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Fire 
 
With our scripture and sermon today we are continuing with, and 
indeed concluding our five week sermon series here exploring some 
of the biblical and spiritual dimensions to the five classical elements, 
trying to see what we might remember or discover about that which is 
elemental to life in general, and about that which is elemental or basic 
within us.  
 
For a quick recap in case you’ve missed some of these weeks—We 
began with Water as we celebrated the waters of baptism here, 
marking with water the foreheads of Jesse and Allie, and so using 
water to highlight or magnify the sense of the sheer gifted nature, the 
sheer givenness, the sheer grace of life. We continued to see what 
else we might draw from water, as we contemplated some of water’s 
very interesting and creative contradictions—for example, how water 
both breaks down and builds up; about how when it encounters an 
obstacle such as a rock, it doesn’t panic, but simply goes around 
continues on its way; about how it’s the most protean of the elements 
in terms of being the least resistant to change, transforming states 
quickly from solid to liquid to vapor; and also a bit about how water is 
tasteless, and odorless, and provides nothing by way of organic 
nutrients, and yet how it’s essential to all of life, and about how at 
times it can quench and satisfy even our deepest thirst.  
 
From water we moved to earth, as we spent some time with the 
parables of Jesus, noticing how Jesus would often point to the way of 
the earth, to the irrepressible generativity of the earth for example, as 
one of his favorite ways of trying to teach us about what life with God 
is like. After worship then we gathered outside around our new raised 
bed gardens as we blessed together the generativity of that good 
earth.  
 
After noticing the earth underfoot for a week, we then looked up the 
next week and considered Sky, as we lingered with those great 



opening words of Psalm 19—The heavens are telling the glory of 
God, the skies proclaim the work of God’s hands. 
 
After a week of gazing skyward, up towards what Emerson talked 
about in terms of the sky being “that ultimate art gallery just above 
us,” we moved last week from the visible wonder to the invisible 
wonder of existence, as we spent some time with the mysterious fifth 
element, which, following the more Eastern account of the elements, 
we explored together as the void. I have to admit, I was a bit 
apprehensive about this one, which I think is a common reaction that 
we have to the void. I have to say also though that our week with the 
void lead to more comments than any other of the elements. Last 
week after I tried to talk about a type of spiritual practice that involves 
trying to befriend the void, one of you gave an even better testimony 
to that when you said that you’ve always liked thinking about the void, 
that when you think about the void you feel like you glow inside.  
 
That beautiful description of that sense of glowing inside brings us to 
today’s theme of Fire, which the earliest church, as we’ll hear in our 
scripture reading, used to symbolize the power of God’s Holy Spirit. 
As you listen for the word that God might have for you today as Jeff 
reads the scripture, I offer this ancient prayer, also, as a way of 
inviting the Spirit’s fiery nature into our midst— 
 
Come Holy Spirit, our souls inspire, enlighten us with your celestial 
fire, for if you are with us, then nothing else matters, and if you are 
not with us, then nothing else matters. Be with us we pray, in the 
name of your beloved. Amen.  
 
 
When the Feast of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. Without 
warning there was a sound like a strong wind, gale force—no one could tell where it 
came from. It filled the whole building. Then, like a wildfire, the Holy Spirit spread 
through their ranks, and they started speaking in a number of different languages as 
the Spirit prompted them. 
 
There were many Jews staying in Jerusalem just then, devout pilgrims from all over 
the world. When they heard the sound, they came on the run. Then when they 
heard, one after another, their own mother tongues being spoken, they were 
thunderstruck. They couldn’t for the life of them figure out what was going on, and 
kept saying, “Aren’t these all Galileans? How come we’re hearing them talk in our 
various mother tongues? 



 
Parthians, Medes, and Elamites; 
Visitors from Mesopotamia, Judea, and Cappadocia, 
    Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, 
    Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene; 
Immigrants from Rome, both Jews and proselytes; 
Even Cretans and Arabs! 
“They’re speaking our languages, describing God’s mighty works!” 
 
Their heads were spinning; they couldn’t make head or tail of any of it. They talked 
back and forth, confused: “What’s going on here?” 
 
Others joked, “They’re drunk on cheap wine.” 
 
That’s when Peter stood up and, backed by the other eleven, spoke out with bold 
urgency: “Fellow Jews, all of you who are visiting Jerusalem, listen carefully and get 
this story straight. These people aren’t drunk as some of you suspect. They haven’t 
had time to get drunk—it’s only nine o’clock in the morning. This is what the prophet 
Joel announced would happen: 
 
“In the Last Days,” God says, 
“I will pour out my Spirit 
    on every kind of people: 
Your sons will prophesy, 
    also your daughters; 
Your young men will see visions, 
    your old men dream dreams. 
When the time comes, 
    I’ll pour out my Spirit 
On those who serve me, men and women both, 
    and they’ll prophesy. 
I’ll set wonders in the sky above 
    and signs on the earth below, 
Blood and fire and billowing smoke, 
    the sun turning black and the moon blood-red, 
Before the Day of the Lord arrives, 
    the Day tremendous and marvelous; 
And whoever calls out for help 
    to me, God, will be saved.” 
 

 *** 
 
  
Then, like a wildfire, the Holy Spirit spread… 
 
Like a wildfire, the Holy Spirit… 
 
I’ve heard it said that we who find ourselves in this type of church 
community, in terms of our denomination being in what’s sometimes 



referred to as the mainline church tradition, that we tend, on the 
whole, to be a bit “holy spirit shy.”  
 
Holy Spirit shy. I don’t know if that describes or resonates with you or 
with us as a church, and I want to say that I don’t think being shy in 
general is at all a bad thing, but my hope is that with this time we 
have this morning to commemorate Pentecost, to remember how God 
marked the birth of the church with the gift of the Spirit,  pictured and 
symbolized as fire, my hope is that we might make a move together 
to become a bit less Holy Spirit shy.  
 
And so towards that end I want to invite you to focus on fire for a 
bit…and I use that word focus very deliberately. The dictionary 
defines focus as “a central point,” in terms of a point of attraction or a 
point of attention, or a point where our gaze converges—like how, I 
imagine for you, it’s not hard to focus on these beautiful red flowers 
that we have here this morning—but this sense of focus is actually 
the metaphorical and not the literally meaning of the term. The 
scientist Johannes Kepler in the early 17th-century was the first to use 
focus in this metaphorical sense, as he discovered, rather than 
moving about the sun in a circle, the planets actually follow an 
elliptical shape, and Kepler defined the ellipse as having two foci, two 
focal points.  
 
Before Kepler though, focus was an old Latin word which literally 
meant fire, or fireplace, or hearth, hearth also, similarly, being an Old 
English word meaning at first fire, but which eventually evolved into 
the word home…and so from focus…to fire….to hearth…to home… 
 
When we think about fire, then, and about fire as a way of 
symbolizing God’s Spirit, we’re thinking about something very basic, 
something very ancient, and something very enchanting to the human 
spiritual imagination, something that speaks to us of hearth and 
home.  
 
Fire, it seems, has always enthralled us. Speaking personally here, 
while I’ve loved each of the elements that we’ve worked through 
these weeks, and while I’ve found myself each week falling 



hopelessly for the element that we’ve focused on, I’ve been looking 
forward particularly to this one, because I have to say that fire is my 
favorite. Maybe it’s a legacy of some of my best, earliest memories 
involving gathering around a campfire with my family and extended 
family; or maybe it’s a legacy of some of our best and earliest 
memories as a species gathering around a fire—fire as a place of 
warmth, light, comfort, community, safety, survival, storytelling, 
mythologizing, meaning-making, dreaming, pondering, plotting, 
enchantment.  
 
Anthropologists don’t know exactly when or where we first discovered 
how to control fire, but they generally agree that it was one of if not 
the most pivotal moment in our evolution—transforming everything 
from the physical dimension in terms of brain size, to the more 
symbolic levels of language, culture, religion, art. While we don’t have 
an exact archeological account of it, we do have many wonderful 
myths about the origin of our relationship with fire. Many of them, 
interestingly, involve the notion that fire was something that we 
borrowed or that we stole—in other words, not something that was 
ours to begin with. Many of the Native American myths, for example, 
involve the idea that fire was a gift from the animal spirits—and so 
there’s a Cherokee story about how at first Possum and Buzzard tried 
but failed to steal fire for us, but that Grandmother Spider used her 
web to sneak into the land of light and steal a spark, bringing it back 
to us in a little clay jar. Other candidates for the fire theft myth include 
Coyote, Bear, Crow, and there’s an interesting Creek account of the 
Rabbits giving us fire after stealing it from the Weasels.   
 
Of course I don’t think I could talk about fire and not mention the 
Greek myth of Prometheus, the Titan who stole fire from Zeus, 
carrying an ember in a fennel stalk, and giving it to humanity, an 
action which lead to Zeus chain him to a rock for all eternity, until, in 
later accounts the hero Hercules finally frees him. 
 
My favorite telling of the Prometheus myth though is the philosophical 
one as told by Plato. Plato tells the story this way, he says that the 
gods fashioned and shaped us and all the animals out of the clay of 
the earth, but then they left it to Prometheus and his brother 



Epimetheus to finish the task—specifically they charged them with 
equipping all the animals with their proper qualities. Epimetheus, 
whose name means “Afterthought,” began the task, and he had a 
good ecological principle in mind as he assigned qualities so as to 
insure that each species had a fair chance to survive, granting each 
their own ecological niche in a sense, assigning strength to some, 
quickness to others, cunning to others. By the time he got to 
humanity though, he had run out of qualities to give away, and so we 
were left without any special skills or any special characteristics, 
without any ecological niche or role to play—we were left “naked, 
unshod, and unarmed,” as Plato puts it. In his attempt to remedy this 
situation then, Prometheus, whose name means “Forethought,” gave 
us the gift of fire, which in turn gave us the chance to develop some 
of the perhaps uniquely human skills of wisdom, the arts and 
technology (techne). 
 
Of course in the Bible too, fire plays a prominent and powerful role, 
but interestingly the emphasis is not so much on fire as a way of 
understanding what it means to be human, but fire as a site of more-
than-human revelation, or fire as an element of creation in and with 
and through which we might glimpse something about the Creator.  
 
Moses, for example, the story about how one day he was out tending 
sheep, following them deep into the wilderness, into the mountains, 
when suddenly he was stopped in his tracks by a bush that was on 
fire, that was ablaze but was not consumed. That encounter with fire 
lead him into a new understanding of God, even a new name for God, 
for from within the fire he heard God’s name for the first time as “I am 
who I am,” or “I will be who I will be.” It’s a difficult name to translate 
into English, but I think that when we think about that image of a bush 
on fire, and when we think about fire, about how it has to burn to stay 
alive, we can glimpse something of the propulsive, conflagrant, 
dynamic, billowing energy, the “I will be who I will be,” nature of God. 
The poet Christian Wieman, the former editor of Poetry magazine, 
wrote a wonderful theological autobiography recently called My Bright 
Abyss, in which he names God in a similar way when he talks about 
God as “the bright burn of being.”  
 



With Jesus also, in addition to often using the same name for God 
that Moses first heard in the fire, one of the strangest things Jesus 
said was when he started talking about fire in Luke’s Gospel, and he 
said, “I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already 
kindled!”  
 
“I came to bring fire to the earth…” It’s still not exactly clear to me 
what Jesus had in mind with this promethean idea about bringing fire 
to the earth, but from our perspective today, as we remember and 
celebrate the first Pentecost as the day when something new was 
kindled within the hearts of the early Jesus community, when “like a 
wildfire, the Holy Spirit spread,” we in a sense are celebrating and 
remembering, or reminding ourselves, of how all of us here today are 
like the still-glowing embers of this original, vast Pentecostal 
explosion, and that we’re here today in order to keep this fire alive.   
 
I like how the Jesuit priest and geologist Teilhard de Chardin put it 
when he wrote that, “Someday, after mastering the winds, the waves, 
the tides and gravity, we shall harness for God the energies of love, 
and then, for a second time in the history of the world, humanity will 
have discovered fire.”  
 
And so I think this is what we’re about the business of this morning. 
To discover fire again for the second time. To discover God’s glowing 
Spirit deep within. To keep something of that original Pentecostal fire 
alive, and burning. Amen. 


