesn’t even start in the Book of Luke?”

“Alright then,” I say, trying to see where she is going.

“What if,” she says, “the entire Old Testament is a part of this giant X? What if—since the fall of Adam, every prophet who ever spoke is funneling their redemptive prophecy toward the center of that X?”

I begin to catch on. Yes, I muse to myself. What if this is not merely Luke using a literary device of the chiasmus? But what if God Himself was using that same literary device throughout the whole Bible to point to that redemptive center?

I say nothing, but she sees the smile on my face and continues. “Stay with me. The Old Testament prophets saw an end of the present age. It’s all over. Finished. Complete. Yet this was not just a final end but actually a new beginning.” She is talking slowly and methodically articulating each sentence. Then Sandra gets louder. She says, “It is not merely that the present age funnels down to a kind of ending. When the Messiah comes, the old age ends by His bringing in the age to come—the age of the Spirit. On the Day of Pentecost it explodes in a new beginning and then funnels outward—or whatever the opposite of the word funnel is—going outward. Think about it …”

And then I do think about it. Or at least I try to think. But all the while I am listening to her, I know something is off. Not with her, but with the class. I can’t hear the normal buzz of conversation of students waiting for class to begin. I glance back at the classroom. It is full. Yet there is not one peep. Every eye is staring at us. I muse, I’d better tell Sandra we can continue our discussion later—

And then it hits me. Wait just one minute here! At once I see everything she says. “Yes!” I say abruptly in a burst. “This is exactly what Jesus said—what all the apostles preached. The entire Old Testament does flow to this point! Look here, Sandra. It says as plain as day at the end of the Gospel of Luke.” I say this louder and faster than even Sandra was talking. I say, “It says ‘Jesus opened their eyes to comprehend Scripture.’ Now look at this, Sandra! Jesus says, ‘All things had to be fulfilled which were Torah, and the Prophets and the Psalms concerning me!’”1

“And look what it says next!” She reads, “That the Christ must suffer and rise the third day—”

I can’t help myself. I interrupt her. “And that repentance and remission of sins should be preached in all nations beginning at Jerusalem!” I am laughing as I say it.

She laughs too. Then, prompting, she says, “So the entire Bible leads to …”

“Jerusalem!” I say, like a child in a candy store that just got a coupon for all the candy I want! I am loud. I know it is odd. I don’t act like this. And the class just stares at me in wonder.

Now she is the preacher demanding a response from her audience. She says to me, “And who first preached repentance and remission of sins?”

“Peter,” I say happily.

“And when did He preach repentance and remission of—?”

“Acts 2:38!” I proclaim. “Everything in the Old Testament led up to this moment!”

At once, the class disappears. I am overwhelmed by the beauty of God’s redemption! The Divine Plan of the Ages is realized in us! Suddenly I am once again eleven years old, being filled with the Holy Ghost at camp. I am Brother Wayne in the baptismal trough, now totally clean from drugs; I am a pastor in Kyrgyzstan getting baptized in Jesus’ name; I am my grandfather speaking in tongues at the dismissal prayer, all of us plunged into a realm of the Spirit!

Sandra stops me short. She says, “The chiasmus does not flow out from Acts 2:38.” Sandra is not making an accusation. She is still speaking joyfully.

I am ready for more and say, “It doesn’t?”

“No,” she says. “From Acts 2:39! That’s where the mirror of that X turns outward and gets bigger and bigger.”

I quote the verse, trying to discern what she is proposing. I say, “For the promise is to you and to your children, and to all that are afar off, as many as the Lord our God will call.” I say to her, “Acts records the promise spreading from Jerusalem, then to Samaria, and to all Judea, to Cornelius and then to all the Gentiles. It keeps getting bigger and bigger until it is reported, ‘These that have turned the world upside down have come here.’”

She says, “Again, you are thinking too small. This is not just about the Book of Acts. It is to you, your children, to all that are afar off, as many as the Lord our God shall call. This is about God’s divine plan. It goes beyond Acts! It will keep getting bigger. In fact, it will keep getting bigger throughout eternity!”

At once I remember Isaiah’s prophecy of Jesus, “Of the increase of His government and peace there shall be no end.”2

She says, “Though Jesus could only be in one place in His earthly ministry—”

I cut her off. “After the Cross, He is everywhere.”

She says, “But He promised, I am with you, but I shall be in you!”

I say, “Where two or three are gathered together in my name …”

She completes my thought, “I am there in the midst of them.”

Like the Jewish singers of old, we echo one another. Sandra says, “This begins on the Day of Pentecost.”

I say, “He’s not limited by time and space!”

She says, “From Acts 2:39 onward.”

I say, “To you and your children!”

She adds, “To all that are afar off!”

I pronounce, “The kingdom of God increases!”

“Satan will be defeated,” she declares.

I proclaim, “The Spirit begins pouring forth like living water …”

She affirms, “Which becomes a flowing stream …”

I assert, “Which becomes a river …”

And she pronounces, “Which fills the whole earth!”

At once I am with Brother Scott defeating demons of Ecuador and seeing revival. I am Billy Cole when the Holy Ghost falls in Thailand, and now, like him, I stand before the crowds saying, “Receive ye the Holy Ghost” as tens of thousands are filled. I am Missionary Nona Freeman laying hands on entire audiences and watching miracles take place. I am my grandfather writing Truth on a chalkboard.

I say “Huh!” And “Yes!” And Sandra says “It’s true!” The two of us are cheering, not for a sports team or a school or even a country but for God and His plan for God and His love for us and our love for Him.





17

Love in Any Language

We feel the wheels touch down, but this time there is a friendlier voice crackling over the intercom of a flight attendant—not ours. She says, “Let me be the first to welcome you to Atlanta. Looks like you are going to have a fine day. Your forecast for Atlanta is sunny and bright, a balmy eighty-two degrees.”

Knowing I don’t have much time, I have been talking faster than normal. I hear myself saying, “After the apostles were baptized with the Spirit, they were plunged into a new spiritual reality and they never looked back. They loved God and they loved each other more. And it is that love that won the world.”

The pastor nods but then protests, “Look, I don’t want to be offensive here, but I know some Pentecostals who don’t love all that much.”

I pause to gather my thoughts and then respond candidly, “I do too. And sometimes, I am sorry to say, I am that Pentecostal. In my heart I want to love like Jesus loves, but I have got to admit, sometimes I am selfish, living my own life, and not really caring enough about God and His plan. I know that Jesus said, ‘By this they will know that you are my disciples, because you love one another,’ but … I can’t quite pull it off. And for that, I am sorry. Forgive me. But I would hasten to say, however imperfectly I model a gift, don’t blame the Giver of the Gift.”

I want to help the conversation by a story. My mind sorts through its files for a story about love, but oddly, the file folder it pulls up says as much about brokenness as it does about love. I doubt I will use this story, but I can’t help thinking about it anyway.
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It is three-thirty in the afternoon when I get a call from my brother. I know it is him even though he is pretending otherwise. He is good with voices and can readily imitate people. “David Norris,” he says in a demanding way, “This is Brother Nathaniel Urshan.” I smile at my sibling’s attempt to imitate the general superintendent of the United Pentecostal Church. He continues, “Do you have time to talk? I have an urgent matter to discuss with you.”

I almost say, “Come on, Bob,” but decide to wait for the punchline. So I say, “Yes. I can talk.” The voice continues, “I want to talk to you about your grandfather. He is dying. I want you to go see him.” At once, I consider myself fortunate for not accusing the general superintendent of being my brother.

On the flight back to St. Paul, I think about the call and why it happened. The last time I had talked to Brother Urshan was when he called me into his office. It hadn’t been pleasant.

I was in the process of moving away from St. Paul—for the second time in my life. I went back to St. Paul to work in the Bible college where my grandfather was still the president. He was eighty-five. I was feeling a specific call to teach, so I was sure it would be all right. Only it wasn’t.

The Bible college was in transition. Transitions can be seamless, but they can also be messy. This one was of the messy variety. Very messy. Though I had genuine concerns I felt he should know, I should have kept them to myself, for I still reap the fallout. In the end, I needed to leave.

Brother Urshan was disturbed that I was going to teach at another Bible college. He ends his talk by saying, “Now you’ve hurt your grandfather. I want you to write a letter of apology to him and send me a copy.”

I say I will and do. I am not angry with my grandfather. I love him. I didn’t want to hurt him. But I did. Now, three and a half years later I have come back to see him.

Snow is piled high on either side of us as the wheels touch the runway at this international airport in Minneapolis. I grab my bags, get into a rental car, and head toward the hospital. As I enter his room, I am troubled by my grandfather’s appearance. I have known him only as clean shaven, and mostly in a white shirt and tie. Now, a rumpled hospital gown is his disheveled covering. He wears his glasses, but that is his only remaining dignity.

I approach the mechanical bed that holds him hostage. I assume he sees me, is cognizant enough to know who I am, and is prepared to have a conversation. Nevertheless, I stupidly say, “Grandpa, this is David,” as if he were already gone. He nods but gives me no lead as to what I should say next.

At once, I consider what I am doing in the room. I know I have to be here, if nothing else but to be obedient. I also know whatever happens next, I am glad to see my grandfather. Other than that, I have brought no expectations. Yet presently, I know I want more. I realize I want his blessing. A personal blessing.

Too much time has elapsed since I offered my initial greeting, for I find myself just staring at my grandfather. I know I have to say something, and something important. We rarely ever made small talk. And certainly, this is no time for it. He knows he is dying. He has days or perhaps hours to live. I say, “I’m really sorry for the hurt I caused you.” I didn’t try to defend myself. To say he didn’t know all the facts. Or that circumstances were more complicated than he could appreciate. None of that would do. Still, he just looks at me. He says nothing.

I continue, “I want you to forgive me.”

At once, he is less tense. With much effort, he offers in a voice more like gravel than usual, “The nurse is trying to kill me with this rabbit food.” He nods toward the salad that sits untouched on the side of his tray. Then a purposeful smile curls on his lips. The most serious of men, yet he can punctuate the most serious of conversations with a sprinkling of jokes. I smile back.

He then begins what feels like a prepared speech. “You know, we have a good family. We all know the truth. And have lived Christian lives. And have loved the Lord.” It is a speech I have heard before at family gatherings. He says good things without saying too much. Our family is pretty large, and it has more than one skeleton in the closet. Still, it is comforting to hear his voice, to listen to him talk. He speaks intentionally and through pain.

I look at him deeply. He has honest eyes. My gaze shifts to the unruly stubble violating his normally clean-shaven face. I am oddly troubled by the hospital gown that has slipped sideways and is no longer tied at the top.

“People can’t live without truth,” he continues as I feel reassured by both of us playing our usual roles, him as the speaker and me as the audience. I think, I will never forget the ninety-minute sermons he preached from notes scrawled on the back of an envelope; of the prophetic pronouncements about the certainty of God’s Word; of the tracts he created by hunting and pecking with a couple random fingers on his ancient typewriter. Now his voice falters for a moment. I inwardly grimace and will him to be stronger.

“We can’t forget what a treasure we have,” he says weakly. I muse, While my grandfather is the most generous of men, no one should try to negotiate a business deal with him. He is an irresistible force … at least he was. I note a hint of white across his chin and it bothers me. It is toothpaste or milk or whatever not washed away by the attending nurse. It hurts me to see it.

He is rambling now, and I notice his worn Bible lying on a shelf. It is the book he loves to read hours on end. “So we have to remember what is important,” he says with finality, and it is clear he is almost done. I am a little disappointed. Nothing to indicate he is proud of me or he believes I can succeed. I think, It is true that people die like they live, but then feel a wash of self-reproach and muse, Dave, you have no right to expect more. Then he says, “David …” in a very commanding voice.

“Yes, Grandpa,” I return, waiting for what will come next.

“Whatever you do, preach Acts 2:38.” I nod, ready for more, but that is it. That is all he wants to say.

“I will,” I say. He is done talking. He doesn’t want prayer. He doesn’t want speeches by me. As has always been the case, he will have the last word. And then he stares straight ahead, a tacit signal for me to leave the room. He has expended his last bit of energy and is clearly exhausted, so I quietly make my exit.

The next several days are a blur. The funeral is populated by dignitaries. Memories are shared, eulogies are offered, and important tributes are made. Finally, the casket is laid into the frozen ground as frozen Minnesotan air is expelled by grieving crowds.

The old rabbis did not always speak with open affection even though they loved deeply. They were often constrained to speak of personal things. Instead they spoke of the wonder of Torah. It was up to the listener to discern that shorthand speaking meant so much more. To speak of Torah was to speak of covenant relationship that made the world right, the glue that held family together, and what gave meaning to sacrifice and hope for the future. It was the deepest kind of commitment and love. “Don’t forget Torah!” meant more than mere words.

So he says, “Whatever you do, preach Acts 2:38.” It is important. But it is not what I wanted. It would be others who helped me see that those words were a shorthand of all my grandpa believed and cherished; in the end, the only vocabulary of blessing he had to offer.
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The pastor is talking to me, but I have missed whatever he said. Actually, I miss a bit more, for my mind jumps to another scene, totally unrelated, a mental image from the other side of the world. We are leaving the retreat center in Kyrgyzstan, all the missionaries leaving together. Bags are being loaded into a white van. As we wait for one or two more, a large group gathers. I am not sure how they discovered our departure time, but a crowd of forty people is now standing, facing the bus, here to see us off.

A man stands before me. Like most of the group, he is short. He has black hair and markedly Asian features and a face that keeps secrets. Yet, on the dock that night he told the driest jokes, making light of all the persecution and all they went through. At once I remember him raising his hands while receiving the Holy Spirit, speaking in a language that was not native to him; quietly, peaceably and with considerable decorum. Then the next night he splashed all over the pool as he was baptized in Jesus’ name. He was the second one to embrace me without drying off. By that time I was already sopped.

I couldn’t tell you his name. Nor do I know if he was from Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, or one of the other “Stans.” Yet, here he stands before me and we have nothing we can say, for there is no translator near us. His eyes say what his tongue cannot. Tears run down his cheek as he smiles and stares. I feel no shame in my own tears. He loves me and I have no doubt at that moment he would die for me. I love him. And I would die for him. Because Jesus died for both of us.

We get on the bus and Bruce Howell is on the cell phone acting like a kid in a candy shop and loudly telling someone how UPCI was now present in three new nations of the world. Bruce is the director of Global Missions in our organization. He is laughing and making plans for follow up and other strategic endeavors. But at the present, this conversation is beyond me. Nations are too much for me to comprehend.

The only thing I can think about is the face of a little guy whose name I do not know. Something about the intensity of the moment makes me see how superficial I am in my most important relationships. And I say, “God, I don’t even know You. I don’t know anything about real fellowship. But I want to.”
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I feel the plane turning as we head into our gate. The pastor has one last question, a reprise of the question he first asked. “So in the end, what are you saying about me … about my salvation?”

I nod, smile, and respond, carefully measuring my words. I don’t want to add to or take away from what I have come to think of as this divine encounter. I start slowly and say, “Thank you for your service as a pastor and for all the good you have done and are doing. I’m proud of you. I know you love the Lord. I don’t sit in judgment of you. That’s not my place.

“But there are a couple things I would say. If you are asking what the early church believed, then the answer is pretty simple: By grace you are saved through faith. Calvary saves us. That is what Peter preaches in Acts chapter 2. It is the reason the crowd did as they did and asked what to do. Peter explains how they appropriate their faith: repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins. Then they will be filled with the gift of the Holy Spirit. This invitation, first offered in Acts 2:38, is the pattern the apostolic church follows; for them, it was both normative and necessary. Peter said it was not only for them, but for their children, and for all that are afar off, as many as the Lord would call.

“The apostles didn’t condemn people who didn’t understand. They simply explained things to them. Think of Paul in Acts 19. Once he realized the people had no knowledge of the Holy Spirit, he explained the gospel and they believed. He baptized them in Jesus’ name, laid hands on them, and they received the Holy Spirit and spoke in tongues.

“Paul’s message was, ‘You’ve done well. Here are the next steps.’” Then I tell the pastor, “So, that is what I would say to you.” I watch his eyes. He is deep in thought. After a ding on the PA system and cross-checking and a couple more dings, feet proceed up the exit with carry-ons in tow. Because our seats are close to the front of the plane, my new friend is one of the first to exit.

I stand to get into the overhead compartment, wondering what I could have said differently to produce a different outcome. Then I think, Don’t go there Dave. This isn’t about you. So don’t make it about you. I pray, Bless my pastor friend. You know where he is right now and what he needs. I call down Your special blessings. Do Your work in him and for him. In Jesus’ name.

I am working my carry-on bag to the floor when the guy by the window says, “Are you talking to me?”

I look over to the man I have ignored the whole flight. He is saying, “You just said something.”

I smile. “Sorry,” I offer. “Didn’t know I was talking out loud.”

“First you were humming, and then you said something like Peter had the keys.”

“Hmph,” I chuckle and offer, “Well, he certainly did.” I wheel my carry-on past our flight attendant who put her fingers all over the top of my plastic cup, thank her for her service, and then follow the signs to my connecting flight that will take me home.






Epilogue

We all believe—or at least we want to believe—there is something more. That God is calling, or perhaps has already called us to change the world in some significant way. Of course, we don’t always think this way. Life is too busy for that. But this thought comes to us at odd moments.

And now, someone tells you this is that something more; that crazy-acting people doing odd things is somehow central to God using you to change the world. That this fulfills Old Testament prophecies. And that if we agree with the apostle Peter’s claim: this is that—then we will uniquely be positioned to fulfill our eternal purpose.

Maybe someone gave you this book to read. Maybe you went to church and they said they had a special gift for you, and you were surprised it was this book. You read through the book and are not sure if you can trust its claims.

I have to admit there are reasons to doubt. If I were newly introduced to this claim, I would doubt right along with you. I would protest that I already believe; that I am more Christian than most; probably more Christian than the one telling me I need to change. The fact people insist on me changing is in itself judgmental. I cannot endorse judgmentalism. In any form …

And yet …

What if—leaving all talk of judgment aside; forgetting for a moment the sources of such a claim—what if, though I don’t like the packaging, there is something profound that awaits me simply by taking the next step? What if—as strange as it may seem—the way God chooses for me to change the world begins with a next step that is right in front of me?

God Himself never imposes His will on us. We always get to choose. Any decisions about proceeding in our walk with the Lord are only real when they are not coerced. God will not force our hand. Never. Yet God does give us voices to guide us. And just perhaps, He is using this book as a prompt. And if you felt God speaking to you in any way while reading this book, I have three “asks” for you.

First, I ask you to do something tangible as an act of faith. The Bible tells us when we draw near to God He will draw near to us. You don’t have to make final decisions about anything. But you do need to do something. Take a small step … one that demonstrates to God you are willing to follow His leading.

Take a moment to pause and consider what that act of faith might be.

It can’t be something far in the future. It has to be something you can do now. Or at least choose to do in this present moment.

If it is something that requires a future action, could you write down your decision and place that commitment someplace special to you? Could you do that now?
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My second ask is this: would you intentionally cooperate with God in your personal life as He guides you? We can’t make ourselves better, but we can respond to God as He renews us.

How?

Small steps.

If the claim of this book is true, then God wants to use you to change the world. He will help you do so, one step at a time. In the process, God leads us, and helps us frame a lifestyle compatible with that special purpose for which God has called us. That new direction can start at any time, as an act of faith.

So this is my ask. Recognizing God is changing you while He guides you to fulfill your purpose, what new habit could you establish, some small change in behavior you want to commit to do for the next seven days. Don’t make it too large or you might give up if you miss a day of implementing it. But a seven-day commitment says to God we are serious about Him becoming the center of our lives.

Can you write that down with your first commitment? Will you do that now?
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Third, if the claim of this book is true—that God really wants you to live in the realm of the miraculous—then let’s take that for a test drive.

Pray specifically for a miracle.

If God doesn’t answer, then it is not on you. It is on God. This is the time to claim something in boldness.

What miracle do you need personally? Would you ask for that? Out loud?

And would you continue to ask for that miracle until it happens?

And … (here is the big ask; but it is really important) would you partner with someone whom you trust to consistently pray with you for the miracle? After all, Jesus said when two people agree in prayer and ask God, He will do it (Matthew 18:19).

So the three asks are these. (1) Start with a tangible act of faith, (2) begin building new habits, and (3) agree with other believers to live in the realm of the miraculous.

Finally, and this is where all three asks work together: will you act now without putting this book down? We all have moments in our lives where something really significant is happening in our spirits. These are so special and real that it seems we will always feel this way. That’s where “nowness” comes in (my own made-up word). Some moments are so special and compelling that it may just be we will never quite feel like we do again.

I offer a simple analogy. Let’s say we’re floating down the river on innertubes. There is a fork. We can take one branch or another. We really need to choose. The current is pushing us in only one direction. We have to opt for one way or another. Because if we don’t—if we simply let the current take us where it is going, that, too, is a choice. Once downstream, the choice is made.

Of course, we can’t know what will happen if we choose one way or another. No guarantees. That’s the thing about God. Often God is big on promises but short on particulars. He just asks us to follow. He won’t negotiate with us. He doesn’t ask our opinion. In the end, we choose to trust His character and simply do the next things. It may well be, that in the course of doing these simple things, you will have begun a course by which God will use you to change the world.





Notes

Chapter 1 – Lost in Translation

1. Matthew 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16; John 1:33; Acts 1:5; Acts 11:16.

2. The language was from Isaiah 12:3. For more information about this ceremony, see the International Critical Commentary on John 7:37.

Chapter 2 – Learning from the Ancients

1. Before November 1, 2013, commercial airlines prohibited all electronic devices until a plane reached an altitude of ten thousand feet.

Chapter 3 – Speaking of Sandra

1. Luke penned the original Greek manuscripts of Luke-Acts, those containing 37,933 words, or 27 percent of the New Testament; while Paul wrote 32,407 or 23 percent (including all the epistles ascribed to him except Hebrews). Even if Hebrews were included in the Pauline corpus (4,987 words), Luke-Acts still surpasses this in number. Some might think John wrote the most words. He wrote three epistles, besides his Gospel. Most conservative scholars attribute the Book of Revelation to him. But all told, this is just 20 percent of the New Testament.

2. Karl Allen Kuhn, The Kingdom according to Luke and Acts: A Social, Literary, and Theological Introduction (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2015), 81. It is interesting that Matthew, Mark, and John collectively mention Jerusalem thirty-six times, while by itself the Gospel of Luke mentions Jerusalem thirty-three times.

3. Kuhn, The Kingdom according to Luke and Acts, 81.

Chapter 4 – Holiness, Hippies, and Keys to the Kingdom

1. Grant R. Osborne, Matthew (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010), 62; Michael J. Wilkins, “Matthew,” in The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004), 566, 579–80. See also Matthew 14:33 in this same volume, which also provides this quote by Wilkins. This work is highlighted in Kermit Zarley, “Peter’s Kingdom Keys Explain Subsequence,” Journal of Pentecostal Theology 24 (2015): 217–30.

Chapter 5 – Sunflower and the Pharisee

1. Max Turner, Power from on High: The Spirit in Israel’s Restoration and Witness in Luke-Acts, rev. ed. (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2000), 279–89. See Jeremiah 31:33 and Ezekiel 36:27.

Chapter 6 – This Is That!

1. Acts 2:16–17 (KJV).

Chapter 7 – Big Words

1. David J. McCollough, Ritual Water, Ritual Spirit: An Analysis of The Timing, Mechanism, and Manifestation of Spirit-Reception in Luke-Acts, Paternoster Biblical Monographs. (Milton Keynes, UK: Paternoster, 2017).

2. “When all the people were baptized, it came to pass that Jesus also was baptized; and while He prayed, the heaven was opened. And the Holy Spirit descended in bodily form like a dove upon Him” Luke 3:21–22.

3. Luke 11:13. McCollough offers, “Later, in chapter eleven, Jesus teaches on shamelessly persistent prayer, encourages his followers to ask their Father for the Spirit, and then relates the story of a demoniac initially delivered from his demon but later repossessed.” See p. 120 of “The Liminal Spirit: Ritual Experience, Ritual Initiation in Luke and Paul,” Journal of Youngsan Theology Vol. 45 (2018): 107–42.

4. As McCollough notes, “Luke shows initiates traversing the ritual space between being outsiders to The Way, and being insiders. That in-between part is called the liminal stage (from limen, or ‘threshold’).” On this, see McCollough, “The Liminal Spirit,” 131.

5. McCollough, “The Liminal Spirit.” While in his book, McCollough does not go so far as to say it is normative in every instance, he takes such a position in this journal article and has consistently done so since then.

6. McCollough, “The Liminal Spirit,” 121.

7. Acts 2:16, KJV.

8. Acts 2:33.

9. McCollough, “The Liminal Spirit,” 121. McCollough argues the implied reader is “the ideal reader constructed by the narrative who always responds appropriately to the ideology expressed by the implied author (also a narrative construct).”

10. McCollough writes that in these verses, “the gift of the Spirit, already defined as dissociative tongues speaking, is rendered as the promise in perpetuity; Luke permanently locks dissociative tongues into his initiation ritual.” McCollough further notes, “Through the explicit, poetically redundant statements of his leading character, at a climactic point in the story, at the programmatic beginning of his second volume, Luke normativised individual Spirit reception as the climax of Christian initiation: ‘For to you is the promise, and to your children, and to all those far away, as many as the Lord our God should call’ (2:39).” On this see McCollough, “The Liminal Spirit,” 121–22.

Chapter 8 – Kristyn’s Concerns

1. Acts 2:39.

2. McCollough, “The Liminal Spirit.”

3. Doug and LaDonna Joseph, eds., The Life and Ministry of Billy and Shirley Cole, 2007, particularly pp. 97–98.

4. Romans 8:9; McCollough, “The Liminal Spirit,” 132.

5. McCollough would point to such Scriptures as I Corinthians 12:13 and Galatians 3:27.

6. I Corinthians 6:11; Galatians 3:27.

7. McCollough, “The Liminal Spirit,” 132.

Chapter 9 – Power to Choose

1. For more information, see Elton D. Bernard, The Korean Frontier: A Story of Pentecostal Revival (Hazelwood, MO: Word Aflame Press, 1987), 167ff.

Chapter 10 – Eureka! I Found It!

1. D. Preman Niles, “The Name of God in Israel’s Worship: The Theological Importance of the Name Yahweh,” PhD diss., Princeton University, 1974.

2. Amos 9:11–12. As in other prophetic passages, there is a promise the covenant privileges of the Jewish people would be extended to the Gentiles. That Yahweh would enact this is demonstrated by the promise He would call down His name on the Gentiles. The Hebrew language is clear. Yahweh’s name would be orally invoked over the Gentiles.

3. At the council in Acts 15, James appealed to Amos 9:11–12—that Yahweh would literally invoke His name on the Gentiles to place them in covenant through baptism where the name of Jesus is orally invoked.

4. James 4:7–8.

5. See Acts 4:12.

6. The insights gained in doing my dissertation were instrumental in later books I produced. I wrote a textbook for college freshmen called Big Ideas (Florissant, MO: Apostolic Teaching Resources, 2010); a textbook I produced for graduate students on this same topic is I AM: A Oneness Pentecostal Theology (Hazelwood, MO: Word Aflame Academic, 2009). See also my featured article, “Living in Covenant,” Apostolic Study Bible, Robin Johnston, ed. (Hazelwood, MO: Word Aflame Press, 2014), 35–36.

Chapter 12 – The Pastor, the Telephone Man, and Sal

1. This analogy comes from Baptist scholar Robert H. Stein, “Baptism and Becoming a Christian in the New Testament,” Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 2.1 (Spring 1998): 6–17.

Chapter 13 – Speaking of the Spirit

1. From the personal testimony of Augusta Caroline Lundquist, originally self-published September 17, 1971. Reprinted in “Ladies Set Apart,” January, 1990, vol. 4, no. 42.

2. I Corinthians 14:15.

3. I Corinthians 14:18.

4. I Corinthians 14:4, KJV and other versions utilize “edifies” while ESV renders this as “builds up.” NLT translates I Corinthians 14:4: “A person who speaks in tongues is strengthened personally, but one who speaks a word of prophecy strengthens the entire church.”

5. See pp. 211–12 of Joretta R. Scott, Here We Go Again: The Secret Diary of a Missionary’s Wife (self-published, 1999).

6. Doug and LaDonna Joseph, eds. Billy and Shirley Cole, 97–98.

7. J. Scott, Here We Go Again, 208–210.

Chapter 14 – Tradition, Truth, and Blessings

1. James 5:7.

Chapter 15 – X Marks the Spot

1. See p. 338 of Gordon J. Wenham, “The Coherence of the Flood Narrative,” VT 28 (1978): 336–48; such an arrangement may also be called a palistrophe. Wenham draws in part from the earlier study of grammatical structure, F. I. Anderson, The Sentence in Biblical Hebrew (The Hague, 1974). Anderson challenges a documentary analysis to this narrative, favoring instead a chiasmus.

2. Wenham, “Flood Narrative,” 338. Wenham tracks through chapters 6 and 7 of Genesis, these words/concepts appear in a specific order: (1) Noah, (2) life on earth, (3) the announcement of a flood, (4) the building of the ark, (5) the collection of animals, (6) the animals entering the ark, (7) the rising of the flood waters engulfs the world. Each one of these names and actions gets mentioned in reverse order in Genesis chapter 8.

3. Wenham, 337.

Chapter 16 – The Speaking of Sandra

1. Luke 24:33–47.

2. Isa. 9:6-7.
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