KCM 31 May 2009 1000

Pentecost

It happened so many years ago – but it seems like only yesterday. 

I come from a Jewish family. I was born in Pontus, in Cappadocia. Then my dad got a job in Rome, and we moved.

I went to synagogue every Sabbath and to Hebrew school. I grew to love the Torah, the stories of our past, of the Law handed down by God. 

At the age of 13 I became a man. As we say – I was now “Bar Mitzvah” – a son of the Law. I was given a special blessing in the synagogue.

It was then my dad promised to take me to Jerusalem. I was so excited. Every Jew dreams of going there. It’s where the temple is. I counted off the weeks. Not just because I was looking forward to going. I counted them every year. We were going to the festival of Shavuot [Shavoo-oat]. The word means “weeks”. We were to be there for the festival of weeks. 

First we celebrate Passover. That’s when we remember how God delivered our ancestors from slavery in Egypt. The very next day we start counting. One week, two, three, four, five, six, seven weeks.

We got to Jerusalem a few days before the feast day. We stayed with Aunt Rachel.

“You should have been here for Passover, my dears” she said. 

(She used to talk like that. Dear Aunt Rachel – God rest her soul).

“Why. Whatever happened?”

“It all started the week before Passover. As people were crowding into the city, a man rode in on a donkey. It was quite a procession, I can tell you. They even cut down palm branches and started waving them. They thought he was a king. Well, it turned out that he was from the north, from Galilee – as were most of his followers. They were just country folk, peasants really. Galileans aren’t very bright, and they’re certainly not royalty.

“That might have been the end of it, but the man – his name was Jeshua – kept annoying the authorities. One day he started a riot in the temple. He said something about turning his Father’s house into a den of thieves.

“Well that did it. He was claiming to be the son of God. The authorities weren’t having any of it. They acted swiftly to stop the blasphemy. We woke up the day before Passover Sabbath to see another procession – this time Jeshua and two criminals carrying crosses to Golgotha, right next to the rubbish tip outside the city gates.

“They were crucified there.

“Very strange things happened that day. At noon the sky turned black as night. That lasted three hours. Then there was thunder – and to cap it all, an earthquake.

“There have been rumours that Jeshua has come alive again. Some people say they’ve seen him. Others say his followers stole the body and are spreading the rumours. The authorities don’t like it at all. The followers have disappeared. Gone into hiding I should think – or they might end up like their leader.”

We got up very early on the morning of the feast day. We went to the city gates to watch the caravans arrive. Processions as far as the eye could see – from all over the world. Each was decorated in a different way. Musical instruments were playing. It was like a carnival. And as each procession reached the gate an official welcomed them: “Our brothers, men of Crete” (or wherever they might have come from) “you have come in peace.”

We followed one procession right up to the temple. An ox was at the front, its horns covered in gold and a crown of olives on its head. Someone was playing a flute.

Many were carrying baskets of produce, for another name for Shavuot is “Yom Habikkurim” – the Day of First Fruits, when farmers bring of their harvest to Jerusalem to offer it to God in thanksgiving. 

The harvest starts with the barley crop at Passover. As each crop and fruit ripens the first to be picked isn’t eaten. Instead the farmer ties a ribbon around it and puts it to one side. Those are “Bikkurim” – the first fruits.

All the farmers gather up their first fruits into baskets and bring them to Jerusalem, where they are eaten on the feast day. Local farmers bring fresh produce. Those coming from far away bring dried fruit – like raisins or figs.

As each farmer put his basket down in the temple courtyard he recited a passage from the Torah about God delivering us from Egypt and bringing us to a land flowing with milk and honey, ending with the words: “And now I bring the first fruits of the land which you have given me, O God”.

When the baskets have all been laid down, the High Priest, on behalf of all the people, makes the special Shavuot wave-offering in front of the altar – two loaves of bread baked from the first crop of the wheat harvest. 

So we all celebrated God’s abundant provision for us that Spring Harvest.

What happened next I will never forget. We were making our way back to Aunt Rachel’s for breakfast. As we turned a corner we found a huge crowd in the square, although it was only 9 o’clock in the morning. A rather rough looking man was standing on a stool and was shouting.

Not so strange, you might think – except he was speaking our language. We later learned that everyone in the square was hearing their own language – and there were all sorts – Parthians, Medes, people from Mesopotamia, Judea, Cappadocia and my home country of Pontus. There were visitors from Crete, from Egypt, from Libya – and from Rome.

He was telling us what Aunt Rachel had said – only he said God had planned the death of Jeshua, had raised him from the dead, and had made him both Lord and Messiah. And he proved it from the Scriptures.

I didn’t know why, but it all seemed to make sense. My dad and I had to find out more. We spoke to the man. His name was Peter. “What should we do?” we asked. He said: “Repent and be baptised in the name of Jeshua Christos for the forgiveness of your sins and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit”.

About 3,000 of us were baptised. It changed my life. We never did get breakfast! We went back to Rome different people, with a totally different outlook on life. 

Not long afterwards I was apprenticed to a tentmaker. I’d been betrothed to Prisca, whom I later married. Why her parents gave her that name I’ll never know – it means “ancient”. So I call her Priscilla – my little old lady.

When I was 30 we got expelled from Rome by Emperor Claudius, and we went to live in Greece – in Corinth. There we met another tentmaker named Paul – and the rest, as they say, is history.

My name? Oh yes, it’s Aquila. 

And I almost forgot. We Christians don’t talk about Yom Habikkurim, or Shavuot. The feast falls exactly 50 days after Passover, 7 weeks plus one day, that’s 50 days and the Greek word for “fiftieth” is Pentecostos.

___________________

Let’s leave Aquila there.

We don’t actually know he was in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost, although he might have been. 

We do know he was a Jew and came from Pontus – now Northern Turkey - that he was a tentmaker, and that he married Prisca – or Priscilla. We know they lived in Rome and that Christians were expelled from Rome in AD49. 

Aquila and Priscilla did settle in Corinth, and the Apostle Paul stayed with them because he was a tentmaker too. Aquila and Priscilla became church leaders. Later they must have moved back to Rome as a church met at their house.

We also know that about 3,000 were added to the church on the day of Pentecost, that people from Pontus and from Rome were among them.

What happened that first day of Pentecost was truly amazing. God gave to men the first fruits of the greatest harvest the world has ever known – the harvest of new life, the fruit of the Spirit of God himself. And that harvest continues. Each one of us can share it.

As Paul wrote in a letter to the Roman Christians, we have the first fruits of the Spirit. And by that Spirit we are adopted into God’s family. God makes us his sons and daughters!

We have to pinch ourselves sometimes to remember that it’s true!
