
PENTECOST SUNDAY, SPIRIT FORMS COMMUNITY, JUNE 4, 2017 

 This morning we have the glad opportunity to retire a debt, to pay off our 

mortgage, in a special event following worship.  The Church Council chose Pentecost for 

this occasion, because one of the Spirit’s manifestations is fire, and we’re going to burn a 

copy of our mortgage, in keeping with custom.  Yet, there’s another excellent reason to 

burn our mortgage on Pentecost, and that’s the reality that the presence of the Holy Spirit 

forms community; that’s what we see happen in our lesson from Acts and in the Gospel 

of John.  The Spirit creates and empowers Christian community.  And it’s that kind of 

empowered community that can work together to build, and add on, and renovate, and 

create, and pay off a debt.  As we have done.  Thanks be to God!   

 The last time this community of faith paid off a mortgage was in 1954.  Three 

trustees conducted the mortgage burning:  Sig Erickon, Magnus Martin, and Bertil 

Carlson, husband to our own Audrey Carlson.  The debt retired was that for the addition 

of the building purchase and addition of the basement.  Who here today was present at 

that time?  Anyone besides Audrey?  That’s over 70 years ago!  And you know, I do 

believe we absolutely owe a debt of gratitude to our forebears in Knife River, many of 

them professional anglers or railroad workers or both, who in the late 1920s began this 

congregation, who acquired this building from the Presbyterians n 1937, and who added 

on that basement in 1949, paying it off in 1954.  Would we be here without their vision, 

their willingness to dream a big dream and create a congregation where there had not 

been one before?  Likely not.  And that vision and dreaming are in direct relationship to 

the presence of the Holy Spirit.  When the events on that Pentecost occurred, 2000 year 

or so ago, Peter quoted the prophet Joel, “I will pour out my Spirit upon all, and the 



young shall see visions and the old shall dream dreams”.  The invigorating presence of 

the Holy Spirit brought together this small assortment of Norwegians, some Swedes, and 

others to dream and envision a church into being here in this community.  It would never 

have happened otherwise. Not unlike the way the Spirit brought together the fearful, 

ragtag small assortment of disciples to form the beginnings of the Church in our Gospel 

from John.  And not unlike the way the Spirit brought together the diverse and unlikely 

group of Jewish worshippers on the festival of Pentecost in our lesson from Acts to give 

that Church a powerful jumpstart.  The presence of the Spirit creates and empowers 

Christian community.   

 Let’s look first at that lesson from John, because it precedes the lesson from Acts 

chronologically. This lesson from John throws us back to the evening of the first Easter, 

the day of Christ’s resurrection.  Jesus has been raised, and the disciples have heard tell 

of this from some who visited the empty tomb that morning, but they are still fearful and 

dubious, for which we can hardly blame them.  When we encounter them they are 

cowering by night behind locked doors, in fear for their own safety.  Not their finest 

moment, but we’d have been no different, I’m sure.  We can only wonder what their 

agenda was for that evening meeting.  I’m guessing it had to do, not at all with how to 

spread the faith, but rather with how to save their own skins.  What strategy should they 

use for lying low until all of this commotion passed them by?  This was likely their plan 

for the evening, but it was completely turned on its head by the appearance of the risen 

Christ and the gifting of the Spirit. The risen Lord appears among them, not at all what 

they expected.   And what does this risen Lord do?  Well, to begin with, what doesn’t he 

do?  He doesn’t further bar the locked door or turn the walls of the room into a fortress to 



keep his fearful disciples safe.  Nor does he scold them or berate them for their fear; 

shaming people is rarely the way to motivate them, is it?  Rather, he gives them two 

invaluable gifts.  First, the gift of peace:  “Peace be with you”, he blesses them, twice.  

And then he breathes the Spirit upon them and says, “Receive the Holy Spirit”.  He adds 

some words about the reality of forgiveness, and then he leaves.   And that small, fearful 

group of followers leave that room with the gift of peace and the gift of the Holy Spirit.  

They are utterly changed from who they were when they entered that room. They band 

together to begin the Christian faith and the Christian church, and they are so effective 

that 2000 years later there are Christians all over this world, including here in Knife 

River, Minnesota.  The Spirit created and empowered that community.  

 Between that lesson and the lesson from Acts, the risen Christ appears a number 

of times, and the fledgling community continues to grow in confidence and in size.  Then 

Christ ascends and the disciples are left to find their way forward without him.  The event 

that really sets that spark of the church into a raging fire is this event of Pentecost in our 

lesson from Acts.  Pentecost was a long established Jewish festival.  It was a Harvest 

celebration, like our Thanksgiving.  Did you know that in our time, Thanksgiving is the 

holiday when folks are most likely to travel back to their homes?  Likewise, Jews from 

all over the known world had gathered in Jerusalem to celebrate their harvest festival.  

They’d returned to their spiritual home. Peter and the other disciples were in this crowd.  

They were there to celebrate this familiar occasion of Pentecost.  They knew how the 

celebration would go and what to expect.  They were wrong.  God surprised them.  First 

there was a rush of a mighty wind.  Then flames of fire appeared.  Wind and fire.   We 

know the power of wind and fire.  We know that both are double-edged in their impact; a 



Lake wind can cool pleasantly on a warm day, but a tornado can leave a path of 

destruction.  A fire in a furnace or fireplace can warm pleasantly, but a raging wildfire 

can destroy whole communities.  This is a bracing reminder to us that God is not only 

loving and gracious, but powerful;  God is by no means domesticated.  Yet, in this case, 

the power of wind and fire is creative, rather than destructive.  What happened is that 

people begin to speak in foreign languages that they didn’t know how to speak in.  They 

found themselves speaking about the mighty acts of God in a language they didn’t know 

to people they’d never met before.  This meant that every person present, regardless of 

where they were from, heard and understood good news from God.  Not surprisingly, the 

crowd was amazed and perplexed.  We would be, tooWe aren’t necessarily comfortable 

with wind and flame, or with God’s Holy Spirit, for that matter, who has a way of 

surprising and unsettling us. 

 But, surprising and unsettling though it was, the presence of the Spirit created a 

community out of the thousands baptized that day. And that was no small feat.  This 

lesson from Acts is the horror of the lector on Pentecost every year, as they wade through 

the list of nationalities that were present:  Parthians, Medes, Elamites and residents of 

Mesopotamia,  Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt 

and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, Jews and proselytes, 

Cretans and Arabs---it's a mouthful.  Because these are people of different ethnicities, 

nations, languages and backgrounds.  Not at all a likely group to band together in a 

community that effectively will change the world.  They couldn’t even understand each 

other!  Except they could on Pentecost, because a miracle occurred, a miracle worked by 



the presence of the Holy Spirit who bridged those linguistic and cultural barriers to form 

and empower a Christian community.  That’s what the Spirit does.  

 Arguably, the task of the Spirit back in the 1920s here in Knife River wasn’t quite 

as daunting as on that original Pentecost; for the most part, language was not a large 

barrier here anymore, and most people in the area may have shared a similar 

socioeconomic situation, with fishing, railroad, small farms, hunting, providing a fairly 

basic livelihood.  Yet, the challenge they faced was not insignificant: to bring into being a 

congregation where there had been none.  Starting something from scratch always 

requires big, brave dreams and a passionate vision; the Spirit provided just that.   

 Buying the building in 1937 and adding on the basement in 1949 didn’t require 

the same effort of starting from scratch, but it certainly required courage and imagination, 

again, supplied by the Holy Spirit.  It just simply couldn’t have happened otherwise. 

Because think of the time during which this was done….the mortgage was burned in 

1954.  Since the congregation’s beginnings in the 1920s, two pivotal and historical events 

had occurred: the Great Depression and World War II.  Of course, we think our times are 

difficult, but compared to that generation—I honestly think we don’t have a clue. And 

coming out of that era is when our forebears took on adding on a basement and accruing 

that significant debt; and you know how Norwegians feel about debt.  Couldn’t have 

happened except for the presence of the Holy Spirit.  

 And here we are today, a more diverse community than our forebears I’m 

thinking.  We’re not all Norwegian, Swedish, or Finnish.  We don’t all rely on fishing or 

the railroad for our livelihoods.  We represent, actually, a fair diversity of socioeconomic 

groupings, ages, interests, and political persuasion.  And there are more of us; more of us 



to undertake big tasks and more of us to try and get along with each other.  Cuts both 

ways, doesn’t it?  

 Marv Holt will give us a history of the process involved in the renovations and the 

mortgage pay off during brunch, but I’ll just mention that the dreaming of expansion 

began in around the year 2000, 17 years ago.  A whole lot of us weren’t around then, so 

let me just point out a few things.  At the time, Knife River shared pastoral services with 

Bethlehem in Two Harbors, getting by with 20% of a Pastor; the typical annual budget 

was around $55,000, and average Sunday morning attendance was around 40 -45.  In 

other words, about a third to a half of us weren’t here.  Which is good, actually, as there 

was nowhere to put you.  The church ended here. There was no gathering area.   Not too 

many years prior to that, Lyle Northey and the Carlson’s dreamed up the present organ, 

and our present piano was gifted to us after that, but we used to get by with just an 

upright piano, played by, among others,  Carol’s mother, Evelyn.  (Does your daughter, 

Kristin, know she’ll have to take over for you someday, Carol?)  There were steps in the 

front and narrow, eccentric steps from behind the altar area that led to the fellowship hall, 

which was half the size it is presently.  Imagine fitting us all in for worship in that space--

-with our present hand bells, choir, piano, and organ.  Imagine putting on the fishcake 

dinner downstairs with half of the available space we have now.  The imagination 

boggles, does it not?  There was no memorial garden.  No guaranteed green space beyond 

us.  No place for a columbarium.  No upstairs gathering space for coffee after worship.  

There was no handicapped accessible bathroom.  There was no ramp into the building, 

and no elevator once you struggled your way inside.  All that we now enjoy and share 

with our community came about as a result of those dreams and visions, and it’s quite 



remarkable; there is no way to account for it actually, apart from the presence of the Holy 

Spirit, who creates community and empowers community to dream and envision.  A 

process of dreaming and envisioning that leads us to this day, where we celebrate the 

retirement of our debt by, appropriately, burning our mortgage on this Holy Spirit 

Sunday, the Spirit of fire.  

 There is a fiery element that is unique to the season we are just leaving, the season 

of Easter.  Starting on Easter Sunday, and throughout the season of Easter, which lasts 7 

weeks, we lit the Paschal candle, the candle of the resurrection.  But today, on Pentecost, 

we will extinguish this candle, following our celebration of Holy Communion.  From 

now until next Easter, it will be lit only on resurrection-related occasions, namely 

baptisms and funerals.  So, why do we extinguish the candle, and where does that 

resurrection flame go?  We extinguish it because the season of Pentecost, which we enter 

today, focuses on our growth, as a Christian community,  in discipleship, love, and 

service.  The resurrection flame is now to burn within us.  “Let your light so shine,” Jesus 

says.  We are now the receivers and sharers of the fire of the Holy Spirit; the fire that 

empowers us to continue to dream and envision; the fire that burns our mortgage; the fire 

of the Spirit that creates and empowers us as a Christian community to be the Heart of 

this community.  Amen.  

   


